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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation considers the theological writings of Vincenzo Gioacchino Raffaele Luigi Pecci 

(1810-1903), better known to history as Pope Leo XIII.  During his papacy (1878-1903), Leo 

initiated many theological movements, each in some way meant to help move the Catholic church 

into a more positive relationship to modernity.  While most scholars tend to focus on Leo’s social 

teaching, as expressed in his 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum, I show that Leo made considerable 

contributions in other key areas.  Further, I argue that Leo’s papacy represents a critical linchpin 

in the development of the modern Catholic church, which helped lead the way to the Second 

Vatican Council’s posture toward the modern world.   

In particular, I argue that his call for the revival of Thomas Aquinas as a key theological 

voice to respond to the challenges of the Enlightenment (Ch. 1), his arguments about the prudential 

use of the historical critical method of biblical studies (Ch. 2), and his numerous statements on the 

relationship between the Catholic church and the modern state (Ch. 3) have all led to lasting and 

considerable theological developments.  The Thomistic movement, which flourished in the 

decades after Leo’s death, is still a fruitful area of theological scholarship, both in terms of 

historical considerations of Thomas Aquinas, and the application of his teachings to contemporary 

issues.  Leo’s view of biblical inspiration and his openness to the use of the historical critical 

method both set the foundation for contemporary Catholic biblical studies.  Both movements also 

resulted in the founding of or rededication of educational institutions which continue to carry out 

the work Leo inspired.  With respect to the area of church-state relations, Leo’s considerable 

teaching through his papal encyclicals would lay the groundwork for a reconsideration of the 

question of religious liberty at Vatican II.     
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In these seemingly disparate areas, Leo XIII utilizes the duality of reason and revelation as 

a means of maintaining a link to the patrimony of the Catholic theological tradition, while at the 

same time making way for new ideas and methodologies.  I argue that this duality is a critical 

concept to help better understand the theological vision of Leo XIII.  By drawing attention to this 

duality of reason and revelation, I show the organic links between Leo’s theological doctrines and 

offer a corrective on the prevailing scholarly narrative which privileges Leo’s social teaching as 

the most important of his theological contributions.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

In standard accounts of Catholic moral theology, especially accounts of the history of 

moral theology in the twentieth century, scholars typically point to the Second Vatican Council 

(1962-1965) as the key to understanding the present state of moral theology.  Charles Curran, for 

instance, argues that prior to Vatican II, Catholic ethics operated in a legalistic framework built 

on an ahistorical approach to the natural law.  But after the council, moral theologians were 

inclined to look to scripture, systematic theology, and even the social sciences for guidance.  The 

shift in emphasis, according to Curran and many others, was a fundamentally different way of 

approaching theology.  They describe it as a move away from classicism to historicism.1  This 

shift in paradigm, first presented by Bernard Lonergan, is inspired by the importance of 

distinguishing between the teachings of a particular author and the context in which that teaching 

was set.2    Lonergan claimed that classicism approaches reality and nature as static, fixed, and 

universal.  This leads to theological and moral norms which are timeless, universal, and 

immutable.  On the other hand, historicism tries to appreciate the changing, mutable, and 

particular aspects of norms.  In this conception of moral theology, there are elements of historical 

teachings that are still appreciated, but also elements which in a certain sense are better left in the 

past because of their limited contextual settings.  In large part, with the exception of his influence 

on social teaching, theologians and scholars today often see Leo XIII as part of that past that, 

 
1 Charles Curran, Catholic Moral Theology in the United States: A History (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 

University Press, 2008) 
2 Cf. Bernard Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (New York: Longmans, Green, 1957); Richard 

Gula, S.S. What Are They Saying About Moral Norms (New York: Paulist Press, 1981); Charles Curran, 

Fundamental Directions in Moral Theology (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1985) 
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however historically significant, does not carry much weight in contemporary arguments about 

moral issues.  

John Mahoney’s history of moral theology gives us a good example of how Leo XIII is 

framed in terms of his broad impact on 20th century theological development.  Mahoney mostly 

concentrates on Leo’s renewal of the theology of Aquinas, in particular his theory of the natural 

law.  To that end Mahoney argues that Leo’s primary contribution to contemporary theological 

development is his encyclical on Aquinas, Aeterni Patris (1879), followed by the encyclicals, 

Libertas (1888) and Rerum Novarum (1891).  He argues that Leo XIII understood the natural law 

to be a “particularly apt instrument in the development of the Church’s social and political 

teaching in a world which might listen to reason if it would not heed the revealed word of God.”3  

In Mahoney’s analysis, then, the main effect of Leo’s Thomistic revival was that it brought the 

natural law doctrine to the forefront of the Catholic church’s approach to moral argumentation.  

In some sense one can see this as the church’s answer to the loss of confidence in revelation in 

the modern world.  Thus, to speak to the modern world, rather than putting the emphasis on 

divine revelation, Mahoney argues that Leo XIII and his successors tended to argue that it is 

merely by human nature alone that we can ascertain basic moral and theological truths, not by 

revelation:  

But that prescription of human reason can have the force of law only if it is the voice and 

interpreter of a higher reason to which our mind and freedom should be subject.  So the 

law of nature is the eternal law, to be found in rational beings and inclining them to their 

due act and end, and that in turn is the eternal reason of God the creator who governs the 

whole universe.4  

 

 
3 John Mahoney, The Making of Moral Theology: A Study of the Roman Catholic Tradition (New York: Oxford, 

1990), 81. 
4 Libertas (1888), #8, quoted in Mahoney, p. 82. 
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Based in part on Leo’s Thomistic renewal, Mahoney argues that “Pius XII and his 

successors were to continue to see ‘right reason’ and the moral precepts generated by human 

nature as a major resource for all men in every area of behavior…”5  This critique, which shows 

the emphasis on reason rather than revelation or nature rather than theology, duty rather than 

virtue, is not without some standing.  However, it is in tension with the fact that Leo also urged a 

closer attentiveness to scripture in his encyclical of 1893, Providentissimus Deus and in his 

subsequent formation of the Pontifical Biblical Commission.  As I will show in chapter two, the 

importance of divine revelation was not a secondary issue for Leo, but it in fact constituted one 

of his primary concerns.  But even more to the point with respect to Aquinas and Aeterni Patris, 

as I will argue in chapter one, the central issue in that encyclical is not really Aquinas per se, but 

the proper way to understand the relationship between reason and revelation.  To that end, Leo 

XIII employs Aquinas as an example, as someone who appreciates both philosophical reason and 

the necessity of divine revelation.  To be sure, Mahoney is writing an extensive overview of 

moral theology and was not intent on dissecting Leo’s papacy, but his rather slim view of the 

importance of Leo XIII indicates, I think, the lacunae in scholarship on Catholic theological 

developments that this dissertation fills.  That is, he considers Leo’s influence mainly with 

respect to his utilization of natural law arguments and the development of social teaching and 

moves on.  As I will show throughout, Leo’s role in the development of Catholic theology is 

much broader and more significant than the picture that Mahoney paints.  More significantly, 

without appreciating the other areas of Leo’s thought, it is difficult to correctly understand his 

social teaching. 

 
5 Mahoney, 83. 
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I will concede to Mahoney, however, that he is certainly on the mark when he notes that 

the style or particular approach to the natural law that was popularized in the wake of the 

Leonine revival often led to an overemphasis on the stability and systematic aspects of the 

natural law, with a lack of emphasis or even a silence on the role of contingency and 

provisionality presented in Aquinas’ natural law.6  As we will see later, the question of Leo’s 

intention and the subsequent versions of Thomism that develop in wake of Aeterni Patris is a 

particularly complex issue.  In any event, Mahoney’s analysis sets up, in one way, the problem at 

the heart of this dissertation.  That is: what do we gain from studying Leo XIII?  How was he 

instrumental in setting up important developments in Catholic theology in the twentieth century?  

How is he important for theological debates today? 

Reason and Revelation 

The central thesis of my dissertation is that by appreciating Leo’s perspective of the 

duality of reason and revelation, scholars will be able to understand, in broad strokes, the way 

Leo XIII brought the Catholic church into a more positive relationship to modernity.7  Whereas 

his predecessor, Pius IX, rejected many features of the changing world of the post-

Enlightenment, Leo attempted to hold onto the theological patrimony of Catholicism, but in a 

way that could incorporate new ideas, even from the secular world, in a careful and prudential 

way.  He sought, at one and the same time, to move ahead and account for the “new things” 

 
6 Cf. Mahoney, 80: “On the whole it has been the fate of Aquinas’ natural law teaching in moral theology that the 

logical appeal and coherence of his system has been stressed, while the provisionality and contingency of 

conclusions as they come closer to individual stations, features which he himself carefully built into his theory, have 

been either neglected or ignored.”  
7 I use the term “duality” here with some reservation.  In some earlier drafts I used the term “dualism” but that 

connoted a sense of competition.  Leo does not see reason and revelation as being in conflict or competition with 

one another.  His fundamental argument is that human beings, and civil society, need both revelation and reason.  I 

thus considered saying “complementarity,” but that term, too, carries limitations and connotations with sexual ethics 

that I did not want to bring into the dissertation.  Thus duality here is meant to convey the symbiotic relationship 

between divine revelation and human reason.  
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(Rerum Novarm) while maintaining a continuity with the historical resources of the Catholic 

church. 

Thus revelation we might say represents the connection to the history of the church, 

including not only sacred scripture, but also the theological heritage of past councils, the Fathers 

of the Church, and the writings of the saints.  Revelation is important for Leo, as it holds the key 

to the supernatural end of human nature, the fundamental purpose for which we exist.  Reason, 

for Leo, means human ingenuity and it is important as a resource in trying to respond to new 

methodologies and new sources of knowledge.  Leo’s fundamental view is that the Catholic 

church and, indeed, the world, cannot be healthy when kept within the bounds of reason alone or 

revelation alone.  Rather, both are needed, but they must be held in the right balance. This basic 

insight illuminates and underlies Leo XIII’s theology in both broad and specific ways.  

One of his first encyclicals, Aeterni Patris (1879), concentrates in a particular way on the 

role of reason and the prudential approach to new philosophical systems.  In chapter one, I 

demonstrate the way Leo understands the role of philosophical reason in the modern world.  In 

chapter two, I turn to Leo’s encyclical on modern methods of biblical criticism, Providentissimus 

Deus (1893).  This document highlights Leo’s view of revelation and I show how it compliments 

Leo’s understanding of reason.  In these opening chapters, then, I show the foundations of the 

reason/revelation duality.  In chapter three, I argue that even when Leo is thinking about more 

quotidian concerns like church-state relations, there is a very important way in which the same 

duality is being played out.  That is to say, for Leo XIII, this duality functions as his way to think 

about a wide range of issues.  When writing about church-state relations, Leo uses the concept of 

the church or the realm of the sacred much as he uses the concept of revelation in other 

documents.  Similarly, civil society or the state stands in for the concept of reason.   
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This reason/revelation duality holds Leo’s theology together throughout both a broad 

range of theological subjects and issues, as well as across many years of his papacy.  I show in 

the pages that follow that scholars must attend to this key concept from Leo in order to 

understand and appropriately interpret his doctrine on a host of issues, especially his social 

doctrine.  Leo is often considered the inaugural figure in the development of Catholic social 

teaching, and scholars typically focus on his 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum as the genesis of 

this tradition.  Yet, as I will argue, we cannot really appreciate Leo’s doctrine in this area without 

studying the other areas of his thought, which all too often have been unexplored by other 

scholars.  My contribution in this dissertation, then, is to give a sustained analysis of Leo in the 

area of philosophy, scripture, and church-state relations to better draw out the organic connection 

and key doctrines of Leo’s thought.  This will offer a corrective to the prevailing scholarly 

narratives about Leo XIII and allow scholars to be able to interpret his social doctrine with an 

eye to the fundamental principles that make his social doctrine possible. 

Cardinal Pecci: Pabile? 

To consider the papacy of Leo XIII, it will be helpful first to speak briefly about the 

conclave which elected him.  The history of his election, in fact, points to the very real 

understanding of Leo, by his contemporaries, as a figure who was more liberal, or more open to 

engaging with the world.  Historian Owen Chadwick describes a number of serious controversies 

surrounding the conclave which would elect the next pope after the death of Pope Pius IX in 

1878.  First, we should recall that the body of cardinal electors at the time was much smaller than 

it is today, with only sixty-one voting members, and they were mostly Italians and Europeans.  

Because most of them were geographically closer to Rome, they were able to gather together 

quickly after Pius IX’s death for an initial meeting.  One of their pressing concerns was to decide 
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where they would hold the conclave.  At their first meeting, they took a vote on whether or not to 

even hold the conclave in Italy, given the political climate at the time.  The opening vote was to 

leave Italy and conduct the election on foreign soil.  However, in the end, practicalities helped 

convince the cardinals to say at the Vatican, since many of the cardinals would have difficulty 

traveling due to age, and as a whole, the group was uncertain if the Italian government would let 

them back into Rome if they left the country.8  

In terms of the person who would succeed Pius IX, there was, according to Chadwick, a 

desire for a liberal or, at the very least, a moderate cardinal.  Many of the more influential 

members of the curia at the time who were close to Pius IX, including Cardinal Bilio (the 

presumed author of the Syllabus of Errors) were seen as ultra-conservative figures in the mold of 

Pius.  Accordingly, the majority of the European cardinals wanted someone from outside of the 

power structure to take the chair of Peter.  Because Cardinal Pecci had been somewhat in “exile” 

in his diocese of Perugia for the bulk of his ecclesial life, he was seen as a safer choice.  It was 

thought that, because he had been kept away from Rome, he would be more independent in 

thought and not someone who would strictly model his papacy after Pius IX.  Still, he was 

undoubtedly more conservative than many of the cardinals desired.  However, because Pecci had 

spent so much of his life in Italy, and generally desired to find a way to work with the new 

government, he was seen overall as a good fit.  Since he was Italian, this would satisfy the new 

government’s desire to have an Italian elected.  And since he was not a leading member of the 

curia, the cardinals thought he had at least a chance to strike a new path, separate and distinct 

from the ways of Pius IX.  

 
8 Owen Chadwick, A History of the Popes 1830-1914 (New York: Oxford, 1998), 274. 
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As Eamon Duffy notes, the fact that Cardinal Pecci had been made camerlengo before 

Pius IX’s death was actually a signal that he likely would not succeed Pius as the next pope.  

Traditionally, the camerlengo oversees the conclave, but is not chosen as the pope.9  It wasn’t 

only the fact that Pecci was chosen for this role which did not initially bode well for him, though.  

According to Katherine Burton, Pecci had some clear enemies and opposition in the ranks of the 

cardinals during Pius IX’s tenure.  One figure who emerges in several sources as an opponent to 

Pecci is Cardinal Antonelli, who was a key figure in Pecci’s “exile” in Perugia.10  As Burton 

argues, Antonelli may have even kept Bishop Pecci’s personal letters from reaching the pope.  

Antonelli’s main issue with Pecci was that his views were far too liberal “for the good of a 

conservative church.”11  However, he was not the only one who felt that Pecci was a poor fit for 

the papal office.  Another Cardinal, Sacconi “felt that Pecci was not even to be considered.  He 

was ‘too modern, too averse to present policy--and too sickly.”12  In the first round of voting, 

Pecci received twenty-three votes, in the second round, he received thirty-eight, and by the third 

round, he had secured forty-four votes, and would become the next pope.  The question remained 

though, would he continue the agenda set by Pius IX or would he live up to his rumors that he 

was a “liberal”? Cardinal Gambetta expressed the concern that, if Pecci didn’t die early in his 

tenure as pope, the Church should expect a “marriage of convenience between the Church and 

the modern state.”13 

 

 
9  Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners: A History of the Popes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 386.  The 

papal camerlengo (chamber officer) is responsible for taking care of the Church’s temporal affairs during the 

interregnum between popes. 
10 Cf. Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners: A History of the Popes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 

Katherine Burton, Leo XIII: The First Modern Pope (New York: David McKay Company, 1962) 
11 Burton, 41. 
12 Ibid., 89. 
13 Ibid., 104. 
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Leo XIII as via media 

Thomas Bokenkotter argues that we might best understand Leo as a sort of mediating 

figure between two popes, Pius IX (1846-1878) and Pius X (1903-1914), who rejected modernity 

outright.14  This is not to say, however, that Leo was a conventionally liberal or progressive 

figure.  But, Bokenkotter’s argument goes, perhaps it was because of his conservative outlook 

that during his pontificate he consciously took more moderate and open stances with respect to 

modernity.  That is, rather than belittle the “errors of modernity” and condemn long lists of 

propositions, Leo typically operated in a milder fashion than his Pian predecessor or successor.  

However, for Bokenkotter, this is a strange circumstance borne, not of Leo’s own humility, but 

precisely out of his false sense of how important he was as the pope.   That is, his vision of the 

office of the papacy was that it constituted an office which the world esteemed; that the reigning 

Roman Pontiff could, and indeed, should influence the whole world.  This, Bokenkotter notes, 

may have led Leo to take positions that had the aim of dialogue, even though many in the world 

at his time would not have been open to that dialogue.  He sees this as a misplaced confidence, 

more than a real desire to cooperate and negotiate with modernity. Nevertheless, some elements 

of his papacy seem, even by Bokenkotter’s theory, to be rather odd decisions for a strictly 

conservative pope to have made.  He identifies several key markers of openness for Leo’s 

pontificate: (1) electing John Henry Newman as a cardinal, despite his theological views on the 

development of doctrine, (2) opening the Vatican’s secret archives to scholars and researchers15, 

(3) trying to grapple with the historical critical method of Scripture study and (4) publishing 

 
14 Cf. Bokenkotter, Thomas, A Concise History of the Catholic Church: Revised and Expanded Edition (New York: 

Doubleday, 2004), esp. Ch. 28-29. 
15 While writing this dissertation, Pope Francis changed the official name of the secret archives to the “Apostolic 

archives.”  Though I need to acknowledge that change, I think it will take quite some time for the “apostolic 

archives” term to be as recognizable of a term among scholars as “Vatican secret archives” has become.  
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encyclicals calling for progressive social reform.  Of course, Leo’s role as the founder of modern 

Catholic social teaching is widely acknowledged, and it is this precise aspect of his papacy that 

should lead scholars to question whether there isn’t more to the story customary view which 

depicts Leo as averse to modernity.  Bokenkotter, for instance, claims that Leo’s different 

approach to the papacy was built on a misplaced confidence, almost as if it were an accident.  

But there seems, to my mind, a disconnect between calling Leo an ultramontanist16 who tried to 

keep modernity out of the Church and hailing him as the great originator of Catholic social 

teaching, which has helped the Church find new ways to reflect on contemporary social 

problems and concerns.  Of course, Bokenkotter doesn’t himself subscribe to both of these 

positions, but the tension is there in the general portrayal of Leo; some see him as an innovator, 

others as an arch-conservative.  Sometimes, he’s painted both ways.  For instance, Curran 

highlights the importance of Catholic social teaching, with Leo as the founder.  For Curran, 

Catholic social teaching is one of the major movements within Catholic theology that helped 

move the Catholic church out of the narrow legalistic framework and into a more historically-

conscious model.  But he also sees Leo as a conservative figure who was responsible for 

reinforcing the legalistic model in the first place.  That’s a tough pill to swallow, and an odd 

argument to make. 

I want to argue, throughout this project, that in some of Leo’s important decisions, and 

especially through his quite voluminous encyclical letters, we see him operating in a more 

modern mode, or at least in a way that did not altogether demonize and reject the modern.  While 

Katherine Burton’s book on Leo is titled Leo XIII: The First Modern Pope, it may be better for 

 
16 I use the term ultramontanist here in its pejorative sense, even though, technically speaking, it is ultramontanism 

that won out as the orthodox view, not a heretical view.  Cf. Taylor O’Neil, “A Defense of Ultramontanism Contra 

Gallicanism,” Church Life Journal, Oct. 12, 2018. 
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the purpose of my project to call Leo not a modern pope simpliciter, but a pope who wanted to 

negotiate, reason, and dialogue with the modern world.17  In literature on Leo, one often 

encounters a characterization of him as mostly a conservative figure, who nonetheless, and 

sometimes bewilderingly, shares some liberal concerns.18  But yet one cannot, I think, put him in 

the same category as his predecessor or successor.  As Bokenkotter puts it:  

Leo XIII was not a liberal Catholic but a widely traveled diplomat and deeply sensitive 

scholar who knew that it was absolutely imperative for the Church to meet the real needs 

of the age and break out of the state-of-siege mentality so much a part of its history since 

the Enlightenment.  In contrast with Pius IX’s reign, his pontificate was one long and 

somewhat successful effort to place the Church on a new footing in regard to modern 

secular culture.19  

 

In fact, one gets a good sense of the new mentality of Leo XIII when one considers his 

response to the movement of modernism within Catholic theology.20  Certainly the modernist 

crisis, which historians typically characterize as part of Pius X’s papal legacy, was already 

brewing during Leo’s pontificate.  In point of fact, one can read some concern with respect to 

modern methods of theology in Leo’s 1893 document on scripture, Providentissimus Deus.  Yet, 

Leo issued nothing akin to the Syllabus of Errors, Lamentabili Sane, or Pascendi Dominici 

Gregis during his reign.21  I think Bokenkotter is right when he argues that it is not Leo’s 

philosophical or theological principles that differentiate him from Pius IX and Pius X.  One 

 
17Katherine Burton, Leo XIII: The First Modern Pope (New York: David McKay Company, 1962) 
18 For instance, his focus on economic justice and healthcare in his diocese in Perugia. 
19 Bokenkotter, p. 331, emphasis added. 
20 Modernism is typically associated with the Modernist crisis during the time of Pius X.  Pius X famously described 

modernism as the synthesis of all heresies and applied the label to everything from more scientific approaches to 

reading the Bible to a false sense of ecumenism.  I mention the issue here not because Leo XIII dealt with the issue 

in a similar fashion, but because some of the trends which would later be identified as modernism by Pius X were 

already well-developed during Leo’s tenure.  It is precisely his reaction to them which shows the difference in 

approach and style that I am highlighting here.  
21 Both Pius IX and Pius X are famous for their documents rejecting modernity.  Pius IX issued the Syllabus of 

Errors in in 1864 and Pius X issued his Lamentabili sane and Pascendi Dominici Gregis in 1907.  While Leo clearly 

shared some of their concerns, it is worth noting that in his 86 encyclical letters, he did not have recourse to the 

same kind of comprehensive rejections and condemnations as did his Pian predecessor and successor. 
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could argue that he shared their basic outlook about fundamental theological and philosophical 

concerns.  However similar Leo may have been to his predecessor or successor in basic outlook, 

he was also a shrewd diplomat and made a different sort of prudential judgement about how to 

use his influence as the pope.  Thus, “although his predecessor resisted accommodation to the 

modern world and condemned these things as the expression of liberalism, the flexible and clear-

sighted Leo XIII made distinctions that made it possible for Catholics to accept the techniques of 

liberalism without subscribing to its philosophy.”22  This distinction between the techniques of 

liberalism and its philosophy runs all through Leo’s pontificate.  It also is one of the reasons why 

I suggest that Leo is a modern pope.  While he shared the doctrinal concerns of Pius IX, Leo was 

nevertheless willing to allow for the use of new methodologies.  As Bernard Brady argues, Leo 

wrote no anathemas, but instead showed himself to be concerned with finding a way to relate the 

Church to modernity, not to simply shut itself off.  Indeed, looking at his historical context, we 

can see Leo as notably more open to engaging modernity than either his predecessor Pius IX or 

his successor, Pius X.    Leo thus shows himself to be open, fundamentally, to the changing 

world, but this openness is always paired with prudence.   

Another element of Leo’s openness to modernity is his utilization of the newer forms of 

communication.  This is, of course, not to imply that merely having the ability to communicate 

makes one modern.  But Leo, still somewhat a “prisoner of the Vatican,” could have used the 

increasing availability of communication means to issue scathing statements rejecting the errors 

of modernity in toto.  In another way, the sheer volume of Leo’s official statements also marks, 

in itself, a new trajectory for the papacy, something that formed a new mold for the way the 

papacy is thought of or the way that it operates. Prior to Leo XIII, the papal encyclical as a form 

 
22 Bokenkotter, p. 333. 
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of teaching and communication had only recently been resurrected by Pope Benedict XIV in 

1740.  From 1740 to 1878, that is, nearly a century and a half, there were some forty-six 

encyclicals written.  During Leo’s papacy, which lasted only a quarter of a century, he wrote 

eighty-six encyclicals.23  To put it more starkly, Leo’s encyclicals total more than any other pope 

up to the present day and, if one were to remove the writings of Pius XII, Leo would have 

written more encyclical letters than every subsequent pope combined.  On one level, this flurry 

of writing may be a consequence of the fact that Leo wasn’t free to travel.  But it can just as 

easily be seen as another sign of his desire to engage more directly with the modern world.  In 

point of fact, Bokenkotter links Leo’s more open stance toward the world with the emergence of 

the free press:  

Leaders of the Church realized that if it was to survive in this new situation and have any 

effective influence over the masses, it would have to make important adaptations.  In 

particular, it would have to accept the liberal techniques: freedom of the press, 

democratic constitutions, separation of Church and state, and civil liberties…24 

 

Here we see what becomes, I think, paradigmatic of a more nuanced view toward Leo.  In his 

papacy, he shows the difficulties and limitations of our contemporary use of “liberal” and 

“conservative” as categories.  By some measures, Leo seems more conservative, but by some 

measures, he seems more liberal.  That is, he tried to find a way to adjust to the changing 

conditions of modernity, but without abandoning the traditional doctrines of the Catholic Church.  

If he is not to be dismissed as a medieval figure, he should instead be thought of as a complex 

figure who is difficult to categorize.  To be sure, as will be clear, especially in chapter three 

below, Leo does not adjust easily to all of these liberal desiderata.  But he does open the way, as 

indicated above, through certain of his actions such as opening the Vatican Secret Archives and 

 
23 Bernard B. Brady, Essential Catholic Social Thought: 2nd Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2017), 55, n. 2 
24 Bokenkotter, 333. 
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naming Newman a cardinal.  Nevertheless, some will argue that these modernizing tendencies 

still don’t make him a fully “modern” pope.   

Owen Chadwick’s View: Conservative, but…. 

 Chadwick argues that Leo was a conservative at heart, but that he seemed to understand 

the need to behave and write in a different manner than his immediate predecessor, Pius IX.  He 

also argues that Leo was a good deal more educated than his predecessor, but above all 

emphasizes that Leo was “capable of using moderate language.”25  It wasn’t all talk, though, as 

Chadwick himself notes.  Upon becoming the Pope, Leo made decisions that showed he was at 

least willing to change some things.  Chadwick mentions, most importantly, that Leo resisted the 

idea, popular in some circles, of re-convening the first Vatican Council which had been 

interrupted by political turmoil.  He also sold the last ship of the papal navy and “sold the 

wretched collection of oil paintings and embroidered slippers that Pius IX had assembled.”26  In 

his summary of Leo’s basic character, he notes that Leo’s desire for reconciliation with the 

modern world “ran like a motif through some, though only some, of his utterances.”27 Chadwick 

also characterizes Leo’s pontificate as consisting of many compromises with the modern world.  

Where Leo perhaps disagreed with some of the features of modernity, he nonetheless was keen 

enough to realize battles he wouldn’t win.  One of the prime examples Chadwick cites is the 

battle for a French, Catholic monarchy.  Though he argues that Leo clearly yearned for the unity 

of altar and throne as in the medieval era, he knew that the future of France lay in the republic, so 

he urged an acceptance of the republic. Chadwick quotes Leo on this point: 

My eyes are not blind to the spirit of the age.  I do not reject the progress of our age 

where it is certainly useful.  Only I want politics and society to move more sanely than 

 
25 Chadwick, 273. 
26 Ibid., 280 
27 Ibid. 
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they do and to be based upon a strong foundation which does not hurt the people’s 

freedom.28 

 

For Chadwick, Leo’s “liberal” decisions were sometimes a matter of pragmatic problem-

solving.  Thus, “Leo XIII would have preferred monarchy in France but he was willing to face 

facts.”29  Chadwick’s treatment presents, I think, an illuminating and complex take on Leo.  He 

argues time and time again that Leo had a penchant for nostalgia and yearned for a world in 

which the papacy was more important than it really was in his own life.  He accuses him of being 

a dreamer with the idea that one could return to Aquinas to face the modern world.  But at the 

same time, Chadwick notes that Leo made decisions and wrote statements periodically that 

clearly pushed the church somehow closer to modernity, even if it was against Leo’s deepest 

desires.  For instance, in discussing the relationship between Christianity and democracy, 

Chadwick notes that Leo’s Libertas (1888) presents a strong case against the toleration of error 

with respect to religious liberty, but that it also “asked for patience and gentleness with human 

weakness.”30   

In the end, Chadwick’s analysis of Leo rests on the basis of two principle criteria.  First, 

he notes time and time again that Leo approved of the Syllabus of Errors and didn’t speak 

against it or withdraw it.  That, for Chadwick, seems a solid strike against counting Leo as either 

a moderate thinker or modern pope.  Second, he does give Leo credit for more moderate use of 

language, or a more balanced tone, in dissecting the evils of the world, and a more moderate 

style of diplomacy.31 And yet, for Chadwick, one might read Leo’s patience with diplomacy as 

merely another symptom of Leo’s conservatism.  Chadwick claims, for instance, that one of the 

 
28 Ibid., 294, Cf. Immortale Dei, 1885. 
29 Ibid., 294. 
30 Ibid., 294. 
31 Ibid., 290, cf. also 284: “he used less ferocious language than had his predecessor.” 
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finest examples of Leo’s moderate diplomacy, his resolution of the German Kulturkampf was the 

consequence of Leo’s patience and his style of negotiating.  Yet, he claims that Leo’s patience 

was inspired by a vision of the importance of the papacy that not even Pius IX could have 

imagined: “...Leo XIII acted in part under an illusion from which Pius IX could never suffer--that 

if he achieved peace with Germany, now the mightiest power in Europe, it could help him to get 

back his Papal States from the Italians.”32 

George Weigel’s Take: Leo as Innovator 

 While much of Chadwick’s analysis is accurate, he often simplifies his analysis of Leo by 

focusing on the matter of Leo’s adherence to the Syllabus of Errors.  It almost seems, for 

Chadwick, that because Leo did not repeal or reject the Syllabus, then it makes little sense to see 

him as a modernizing figure.  Some, such as George Weigel, contest that analysis,.  In his 2013 

book, Evangelical Catholicism, Weigel makes the case that theologians should read Leo as the 

principal figure responsible for some of the theological developments which reached their 

fruition at Vatican II and even since the conciliar era.  A key claim of Weigel’s book is to argue 

that in analyzing the trends of Catholic theology, contemporary theologians and historians often 

argue that Vatican II is the real beginning mark of the present form of Catholicism, but that this 

is incorrect.  Weigel suggests that the current form of Catholicism and of Catholic theology 

really began in earnest with the pontificate of Leo XIII:   

Pecci’s election, not the opening of Vatican II on October 11, 1962, is the date to which 

we must trace the birth of the twenty-first-century Church.  For Leo XIII set in motion a 

profound transformation of Catholicism in which the Church slowly moved beyond the 

catechetical-devotional model that had been dominant since the sixteenth-century 

Counter-Reformation to a new model--a model that is best described as Evangelical 

Catholicism.33 

 
32 Ibid., 288. 
33  George Weigel, Evangelical Catholicism (New York: Basic Books, 2013), 11.  During the writing of this 

dissertation, Weigel released a new book, The Irony of Modern Catholic History (New York: Basic Books, 2019) 

which makes a similar argument, though in a more extended form. 
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Weigel also notes that many believed that under Pius IX, the papacy had been weakened 

considerably and they worried that it would recede from the public scene after his death.  

Undoubtedly, there had been a decline in the prestige of the papacy under Pius IX due to a 

number of factors, including political turmoil and Pius’s style of communication which was often 

marked by a strident rejection of modernity.  Nevertheless, Leo, who lived long enough to have 

the “third longest pontificate in reliably recorded history,” sought to  “set about creating the 

conditions for a new Catholic engagement with the modern cultural, political, economic, and 

social life.”34 Weigel identifies the following as Leo’s basic achievements: (1) reform of the 

Church’s approach to philosophy by encouraging a “close reading of Aquinas’s original texts, 

which were to become the foundation from which to build a distinctive Catholic intellectual 

engagement with modernity.” (2) the development of the main lines of modern Catholic biblical 

studies in response to the historical critical method.  This can be seen in the 1893 letter, 

Providentissimus Deus and his later establishment of the Pontifical Biblical Commission. (3)  

opening of the Vatican archives, with the goal of fostering serious historical scholarship. (4) 

establishment of the papal tradition of Catholic social thinking to respond to new modern 

political and economic contexts.  Rerum Novarum, even by its title, “suggested an engagement 

with the “new things” of modernity...a striking move beyond the blanket, antimodern 

rejectionism of Pius IX.” (5) Finally, the tacit approval of the American situation “began the 

process by which the Catholic Church would embrace religious freedom at Vatican II.”35 Weigel 

describes Catholicism after the Council of Trent, and which in some small ways stretched even 

into the early 20th century, as a form of Catholicism that focused mostly on catechesis and 

devotional piety, especially Marian devotion.  He contends that Leo XIII had already seen, as a 

 
34  Ibid., 12. 
35 Cf. Ibid., 13. 
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bishop in Perugia and as a Vatican nuncio to Belgium prior to his episcopal role, that the modern 

world was raising new questions which could not be answered satisfactorily by the post-

Tridentine methods.  Thus, some “new things” (Rerum Novarum) would be necessary.   

Weigel highlights Pope Leo’s consecration of the world to the Sacred Heart in 1899 as an 

act which points forward to some major developments in Catholic theology in the 20th century.  

First, he argues that the consecration highlights the importance of not excluding religion from the 

public square.  Thus, the letter calling for the world’s consecration, Annum Sacrum could be 

understood as an act of resistance to the privatization of religion which was being enforced in 

Europe and Italy at the time.  Extending this emphasis on the consecration to the Sacred Heart, 

Weigel notes that this act sent a message to the Church that Jesus Christ needed to be restored to 

the center of the Church’s theological and devotional life, thus replacing the emphasis on 

catechesis and Marian piety.  One could also add here that the institution of the feast day of 

Christ the King, added under Pius XI, confirmed this Christocentric move. As with others, 

Weigel emphasizes the renewed vision of biblical studies under Leo XIII.  The issue, for Weigel, 

is not that Leo “modernized” biblical theology, but rather that he gave a clear response to the 

challenges of the Enlightenment, especially to the challenge posed by the historical critical 

method and the epistemic doubt that it engendered. Where the Enlightenment might have offered 

some promises; postmodernity led to confusion.  Weigel argues that Leo’s vision is upheld in the 

Vatican II document, Dei Verbum which argues that the Word of God is the sure ground of 

truth.36 

Echoing the concerns of many moral theologians, especially historians of moral theology, 

Weigel notes that the counter-reformation Church was governed by a juridical mind-frame that 

 
36 Ibid., 40-47. 
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overemphasized obedience to legalistic prescriptions. This approach was marked by an 

expectation of obedience in all areas of theology, from the liturgical to the sacramental, to the 

moral.  But Weigel’s vision of Evangelical Catholicism moves to replace the overemphasis on 

legalism of the Tridentine church marked by an attitude of legalism and rote catechesis, and to 

return to a more holistic vision of the Gospel.  In this, he sees Leo’s emphasis on the importance 

of the Bible as one of the most critical pillars of Leo’s  papacy; where the Tridentine church was 

focused on Marian piety, it did not as a general rule encourage a regular encounter with the 

Bible.  As Weigel argues, and as I show in Chapter 2, Leo XIII had a vision of the Bible as 

central to the faith and life of the Church.  Where a legalistic approach to theology dominated the 

Tridentine church, Leo calls for a return to the Bible.  Leo’s project in turn set about a reform 

that was carried out by the Second Vatican Council’s document on scripture, Dei Verbum.   

Part of the renewed appreciation of and approach to the Bible, according to Weigel, is 

that Leo was trying to strike a balance between a pre-critical reading of the Bible and a solid 

theological approach to exegesis.  He argues that the vision aimed for by Leo and even by 

Vatican II has not borne fruit yet; where before Leo there was no emphasis on the historical 

critical method (HCM), now it seems to be dominating Scripture study.  What he is calling for is 

a via media which gives attention to the tools of historical critical scholarship, but is also formed 

deeply by the Fathers of the Church, by the homilies of the saints, and by the theological reality 

of encountering the “Word made flesh…through the Word of God in written form.”37 

Coda 

In this brief introduction, I have shown that the legacy of Leo XIII is more complex than 

it usually appears.  Often, overviews of Catholic theology, refer to him simply as the originator 

 
37 Weigel, p. 74. 
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of Catholic social teaching or as the champion of Aquinas and the natural law.  Perhaps part of 

the reason that scholars have struggled to properly understand Leo is the length of his papacy and 

the unprecedented number of documents he issued.  Complicating matters even further is that, in 

many ways, Leo entered the papacy in a totally unique period in history.  For instance, he was 

the first pope to inherit the throne of Peter without jurisdiction over the Papal States. Thus he had 

a clear understanding that his power was more spiritual and theological than temporal.  There is 

also the unique way that Leo’s active writing to the church both universally and in particular 

parts of the world, created an important development for Catholic theology.   

Leo’s tenure effectively created our contemporary image of the papacy.  During his time, 

the office of the papacy became a public teaching office in a way that it had not necessarily been 

for all of its previous history, and in a way that has become paradigmatic of the modern papacy.  

Especially with the advent of communications technology since Leo’s reign, the popes of the 

twentieth and twenty-first century have taken on the public role of teaching in a very consistent 

fashion, but one which developed in its first stages only with Leo XIII.  This is true not only in 

terms of the frequency of communication, but also in the style and form.  For instance, even 

while Thomism has not lived on exactly as Leo would have envisioned, Aquinas is still a major 

figure even in the moral theology of Pope Francis.   

Another important dimension for understanding Leo’s papacy is to see it as an attempt to 

respond to the changing conditions of the world.  The growth of the scientific method, changing 

political conditions, new approaches to philosophy, and challenges to the concept of divine 

revelation were all important developments during Leo’s life.  Leo tried to respond to each of 

these circumstances, in turn, through dialogue and engagement, rather than through a categorical 

rejection of all new things and ideas.  Most theologians think of the phrase “signs of the times” 
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as a hallmark of the Catholic Church at Vatican II, but there is a real sense in which the reading 

of the signs of the times, and the approach of dialogue and engagement begins with Leo XIII.38  

The master concept I trace throughout the chapters of this dissertation is the duality 

between human reason and divine revelation, sometimes expressed as the balance between 

philosophy and theology or faith and reason.  In each chapter, I take one of Leo’s key concerns 

and show how, by an analysis or application of the duality reason and revelation, Leo is 

attempting to navigate the changing conditions of the modern world in a way that holds on to the 

patrimony of the Catholic church’s theological and philosophical traditions, but also take account 

of new realities.  It is through these three different areas that we see how Leo XIII impacted the 

theological developments in the Catholic Church long after his own tenure, through Vatican II 

and even up to the present day. 

In chapter one, I focus on the question of the Thomistic revival.  I show that Leo’s 

interest in Aquinas, which is associated with his papacy largely because of the encyclical Aeterni 

Patris, has roots that extend deeply into many aspects of Leo’s life.  Indeed, his formation as a 

young student of the Jesuits in Rome and his own time as a bishop in the small diocese of 

Perugia were the inspiration for his call to return to Aquinas.  While Leo is well known for the 

Thomistic revival, my analysis will show that his project is sometimes not appreciated for its 

attentiveness to the limits of Aquinas.  That is to say, Leo’s project was not animated by the 

desire to merely repeat Aquinas’ arguments, but instead sought to focus only on the most useful 

and wise elements of the Thomistic tradition, while realizing that there may be some positions of 

the Angelic Doctor which no longer accorded with contemporary concerns and context.   

 
38 Cf. George Weigel, Evangelical Catholicism (New York: Basic Books, 2013).  Indeed, Weigel points again and 

again to Leo as the key figure in forming the early roots of the post-Tridentine church. 
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In chapter two I examine Leo’s treatment of the so-called “biblical question” of his 

papacy, namely the growing use of what is now called the historical critical method.  Toward the 

end of Leo’s tenure, he wrote the first encyclical dealing with biblical criticism and his main 

arguments therein point again to a pope who is conscious of newer developments.  While it is 

true that Providentissimus Deus does not throw open the doors to fully scientific critical 

approaches to the Bible, Leo nonetheless acknowledges the importance of a careful and 

prudential use of modern methods of reading and interpreting the Bible.  Here too, the question 

of Aquinas re-emerges.  What I show is that in both Leo’s biblical encyclical and in his desire to 

return to Aquinas, a larger project is actually happening.  Leo is attempting to balance 

philosophy and revelation or faith and reason, in line with Aquinas’ view of the respective 

importance of these two dimensions of human life.  Seen in this light, I show that Leo wants to 

answer, both through a return to Thomistic philosophy and through a more careful and scientific 

reading of the Bible, the charges of Enlightenment thinkers who alternatingly question the 

usefulness of human reason and philosophy or deny the inspiration of the Bible.  Though many 

years separate Leo’s responses to these questions, there is an important connecting link I draw 

out in my analysis between these two seemingly separate areas.  

Finally, in the third chapter, I address and analyze Leo’s views on the balance between 

church and state.  Because Leo was living in a time of political revolution, while also confined to 

the Vatican as its prisoner, his writings across the span of his pontificate featured comments and 

suggestions on the new political reality perhaps more frequently than any other subject.  Due to 

the large volume of material on this issue, I divide chapter three in two parts.  In part one, I 

assess the key themes and repeated arguments in Leo’s major documents that deal with questions 

of political theology, with a particular focus on his letters to the American hierarchy.  In the 
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second part, I address some recent contemporary debates about religious liberty.  I argue in this 

chapter that the prior two chapters, dealing with reason and revelation, can function as an 

analogy for how Leo understands the purposes and limits of church and state.
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CHAPTER 1  

 

AETERNI PATRIS, THOMAS AQUINAS, AND THE CATHOLIC 

CHURCH’S REACTION TO MODERNITY 

 

 
On August 4th, 1879, Leo XIII issued what is widely considered to be one of the most 

important encyclical letters of his pontificate, Aeterni Patris (On the Restoration of Christian 

Philosophy).  The letter, which has been referred to as the “magna carta” of Neo-Thomism, calls 

for a return to the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas as a response to the difficulties and errors 

of modernity.  In order to investigate the significance of Aeterni Patris, in Part I, I describe how 

Leo XIII’s life as a young student and the intellectual climate of his day contributed to shaping 

the document.  In Part II, I summarize the encyclical’s main themes, and in Part III I assess some 

of the contemporaneous and more recent reactions to and interpretations of the encyclical.  

Finally, in Part IV I consider the criticisms of Leo’s call for a return to Aquinas and the 

developments of Thomism since the launch of Leo’s project in the encyclical.  The aim of this 

chapter is to argue that Aeterni Patris and its aftermath constitute an important watermark in the 

development of and direction of Catholic theology.  Prior papal encyclicals had shed 

comparatively little light on the importance of Aquinas, but Leo used this letter to advocate for 

the necessity of consulting Aquinas as a resource to respond to the challenges of post-

enlightenment philosophers.  The consequences of this revival of Aquinas would shift the focus 

of the Catholic church in a strongly Thomistic direction.  Aquinas’ theology does not have the 

same hold on the church as it did from Leo’s time until Vatican II, an era when Thomistic 

philosophy was a major feature of the theological landscape, especially in the Roman schools 

and in pontifical documents.  Nevertheless, the shadow of Aquinas remains, as even more recent 

popes such as John Paul II and Francis have, each in their own way, appealed to Aquinas, in 
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support of their teachings.  Finally, in this encyclical, we see the first part of the 

reason/revelation duality, namely the purpose of philosophical rationality for Leo XIII. 

Part I.  The Origin of Aeterni Patris 

 Leo XIII, in his first encyclical, Inscrutabili Dei Consilio (April 21, 1878), summarizes 

some of the key challenges facing the Catholic church in late nineteenth century.  Beyond merely 

describing the problems, he also points to some of the basic solutions, and among these is his 

goal to restore the church to a more central position within modern civilization.  In other words, 

he argues that the common good of society as a whole will improve if the Catholic church plays 

a more important role.  Still, most of the encyclical consists of a litany of problems and a lament 

about the state of affairs, with little specific information about how the Catholic church will 

fulfill this role.  We might take Aeterni Patris, Leo’s second encyclical, as the first of his 

attempts to offer concrete solutions to some of the wrongs facing the world and especially facing 

the Catholic church at that time.  However, the genesis of Aeterni Patris really must be 

understood to pre-date Leo XIII’s papacy.  In many respects, the ideas in Leo’s second 

encyclical are rooted in his education and background.  To better understand the importance of 

AP for Leo’s pontificate, it will be helpful to trace how Aquinas became an important intellectual 

figure and resource for Leo, even prior to becoming the pope. 

 Biographies of Leo often mention that when he became the bishop of Perugia, a small 

Italian see which nonetheless had its own seminary, he wanted to form a special academy 

devoted to the study of Aquinas.  However, due to political instability at the time, Bishop Pecci 

would have to bide his time on the formation of this new academy.  According to O’Reilly, Pecci 

had the plans and a constitution ready for the founding in 1858, but he wasn’t able to actually 
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open the institution until 1872.1  Initially, the academy was to be open to all of Umbria, not 

merely Perugia, but by 1872 the plans had become more localized: the Academy of St. Thomas 

would be for diocesan clergy to be educated in the study of Aquinas.  Within two years of its 

founding, Pecci’s academy began to publish articles on various aspects of the thought of 

Aquinas.  According to O’Reilly, while Pecci was still in Perugia, some similar institutions 

devoted to a focus on Aquinas also began in Spain and in other places in Italy.  As he notes, the 

reason Pecci founded the Academy of St. Thomas was “to demonstrate that all the discoveries 

and investigations of the ripest and most careful modern science could and should be examined 

and judged in the light of the sound Christian philosophy of Thomas Aquinas.”2  The fact that the 

Perugia academy was not a singular example, but was part of at least a smaller movement, is 

important to note, as it is just one piece of evidence that there was a movement to emphasize the 

study of Aquinas which well preceded Leo’s papacy. 

 Alasdair MacIntyre’s scholarship confirms this point: the Thomistic revival which Leo 

XIII inspired was in effect a movement that preceded Leo XIII.  MacIntyre explains that in the 

late 1700s and early 1800s, a small group of Jesuits had begun exploring Aquinas and, as a 

consequence were garnering negative attention and scrutiny from their superiors.  As he narrates 

it, the Thomists were “at first a small and uninfluential minority and often appeared to exert a 

disruptive influence.”3  According to Thomas Hartley, the revival of Thomism actually has its 

roots more than a century earlier than MacIntyre claims.  Hartley catalogs well the various 

centers and leading figures in the study of Aquinas in the period preceding Leo XIII, citing in 

 
1 Cf. Bernard O’Reilly, The Life of Leo XIII: From an Authentic Memoir (New York: Charles and Webster Co., 

1886), 141-155, esp. 150-152. 
 
2 Ibid., 152.  
3 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encylopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre 

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 72. 
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particular the influential role played by the French, Spanish, German, and Italian “schools” of 

Neo-Thomism.4  While the number of figures in the Italian revival of Aquinas, and their 

consequent influence on the Roman situation and of course of Leo’s own upbringing might be 

more significant in the way they shaped the history of the late nineteenth century, it bears noting 

that the revival had begun outside of Italy in earnest much earlier.   

 To support his claim, Hartley notes that as early as 1671 the French Dominican Antoine 

Goudin, wrote an influential text that was used for training priests titled Philosophia justa 

inconcussa tutissimaque D. Thomae Dogmat in 1671.5  This text, praised for “presenting briefly, 

keenly and accurately the doctrine of Saint Thomas” was constantly updated with new editions, 

starting in Goudin’s life and going well into the 1800s.6  The Dominicans in Spain, after Thomas 

de Boxadors called for a revitalization of the philosophy of Aquinas in 1757, set about at first 

utilizing Goudin, but eventually commissioned their own text, the Summa philosophica ad 

mentem Angelici Doctoris Sancti Thomae Aquinatis by Salvatore Roselli.7  In Spain, a number of 

authors followed up Roselli with their own texts on philosophy so that by 1873, a Thomistic 

journal, La Ciencia Cristiana had been founded.  In fact, Cardinal Mercier, one of the main 

figures in Leo XIII’s curia and one of those who helped to promote Aquinas, is alleged to have 

used a text authored by one of the Spanish authors, Ceferino Gonzalez y Diaz Tuñon.8  Germany 

was another source of the revived interest in Aquinas.  Prior to Leo’s election, and in fact during 

 
4 Cf. Thomas J.A. Hartley, Thomistic Revival and the Modernist Era (Toronto: Institute of Christian Though, 

University of St. Michael’s College, 1971) 
5 Ibid., 18. 
6 Ibid., 18: “The first edition is that of Lyon, 1671.  Then it was corrected and augmented by Goudin for the Paris 

edition of 1674.  Other editions followed: Bologna, 1680; Cologne, 1681, 1685; Trevise, 1706; Cologne, 1724, 

1726; Naples, 1732; Venice, 1744: Cologne, 1764; Madrid, 1796; Paris, 1851; Orvieto, 1859….In 1865 Father 

Bourar, O.P., translated Goudin into French. 
7 Roselli’s work was six volumes and was written from 1777 to 1783. 
8 Ibid., 20-21. 
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much of Pius IX’s tenure, scholars such as Franz Jakob Clemens, C. Von Schazler, M.J. 

Scheeben, and Josef Kleutgen were all doing considerable scholarly work on the study of 

Aquinas.9  Undoubtedly, the most important German figure was Kleutgen (1811-1883).  One of 

Leo’s earliest administrative changes upon becoming the pope, in fact, was to call Kleutgen to 

Rome to become the prefect of studies at the Gregorian University.10  It is also commonly 

accepted that it was Kleutgen who either drafted or edited what would become Aeterni Patris.11 

In Italy, Matteo Liberatore, Serafino Sordi, and Luigi Taparelli d’Azeglio were important 

in bringing about a revived appreciation of Aquinas within the Jesuit order.  Sordi eventually 

became the provincial superior of the Roman Jesuits, and Taparelli became the editor of Civilta 

Catholica, which became a hub of sorts for Thomists who were becoming increasingly aware of 

the dangers of false philosophy and wanted to counter it with the doctrine of Aquinas.12 Taparelli 

would go on to become the rector of the Roman College where he “made Thomists out of his 

pupils, Vincenzo Gioacchino Pecci and Giuseppi Pecci.”13  Studying in Rome with his brother, 

Leo was appointed as a private tutor at the German college by Fr. Taparelli at age of fifteen.14  It 

may well be that the future pope, who would argue that Aquinas was the place to turn to in order 

to confront the problems of modernity, learned this basic line from Taparelli at the Roman 

College.  Earlier in his career, when Taparelli became the provincial superior of the Italian 

Jesuits in 1829 at Naples, he sought to reform the teaching of philosophy in the order.  

According to his biographer, Taparelli claimed that “Thomism alone could regenerate the sick 

 
9 Cf. Ibid., 14: “These men were convinced and sometimes violent Thomists.” 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., Cf. also Gerald McCool, Catholic Theology in the Nineteenth Century (Seabury Press: New York, 1977), 

228. 
12 Hartley, 31-32. 
13 Hartley 14. 
14 Hartley, 30. 
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world; thus, he wanted to give a vigorous push to Thomist studies.”15 As mentioned earlier, Sordi 

and Taparelli did not find favor within the Jesuit order at the time due to their views on Aquinas.  

In fact, they were both at one point removed from their posts for their somewhat rigid views.16  

Taparelli would return to his post a year later, focusing on juridical and social problems.  His 

influence continued through his work, and that of his collaborators at Civilta Cattolica.  Close to 

his death, he wrote that he had been convinced through his work at the Roman College, and 

through his own training as a student, that the modern philosophical systems were a source of 

doubt and confusion, but when he studied the doctrine of Aquinas, his skepticism faded and he 

experienced more peace.  Perhaps pointing forward to Leo’s later views, he also argued that his 

zeal and energy for spreading Thomistic philosophy was inspired by the way it would change 

society, and the “peril in the society if the ancient doctrine were forsaken.”17 

The upshot is that for Leo XIII, the emphasis on AP did not represent a complete 

innovation, rather it was a continuation of a revamped Thomism which in MacIntyre’s estimation 

“had been enjoying a revival for about thirty years” before his papacy.18  However, the history 

outlined by Hartley attests to a much deeper timeline by suggesting that the tradition of looking 

back to Aquinas had been established for two centuries by the time Pecci became Leo.  

Therefore, one might safely say that Leo was not creating a new idea, but merely giving papal 

authority to an existing tradition which had spanned two centuries and had been developed in a 

number of “centers” of Thomism ranging from universities and seminaries to the private study of 

various religious congregations.   

 
15 Hartley, 31. 
16 Cf. Hartley, 31.  Sordi was removed from academia and resumed pastoral work, while Taparelli was given a 

position teaching French temporarily, rather than philosophy.   
17 Hartley, 33. 
18 MacIntyre. 14. 
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Upon becoming Pope, Leo made a number of appointments indicating his desire to 

promote the study of Aquinas, even prior to the writing of Aeterni Patris.  He began plans to set 

up a Thomistic approach to theology and philosophy at the Roman seminary of Saint Apollinaris, 

which he entrusted to his brother, Giuseppe.  Kleutgen was also brought to the Gregorian, 

emphasizing that the study of St. Thomas at the Gregorian would be especially important since it 

was a training center for priests from around the world.19  During his time as the Pope, Leo 

would emphasize the role of the Gregorian by increasing its student body size significantly.  

When he became pope, there were fewer than 400 students, and by the end of the nineteenth 

century, the enrollment was more than double that size, with students numbering over 900.20  He 

also named his brother and Father Zigliara as cardinals in his first consistory, a clear signal that 

Thomism would be favored in his pontificate.21 

The question of whether the Thomism that Leo had studied was the “real” Aquinas, and 

whether AP would have a role in getting this same version of Aquinas to be more well-studied is 

a matter to be addressed later in the chapter.  For now, suffice it to say that Leo’s decision to call 

for a turn to Aquinas was more or less part of his educational training, part of his own career as a 

Bishop in Perugia, and constituted a small portion of the theological landscape of the time 

period.  As will become clear later in the chapter, Leo’s decision to raise Aquinas as an 

important figure to respond to the contemporary challenges of the 1800s figures in an important 

way in Leo’s papacy.  It shows Leo’s desire to find, within the philosophical and theological 

 
19 Hartley, 3, 33-34. 
20 Hartley, 36. 
21 Hartley notes that Leo not only hired and called in his favorite Thomists to important positions, he also fired many 

teachers at Roman schools.  Cf. Hartley, 34.  “We read in a letter from Rome at the end of spring (1878( by a French 

religious in close contact with the Gregorian: ‘These days fire professors have received their leave, among others 

Father Palmieri, Carett, Zampieri.  The wily of the Holy Father is the will of God.  On their return they will no 

longer teach since they are not Thomist enough.’” 
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resources of the Catholic church’s patrimony, answers to contemporary concerns.  The way Leo 

tries to utilize Aquinas, then, is important.  His argument throughout the encyclical is not that 

Aquinas has already answered every question, but rather that Aquinas has shown a good method 

for dealing with tough questions, and at the key of this reading of Aquinas is the balance between 

reason and revelation.  This will become, in the decades that followed the encyclical, a more or 

less standard Catholic theological view which did not originate out of whole cloth with Leo XIII, 

but which he emphasized throughout his career and, as pope, championed. 

Part II.  Aeterni Patris: A Brief Overview 

 In the opening of Aeterni Patris22 Pope Leo argues that the Catholic church was 

established for, among other reasons, the purpose of teaching religion and contending against 

errors.23  He also notes, however, that this, his third encyclical letter, is not the first time he has 

addressed the importance of the church’s authority and guidance when it comes to the realm of 

philosophy.  In the text, he notes that “We briefly admonished you in Our first encyclical letter” 

but that there are new circumstances which indicated the necessity of a more lengthy treatise in 

response.24  It is worth recalling a few points Leo discussed in his first encyclical letter, then, 

before proceeding to the specific arguments of AP.  In Inscrutabili Dei Consilio25 Leo included a 

small discussion about the importance of education both for Catholics and indeed even for 

society.26  He refers to the warning of Paul’s letter to the Colossians that Christians should be 

wary of “vain philosophy” and the deceit it can bring.  In ID, Leo argues that the church, and 

especially the Bishops and the Pope, has a critical role to play in ensuring that the laity are not 

 
22 Hereafter, AP. 
23 AP #1. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Hereafter, ID. 
26 Cf. Inscrutabili Dei Consilio, #13. 
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led astray and that they be “kept free from the ruinous blight of error.”27  In order to respond to 

that important demand of teaching the laity the truth, Leo calls for a return to a method of 

education which is “wholly in harmony with the Catholic faith in its literature and system of 

training, and chiefly in philosophy.”  It is at this point in the encyclical ID that Leo mentions, 

very briefly, the importance of Aquinas:  “Philosophy seeks not the overthrow of divine 

revelation, but delights rather to prepare its way, and defend it against assailants, both by 

example and in written works, as the great Augustine and the Angelic Doctor, with all other 

teachers of Christian wisdom, have proved to us.”28  Notice that in this one paragraph of his first 

encyclical, a few themes emerge which prove to be important for Leo’s entire papacy: the need 

for the authority of the church as a safeguard on newer approaches to philosophy and theology 

(often simply referred to as modernity), the important balance between reason and revelation or 

philosophy and theology, and the role of Aquinas.  One could say that ID sets the program or the 

agenda for Leo, and his later encyclicals carry out more specific and individual components of 

that agenda.29  Another thing to note about the brief discussion of philosophy in ID, and which 

will play a more significant role in AP, is the fact that philosophy has to be understood, for Leo, 

in concert with revelation.  As he argues in ID, philosophy doesn’t seek the “overthrow” of 

revelation, but rather acts as a sort of handmaiden for revelation.   

 Throughout the text of Aeterni Patris, Leo argues about the importance of a sound 

approach to philosophy as a means to protect, defend, and promote theology.  The question of 

true or Christian philosophy, however, is not only of importance for theological development.  In 

Leo’s conception, getting one’s bearing in philosophy is crucial for society as well.  In ID, Leo 

 
27 ID, #13. 
28 Ibid. 
29 This is similar to the program or agenda of, say, Pope Francis, which is marked by key concepts such as 

synodality, collegiality, accompaniment, etc. 
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highlights some of the problems facing the modern world, and among them is the idea of 

rejecting the authority of the church.  He argues in a particular way that philosophical errors are 

causing tremendous problems not just for the conscience of lay Catholics, but for society as a 

whole.  He claims that, “false conclusions concerning divine and human things, which originated 

in the schools of philosophy, have now crept into all the orders of the state.”30  Thus, there are 

real life consequences, not merely academic or theological missteps, when true philosophy is not 

being pursued.  This general aim, of showing the benefits that would obtain for the secular 

world, if Catholics were allowed to be part of the public discussion of the common good, is one 

of the key themes of Leo’s papacy.  And his analysis and diagnosis of the Catholic church’s 

response in Aeterni Patris shows that the proper approach to philosophy must be joined to a 

proper understanding of revelation.  Indeed, in the second paragraph Leo highlights the fact that 

he is not arguing for the superiority of philosophy apart from revelation or religion.  Instead, he 

wants to emphasize the idea that natural reason is a gift from God which, when joined with faith 

and revelation, is capable of transcending the purely natural realm.  Philosophy, then, is a 

necessary step toward revealed religion and the gift of faith, not a replacement for it.  He then 

notes that the earliest generation of Christians utilized philosophy, and contemporary Christians 

should follow their model.  As he puts it, philosophy, “if rightly made use of by the wise” can 

“prepare the souls of its disciples for the fit reception of revelation.”31 

After these opening remarks, Leo turns his focus to two key ideas: the necessity and 

importance of philosophy, and the ways that various Christian theologians have attempted to 

unite philosophy and theology.  In particular, he draws attention to the apologists, and to the 

Latin and Greek church fathers, especially Augustine.  Citing Augustine, Leo asserts that we 

 
30 AP, #2, emphasis added. 
31 AP, #4. 
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must recall that there is no conflict between reason and revelation: “if reason is turned against the 

authority of sacred Scripture, no matter how specious it may seem, it errs in the likeness of truth; 

for true it cannot be.”32  While extolling the importance of human reason, and its compatibility 

with supernatural truths, Leo arrives at what I think is the central claim of the text, and the main 

reason that Leo wrote AP: he wants to state clearly the relationship between reason or philosophy 

and revelation.  This is the guiding principle of the whole document.  Leo’s basic vision is that 

revelation and reason are in harmony, with both being necessary, but bound also by certain fixed 

roles.  It is worth quoting him at length here first, before moving onto an analysis of his main 

argument: 

But in order that philosophy may be bound equal to the gathering of those precious fruits 

which we have indicated, it behooves it above all things never to turn aside from that 

path which the Fathers have entered upon from a venerable antiquity, and which the 

Vatican Council solemnly and authoritatively approved. As it is evident that very many 

truths of the supernatural order which are far beyond the reach of the keenest intellect 

must be accepted, human reason, conscious of its own infirmity, dare not affect to itself 

too great powers, nor deny those truths, nor measure them by its own standard, nor 

interpret them at will; but receive them, rather, with a full and humble faith, and esteem 

it the highest honor to be allowed to wait upon heavenly doctrines like a handmaid and 

attendant, and by God's goodness attain to them in any way whatsoever. But in the case 

of such doctrines as the human intelligence may perceive, it is equally just that 

philosophy should make use of its own method, principles, and arguments-not, indeed, in 

such fashion as to seem rashly to withdraw from the divine authority. But, since it is 

established that those things which become known by revelation have the force of certain 

truth, and that those things which war against faith war equally against right reason, the 

Catholic philosopher will know that he violates at once faith and the laws of reason if he 

accepts any conclusion which he understands to be opposed to revealed doctrine.33 

  

While Aeterni Patris is often described as an encyclical concerned primarily with Aquinas, this 

paragraph affirms my view that its key argument is much broader.  That is, Leo is trying to argue 

here about both the necessity of philosophy, the goodness of human reason, as well as its 

 
32 AP #7. 
33 AP #8, emphasis added. 
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limitations and the humility that is needed when dealing with various philosophical systems.  

Human reason, unaided, cannot tell us everything, and no philosophical system has all the 

answers.  For Leo, revelation is necessary if philosophy is to maintain its relationship to truth.  

Not all philosophical reasoning, in other words, can be trustworthy.  Where there is a 

discrepancy between reason and revelation, Leo is clear that revelation provides the sure guide.   

 He builds upon this idea and clarifies it somewhat later in the text,.  He makes the point, 

for instance, that human reason is fundamentally sound, but then emphasizes clearly the 

limitations of reason alone.  Thus he claims that Christians should be leery of those philosophers 

who overestimate the human faculties and interpret any rules or boundary markers as a sort of 

slavery.  Revelation, in Leo’s mind, is not a hindrance, and faith is not an obstacle to the pursuit 

of philosophy.  Rather, the two go together.  Therefore, he insists that those  

...who to the study of philosophy unite obedience to the Christian faith, are 

philosophizing in the best possible way: for the splendor of the divine truths, received 

into the mind, helps the understanding, and not only detracts in nowise from its dignity, 

but adds greatly to its nobility, keenness, and stability.34 

 

 

Note that here, when Leo traces out this relationship between philosophy and revelation, he is 

focusing in on a very important Thomistic theme.35  I argue that Leo’s discussion about this 

relationship actually foreshadows his encouragement later on in the letter about the renewal of 

Aquinas.  I argue, in fact, that his real concern in AP is about the way philosophy and revelation 

cooperate with one another, and not about Aquinas per se.  Rather, Aquinas is held up as an 

example precisely because he gets the question of philosophy or reason and revelation right.  

 
34 AP, #9. 
35 The question of reason and revelation was important enough for Aquinas that it is actually the very first question 

he considers in the Summa Theologiae I, Q. 1,Art. 1-10. 
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This question of reason and revelation really gives the key to interpreting not only Leo’s writings 

about philosophy, but also his other documents in his pontificate, as will be demonstrated later. 

Returning to the challenges of doing philosophy well, Leo makes the case that, however 

necessary and good it is to pursue human reason and natural philosophy, one can’t give uncritical 

acceptance to all philosophical approaches.  Indeed, the early period of the Church was marked 

by a particularly difficult task of trying to reconcile the truths of ancient philosophy with the 

scriptures, a task that the apologists such as Justin Martyr pursued with devotion and success. As 

Leo warns, there is always a need to sift carefully through the truth, which is often mixed with 

error.  Revelation and faith come into play again here, as Leo argues that in the “density of 

ignorance” and the “flood-tide of error,” faith “like a friendly star…points out…the fair gate of 

truth beyond all danger of wandering.”36  The path Leo wants Christian philosophers to pursue 

is, in large measure, the path laid out by earlier Christian champions of the integration of 

philosophy and theology: Augustine, Basil, John Damascene, Boethius, and Anselm.37   

         It is only after this fairly long discussion of reason and faith that Leo arrives at his 

discussion of the Scholastics and, finally, Aquinas.  It strikes me as significant and worth noting 

that it is only after he has outlined the basic problem that he turns to Aquinas. Thus, for a text that 

is customarily considered to be about Aquinas, the angelic doctor makes quite a late appearance; 

section seventeen of the text.  Leo introduces Aquinas through a quote by Cajetan, who said that 

Aquinas, because of his veneration for the ancient doctors of the Church, “seems to have inherited 

the intellect of all.”38  Part of Aquinas’s genius, Leo notes, is the wide range of sources he engaged 

with and, of course, his use of logical arguments to answer objections.  Thus, perhaps Aquinas, 

 
36 AP #9. 
37 Cf. AP #12-13. 
38 AP #17. 
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who was particularly useful for combating the errors of former times, could be useful for 

addressing contemporary issues as well.  Why is that and how is that possible?  These questions 

are often raised as a critique of Leo; why would he put forward a medieval thinker to answer the 

problems of the Enlightenment?  The answer to this question is evident in the text. Leo has already 

shown earlier in the encyclical letter that his concern is to find a proper balance between reason 

and revelation.  Here is the key moment in the text, where Leo emphasizes, in a particular way, 

Aquinas’ view on the relationship between faith and reason: 

…clearly distinguishing, as is fitting, reason from faith, while happily associating the one 

with the other, he both preserved the rights and had regard for the dignity of each, so much 

so, indeed that reason, borne on the wings of Thomas to its human height, can scarcely rise 

higher, while faith could scarcely expect more or stronger aids from reason than those 

which she has already obtained through Thomas.39 

  

This statement, about the relationship between faith and reason, is critical to the argument of 

Aeterni Patris.  Again, I think it is a better reading of the text to see that Leo points to Aquinas as 

an example not just because he was a chief authority recognized at the Council of Trent, or 

because he was a saint, or because the founders of other religious orders study Aquinas (all 

things which Leo argues).  Rather, it seems to me that the primary reason Aquinas is held out as 

a model to follow is because he grasped the critical relationship between faith and reason.   

Leo lauds Aquinas’ mastery of philosophy and also traces the ways he has been held as 

an example by previous pontiffs.  It is worth noting, as Bernard Brady points out, that while 

earlier pontiffs may have indeed viewed Aquinas as a master theologian, from 1740 to Leo’s 

papacy, no encyclicals had referenced the Aquinas even a single time.40  Leo argues that as a 

 
39 AP #18. 
40 Bernard B. Brady, Essential Catholic Social Thought: 2nd Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2017), 55, n. 2: 

“...Pope Benedict XIV revived the tradition of papal encyclicals in 1740.  Between that time and Leo’s papacy, 

forty-six encyclicals were issued; none references Thomas Aquinas.” 
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result of both ecclesial and civil strife, the time had come to return to the tradition of Scholastic 

philosophy more generally, and especially to the model of Aquinas in particular.  Still, he notes 

that he does not mean to prohibit anyone from studying more contemporary forms or schools of 

philosophy.  He merely points out that these new schools tend to pursue philosophy “without any 

respect for faith” and that this has led to “conclusions different and clashing one with another.”  

As a consequence, he notes that wise and learned students should pursue philosophy, even 

modern philosophy, but they must do so with prudence, “lest...his chief labor be exhausted in 

these pursuits and in mere erudition.”41 

From this point, Leo begins to draw toward his conclusion.  The last paragraphs of the 

encyclical call for an explicit return to the model of Aquinas as a way to answer the questions of 

modern world.  Leo argues that because of the “tempest that is on us,” there is an urgent need to 

“Furnish to studious youth a generous and copious supply of those purest streams of wisdom 

flowing inexhaustibly from the precious fountainhead of the Angelic Doctor.”42  It is not only the 

youth, and not only Catholics or Christians, though, who will benefit from this resourcement of 

Aquinas. Here in the conclusion, Leo returns to his argument from the opening of the encyclical; 

he claims that civil society “would certainly enjoy a far more peaceful and secure existence” if 

Aquinas were more widely taught.43  Leo’s final point is a plea to his brother bishops to restore  

Aquinas; it is this passage that most clearly articulates the call for Neo-Thomism : 

We exhort you, venerable brethren, in all earnestness to restore the golden wisdom of St. 

Thomas, and to spread it far and wide for the defense and beauty of the Catholic faith, for 

the good of society, and for the advantage of all the sciences. The wisdom of St. Thomas, 

We say; for if anything is taken up with too great subtlety by the Scholastic doctors, or 

too carelessly stated-if there be anything that ill agrees with the discoveries of a later age, 

or, in a word, improbable in whatever way-it does not enter Our mind to propose that for 

imitation to Our age. Let carefully selected teachers endeavor to implant the doctrine of 

 
41 AP #24. 
42 AP #26. 
43 AP #28. 
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Thomas Aquinas in the minds of students, and set forth clearly his solidity and excellence 

over others. Let the universities already founded or to be founded by you illustrate and 

defend this doctrine, and use it for the refutation of prevailing errors. But, lest the false 

for the true or the corrupt for the pure be drunk in, be ye watchful that the doctrine of 

Thomas be drawn from his own fountains, or at least from those rivulets which, derived 

from the very fount, have thus far flowed, according to the established agreement of 

learned men, pure and clear; be careful to guard the minds of youth from those which are 

said to flow thence, but in reality are gathered from strange and unwholesome streams.”44 

 

There are two points worth noting about this quotation.  First, Leo is cautious about not 

accepting everything the Scholastics or even Aquinas taught.  This passage, often overlooked by 

overzealous fans of Aquinas, indicates at least the possibility that we cannot accept everything 

uncritically, even from Aquinas.  Second, Leo mentions the “rivulets” of Aquinas, referring to 

the commentary tradition.  As it will turn out, this note of caution about carefully selecting which 

commentators to follow, will be the source of a tremendous diversity of opinions on what 

Aquinas really meant, and also of debates about how exactly to implement Leo’s vision for a 

revived Thomism. 

Aquinas on Reason and Revelation 

 My argument thus far is that Leo’s primary reason for using Aquinas as an example for 

contemporary theological discussions is because of Aquinas’ view on the relationship between 

reason and revelation.  Leo’s view of the situation in the world during his pontificate was that 

many of the problems facing society were, at root, due to the separation of reason and revelation.  

More directly, he saw the rejection of revelation altogether, and the championing of pure human 

reason as serious errors.  As will become clearer especially in chapter three, Leo believes that a 

good and functioning society can only exist when both reason and revelation are given their 

proper place.  Leo wants to show, like Aquinas, that human beings need natural reason, and can 

 
44 AP #31. 
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benefit from it.  But he also wants to show that we need revelation as well.  He believes that only 

with both of these dimensions in place will we ever attain the truth about the world.  

There is a strong affinity between Leo’s arguments in Aeterni Patris and the analysis that 

Aquinas provides in the first question of the Summa.  Typically, Aquinas treats most of the 

questions he deals with, whether in the Summa or his other works, over the course of several 

articles.  It is indicative of how important the relationship is between reason and revelation that 

Aquinas devotes ten articles to answer the various aspects of the problem, and that these 

constitute the very first question and first articles of the Summa, his theological masterpiece.  In 

the first article, Aquinas asks “Whether, besides philosophy, any further doctrine is required?”  

He responds that philosophy alone will not do; human beings need divine revelation.  But the 

rationale Aquinas provides mirrors almost exactly Leo’s explanation in AP.  Aquinas argues as 

follows: human beings are created for a supernatural end; since this surpasses the power of 

human reason, our supernatural end must be revealed to us.  But, he admits that human reason 

alone can come to some supernatural truths, such as the existence of God.  Why, then do we need 

revelation?  Aquinas answers: 

Even as regards those truths about God which human reason could have discovered, it 

was necessary that man should be taught by a divine revelation; because the truth about 

God such as reason could discover, would only be known by a few, and that after a long 

time, and with the admixture of many errors.45 

 

This is a similar argument to Leo’s in AP where he notes the limits of human reason, the 

importance of the church and, above all, divine revelation, as a source of certainty.  Human error 

and pride can lead people away from the truth and into “mere erudition,” according to Leo.  

Recall also that he argues that Aquinas is important because he values the rights of both faith and 

 
45 ST I, Q. 1, Art. 1. 



41 
 

reason and helps us to see how they work in concert with one another.  The link between Leo’s 

rationale in AP and Aquinas’ treatment of the issue in the Summa is remarkably close. 

In Question 1, Article 5, Aquinas discusses whether reason or revelation is more reliable.  

His first objection is important for this discussion.  He argues that the natural sciences lead to 

proofs which cannot be doubted, whereas the principles of faith can be doubted.  Doesn’t it 

follow, then, that one should listen to reason, and ignore revelation?  His reply to the objection 

also tracks closely with Leo’s arguments in AP.  Aquinas argues that while divine revelation may 

seem less certain to us, that is not because it is in principle less certain, it is because of the 

“weakness of our intelligence which is dazzled by the clearest objects of nature.”46 Later in the 

first question Aquinas points to sacred scripture as the most secure source of information, the 

standard by which we should judge any philosophical claims.  And in some ways, this is the 

argument Leo makes in AP, especially with his emphasis on the proper way to handle 

contradictions between theology and philosophy; where there is a conflict, we should see 

theology, but in particular divine revelation, as the sure norm.  As we will see in the next chapter 

below, this basic issue is also part of Leo’s arguments in his encyclical letter on biblical 

interpretation, Providentissimus Deus, another place in which he invokes Aquinas. 

Part III. Reactions to Aeterni Patris 

 Leo’s encyclical letters generated many responses in the Catholic press and sometimes 

even in the secular press.  It will be helpful here to highlight some of the immediate reaction, 

both pro and con, to see what issues were discussed about the encyclical shortly after its release.  

Archibald Alexander, a Presbyterian professor of theology at Princeton, wrote one of the most 

critical reviews of AP.  As a non-Catholic, his critique of the encyclical rests mostly on the 

 
46 ST I, Q. 1, Art. 5. 
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question of whether or not Aquinas is a good resource for contemporary Christians facing the 

problems of the 1870s.  His fundamental view is that Aquinas, however brilliant he may have 

been for his time period, is unfit as a model for contemporary theological and philosophical 

training.  For Alexander, the idea that the Pope of Rome would point to a medieval Scholastic 

philosopher as a response to the errors of modernity simply shows that Catholicism doesn’t deal 

well with change: “In the six centuries that have elapsed since St. Thomas was born, the 

scholasticism of which he was the most perfect representative has passed away.  It has gone as 

feudalism has gone.”47  Still, Alexander does note that there is a different mode of operation 

between Pius IX and Leo XIII.  For Alexander, Leo has shown that he wants to do more than just 

demand loyalty and reject modernity’s errors.  Instead, he proposes solutions.  On the whole, 

though, Alexander does not find the proposed answers very satisfactory.  As he sees it, the main 

issues facing the Catholic church in the 1870s were atheism and materialism, and he doesn’t see 

how Aquinas offers much of an answer to either of these questions.  He is especially critical of 

the view of “natural science” as developed in the Scholastic period, and can’t find any reason 

why modern scientists would benefit from medieval physics.48  In Alexander’s view, the 

Thomistic school encourages the use of abstract principles rather than empirical data, and this is 

one reason why he calls Aquinas “useless” for the modern context.  A final note is that 

Alexander sees no reason why Aquinas’ arguments for God’s existence would convince any 

modern atheists because their arguments are more sophisticated than the Thomistic responses.  

As he puts it, “Roman Catholic dogma may perhaps have stood still, but is it not rather 

 
47 Archibald Alexander, “Thomas Aquinas and the Encyclical Letter,” Princeton Review 4, 1879:, 245. 
48 Ibid., 250: “A student in one of our modern laboratories could find out more about the “arcana Naturae” in half an 

hour than all the scholastic writers could teach him.”  
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presumptuous to suppose that the unbelieving race has stood still; that infidelity has not changed 

its form and atheism its garb?”49 

 Writing in The American Catholic Quarterly, Father James A. Corcoran welcomed the 

encyclical with a lengthy article defending the importance of both Leo’s argument and the 

usefulness, importance, and necessity of returning to Thomistic thought.  While Corcoran’s 

argument is strained at times by his obvious desire to support the papacy, he does nonetheless 

respond to some of the objections raised by Alexander.50  Corcoran argues, for instance, that the 

insinuation of a noticeable difference between Pius IX and Leo XIII cannot be sustained when 

one reads both pontiffs carefully.51  I don’t find Corcoran’s thesis here entirely convincing, but it 

does demonstrate, by his protestation, that it was at least a common reaction at the time to stress 

the difference in approach that the new pope was bringing to the office of the papacy.  Corcoran 

goes on to argue that Aquinas’ major contribution to the philosophical debates is his view that 

human reason is good, but limited, and moreover that reason must respect the boundaries of its 

abilities.  Thus he highlights that there is a need for revelation, but that reason and philosophy, 

too have their legitimate role in responding to the needs of the present day.52  Corcoran’s 

emphasis on the relationship between revelation and reason does point out one of the critical 

concerns of AP, mentioned above.  He also discusses that the roots of rationalism, which he 

claims many people tend to blame on the Reformation, actually goes back to the Renaissance and 

 
49 Ibid., 253. 
50 James A. Corcoran, “The Recent Encyclical Letter of Pope Leo XIII,” American Catholic Quarterly Review 

(Philadelphia, Hardy and Mahoy), 1879.  One gets a sense of Corcoran’s obvious bias in favor of Leo right away: 

“...if we but consider the fervid welcome and unbounded joy with which it [AP] has been everywhere received and 

greeted, it must be acknowledged that the Encyclical has met the wishes and gratified the cravings of the Catholic 

heart throughout the whole world.” (p. 719) 
51 Ibid., 720. 
52 Ibid., 721-722. 
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is simply a result of human beings rejecting divine authority.53  Thus he notes that rationalism 

“must have come sooner or later under some other name had Martin Luther never existed.”54  

Part of Corcoran’s analysis, then, is to cast the problems of the 1870s (principally rationalism 

and materialism) as errors which reach much farther back into history. In this way, they are seen 

as more or less perennial problems, which call for a perennial solution, such as the system of 

philosophy and theology championed by Aquinas.  Quite naturally, then, Corcoran argues that 

Leo’s suggestion to return to Aquinas is not motivated by some sort of antiquarian predilection 

or a desire to return to the medieval period; rather it is because the questions facing the modern 

world are in essence the same ones that have always been asked, and Aquinas’ answers are just 

as valid now as they were in the thirteenth century.  He also notes that one can see the damage of 

abandoning the philosophy of Aquinas for more modern systems, even when some modern 

figures were obviously trying to create a system that would work within a Christian worldview.  

When the first principles are not true, no matter the intentions, philosophy can go astray.  For 

Corcoran, there is always a need for limits and boundaries for reason.  His argument then echoes 

Leo’s concerns at the outset of AP, namely that there is widespread confusion as philosophical 

schools have proliferated, leaving people wondering what is really true, but more critical, the 

new philosophical systems are being spread by the modern means of communication, and are 

reaching a wider audience.  His most successful point throughout the article, I think, is when he 

reasons through the common objections of his contemporaries to Aquinas as an outdated, 

forgotten figure.  He claims that this doesn’t address the question of whether Aquinas was right 

or not, it simply paints his system as out of favor but, the fact that Aquinas “is disregarded by 

 
53 Ibid., 724-725. 
54 Ibid., 725. 
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many…does not prove him obsolete...as well say that logic is becoming antiquated because it is 

not taught…”55   

The Implementation and Effect of Aeterni Patris 

 While the historical development of Thomism, from Jesuit and Dominican orders and 

across a wide range of locations, is important for a comprehensive view of AP, it is perhaps more 

important, historically, to see the way Leo’s directives changed the course of Catholicism.  Leo’s 

promulgation of AP gave a sign of  approval and encouragement to the renewal movement, 

which was still at the time a small, minority group.  Coming on the tails of Vatican I, which 

emphasized and defined the authority of the pope, and declared that the pope was infallible, 

under certain conditions, the papal endorsement of Aquinas would have a major impact on the 

Catholic church.  Following his encyclical in August, he wrote a letter in October to the Prefect 

of the congregation overseeing education of the clergy in Rome.  He urged that the seminaries 

become places where Aquinas was given pride of place over all other approaches to philosophy, 

and he established the Roman Academy.  He also ordered the printing of a new edition of 

Thomas’s complete works.56  By 1890, Leo had named Aquinas as the patron saint of all 

Catholic universities, colleges, seminaries, and schools. 

The goal, for Leo, seems very clear: by encouraging the study of Aquinas, the clergy 

would be better able to respond to the problems of the modern world.  The particular problem he 

was most concerned about was that the relationship between philosophy and theology or reason 

and revelation was being questioned and challenged by his contemporaries.  Leo’s perspective, 

and that of Aquinas as well, was that while both revelation and reason are important, the 

 
55 Ibid., 729. 
56 Cf. Impraedem Considerando, Oct. 15, 1879.  Leo provided a substantial donation to begin the printing and 

collection of the complete works of Aquinas.  This corpus of Thomas’ works is actually still being compiled, over a 

century later. 
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fundamental order of importance cannot be questioned: revelation is superior to reason.  This 

does not mean to imply any kind of competition, though.  Reason doesn’t compete with 

revelation, but it simply cannot attain to some of the truths of revelation.  Reason can arrive at 

certain basic knowledge about God, but it cannot conceive of the doctrine of the Trinity, for 

instance.  Leo wrote AP, in large part, to encourage Catholics not to abandon philosophy, but 

also to help them keep their focus on something, namely revelation, to keep their bearings.  

Rather than ignore any new philosophical schools or merely reject them, Leo encourages 

Catholic scholars to study and learn the new philosophical schools, but to not forget the anchor 

of revelation and the Thomistic approach to truth.   

At this point we might consider whether or not Leo’s program was effective.  Although 

he directed a number of his official letters throughout his papacy to secure the Thomistic revival, 

it is difficult to confirm that it ever happened, at least on the scale he had hoped for.  While 

educational institutions in Rome responded, the response elsewhere was not always complete 

compliance.57  The legacy of Leo’s Thomistic revival, though, is not merely disciplinary.  

Indeed, from the perspective of ecclesial documents, one can trace an increasing alarm and 

concern for the proper use of Aquinas.  For instance, during the crisis of Modernism in the early 

1900s, Pius X called yet again for Thomism as the solution to the errors of modern philosophy.  

He argued in Pascendi Dominici Gregis, just four years after Leo’s death, that  

…all the ordinances of Our Predecessor on this subject continue fully in force, and, as far 

as may be necessary, We do decree anew, and confirm, and ordain that they be by all 

strictly observed. In seminaries where they may have been neglected let the Bishops 

impose them and require their observance, and let this apply also to the Superiors of 

religious institutions. Further let Professors remember that they cannot set St. Thomas 

aside, especially in metaphysical questions, without grave detriment.58 

 

 
57 Cf. C. Brady and J.E. Gurr, “Scholasticism,” New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd Edition, Volume 12, Gale Virtual 

Reference Library 2007), 757-779, esp. 772-779. 
58 Pope Pius X, Pascendi Dominici Gregis #45. 
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In 1914, Pius X repeated this call, and even threatened that any institutions which were offering 

pontifical degrees would lose their status as pontifical schools if the Summa was not adopted as a 

major textbook within three years.59   Indeed, three years later in the 1917 Code of Canon Law, it 

was decreed that all professors of theology had to hold to and teach the method of the Angelic 

Doctor.60  Pius XI would follow this up with two more considerably important interventions into 

the revival of Thomism, with his Studiorum Ducem (1923) and Deus Scientiarum Dominus 

(1931).  In the former, Pius XI extolled Aquinas’ genius and mastery of philosophy, also noting 

that Aquinas “is, as We have said, the perfect theologian, so he gives infallible rules and precepts 

of life not only for individuals, but also for civil and domestic society which is the object also of 

moral science, both economic and politic.”61  This sentence gives a good sense of the way the 

papal magisterium viewed Aquinas.  Though he was writing more than forty years after Leo, he 

manifests perhaps an even greater assessment of the value of Aquinas’s thought, not merely for 

ecclesial use, but even for the secular world.  It is a mythic view, which is in some way 

understandable, given the difficulties of the modernist crisis.  He goes on later in the same letter 

to say that Aquinas’s thoughts are critical for world peace and commends the then-current 

League of Nations to follow Aquinas’s views on international law. 

 Because of Leo’s emphasis on the importance of following the mind of Aquinas in 

Catholic education, the training of priests and the model of education began to shift toward a 

more Thomistic format.  While Leo does display some caution and seems to call for some 

discernment in exactly how to go about reviving Aquinas’s thought, there is no denying that the 

implementation fell short of a careful sifting or critical reception of the Angelic Doctor.  Two 

 
59 Cf. Pope Pius X, Doctoris Angelici, June 29, 1914. 
60 Cf. Brady and Gurr, 775. 
61 Pius XI, Studiorum Ducem, #20, emphasis added. 
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principal weaknesses emerge as one looks back historically at the result of AP.  On the one hand, 

Leo seems to have imagined a unitary or singular approach to philosophy and theology, which 

was captured in a unique way by Aquinas and had been championed by the Catholic church 

seemingly since time immemorial, but certainly since the Council of Trent.62  Secondly, and 

perhaps even more significantly, there is not a thoroughgoing agreement on how one might even 

define “Thomism” itself.   

Regarding the first point, with historical study, it has become more apparent over time 

that Aquinas never represented the singular, only way to do philosophy and theology.  Bruno 

Shah argues for instance that Aquinas never really was the major representative of Catholic 

theology in the singular way imagined by Leo.  Instead, one might very well see Leo’s encyclical 

as an “imposition of Thomist scholasticism” that came more from the centralization of Pius IX 

than from Aquinas or even from Leo XIII.  Shah also argues that this imposed Thomism 

essentially ended with the Second Vatican Council, which saw the importance of a pluralization 

and diversity of methods in theology.63  With respect to the second point, the different types of 

Thomism which evolved and, it could be argued, flourished after Leo XIII actually demonstrate 

that Leo was mistaken in his view.  At first this sounds contradictory, but Leo seems to imagine 

in AP that by encouraging people to return to Aquinas, and to the best commentaries on his 

corpus, the result would be a clear growth in understanding of Thomas’s thought, as well as a 

better idea of how to respond to the problems of modernity.  What happened in practice, 

however, is that the renewed interest in Thomas and especially the production of a new, more 

 
62 One sees the story in AP and in many other papal documents, as a way of showing how critical Aquinas was for 

the Church’s tradition, the story that at the Council of Trent, the Council Fathers placed two texts on the altar during 

their deliberations: the Bible and the Summa. 
63 Cf. Shah, 148-149. 
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critical edition of his complete works, resulted not in a univocal understanding of Thomas, but in 

a pluralism of different Thomistic schools. 

As Gerald McCool, SJ explains in two of his major works on the topic, the confusion 

over what “Thomism” really means was a problem that may not have been evident to those who 

were engaged in promoting Aquinas.64  For those who had lived through the nineteenth century, 

he argues, the questions about how to answer the epistemological questions raised both by the 

natural sciences and by the developments of post-Enlightenment philosophy were extraordinarily 

important, and led to significant debates about how Catholics could solve those debates through 

philosophy and theology.  What fed into the unhistorical reception of Aquinas in the lead up to 

AP, then, was not just one style of reading Aquinas, but in fact a whole tradition of debates about 

how to reconcile with modernity.  In fact, McCool points to another ecclesial document as the 

ground for AP, namely Dei Filius from Vatican I.  From his analysis one can see that it is the 

neo-scholastic influence of Vatican I which had a major impact not just on the impetus to release 

an encyclical like AP, but also toward an interpretation of Aquinas and of scholastic philosophy 

that would not hold up to critical and historically-conscoius examination later on. 

In Catholic Theology in the Nineteenth Century, McCool offers an overview of Dei Filius 

as a way of mediating between the major philosophical and theological debates of the time.  In 

the main, what he claims is that the text of DF affirms a basically scholastic position on 

epistemology, namely that a rational, human knowledge of God is possible, though always 

partial, and difficult to attain.  Still, it was not the position of either DF or Vatican I that 

revelation was strictly speaking necessary for one to know that God exists or even to know 

 
64 Cf. Gerald McCool, Catholic Theology in the Nineteenth Century: The Quest for a Unitary Method (Seabury 

Press: New York, 1977); Gerald McCool, From Unity to Pluralism: The Internal Evolution of Thomism (Fordham 

University Press: New York, 1989).  
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certain attributes of God.  There was a corresponding emphasis on the need for the Church as the 

guardian of the correct interpretation of revelation, and an insistence on the supernatural quality 

of faith.  These statements, McCool suggests, were clearly meant to counter the emerging 

pietism and fideism as well as the independence of theology from the magisterial authority of the 

Catholic church.  Thus, McCool notes that while scholasticism is not officially named in DF, the 

drafting of the text was clearly influenced by the concerns of scholastic theology.65  Even though 

the authors of DF were not strictly speaking making a Thomistic argument, it was extremely 

recognizable for a certain brand of neo-Thomist as an orthodox solution to the debate:  

Thus, in the sense that its drafters were scholastic theologians, Dei Filius can be 

considered a scholastic document, although neither its drafters nor the prelates who 

approved it intended the constitution to be an endorsement of the specifically scholastic 

point of view on faith and reason.66 

  

So, while DF does address the relationship of reason and revelation, it appears to treat of 

these subjects in the fashion of a neo-Scholastic.  What this means is that the reasoning 

employed primarily considers not how an individual person comes to know God, but rather about 

the prospects of an abstracted human nature, and how that abstracted nature could know God’s 

existence.  The consequence, McCool argues, is that it encourages a sort of timeless, Aristotelian 

theology which is ahistorical and ignores the role of human experience in coming to know God.  

The lack of consideration of the importance of history and the concomitant disregard for 

individual experience is one of the flaws of the neo-Scholastic methodology, according to 

McCool.  This failure is all the more significant when one considers the growing significance of 

the historical critical method and a generally more sophisticated sense of history in scholarship 

of the time and the philosophical and cultural emphasis on the individual which was 

 
65 McCool, 219. 
66 McCool, 221, emphasis added. 
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characteristic of post-Enlightenment liberalism.  But, the leading members of the neo-Thomist 

movement made it more or less their mission to avoid emphasizing either history or the 

individual.  Thus, the rejection of modern philosophy present in AP is also present in germ form 

in DF.  One could read them both as affirming the same basic stance with respect to modern 

philosophy: “since it had nothing to rest on but the authority of individual human reason, modern 

philosophy split into the plurality of competing systems which ultimately led to skepticism. 

Objectivity and antiquity were to be preferred to subjectivity and modernity as they had been 

preferred to them in Kleutgen’s Die Theologie der Vorzeit.”67 

This unwillingness to consider some of the benefits of modern philosophy, tied in with 

the ahistorical reading of Aquinas (or, perhaps better: the imagined Aquinas), was not only a 

problem for the generation who lived through Vatican I’s DF and Leo’s AP.  The generation who 

lived after AP, especially those in seminary formation, would bear some of the most significant 

weight of the errors of these two documents.  For instance, AP calls for teachers to return to 

Aquinas, but how does one know what Aquinas really taught?  McCool suggests that it was not 

very straightforward.  Rather than basing “Thomism” on a careful searching of Aquinas, “the 

norm proposed by Aeterni Patris, was the unanimous agreement of Thomas’ recognized 

commentators. These commentators, scholastics of the late Middle Ages and of the baroque 

period, approach St. Thomas as metaphysicians and not as historians.”68  McCool argues that the 

faculty turnovers in Roman institutions, from well-trained scholars to obedient expositors of 

Aquinas created a situation in which people weren’t being trained for independent thought or 

scholarly creativity, but rather were being taught a static form of Thomism.  Though some 

thinkers like Liberatore and Kleutgen evinced a creative way of engaging with Aquinas, McCool 
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characterizes most of the people who answered Leo’s charge to teach Aquinas as “seminary 

professors rather than creative philosophers and theologians.”69  Another difficulty is that the 

Roman professors were focused mostly on the abstract metaphysics of Aquinas, rather than on 

some more practical elements of his thought.  Especially in light of the historical critical method 

and the new questions in epistemology and ethics, the focus on Aquinas’ speculative 

metaphysics was an inadequate response, even when one’s response to modernity was to be 

shaped by Aquinas.  The possibilities of utilizing Aquinas as a resource for thinking through the 

new problems in philosophy or responding to the contemporary debates in the natural sciences, 

for instance, was wasted.  Instead what the Thomists of the Roman schools did with their time 

was hand on the “safe” teachings of Aquinas through school manuals that neither passed on the 

tradition of Aquinas faithfully nor led to creative engagement with modernity.  

James Collins’ Assessment 

At a symposium celebrating the sesquicentennial anniversary of Pope Leo XIII’s birth, 

James Collins offered a nuanced reading of AP.  Therein, he argues strongly that Leo’s purpose 

in calling for a Thomistic renewal was not inspired by a desire to retreat to the medieval era, as 

Alexander argued above.  Rather, the renewal envisioned by Leo calls for a more complex 

rendering of the relationship between philosophy and revealed religion.  In particular, he notes 

that Leo was trying to work against the separationist tendency of the Enlightenment and post-

Enlightenment era which pit religion against philosophy.  For Collins, Leo’s project, as 

envisioned in AP really called for three critical steps:  (1) Reread and revivify the wisdom of the 

ancient Greek and Roman sources, (2) feed upon and develop the Christian wisdom slowly 

elaborated by the Fathers and Scholastic doctors, especially St. Thomas, and (3) make a careful 
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study of the fruits of modern research in the physical, psychological, social, and historical fields, 

especially for the relevant light they may cast on philosophical issues.70 

In other words, the project of returning to Aquinas was meant to combine a historical and 

critical reading even of medieval sources, in light of modern developments.  This is different 

than an uncritical retreat, and it is also important to note that Collins emphasizes the fact that Leo 

draws attention to other figures, and not Aquinas alone (although, of course, Aquinas does get 

more attention).  In some way, the basic task, as Collins sees it, is a continuation of Aquinas’s 

own project.  Referring to the way that Aquinas tried to reconcile the teachings of Aristotle with 

the Christian tradition, he notes that the “Common Doctor set the example of making a 

comprehensive and continuing study of his intellectual heritage and reorganizing the materials 

under firm principles of order and future growth.”71  Here Collins is also referring, it seems, to 

the concept of change and development which is evident at some points in Aquinas’s corpus.  

One example is Aquinas’s notion that the natural law can change by addition or subtraction, as 

principles are thought out more clearly over time.72  Again, Collins indicates his contention that 

Leo envisioned a form of Thomism that was flexible and at least in principle open to innovation, 

to engaging with new ideas. 

 Collins next argues that one of the major achievements of Leo’s Thomistic revival was to 

challenge people to make a better set of texts, and to encourage reading of the primary sources. 

While there had been a tendency even since Aquinas’ time to use theological manuals as 

shortcuts for reading lengthy and dense texts, Leo encouraged the development of a definitive set 

of Aquinas’s corpus, so that his complete works could be studied, rather than the excerpt and 

 
70 James Collins, “Leo XIII and the Philosophical Approach to Modernity,” in Edward Gargan, ed., Leo XIII and the 

Modern World (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1961), 181-212, 190. 
71 Ibid., 190-191. 
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summaries found in the manuals.73  Another dimension is that the study of Aquinas, done in 

concert with an awareness of modern methods of learning, and modern problems, should inspire 

one to a sort of “creative work of critical evaluation and assimilation within our own 

philosophical environment.”74 Here, he has in mind Leo’s note that the apologists and patristic 

writers sought out the philosophical schools of their day to find truths compatible with the 

Christian faith and which could be useful in further elucidating theological doctrines.  What 

Collins is implying, therefore, is that a close reading of Aquinas should inspire people to explore 

contemporary philosophical issues in a similar fashion as, for instance, Aquinas studied 

Aristotle.  Thus, he claims that Leo “did not conceive of the restoration of the philosophy of St. 

Thomas as a flight from the modern scene, but rather as a process of recovering the sound origins 

and foundations which will enable us to philosophize more effectively and suitably within our 

present field of resources and problems.”75  On Collins’ reading, we can see that in Aeterni 

Patris itself, Leo was trying to encourage more than just simply reading Aquinas.  More than 

that, he wanted people to seek only the best, most sure parts of Aquinas’s thought:  

...if anything is taken up with too great subtlety by the Scholastic doctors, or too 

carelessly stated--if there be anything that ill-agrees with the discovery of a later age, or, 

in a word, improbable in whatever way--it does not enter Our mind to propose that for 

imitation to Our age.76 

 

In support of his general reading of the encyclical, he refers to a letter Cardinal Newman wrote to 

Leo XIII after the publication of AP.  In it, Newman stated that Leo’s project was in some sense 

consonant with his own desire to renew philosophy.  There was a desire for Leo, and for 

Newman as well, that Christian thinkers might be taken seriously in dialogue with the modern 
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world.  Collins suggests that this means, at a minimum, that Christian philosophy cannot retreat 

into its own world or remain content to espouse only perennial truths; it must show itself as 

somehow relevant to the modern world.  Thus, Leo’s point must be about utilizing Aquinas and 

other sources as a way of engaging with the world and with new philosophical issues, as a point 

of departure, rather than a form of retreat.  As Collins notes, this was something Newman was 

already trying to do: “in his own way the English Cardinal was striving to achieve a living 

balance between the wisdom of the classical philosophers and Christian doctors and the concrete 

way of philosophizing which can address and move our contemporary intelligence.”77 Finally 

Collins also correctly highlights that the return to Aquinas, though called for in AP, was 

officially enacted in the foundation of the Roman Academy of St. Thomas, and that in other 

schools (Leuven in Belgium, Catholic University of America, etc.), Leo consistently asked that 

the scholars there embark upon studying Aquinas’ own writings as well as “comparing his 

doctrine with the teachings of ancient and modern philosophers.”78 

The Historical vs. Theoretical Implications of Aeterni Patris 

 As noted earlier, one of the main critiques of Leo’s argument in AP is the fact that some 

of his claims are historically inaccurate.  Principally, his suggestion that Thomas Aquinas had 

always been a primary authority within the Catholic church, as well as his insistence that there is 

a strictly-identifiable Thomism, have been two of the most widely criticized ideas in AP.  

However, as Bruno Shah  has noted, it is important to realize that Leo’s argument can be 

evaluated not merely on its historical claims, but instead on his conception of Catholic theology 

itself.79  That is, there are important points to consider from the encyclical apart from the 
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historical elements.80  As Shah notes, while AP is not a document devoted to developing a 

theological methodology, one can nonetheless discern in the text a vision of how Leo XIII sees 

the proper method of doing theology.  Accordingly, he highlights three important components: 

(1) the church’s fundamental doctrinal authority, (2) the notion of philosophy as a “scientia” and 

(3) the concept of historical and theological discipleship.  Shah uses each of these as clues to a 

close reading of the encyclical.  With respect to the authority of the church, for instance, Shah 

notes that Leo was setting out in AP not to issue a disciplinary ruling that Aquinas must be 

followed simply as a matter of obedience.  Rather, he wanted to “instruct the faithful about the 

supernatural truth necessary for salvation.”81  Thus the scope of the encyclical is to address 

urgent problems facing ordinary Catholics.  He points here to Leo’s opening lines about the main 

“false conclusions” that were circulating at the time which were born of a philosophical approach 

that had rejected fundamental teachings and the authority of the church.82  As Shah argues, it is 

the mission (munerus) of the Catholic church, especially the Bishops and in a particular way the 

Pope, to sanctify, teach, and govern the church.  This tripartite mission necessitates the presence 

of all three munera at once.  Thus, AP “is not reducible to a set of prudential judgments about the 

church’s pastoral exercise of education, since such judgements are intrinsically guided by a 

particular and authoritative understanding of the faith.  These judgements concern her task of 

teaching the faithful and the whole world, which directly concerns salvation.”83 

 Shah also argues that in AP Leo wants to identify the proper relationship of philosophy to 

theology.  He notes that the critical point is that philosophy must be understood, then, as scientia.  

 
80 Ibid., 153: “Nevertheless, it remains that the theoretical aspects of Leo’s encyclical are, in fact, distinguishable 

from its socio-historical circumstances and results…” 
81 Ibid., 153. 
82 Cf. AP #2. 
83 Shah, 155. 
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This means philosophy operates according to higher principles, and that one should think of 

philosophy as “that exercise of reason that leads to conclusions about the nature of the Divinity; 

the first origin of things, the government of the world, the divine knowledge of the future, the 

cause and principle of evil, the ultimate end of man, eternal beatitude, virtue and vice.”84  Shah 

shows that, at a number of points throughout the encyclical, Leo mentions philosophy in 

connection with the other sciences, such as in the opening paragraph where Leo argues that he 

wants to “speak to you on the mode of taking up the study of philosophy, which shall respond 

most fitly to the excellence of faith, and at the same time be consonant with the dignity of human 

science.”85  One might note here, that this particular use of scientia also has Thomistic roots.  In 

the Summa, Aquinas asks whether sacred doctrine (theology) is a science. His response is that we 

may consider science in two ways.  First, there are sciences that operate on principles known by 

our natural intelligence, such as arithmetic.  Second, there are sciences which operate based on 

“principles known by the light of a higher science.”86  Aquinas argues, then, that theology is a 

science of the second type, because it “proceeds from principles established by the light of a 

higher science, namely, the science of God and the blessed.”87  For Shah, then, Leo is concerned 

with the idea that philosophy proceed according to higher principles.  Thus, he claims that Leo 

was “determined to teach and preach that only the “right use of philosophy” can discern and 

safeguard the rational integrity of revealed truth.”88  In Shah’s estimation, it is this precise 

question which leads Leo to Aquinas, not the other way around.  Thus the historical error of 

attributing to Aquinas a greater authority in the history of the Church, or of envisioning a 
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singular form of Thomism, whose rivulets could be trusted and drunk from deeply, is 

inconsequential for Shah.  What really matters about AP is that Leo identifies a safe method for 

integrating theology and philosophy, and that method comes from Aquinas or what Shah refers 

to as a theological discipleship which is at once historical and scientific. 

Part IV.  Criticisms and Challenges to Leo’s Movement 

Even while one can appreciate the context of Leo’s move to revive the study of Aquinas, 

its rather significant historical development and the fact that this general trend was growing 

throughout Italy and other places in Europe, it is important to note the limitations of the 

Thomistic project, both within Leo’s own papacy and also in the history of Catholicism in the 

twentieth century.  Since Leo had in effect put the papal authority behind the renewal of 

Aquinas, and especially in light of Vatican I’s recent declaration of papal infallibility, the 

reaction within the Catholic world was largely one of obedience.  The order was followed, but 

what were the results?  

In some cases, the method of returning to Aquinas was pursued explicitly with an 

openness and an awareness that what was needed was not simply a re-stating of Aquinas’s 

words, but an appreciation of how his approach to philosophy might give contemporary thinkers 

a different way to engage with the pressing problems of the world.  In that vein, Hartley notes, 

some of the responses to AP were helpful and emphasized the creativity needed to make Aquinas 

fruitful in a new context.89  In the Italian renewal which preceded Leo’s papacy, for instance, 

there is frequent reference not just to Thomism, but also to the relationship between philosophy 

and modern science.90  In the Spanish revival, too, there was the notion that Aquinas alone 

wasn’t the answer; what was needed was a knowledge of Aquinas and his method, as well as a 
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fresh understanding of the “social, philosophical and scientific fields.”91  There is some history, 

then, of Thomists trying to engage creatively with Aquinas, and to thus utilize his system or style 

of philosophy as a way of thinking about new problems which were unknown to him.  However, 

this kind of open-minded or creative rethinking of Aquinas was often the work of those who had 

come to the study of Aquinas through their own personal interests.  The difference between that 

sort of approach and the Thomism of those who were merely following papal order could be 

rather stark.  Thus, there is a widespread critique of the Neo-Thomism initiated by Leo XIII, 

even in his own time, as being uncritical and lacking a historical consciousness.  Contemporary 

writers noted that within the Thomism of the Leonine reform, too often one encountered a “dry 

kind of formalism, the abuse of the argument from authority, scanty knowledge of modern 

philosophy, [and] lack of historical sense.”92  Some of the problem with this formalistic approach 

may have been caused by the fact that professors would need to show their obedience and loyalty 

by teaching according to the mind of Thomas, even if they weren’t trained in Aquinas.    

Probably the more likely scenario though is that those who were in teaching positions, and 

earnestly desired to follow the pope’s wishes, simply went too far in proving their orthodoxy.  

When Cardinal Mercier, the founder of the Thomistic school at Louvain, received his red hat, L. 

Maisonneuve lamented that there were some who “wanted to transform our loyalty into slavery 

and the mastery of the Angelic Doctor into tyranny” and that such people “affirm that there was 

nothing to add or subtract or change in his work, that he had foreseen all difficulties.”93  This 

critique is important, as it emphasizes the danger of putting too much trust in the thought of 

Aquinas, rather than in trying to model one’s approach to theology after Aquinas. As MacIntyre 
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noted, and Josef Pieper comments in his work, part of the genius of Aquinas, what made him 

such a master philosopher was that he did not follow one particular authority with blind 

obedience.  Indeed, Aquinas was a master precisely because he sought out truth from multiple 

authorities, even from contradictory sorts of places; among his most cited authors one finds not 

only Scripture (his primary source), but Augustine, Neoplatonists, Aristotle, Maimonides, 

Pseudo Dionysius.  The genius, then, of Aquinas, was that he found a way to reconcile 

sometimes radically new information and harmonize it with revelation, with the doctrines of the 

Catholic faith.  To put it again in Maisonneuve’s words, “There are Catholic dogmas; there are 

not, nor could there be, Thomist dogmas.”94 Ignoring the basic thrust of Aquinas’ approach is 

one problem, but another was ignoring the internal development of Aquinas’ own thoughts. 

Too Many Thomisms? MacIntyre on Aquinas and Moral Enquiry 

 In his Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, Alasdair MacIntyre analyzes AP from 

several standpoints. He considers the historical origin of Leo’s Thomism, the aim of the 

encyclical, and the way it was interpreted.  His main thesis is that moral enquiry can be 

conceived of as an encyclopedic project, a genealogical one, or as something different, which 

transcends the limitations of both the encyclopedic and genealogical.  The encyclopedic view 

sees the history of philosophy as one of constant progress.  On this view, reason is somehow 

timeless and throughout history what we see is the “limited conceptions of reasoning and 

practices of enquiry generated by Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle were enlarged by their 

successors” in a constant flow up to and through modernity.95  More than its timelessness, 

MacIntyre argues that the encyclopedic view also conceives of reason as independent; there is no 

 
94 Hartley, 37. 
95 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encylopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre 
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sense of tradition or community.  The progress that has happened in philosophy was not because 

of commitments to any authority; rather, isolated and different groups of thinkers accessed 

portions of reason through their own unique efforts.  The major names in philosophy therefore 

are only individuals who are not organically connected.  Thus, “the narrative of the encylopaedist 

(sic.) issue is a denigration of the past and an appeal to principles purportedly timeless.”96  This 

supposed timelessness and independence of reason is something MacIntyre strongly contests.  

Something more, he argues, is at stake in the history of philosophy and moral enquiry than an 

isolated, independent, timeless rationality. 

 A second approach, the genealogical view of the history of philosophy, is characterized 

by the notion that reason “serves and disguises the interests of the will to power by its unjustified 

pretensions.”97  Thus philosophy, from Socrates to Kant, has a unified history of “distorting and 

repressing” which is carried on in the guise of reason.  In this conception, “reason” as such 

doesn’t exist, but is merely an excuse for the powerful to exert their authority.  MacIntyre points 

out that this conception sees reason as merely “masking their [the powerful] drive to power by its 

false pretensions to neutrality and disinterestedness.”98 

In both cases, MacIntyre sees reason as impoverished.  On the one hand, if reason is not 

tied to some sort of past, some tradition, then all approaches to philosophy wind up in a 

contextless search for some sort of perennial truth.  It becomes difficult, in this approach, to 

judge whether a given way of doing philosophy is a form of progress or if there are deficiencies.  

This is the weakness of the encyclopedic account, which looks for progress, but argues that there 

is no real meaning to the history or tradition.  The genealogical account, too, suffers as it 

 
96 Ibid, 78. 
97 Ibid., 58. 
98 Ibid., 59. 



62 
 

discounts the prospect that reason or rationality can even be real; they are merely ways of 

disguising hegemony.  MacIntyre suggests a third possibility.  He notes that the  

…possibility that reason can only move towards being genuinely universal and 

impersonal insofar as it is neither neutral nor disinterested, that membership in a 

particular type of moral community, one from which fundamental dissent has to be 

excluded, is a condition for genuinely rational enquiry and more especially for moral and 

theological enquiry.99 

 

This third category, which MacIntyre refers to as the master-craft approach to philosophy, is 

what he takes to be the only real type of rational inquiry.  This means that for philosophy to 

really do anything, for there to even be progress, there must be a respect for tradition, and one 

has to assess the value of any form or system of philosophy with respect to how well it can 

incorporate what has come before it.  In this evaluation, MacIntyre prioritizes avoiding any 

ruptures in the form or method of enquiry.100  In addition to membership in a moral community, 

or connection to a tradition which is valued and not seen as a danger to real enquiry, MacIntyre 

suggests that there are some pre-philosophical or a priori values that must be given pride of 

place, in order for sound philosophizing to even be possible.   

He argues, for instance, that a commitment to virtue and indeed even some success in 

achieving the virtues and living a virtuous life is necessary for a proper approach to 

philosophy.101  In doing so, he arrives at a bit of a difficulty: if moral enquiry or philosophy has 

pre-conditions, how to we achieve those necessary preconditions?  As far as arriving at the initial 

experience of virtue, MacIntyre offers no solution.  But on the presumption that at some point, 

 
99 Ibid., 59-60. 
100 One hears in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry some definite echoes of After Virtue in this respect. 
101 Cf. MacIntyre, 60; He reflects some on Plato and the notion of remembering virtue, rather than learning or 

discovering virtue: “What emerged from Socrates’ confrontation with Callicles in the Gorgias was that it is a 

precondition of engaging in rational enquiry through the method of dialectic that one should already possess and 

recognize certain moral virtues without which the cooperative process of dialectic will be impossible…” 
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someone achieved a modicum of virtue, the emphasis for MacIntyre is that this basic view of 

life, and this basic capacity for philosophy, can be passed on the way a master trains an 

apprentice.  Of first importance for the apprentice, then, is gaining an appreciation of how to 

recognize good philosophy from bad philosophy.  This consists of two steps: 

...the apprentice has to learn, at first from his or her teachers and then in his or her 

continuing self-education, how to identify mistakes made by him or herself in applying 

the acknowledged standards, the standards recognized to be the best available so far in 

the history of that particular craft.  A second key distinction is that between what is good 

and best for me with my particular level of training and learning in my particular 

circumstances to do and what is good and best unqualifiedly.102 

 

The two critical steps, then, are learning the “best available” standards in the craft of philosophy, 

and recognizing one’s unqualified goal, which he later describes as the telos of one’s craft. 

 Now, what is the significance of this argument?  From both my own perspective, and 

MacIntyre’s, this basic view of a moral community and the appreciation of tradition, and the 

concept of apprenticeship all actually point to the ways in which Leo XIII makes a good 

argument in AP from the perspective of rational enquiry and the tradition of philosophy.  Recall 

that in large measure, the encyclical AP provides a survey of the way that the Catholic tradition 

has engaged in an appropriation of and dialogue with different philosophical schools and ideas 

throughout its history.  Leo mentions the work of the apologists and the Church fathers who did 

not uncritically adopt just any philosophical ideas, but rather engaged in a process of “sifting” 

whereby they sought out the best ideas, or perhaps more pragmatically, those ideas which fit best 

with the theology that they were trying to spread.  It is only after that history has been sketched 

that Leo makes the argument that the Catholic church should adopt Aquinas as one model to 

follow.  Note, this is a request, not for Aquinas alone as the representative and singular way of 
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doing philosophy, but rather Aquinas and the scholastics, and those certain strains of Thomism 

he refers to as “pure rivulets.”   

This whole piece of the encyclical, MacIntyre argues, is a very sound argument, namely 

that the history of the development of theology within Catholicism involved a careful and 

deliberate process of adopting some philosophical terms, ideas, and concepts.  But it is the 

limiting aspect, the “sifting” which MacIntyre says is critical.  The recognition that philosophy 

does not always improve (which is implied by the encyclopedic account) is necessary in order 

for a moral community such as the Catholic church to carefully discern better forms of 

philosophy, not just those forms which are more in line with the central truths of the faith but 

also those philosophical approaches which were understood as better philosophy simpliciter. On 

this aspect, Leo has made the right assessment, MacIntyre argues.  Looking across the history of 

the church, there has been a rejection of the encyclopedic view which sees reason as somehow 

better and more refined simply as one moves forward through history.  MacIntyre claims that it 

is necessary to resist this view, if one wants rational enquiry to really be productive and 

philosophy to flourish. 

According to MacIntyre, the encyclopedic view understands reason to be unattached to 

any tradition.  As such, reason is timeless and independent.  MacIntyre sees this claim that 

rationality as such is independent, timeless, or perennial as a real danger to rational inquiry.  On 

this account, he does argue that Leo gets things right, but that the interpretation and 

implementation of AP failed miserably.  There was a tendency within certain circles to interpret 

AP as being a directive to simply go back in time, read Aquinas, and reside in the quiet safety of 

his permanent, eternally fixed and unimprovable ideas.  What MacIntyre goes on to suggest, 

though, is that Aquinas himself did not understand his own work to be so impervious to 
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historical circumstances.  The concept of philosophy as a master-craft does imply a value and 

reverence for tradition, but it does not imply a stagnation.  MacIntyre explains that strictly 

speaking, the text of the encyclical doesn’t seem to be arguing that Aquinas had the answer for 

every modern problem, and we need look no further.  Rather, Aquinas was useful precisely 

because he was an example of doing philosophy in a way that sought to show an appreciation for 

the past, as well as an awareness of the needs of a moral community with at least some absolute 

principles.  More importantly, as any tradesman or master craftsman can attest, the job of an 

apprentice is not to learn merely to copy the master, but rather to appreciate the commitment to a 

sound methodological approach of the master and, in time, utilize that same method, with an 

openness to new realities, to advance the craft.   

As MacIntyre explains, the master-craft view of philosophy always involves explicitly 

the idea that, by following the best standards, and by having an appreciation of the tradition and 

history that has informed the craft of philosophy, there is still always an openness to future 

development.  Thus, the “authority of a master….is...a matter of knowing how to go further and 

especially how to direct others toward going further.”103   

On this account, MacIntyre does see some significant problems with the aftermath of AP.  

He argues that while Leo XIII seems to have been at least somewhat close to the right view, 

namely that Aquinas presents a useful method, but not necessarily the final answer to everything, 

the Neo-Thomism that developed after AP and flourished in the inter-conciliar years between 

Vatican I and Vatican II, was more of a retrograde philosophy than a real example of doing 

philosophy in the same fashion as Aquinas did.  The way in which Aquinas was utilized in this 

period seems, whatever Leo’s intentions, to depart from the master-craft vision of philosophy, 
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which looks to the past with an openness to innovation, change, and improvement.  Instead, too 

often what was presented as the Thomistic view was something very different from that Aquinas 

likely would have written in the 1870s.  MacIntyre points us to Kleutgen, one of the leading 

Thomists of Leo’s time, who in some ways created the first, distorted vision of Aquinas.  Instead 

of appreciating the historical context of Aquinas, the type of inquiry he was involved in, and 

especially Aquinas’ own creativity in dealing with systems as different as Augustine and 

Aristotle, Kleutgen was guilty, often, of eisegesis in his reading of Aquinas. That is, while he 

appreciated the conclusions and arguments offered by Aquinas, he often read contemporary 

concerns from his own time period into the work of Aquinas.  The primary concern that 

Kleutgen and other writers, who admired Aquinas, were guilty of using to distort and mis-

represent Aquinas for their contemporary audience, was the question of epistemology.  Because 

Aquinas was a realist, there was for him a sort of simplicity to the question of how we gain 

knowledge.  When Kleutgen and others sought out Aquinas to combat the many difficulties and 

separate strains of post-Enlightenment philosophy, their primary concern was epistemology.  In 

their desire to find a unified and simple method, they looked to Aquinas and were able to 

discover an answer to epistemological questions that were clearly not ones that concerned 

Aquinas in the 1200s.  Furthermore, as MacIntyre notes, they were reading Aquinas through the 

lens of Francisco Suarez, the 17th century Spanish Jesuit philosopher and theologian, and so were 

not dealing directly with Aquinas himself, many times.104  That is to say, many people’s idea of 

what Aquinas was really about were coming from Suarez’ commentaries and his own writings, 

which had a discernible Thomistic quality to them.  But they weren’t necessarily even studying 

Aquinas.  A rough analogy may help here.  Imagine someone who’s never heard any music by 
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The Beatles.  Shocked by this discovery, a friend recommends that they listen to When I’m 64 or 

Come Together.  They proceed to look these songs up, but they don’t listen to the original 

performance.  They listen to a cover by Aerosmith or some other artist.  Have they now heard 

The Beatles?  In a way, one might answer in the affirmative.  But there’s a privation of not 

having heard the original, in its original context.  Something like this is what happened with 

Aquinas in the centuries after his death.  Mark Jordan argues along similar lines that the 

commentary tradition, in particular, led to a poor understanding of Aquinas’ own positions.105  

MacIntyre notes that, in the end, this process led to a “creative multiplication of 

misinterpretations of Aquinas.”106  As a consequence, different and often times contradictory 

“schools” of Thomism began to flourish in the period after AP.  Depending on the philosophical 

errors or debates they were trying to solve, they often appealed to Aquinas as contributing the 

perennial solution, either to the epistemological difficulties of Kant, or to the debates about 

human rights in the aftermath of WWII.  In the end, this procedure amounted to a form of 

philosophical apologetics.107   

While he is critical of Neo-Thomism, MacIntyre does credit AP and Leo XIII with some 

very positive contributions which, while perhaps overshadowed by the reality of the competing 

Thomisms that arose following the encyclical, are nonetheless important to consider.  He notes 

that Leo discusses the value of boundaries for philosophy; the human mind, he argues, is not 

without some limitations, and neither is philosophy.  This view, that human reason cannot simply 

 
105 Cf. Mark Jordan, Rewritten Theology: Aquinas after His Interpreters (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2006) 
106 MacIntyre., 75. 
107 Cf. Ibid., 76: “So Marechal, the most distinguished philosopher in the Thomistic school founded by Cardinal 

Mercier at Louvain, made out of Aquinas a rival and corrector of Kant, the work of interpretation being inseparable 

from that of philosophical apologetics...And so Maritain at a later date would formulate what he mistakenly took to 

be a Thomistic defense of the doctrine of human rights enshrined in the United Nations Declaration of Human 

Rights, a quixotic attempt to present Thomism as offering a rival and superior account of the same moral subject 

matter as do other modern non theological doctrines of universal rights alleged to attach to individual persons.”  
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function unassisted, pairs up well with MacIntyre’s concept of philosophy as a master-craft, 

which he describes as follows: “philosophy or craft-tradition presented the mind as inadequate 

until it had conformed itself to the object which theology presented for its attention.”108  On this 

note, we might reflect back on a key line from AP:  

As it is evident that very many truths of the supernatural order which are far beyond the 

reach of the keenest intellect must be accepted, human reason, conscious of its own 

infirmity, dare not affect to itself too great powers, nor deny those truths, nor measure 

them by its own standard, nor interpret them at will; but receive them, rather, with a full 

and humble faith, and esteem it the highest honor to be allowed to wait upon heavenly 

doctrines like a handmaid and attendant, and by God's goodness attain to them in any 

way whatsoever.109 

 

This passage highlights a number of the points I have made in this chapter.  First, is the 

resonance of this passage with MacIntyre’s notion of philosophy as master-craft.  Leo’s point 

that human reason has be aware of its limitations is echoed by MacIntyre when he argues that an 

apprentice has to beware of and know how to discern mistakes. Leo too warns against giving 

reason too much freedom.  The corrective, for MacIntyre, is a tradition and a master who can 

teach the apprentice.  Second, this passage reinforces the important role of revelation which, for 

Leo is the corrective to the view that human reason operates unbridled without any boundaries.  

Aquinas is thus as an excellent exemplar of someone who is able, like a master craftsman, to 

strike a balance between reason and revelation.  Indeed, MacIntyre refers to Aquinas specifically 

as a master, one whose method is an example.  Third, we see again why Leo XIII later argues for 

Aquinas as someone to be imitated, but not merely copied, in #17 of AP.  Aquinas is invoked, in 

MacIntyrean terms, because he is a master who can teach us how to do philosophy better, in a 

way that respects historical contingencies and is displays an openness and creativity for the 
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future.  This, if course, isn’t the Thomism that emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century.   

Even while noting the shortcomings of Neo-Thomism, MacIntyre does have some 

positive remarks about AP and the study of Aquinas after Leo XIII.  In addition to the poor re-

readings of Aquinas, there did emerge, thanks to Leo’s impetus, a new historical approach to 

Aquinas, which MacIntyre contrasts with what he refers to as the “systematic” Thomisms.  This 

historical approach involved retrieving the works of Aquinas, looking more closely at what he 

was writing about and especially appreciating the unique modes of enquiry he was engaged in. 

One of the key contributions of this historical scholarship, by scholars such as Etienne Gilson 

and James A. Weisheipl, was to look at evolutions in Aquinas’s own thought, comparing his 

earlier works to his more mature reflections.  As MacIntyre argues, this historical Thomism 

shows precisely the way in which Aquinas participated in and did philosophy as a master-craft, 

one which operates on standard and agreed upon principles, and moves toward greater clarity.  

The basic argument for MacIntyre is that if Aquinas’s own positions developed over time, then 

we should see him as part of a line of tradition, rather than the final or only authority that is 

needed.    This approach, “of which Aeterni Patris spoke with great accuracy but the character of 

which the readers of Aeterni Patris” have sometimes overlooked, is a good corrective to both the 

historical and genealogical approach to philosophy.110 

Thomism After Leo XIII 

 One main effect of Leo’s emphasis on returning to Aquinas was that it did generate, as 

MacIntyre and McCool note, a more careful study of Thomas’ own corpus, especially with the 

development of the Leonine edition of Aquinas’ texts.  Instead of some pristine and singular, 
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unified Thomism, this new study led to a diverse and contested spectrum of what exactly 

constitutes the heart of Aquinas’s thought.  Tracey Rowland identifies three strands in the 

evolution of Thomism after the Leonine project, each with its own distinctive concerns and with 

its representative experts.  The first strand was a sort of fundamentalist Thomism or a “Strict 

Observance Thomism” which looked to Aquinas as a proof text without regard to historical 

contextualization.111  It is this form of Thomism which, she claims, characterized the seminary 

formation model in the early twentieth century and was championed by Reginald Garrigou-

Lagrange.  The second strand, known more commonly as Transcendental Thomism, tried to 

reconcile the Kantian epistemology with the philosophy of Aquinas.  This strand focused on the 

way the intellect does more than passively receive forms and concepts; instead, the masters of 

Transcendental Thomism, Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan, emphasized the value of intuition 

and the role for judgment in the operations of the intellect in its quest to know God.112  The third 

strand, Existential Thomism, emphasized Aquinas’ theory of esse and the importance of the 

divine act of being over the actual existent being.  In addition to this metaphysical distinction, 

Existential Thomists tried to integrate personalist philosophy with Aquinas, to account for a 

dynamic human nature, rather than an abstract human nature which they claimed was “the 

creation of the neo-Scholastics.”113  The most well-known and influential of the existential 

Thomists were Etienne Gilson and Karol Wojtyla, the future Pope John Paul II.  There are, of 

course, other forms of Thomism, and indeed other ways of accounting for the growth and 

evolution of Thomism after Leo XIII.114  But what stands clear above all the internecine debates 
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about what Aquinas really meant is the historical fact that it is Leo XIII’s encouragement (and 

perhaps later popes’ disciplinary enforcement) that led to a re-encounter with Aquinas and with 

subsequent variations in approach.  As McCool argues, after the publication of the Leonine 

edition of Aquinas’s work began, scholars began to see more clearly that there were important 

areas of his thought that had been overlooked.  In fact, the reading of Aquinas that had been put 

forward as the traditional reading was often influenced by historical contexts that led to faulty 

interpretations of what Thomism really was.  This led to two important developments: (1) a 

reassessment of what Aquinas’ key concerns were and (2) an appreciation for the historical 

context of earlier interpretations, which would lead to a more historically-situated attempt to re-

interpret Aquinas. 

 Even after Leo’s papacy, subsequent pontiffs continued to emphasize the importance of 

grounding Catholic theology in the thought of Aquinas.  As Russell Hittinger notes, we might 

say that there is on the one hand, the Thomism of Leo XIII and on the other, the Thomism of his 

successors.  Leo’s brand of Thomism is characterized by an openness both to diverse readings 

and applications of Thomas’s thought, and especially the direction to look both backwards to 

Aquinas and forward to the complexities of modernity.115  By contrast, the Thomism of Leo’s 

successors focused more on Aquinas’s usefulness in settling internal debates, rather than as a 

resource for engaging the emerging problems of the modern world.  What motivated these 

different emphases on Aquinas?  Hittinger argues that it is different fundamental attitudes toward 

modernity as such.  For Leo, the modern world suggested a possibility for dialogue, and Aquinas 

was the key voice to bring into the dialogue.  For Pius X, modernity is, an “intestine disorder to 
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be purged from the bowels of the Church” and was a major threat to unity.116  Just as there are 

debates within scholarly circles about precisely what Aquinas means, or how one might define 

Thomism, one can argue that there are similar difficulties with determining what the magisterium 

of the Catholic church has done in responding to Leo’s commands to integrate Aquinas more 

completely into theology.  In other words, how are scholars to understand what it means to 

engage in “renewing Aquinas” within the Catholic church?  Should they accept Hittinger’s view 

of a broad, multi-faceted and creative reading of Aquinas and of the commentary tradition?  Or is 

preferable to see it as a narrow, disciplinary textbook form of scholarship that was produced 

under the disciplinary pressure of the modernist crisis?  

By reading papal texts and conciliar documents closely, one can trace an evolution or 

development in this regard.  For instance, if we examine Leo’s own writings, we can see that he 

invokes Aquinas in discussions of social and political matters because Aquinas allows for “much 

more room for creative maneuver.”117  What this means is that the appeal to Aquinas often 

focused on his natural law views, which more easily admit to a wide application.  Citations of 

Aquinas’ works, found within papal and conciliar documents, do not refer very frequently to his 

commentaries on scripture, for instance.  In fact, one could argue that Thomas is cited primarily 

when discussing questions which fall under the very area where he admits of the possibility of 

change, that is in his treatment of the natural law.  Tracing Leo’s ideas on the relationship 

between church and state, for instance, gives us a good sense of how he personally went about 

applying Aquinas to the problems of his day.  For Leo, Aquinas stands as an exemplar of how to 

use natural reason, where possible, rather than having to resort explicitly to supernatural 

revelation.  This does not mean that Leo eschews divine revelation, but often times he uses 

 
116 Hittinger, 846. 
117 Hittinger, 859. 
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Aquinas precisely as a way to get at a natural reason argument, where possible.  There is a stark 

contrast between Leo’s spirit of dialogue and his use of Aquinas to enter into conversations of a 

philosophical or at least not explicitly theological nature, and the approach to Aquinas in the 

years following his papacy. Increasingly, Aquinas and his teaching about natural law gets is 

applied to more explicitly theological questions which, nevertheless, various popes want to 

resolve through the light of natural reason alone.  This emphasis on pure reason and human 

nature, and especially on an abstract human nature, apart from historical realities or subjective 

experience, led to some of the deficiencies of the manual tradition which have been criticized in 

the last fifty years.118 

Even though Aquinas lost the pride of place in the aftermath of Vatican II, it is still the 

case that Thomas is often utilized as an authority in official documents.119  Glancing at the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, or even the documents of Vatican II themselves, one sees 

Aquinas cited repeatedly.  While one the one hand the Council called for a more holistic 

approach to theology, one which emphasized the scriptures, liturgy, history, the sciences, etc. as 

part of the conversation, Aquinas is still identified with the Catholic magisterium’s approach to 

theology.  Notwithstanding the importance of the resourcement movement, nouvelle theologie, 

and other newer approaches, the return to Aquinas persists, at least in the efforts of the 

magisterium.  Of course, the efforts of John Paul II in Veritatis Splendor and, in a more 

significant way, Fides et Ratio, bolstered the hierarchical Church’s reliance on Aquinas, perhaps 

as a reaction against the changes after Vatican II. In the latter encyclical, JP II echoed and even 

 
118 Cf. Charles Curran, Catholic Moral Theology in the United States: A History (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 

University Press, 2008). 
119 On Aquinas after Vatican II, see Joseph A. Komonchak, “Thomism and the Second Vatican Council” in 

Continuity and Plurality in Catholic Theology: Essays in Honor of Gerald A. McCool, S.J., ed. Anthony J. Cernera 

(Sacred Heart University Press: Fairfield Connecticut, 1998) 
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in some ways strengthened Leo XIII’s call for the utilization of Aquinas.  He calls Thomas 

Aquinas “a master of thought and a model of the right way to do theology”120 and adds that 

Aquinas 

...was impartial in his love of truth. He sought truth wherever it might be found and gave 

consummate demonstration of its universality. In him, the Church's Magisterium has seen 

and recognized the passion for truth; and, precisely because it stays consistently within 

the horizon of universal, objective and transcendent truth, his thought scales “heights 

unthinkable to human intelligence”.51 Rightly, then, he may be called an “apostle of the 

truth”.52 Looking unreservedly to truth, the realism of Thomas could recognize the 

objectivity of truth and produce not merely a philosophy of “what seems to be” but a 

philosophy of “what is.”121 

  

Although John Paul II emphasized Aquinas (whom he turned to often in discussions of 

moral theology), and had studied with the Thomist Garrigou-Lagrange, it would be inaccurate to 

call JP II a Thomist.  This is partly the case because his way of reading and applying Aquinas 

was starkly different than Leo’s.  Indeed, JP II’s appeal to Aquinas clearly illustrates how 

Thomism evolved from the time of Leo to the present day.122  The point here is that even after 

well over a century, the magisterium was continuing, with very strong language, to emphasize 

the importance of Aquinas.  Even Pope Francis, who nearly nobody would consider a Thomist, 

has referred to Aquinas with some frequency.  Indeed, even the controversy over his apostolic 

exhortation on marriage, Amoris Laetitia both featured Aquinas and led to debates in the public 

sphere about whether the document was really Thomist.123  All of this is to say simply that Leo 

 
120 John Paul II, Fides et Ratio #43. 
121 John Paul II, Fides et Ratio #44 
122 On the internal evolution of Thomism, see the following: Fergus Kerr, After Aquinas (Blackwell Publishing, 

Malden, MA: 2002), Gerald McCool, Neo Thomism (Marquette University Press: Marquette, PA, 2007) 
123 Pope Francis, Civilta Cattolica, Sep. 28, 2017: A second thing: some maintain that there is no Catholic morality 

underlying Amoris Laetitia, or at least, no sure morality. I want to repeat clearly that the morality of Amoris Laetitia 

is Thomist, the morality of the great Thomas. You can speak of it with a great theologian, one of the best today and 

one of the most mature, Cardinal Schönborn.  I want to say this so that you can help those who believe that morality 

is purely casuistic. Help them understand that the great Thomas possesses the greatest richness, which is still able to 

inspire us today.  (https://laciviltacattolica.com/grace-is-not-an-ideology-a-private-conversation-with-some-

colombian-jesuits/)  

http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html#%241F
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html#%241G
https://laciviltacattolica.com/grace-is-not-an-ideology-a-private-conversation-with-some-colombian-jesuits/
https://laciviltacattolica.com/grace-is-not-an-ideology-a-private-conversation-with-some-colombian-jesuits/
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XIII’s impetus to push for a closer study of Aquinas, and to suggest his thought as the best way 

to answer the problems of the Enlightenment, led to a major shift within Catholicism.  After over 

a century of Aquinas not being cited in papal encyclicals, Leo brought him back to the forefront 

of the Church’s approach to theology.  While there were some disciplinary measures that may 

have encouraged only a certain form of Thomism, Leo nevertheless started a movement which 

grew and continues up to the present day.
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LEO XIII AND THE BIBLICAL QUESTION: 

EVALUATING THE  

HISTORICAL CRITICAL METHOD  

FROM PROVIDENTISSIMUS DEUS TO DEI VERBUM 
 

In any consideration of the pontificate of Leo XIII, one often-overlooked dimension is his 

document on biblical studies, Providentissimus Deus.  While Leo is recognized as the initiator of 

the papal tradition of Catholic Social Teaching, his importance in biblical studies, I argue in this 

chapter, is perhaps just as important.   Leo’s biblical encyclical initiates a new tradition in 

ecclesial documents which focus on different aspects of interpreting the Bible.  Just as scholars 

customarily think of Rerum Novarum as the first in a line of documents which developed the 

Catholic church’s social doctrine, so too Providentissimus Deus inaugurates a series of other 

papal and ecclesial texts which concentrate on how to interpret the Bible.  The Catholic church’s 

development with respect to biblical studies is one of the most important ways in which Leo XIII 

has influenced Catholicism not just historically, but even up to the present.  Further, his ideas 

and arguments in his biblical encyclical give one of the best examples of Leo attempting to 

engage with the changing conditions of theological scholarship in a balanced way.  Rather than 

rejecting all new developments, Leo tries to find a way to use the heritage of the Catholic church 

to find theological development and nuance.  Although he wrote only one major document about 

scripture, his basic vision of how to reconcile traditional Catholic approaches to the Bible with 

the emerging historical critical method is still largely upheld by the church over a century later.  

Moreover, one sees after Leo’s papacy a restriction on the use of modern methods in concert 

with the crisis of modernism.  By looking at Leo’s views on the interpretation of the Bible, and 

the intervening years between his death in 1903 and Pius XII’s major encyclical letter on biblical 
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studies, Divino Aflante Spiritu (1943), and especially by a consideration of the Second Vatican 

Council’s document on the Bible, Dei Verbum, one can see that Leo’s vision of biblical studies 

ultimately prevails as the vision of the contemporary Catholic church.  While some 

contemporary scholars widely regarded Leo  as a modern thinker in some respects because of his 

social teaching, I demonstrate in this chapter that his views on the interpretation of scripture are 

perhaps equally important in the way they influenced the Catholic church’s move into a more 

modern mode.  Hence, Leo’s response and the movement it initiated with respect to the Catholic 

approach to studying the Bible parallels his call for philosophical engagement with modernity 

through the wisdom of Aquinas’ philosophy.    

Part I: Early Statements on the Bible up to Leo XIII’s Providentissimus Deus 

The Council of Trent and Vatican I 

 As stated earlier, Pope Leo XIII represents a renewed tradition of encyclical-writing.1  The 

practice of popes writing letters to the church had fallen out of favor and was reinvigorated in the 

year 1740 under Pope Benedict XIV.2  Despite this renewal of the practice of writing encyclicals, 

a major papal document on the interpretation of the Bible specifically does not appear until Leo 

XIII’s Providentissimus Deus in 1893.  This does not mean, however, that the Catholic church had 

nothing to say about the Bible until the late 1800s.  In fact there had been many concerns about 

the Bible through the history of the church which, while dealing with issues other than 

interpretation, and which certainly had nothing to do with the historical critical method, 

nonetheless would have a big impact on the way that Catholic theologians would later face these 

questions.  Let us then consider some of the most important statements made by the Catholic 

 
1 Cf. Ch. 1 above. 
2 Bernard B. Brady, Essential Catholic Social Thought: 2nd Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2017), 55, n. 2. 
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church prior to Leo’s pontificate, as they set the stage for what would follow later.  While the 

Catholic church had a long history of theological debate about serious and substantive issues such 

as the precise nature of Christological formulations, which were the main issue at the early councils 

of the church, it really isn’t until the 1500s that key debates about the nature, extent, and 

interpretation of the Bible come to the fore.   

 During the Council of Trent (1545-1563), which met in a direct response to the Protestant 

Reformation, the Catholic church did address a few central questions about the Bible.  While there 

were some schisms and divisions among Christians prior to the Reformation, the Reformers forged 

new Christian communities and changed the religious landscape of Europe in a way that the 

Catholic church had not encountered previously.  Keeping this context in mind, one can better 

appreciate the particular questions that were debated at Trent.  In the First Decree of the Fourth 

Session of the Council, the Fathers of the Council proclaimed a few facts as necessary for all to 

accept, under pain of anathema (excommunication).  First, they noted that there are in essence two 

sources of revelation: the written revelation of the Bible, and the traditions not written down in 

scripture, but handed on by tradition within the Catholic church.  They argued that the “source of 

all saving truth and rule of conduct” is “preserved in the Catholic Church in unbroken continuity” 

and consists both of the “books of the Old and New Testament” as well as the “traditions 

concerning both faith and morals.”3  This decree, of course, was a response to Luther’s challenge 

that scripture is the only source of revelation, and perhaps more directly to Luther’s challenge to 

the Catholic canon of scripture.  Thus, after making the basic argument that there are two sources 

of divinely revealed truth, namely scripture and tradition, the decree of the Council goes on to list 

 
3 Council of Trent, Session IV, April 8, 1546, Decretum primum: Recipiuntur libri sacri et traditiones apostolorum, 

translated by Dean P. Bechard, S.J. in The Scripture Documents: An Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. 

Dean P. Bechard, S.J.  (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2002), 3. 
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every book of the Catholic canon.  While these are very simple statements, and their origin and 

purpose, especially within their historical context, are easy to understand, there is nevertheless one 

important additional detail that becomes a focus of major debate with respect to modern biblical 

studies.  That detail appears in a statement immediately following the listing the books of the 

canon.  The Council Fathers state: 

If, however, anyone should not accept as sacred and canonical these books in their entirety 

and with all their parts, as they have been customarily read in the Catholic Church and 

preserved in the ancient Latin Vulgate edition, and should knowingly and deliberately 

repudiate the aforesaid traditions, let that one be anathema.4 

 

This emphasis on the Vulgate as the normative edition of the Bible is emphasized even more 

forcefully by the Second Decree of the Fourth Session.  While noting that there are other Latin 

translations in use, the Council declared that “the ancient Vulgate edition, which has been 

approved in the Church by long use over many centuries, be regarded as the authentic text in public 

readings, disputations, sermons, and explanations, and that no one dare to presume on any pretext 

to reject it.”5  In the Second Decree, the Council argues that all interpretations of scripture must be 

made from the Vulgate, and that any interpretation of the Bible which contradicts the teaching of 

the church must be rejected.  The Council argues further that the witness of the Patristic writers is 

to be privileged in determining the correct interpretation of the Bible and that nobody has the right 

to publish biblical commentaries or notes or translations of the Bible without seeking approval 

 
4 Ibid., 4. 
5 Council of Trent, Session IV, April 8, 1546, Decretum secundum: Recipitur vulgata editio Bibliae praescribturque 

modus interpretandi sacram Scripturam, translated by Dean P. Bechard, S.J. in The Scripture Documents: An 

Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. Dean P. Bechard, S.J.  (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2002), 

4. 
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from their ecclesiastical superiors and ordinaries.6  The penalty that accompanies such deviation 

from the rules is excommunication (anathema) and a fine. 

 It is of course easy to understand the motivation for these statements that emanated from 

Trent, given the proximity of the Reformation.  Luther did all the things which are here proscribed; 

offered his own translations, his own commentaries, and his own interpretations of scripture which 

often flatly contradicted the Roman authorities.  The historical context, then, is that these rules 

seem to be written with one person in mind, or with at least the sentiment that Protestantism was 

the culprit to be rooted out.  As we will see later, however, these Tridentine decrees reappear in 

the battle over modernism in the early 20th century.  They are given new interpretations which 

many Catholic exegetes at the time felt were actually mis-interpretations.   

 Over three hundred years passed before the Catholic church convened another council, the 

First Vatican Council (Vatican I). Although Vatican I was interrupted and did not complete its 

agenda, Dei Filius, the document on biblical interpretation was important for the future of Catholic 

theology, especially in the late 19th and early 20th century.  In the introduction to Dei Filius, the 

Council Fathers recall the statements of Trent, but also remark that in the intervening centuries, 

the union of Christianity had been further wounded.  What started as a rejection of the teaching 

office of the Catholic church and an emphasis on the Bible led, they argue, to “many sects, all 

disagreeing and contending with one another.”7  They note that even the Bible had been subject to 

criticism and skepticism, due to the growth of naturalism, rationalism, and materialism.  The 

implication is that, after rejecting the magisterium, and reading the Bible with a purely natural 

 
6 Ibid., 4-6. 
7 First Vatican Council, Dei Filius, April 24, 1870, translated by Dean P. Bechard, S.J. in The Scripture Documents: 

An Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. Dean P. Bechard, S.J.  (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 

2002), 15. 
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lens, many Christians, both Protestant and Catholic, had lost their faith.8  In response to this dire 

situation, the Council proposes to profess the “Word of God written and handed down” as a 

solution.  Here again we see the dual emphasis on the Bible and on the Tradition of the Church.  

The concern for a proper interpretation of the Bible is raised even more explicitly at Vatican I than 

it was at Trent.  Interestingly, the text of Dei Filius seems to be aware that Trent’s decrees on 

scripture, while important, were misinterpreted and misapplied. Thus the bishops at Vatican I 

envisioned Dei Filius as a correction and clarification.   

 Speaking directly about divine revelation, the Council Fathers note that it is possible to 

come to the knowledge of God by reason alone, but that God has also given humans the gift of 

revelation.  Aquinas notes, as discussed in Ch. 1, that the truths of God can be known by human 

reason alone, but only after much difficulty and with the admixture of many errors.  Along these 

lines, Vatican I argued that revelation is given so that “truths about God that are not beyond the 

grasp of human reason can, even in the present state of the human race, be easily known by 

everyone with firm certainty and with no admixture of error.”9  The point of revelation, then, is to 

make it even easier for people to know God; while it is possible by nature to know some basic 

truths, God gives revelation to make it more likely and more simple.  But the Council also noted 

that revelation is necessary if we are to go beyond what we can know naturally; since human beings 

were created for a supernatural end, we have to depend on divine revelation to know that 

supernatural end, since it is by definition beyond our natural capacity.10  Dei Filius repeats the 

need for Catholics to accept all the books of scripture, but it adds some concern about inspiration 

and the reason why the church considers the books of scripture to be sacred.  The following 

 
8 Cf. Esp. Dei Filius #7-8. 
9 Dei FIlius, Ch. 2, #2. 
10 This was also discussed in Ch. 1 and is a Thomistic idea. 
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statement would have a profound impact on the Catholic church’s development of an approach to 

biblical studies at the turn of the century: 

And these complete books of the Old and New Testaments are to be received as sacred and 

canonical, with all their parts, as they are enumerated in the decree of that same Council 

[Trent], and in the ancient Latin Vulgate edition.  These books the Church holds to be 

sacred and canonical, not because, having been composed by simple human industry, they 

were later approved by her own authority, nor merely because they contain revelation 

without error, but because, having been written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they 

have God for their author and were delivered as such to the Church.  Now since what the 

holy Synod of Tent decreed concerning the interpretation of Divine Scripture for the good 

purpose of restraining capricious minds has been wrongly expounded by some, we renew 

that decree and declare this to be its meaning: that in matters of faith and morals pertaining 

to the building up of Christian doctrine, what must be held as the true sense of Sacred 

Scripture is that which Holy Mother the Church has held and now holds, to whom it 

belongs to judge the true sense and interpretation of Sacred Scripture; and that it is illicit 

for anyone to interpret Sacred Scripture contrary to this sense or, likewise, contrary to the 

unanimous consent of the Fathers.11 

 

A few points here to note before we move on.  First, there is again the mention of the Vulgate, and 

the mention of the complete books of the Bible with “all their parts.”  By the time of Vatican I, the 

idea of the Vulgate as the norm was already being challenged and critiqued, as scholars working 

in the original languages had already been trying to make a better translation.  As we move toward 

the 20th century, this becomes a more obvious source of tension.  Another key concept here is the 

view of divine inspiration.  The Council notes that the Bible is held as sacred because it is inspired, 

but that inspiration is tied to the idea that God is the author.  Toward the end of the 19th century, 

there would be a fierce debate about this view of a divine authorship, and one of Leo XIII’s biggest 

challenges was to try and reconcile this notion of God’s authorship with the development of human 

scholarship.  In any event what is important to stress here is that the statements on scripture, from 

Trent to Vatican I, bear the marks of obvious historical contexts.  A large part of the battle over 

 
11 Di Filius, Ch. 2, #2. 
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biblical studies within Catholicism in the early 20th century will be fought over which parts of 

these decrees is historically conditioned, or how to determine what the statements might mean, in 

light of their historical context.  As we saw in chapter one, and will see below in the final chapter, 

this question of the context and setting of ecclesial documents is an important one to consider.  The 

various theological factions that develop more clearly in the twentieth century show the 

consequence of a historical consideration of the origin of conciliar and papal texts.  While it is 

undeniable that the doctrines regarding biblical interpretation promulgated at Trent are important, 

the more complex matter is what level of authority they have, given their historical setting. 

The Emergence of the Historical Critical Method 

 While the implied enemy of the Council of Trent is obviously Luther and Protestants more 

generally, by the time of Vatican I and, a few years later, the time of Leo XIII, the challenges that 

the Catholic church had to deal with were both different and broader: namely, the slow, but 

increasing growth of the Historical Critical Method (HCM).  Often, especially when looking at 

ecclesial texts, one gets the idea that modern methods of reading the Bible (called “higher 

criticism” by Leo XIII) were purely the result of Enlightenment rationalism. While it is certainly 

true that the Enlightenment led to a greater emphasis on human sciences and natural reason, the 

roots of the HCM are not entirely cut off from religion altogether.  Generally, the historical critical 

method is an approach to the Bible which treats it simply as if it were another human document.  

So, rather than starting from the presupposition of divine authorship or inerrancy, a historical 

critical scholar examines issues of language, philology, audience, authorial intent, author, etc.  

What might be called the earliest forms of the HCM can be seen in the writings of Baruch Spinoza, 

who was born a Jew, and Richard Simon, a Catholic priest.  Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-

Politicus (1670) argues that the Bible should be approached as any other human document would.  
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Thus, to interpret the Bible, one needed to “attend to the context of a passage within Scripture” 

and focus on the “historical circumstances in which the book as written.”12  Richard Simon, in his 

Critical History of the Old Testament (1678), argues against the Mosaic authorship of the 

Pentateuch, based on duplicate narrations of events, changes in style, and different uses of 

language.  Both Spinoza and Simon would be expelled from their religious groups for their views, 

but they paved the way for the more explicit development of the HCM in the following centuries.  

As Brettler, Enns, and Harrington argue, the next stage of the HCM was the beginning of the quest 

for the historical Jesus, which consisted in large part of a demythologization or a natural 

explanation of any alleged miracles in the Gospels.13  Perhaps the most well-known author in this 

period, and one who did much to popularize this new way of interpreting and analyzing the Bible 

was Julius Wellhausen.  His work both summarized previous approaches and laid the foundation 

for what came to be known as form criticism.14  While Vatican I blamed both Enlightenment 

philosophical schools and Protestantism for these new approaches to biblical scholarship, it is 

difficult to separate the two entirely.  It may be the case that the Protestant reformers, with their 

emphasis on the Bible and the rejection of the ecclesiastical authorities in interpreting the text, 

opened a new door, but it is also important to note that the development of secular sciences like 

archaeology, philology, and literary criticism were necessary before the HCM would really 

flourish.  As it happened, the growth of these sciences is what drove the development of the HCM. 

 

 

 
12 Cf. Marc Brettler, Peter Enns, and Daniel Harrington, S.J., The Bible and the Believer: How to Read the Bible 

Critically and Religiously (New York: Oxford, 2012), 1-19. 
13 Ibid., 17. 
14 Cf. Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the Ancient History of Israel (Gloucester, Mass: Peter Smith, 1973) 
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Debates About Inspiration and Inerrancy 

 Within Catholic circles, the teaching of Trent and Vatican I was clear enough with its 

emphasis on the interpretive authority of the magisterium, the scope of the canon, and the reason 

why the Bible was sacred, namely divine inspiration.  But in terms of precisely how inspiration 

functioned, the two councils presented a pluralism of approaches.  Some of the debates centered 

around trying to square modern developments in biblical studies, especially those done by 

Protestants and other non-Catholics, with the Church’s conciliar proclamations.  Leo XIII’s 

intervention, Providentissimus Deus, is largely a response to this debate, and so it will be helpful 

to consider some of the various expressions of the relationship between divine inspiration and 

inerrancy which were circulating among Catholic authors at the time.   

Augustus Rohling, in 1872, a professor of Old Testament Exegesis in Westphalia, argued 

that in order to reconcile the idea of divine inspiration with the advancements in biblical studies, 

one needed to restrict the idea of inspiration to a smaller portion of the Bible.  This way, what 

appears to modern scholars as an error, especially regarding a scientific understanding of the world 

or history, could be dismissed as a mere human element in the text, while maintaining that the 

portion of the Bible which specifically related to faith and morals was still inspired.  The proposal, 

then, was for a distinction between religious and profane matters within the Bible.15  Another 

approach was to make a distinction between inspiration and revelation.  A lay Catholic 

archaeologist from Paris, Francois Lenormant, suggested this distinction as a way of separating 

errors out from the text without doing damage to divine inspiration.  This view suggests that all of 

the Bible is inspired, but that not all of it is revelatory; some (maybe most) of the Bible is written 

 
15 Cf. Anthony Cotter, S.J., “The Antecedents of the Encyclical Providentissimus Deus,” The Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly 5, no. 2 (April 1943): 118-119. 
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by an inspired author who is nonetheless writing merely human, and therefore fallible ideas, but 

certain portions of their work constitute divine revelation and are therefore infallible.16 Cardinal 

John Henry Newman, famous for his ideas about the development of dogma, also entered into the 

discussion about inerrancy and inspiration.  His solution, proposed in 1884, was to propose four 

categories of inspiration.  The highest level, which would be infallible, concerned matters of faith 

and morals.  The next level, closely connected with it, was historical narratives.  Below this was 

the category of scientific statements which may not be accurate, and further below that were the 

obiter dicta, which Newman did not consider to be inspired.17  The state of the question in the 

period between Vatican I’s Dei Filius, as well as Leo XIII’s response shows that the new scientific 

developments in biblical studies, both by Catholics and others, were making it difficult to hold to 

some of the Church’s traditional doctrines from Trent and even Vatican I.  Leo endeavors, then, in 

his encyclical, to find a way to draw from the scientific approach to the Bible, but at the same time 

to hold onto the traditional doctrines. 

Leo XIII Responds to the Emerging Historical Critical Method: Providentissimus Deus 

 In 1893, Leo wrote one of his longest encyclical letters, Providentissimus Deus (PD), a 

letter some refer to as the magna carta of Catholic biblical scholarship.18  PD focused on 

identifying and describing the errors of rationalism and “higher criticism” as well as providing 

concrete suggestions for a curriculum and training for seminarians to combat those errors and 

better safeguard the truth of the Bible.  The main argument he outlines involves the issue of divine 

 
16 Ibid., 119-120.  This distinction between revelation and inspiration will surface repeatedly in the early 20th 

century.  Cf. Gerald P. Fogarty, S.J., American Catholic Biblical Scholarship: A History from the Early Republic to 

Vatican II (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989). 
17 Cf. Cotter, 120-121; John Henry Newman, “On the Inspiration of the Bible,” The Nineteenth Century 15, No. 84, 

(Feb., 1884), 185-199. 
18 Cf. George Weigel, Evangelical Catholicism: Deep Reform in the 21st-Century Church, Second Edition (New 

York: Basic Books, 2014).  While Weigel is clearly a fan of Leo XIII, even more moderate scholars still note the 

significance of Providentissimus Deus.  Cf. Fogarty, above. 
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inspiration and divine authorship, and the proper balance between modern methods and the 

traditional approach to reading and interpreting the Bible. 

The opening sections of the letter explain the reasons why divine revelation is needed, and 

it relies heavily on the teachings of the Councils of Trent and Vatican I, but also echoes Aquinas’ 

view of the matter.19  Leo calls for a greater number of students to devote themselves to the study 

of the Bible in order to guard the truth of the Bible from what he calls “fallacious and imprudent 

novelties.”20  After the introduction, Leo discusses one of the key issues of the encyclical, and 

indeed of the “biblical question” at the time: divine inspiration.  For Leo, and for the Catholic 

church, the Bible’s importance rests on the fact that it is not a mere human text, but one which is 

inspired by the Holy Spirit which “gives authority to the sacred orator, fills him with apostolic 

liberty of speech, and communicates force and power to his eloquence.”21  Leo returns to again to 

the theme of inspiration toward the end of the encyclical, where he notes that to try and limit 

inspiration to only a portion of the Bible is an error.  Citing the attempts mentioned above, in which 

inspiration is held to extend only to parts of the Bible which deal with faith and morals, Leo XIII 

instead calls for a plenary view of inspiration.  In his treatment of inspiration, it is noteworthy that 

he also attends to the question of inerrancy: 

But it is absolutely wrong and forbidden either to narrow inspiration to certain parts only 

of Holy Scripture or to admit that the sacred writer has erred.  For the system of those who, 

in order to rid themselves of these difficulties, do not hesitate to concede that divine 

inspiration regards the things of faith and morals and nothing beyond, because (as they 

wrongly think) in a question of the truth or falsehood of a passage, we should consider not 

so much what God has said as the reason and purpose that He had in mind in saying it-this 

system cannot be tolerated.  For all the books that the Church receives as sacred and 

canonical are written wholly and entirely, with all their parts, at the dictation of the Holy 

Spirit.  And so far is it from being possible that any error can coexist with inspiration, that 

inspiration not only is essentially incompatible with error but excludes and rejects it as 

 
19 For the role of Aquinas in PD and its parallel to Aeterni Patris, see p. 86 below. 
20 Providentissimus Deus, #2. 
21 PD, #4. 
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absolutely and necessarily as it is impossible that God himself, the Supreme Truth, can 

utter that which is not true.22 

 

Leo unites two issues that contemporary biblical scholars normally try to separate, or at least 

distinguish between, namely inerrancy and inspiration.  While I contend that in the wider scope of 

PD, Leo is sowing the seeds for Catholic support of modern methods of biblical interpretation, it 

is also possible that his view of the link between divine inspiration and inerrancy may have 

forestalled the official approval of the HCM within Catholic circles until a later date.  Nevertheless, 

Leo’s engagement with “higher criticism,” shows the pope at his best, trying to find a balancing 

point between abandoning the traditional forms of theology that he had been trained in, and 

acknowledging the importance of modern scientific methods of criticism.  Leo’s suggestions and 

treatment of the issue come under two headings in PD: critiquing the limits of the HCM, and 

providing a guide for how to better train clergy in their study of and interpretation of the Bible.  

Let us first examine his critiques of the HCM.   

Leo notes that the Catholic church had already spent a few centuries trying to react and 

respond to Protestant exegesis and some of the particular questions raised by the Protestant 

approach.  While there were some issues, from the pope’s perspective, with the mode of Protestant 

interpretations of the Bible, especially the idea of interpreting the text without reference to the 

Catholic church’s authority, Leo nevertheless sees something distinct and different emerging by 

the late 1800s.  He is able to discern that the rationalist philosophers were asking different 

questions, as well as levelling a different order of critique against the Bible.  The Protestant 

reformers may have shaken the foundation by reading the Bible without reference to Roman 

authorities, but the rationalists were looking at scripture in an entirely new way.  As Leo notes, the 

 
22 PD, #20, emphasis added. 
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rationalists had rejected even the scraps and remnants of Christian belief which had been handed 

down to them.23  Perhaps the most scandalous error of the rationalists, according to Leo, is their 

denial of both the concept of revelation and inspiration.  They simply do not think there is anything 

beyond the natural which needs to be revealed, and because they view the world through a 

naturalist lens, they reject the notion of divine inspiration altogether.  Leo worries that this denial 

leads these thinkers (whom he does not name) to see the Bible as the “forgeries and the falsehoods 

of men.”24  The consequence of this basic view toward the scriptures, though, means that when the 

Bible is subjected to a rationalistic interpretation, certain elements have to be interpreted in a 

radically different way.  Leo is concerned about the following consequences: the rationalist view 

leaves no room for prophecy, as it simply asserts that whatever appears as a prophecy could have 

been written in after the fact.  Further, there is a rejection of miracles, which are seen as startling 

effects of the laws of nature, some form of trickery, or even myth.  The role of miracles was 

considered one of the motives of credibility for the Catholic church as the true church, according 

to Vatican I, so this is especially significant for the church’s claim to legitimacy, and thus a special 

concern of Leo’s.  Another issue is that the modern methods of biblical study rejected traditional 

claims to authorship, relying on internal evaluation of the text rather than on external evidence 

such as patristic attestations of authorship.25  Leo is strong in his critique of the internal evaluation, 

because he sees it as another example of an attempt to read the Bible apart from tradition.  He 

notes: 

There has arisen, to the great detriment of religion, an inept method, dignified by the name 

of the “higher criticism,” which pretends to judge of the origin, integrity and authority of 

each Book from internal indications alone.  It is clear, on the other hand, that in historical 

questions, such as the origin and handing down of writings, the witness of history is of 

 
23 PD, #10. 
24 PD, #10. 
25 PD, #17 
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primary importance, that historical investigation should be made with the utmost care, and 

that in this matter internal evidence is seldom of great value, except as confirmation.26 

 

Leo is fully aware that Christians have imbibed some of these views, as evinced above, but 

he worries that these new methods and approaches do not exist and function in a vacuum.  Rather, 

he notes, that “The efforts and arts of the enemy are chiefly directed against the more ignorant 

masses of people.”27  In addition to a critique of the HCM, Leo also offers a constructive suggestion 

for responding to these challenges. 

Based on Leo’s historical context, it comes as a surprise that Leo was willing to give any 

credit to the modern methods of biblical interpretation.  To be sure, his critiques of the newer 

methods of biblical criticism are sharp and strongly-worded.  Yet, in spite of his rhetoric, I want 

to argue that Leo is making an important intervention into the question of modern methods of 

studying the Bible.  He wants to advance at least a partial form of modern criticism.  Thus, Leo 

claims that one can, and must, distinguish between advances in scientific approaches to the study 

of the Bible and the philosophical or rationalistic presuppositions that accompany such 

approaches.28  This language of the philosophical underpinnings or presuppositions will develop 

more fully after Leo XIII, but its germ is present in PD.  For instance, one of the chief tools of the 

HCM in Leo’s day was philological analysis as well as the utilization of other natural sciences.  

Rather than rejecting these as unnecessary incursions into the purely spiritual realm of scriptural 

interpretation, Leo actually welcomes their use, provided they are used within their proper domain.  

 
26 PD, #17. 
27 PD, #10.  Note here this is a parallel claim to an argument Leo made in Aeterni Patris; modern philosophy was 

not just impacting philosophers; it was spreading to the common man.  So too, here in PD, modern methods of 

Scripture study were impacting not just scholars, but even laymen and women. 
28 There is some question as to what precise sciences Leo has in mind, and the limitations of his view of what counts 

as a science may well have slowed the acceptance of the HCM.  Nevertheless, I think even his idea of trying to look 

to sciences and beyond merely the authority of the Church is an instructive and important point vis a vis Leo’s 

attempt to dialogue with modernity.  
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With respect to language, he does mention the use of the Latin Vulgate, but he is also clear that 

there is a real value to exploring other translations and, above all, to returning to the original 

languages where possible.  Thus he notes that while the Vulgate should remain the norm for public 

usage in the liturgy, teaching, and so forth, “the other versions that Christian antiquity has approved 

should not be neglected, especially the more ancient manuscripts.”29  He cites Augustine on this 

point, who argued in De Doctrina Christiana that it is always helpful to have recourse to the 

“examination of older tongues” in order to correctly interpret the sacred page.30  Later on, Leo is 

even more explicit: “Hence it is most proper that professors of Sacred Scripture and theologians 

should master those tongues in which the sacred Books were originally written; and it would be 

well that Church students also should cultivate them, more especially those who aspire to academic 

degrees.”31  When making his call for a curriculum of study for clergy, Leo asks that schools set 

up special chairs of ancient and Semitic languages, to facilitate a greater study of the Bible.32  As 

we will see, this important note on the study of original languages will be championed by later 

scholars, even as the issue of the Vulgate’s role continues to be pushed during the campaign against 

Modernism in the early 20th century.   

In addition to his concern for language study, Leo XIII called for clergy who are committed 

to the study of Scripture to “make themselves well and thoroughly acquainted with the art of true 

criticism.”33  While the exact meaning of this is perhaps difficult to separate from learning 

languages, it is remarkable to note that Leo here calls for utilizing the knowledge from what he 

might otherwise call “enemies” of the church.  Where Pius IX, and after Leo, Pius X, would target 

 
29 PD, #13. 
30 PD, #13.  Cf. St. Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, 3.4 
31 PD, #17. 
32 PD, #17. 
33 PD, #17. 
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enemies and reject and denounce errors, Leo calls for the Catholic clergy to learn the art of 

criticism, in order to use it with prudence.  Instead of a total rejection, he recognizes that some 

positive good that can come out of studying the Bible using modern methods.  Later in the 

encyclical, Leo addresses the notion of error, and argues that Catholics need not fear the advances 

made by the sciences; in fact, it is by attending carefully to developments in the sciences, and by 

studying scripture more seriously, that one can reconcile the two, since truth cannot contradict 

itself. 

While Leo makes his case for the prudent use of modern methods, he also tries to argue 

that one can still profit from traditional approaches to the Bible.  Thus, in laying out his proposal 

for a curriculum for seminarians, he encourages both the study of higher criticism and the use of 

original languages in addition to the study of the Patristic and Scholastics commentaries.  He also 

notes that while scientific study is helpful in solving difficulties with respect to the correct textual 

editions of the Bible and its literal sense, there is also a need for a theological and spiritual element 

in interpreting Scripture.  For instance, he notes that one must invoke the Holy Spirit to truly 

understand the Bible.34  In the earlier portions of PD, he also highlights the various contributions 

made by saints who devoted their lives to the study of scripture, such as St. Clement of Alexandria 

and St. Jerome.  He calls the Patristic era the “golden age of biblical exegesis” because, during that 

time, theology consisted almost entirely of biblical interpretation.  Another important resource for 

Leo is the traditional style of interpretation in the Scholastic period.  He foregrounds Aquinas, 

noting that “the valuable work of the scholastics in Holy Scripture is seen in their theological 

treatises and in their Scripture commentaries, and in this respect the greatest name among them all 

 
34 PD, #5. 
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is St. Thomas Aquinas.”35 Examining the importance of Aquinas in Providentissimus Deus 

enriches our understanding of how and why he was such a pivotal figure for Leo. 

The Role of Aquinas in Providentissimus Deus 

Just as in Aeterni Patris, where Leo XIII notes the limits of human reason, in PD, he argues 

for the positive need for divine revelation.  They are, in a sense, two sides of the same coin.  Human 

beings cannot know everything by reason, but reason is important and should not be neglected.  

That is one of the central claims of Aeterni Patris.  He retools this basic point in his biblical 

encyclical to make it relevant to biblical scholarship.  He also relies on the insight from Vatican I 

is that divine revelation is absolutely necessary “because God, out of his infinite goodness, has 

ordained the human person to a supernatural end.”   Since we have a final telos which goes beyond 

human reason, revelation is given to help us reach that end.  But at the same time, Leo argues that 

reason alone can come to some truths of theology.  However, such truths are not easily known.  

Revelation, then, assures that we can all “come to know” with “facility, certainty, and safety from 

error” the basic truths of our supernatural telos.  To those with ears to hear, this line of reasoning 

echoes Aquinas’ arguments in the very first question of the Prima Pars.  There, Aquinas argues 

that 

Even as regards those truths about God which human reason could have discovered, it was 

necessary that man should be taught by a divine revelation; because the truth about God 

such as reason could discover, would only be known by a few, and that after a long time, 

and with the admixture of many errors.36 

 

Later in the encyclical, Leo turns to Aquinas’s approach several times, highlighting both 

his contributions to biblical interpretation and the usefulness of his interpretive method.  In terms 

 
35 PD, #7. 
36 ST  I, Q. 1, Art. 1. 
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of his contributions, and more generally the Scholastic project, Leo points to the development of 

commentaries and glosses, the corrections made to the Latin Vulgate, and especially the idea of 

the various “senses” of scripture.  Aquinas emphasizes, in the opening question of the Summa, the 

fact that all interpretation of scripture should be based on the literal sense: “for all the senses are 

founded on one—the literal—from which alone can any argument be drawn.”   This emphasis on 

the centrality of the literal sense necessitates, simply by reason, the special study of the original 

languages, and the use of the most ancient manuscripts to correctly translate and also interpret the 

scripture.  

Leo shows, then, the same kind of careful concern here as in Aeterni Patris.  Whereas 

Aeterni Patris called for a careful reading of modern philosophy, with all its errors, in order to give 

it a sufficient response, in PD, he urges priests to develop  a firm grounding in the historical critical 

method in order to better respond to it.  This is precisely, in Leo’s mind, why Aquinas is such a 

useful figure.  He shows by his method how to deal with objections in a careful and systematic 

way, but also emphasizes the tools of positive scholarship, namely the literal sense.  While it is 

true that Aquinas does not share the same emphasis on language per se, as Leo does, nevertheless 

his methodological emphasis on the literal sense, indirectly, points toward the same goal.   

Within the context of his proposed curricular outline for clergy, Leo again emphasizes the 

importance of Aquinas, and indeed, of the connection between biblical interpretation and theology 

as a whole: “The best preparation will be a conscientious application to philosophy and theology 

under the guidance of St. Thomas Aquinas, and a thorough training therein, as we ourselves have 

elsewhere pointed out and directed.”37  Another major theme, and perhaps the most important of 

Leo’s ideas in Providentissimus Deus, is the insistence on divine inspiration as the source of 

 
37 PD, #16. 
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authority for scripture.  The reason that scripture is necessary for human beings is because, as 

noted earlier, God created humanity for a supernatural purpose, and our natural faculties cannot 

attain the knowledge of our ultimate destiny.  This knowledge comes from revelation.  But of 

course, the question arises: why trust the so-called revelation of the Bible?  This notion of divine 

inspiration was, in fact, widely rejected in the post-Enlightenment period, or at the very least highly 

suspect.  The rationalism that was the root of the historical critical method raised other questions, 

but the question of inspiration was the most significant.  Just as he had argued with respect to 

philosophy leading to errors for society, Leo sees a host of troubles for the civil society when 

revelation is dismissed and ignored.  

Aside from a well-designed curriculum, the recourse to Aquinas, the use of original 

languages, and the emphasis on the literal sense, Leo notes that there is a necessity for limits and 

boundaries in interpreting scripture as well.  Just as in philosophy, human beings have limits, so 

too in the interpretation of scripture, human reason has to obey legitimate authority.  Where he 

posits the necessity of faith to counter rationalism in Aeterni Patris, in Providentissimus Deus, to 

counter the individualistic interpretation of scripture, Leo posits the important role of the 

magisterium in guiding theologians to a proper interpretation.  Yet at the same time, he encourages 

theologians and those with knowledge in other fields to contribute to the interpretation of passages 

which have not yet been clarified.  The link, here, between Aeterni Patris and Providentissimus 

Deus is that both recognize the difficulty and limits we encounter in our natural efforts to 

understand theological mysteries.  The idea of the church as the steward of the correct 

interpretation of revelation, Leo argues, “by no means prevents or restraints the pursuit of biblical 

science, but rather protects it from error.”38 

 
38 PD, #14. 
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The significant influence of Aquinas on both Aeterni Patris and Providentissimus Deus is 

very important for a correct assessment and understanding of Leo XIII’s vision of thecChurch.  

Just as I argued in Ch. 1, that Leo did not mean that returning to Aquinas to counter contemporary 

philosophy would mean a slavish repetition of Thomas’ own words as the only way forward, so 

too here he does not indicate that we can understand the historical critical method by simply 

reading Aquinas’ commentaries on the books of the Bible.  Instead, Leo proposes  a return to the 

spirit of Aquinas, whereby one does not abandon traditional sources of biblical interpretation, but 

also does not feel trapped by them.  Just as in AP, Leo argues we must hold fast to the parts of 

Aquinas which are the most certain, so too in PD Leo proposes a temperate and prudent use of 

modern methods of historical criticism.  To be sure, he argues that theologians must be leery of 

and avoid the philosophical presuppositions of rationalism, materialism, and even atheism of some 

secular approaches to the Bible.  But nonetheless, a real scientific study does not, in itself, pose a 

threat to Christian understanding of revelation.  In a certain sense, we see in AP and PD a parallel 

argument, the former concerning developments in modern philosophy, which require a rigorous 

assessment and a careful negotiation, but not an outright rejection.  In the latter, critical biblical 

scholarship deserves the same sort of serious consideration and response, but again, not an absolute 

proscription or repudiation.  We see, in other words, the duality and the necessity of both human 

reason and divine revelation. 

Responses to Providentissimus Deus 

 One interesting feature of Leo XIII’s papacy is that it was the first in which the press 

reported on the papacy.  Part of this is because newspapers and journals had only recently become 

popular, and part of it is the result of the frequency of Leo’s pronouncements.  In Ch. 1 we looked 
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at some of the reactions to Aeterni Patris.  By the time Leo wrote PD, interest in his official 

writings and statements, especially from American publications had increased.   

 In a short write-up following their own printing in 1894 of the text of the encyclical, the 

editor of the American Ecclesiastical Review gave a somewhat critical overview. The anonymous 

author suggested that Leo’s main concern was to encourage Catholics to study the Bible more 

seriously, and that this was certainly an acceptable recommendation.  But implicit in the overview 

is the idea that it was only in response to a few contemporary circumstances Catholics were facing 

that Leo really needed to encourage more focus on the Bible.  First, the author argues that Catholics 

needed to do renew their dedication to the text of scripture because there was a general rejection 

of authority figures (like an infallible pontiff), and a lowering of respect for tradition even apart 

from religious contexts.39  Next he suggests that Catholic engagement in more serious scripture 

scholarship would strengthen the dialogue with Protestants.  The tone is somewhat dismissive, 

though, as if this is an unfortunate necessity: “If we should speak intelligibly and with no prejudice 

hindering our voice from reaching the heart of our non-Catholic brethren, we must meet them with 

a language familiar to their religious sense, and whose tones they implicitly trust as those of an 

instrument attuned to a heavenly harmony.”40  Here, perhaps, we see why the editor remained 

anonymous.  There is a critique in the reply to the encyclical that at times is implied, and other 

times is explicit.  Earlier in the response, the author argues that the Catholic sense of the importance 

of tradition really should be given preference over a focus on the written word.  They note that the 

Bible is the “voice of God committed to writing” and that it is “one of the ways in which the living 

 
39 Anonymous, “The Encyclical “Providentissimus Deus” and the Professors of Sacred Scripture in our Seminaries,” 

The American Ecclesiastical Review 10 (1894): 110. 
40 Ibid., 111. 
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voice of God reaches us, but not the only way, nor by itself, the most reliable one.”41  On the 

whole, the AER’s response approves of the encyclical, but is not enthusiastic about the idea of 

Catholics studying the Bible so seriously. With an infallible magisterium, why bother? 

 Other responses were more substantive.  For instance, Patrick Cormican, S.J. highlighted 

the importance of the question of divine inspiration in Leo’s encyclical, and the way in which the 

pope was trying to engage in a discussion of the possible merits of the historical method.  Cormican 

argued that the type of inspiration Leo was calling for, namely a plenary inspiration, still left room 

for the freedom of the human author.  Cormican claimed that the best interpretation of the doctrine 

of inspiration is to see it as a divine inspiration working nonetheless through a fully human author, 

whereby God is the primary or first cause, but not the sole cause.  The human author thus is a 

secondary cause.  The result would be threefold: an “illumination of the intellect to understand 

exactly what God wishes,” an “impulse of the will to write just so much and no more,” and “divine 

assistance to express it in apt words and with infallible truth.”42  This view of primary and 

secondary causality would not definitively settle any debates, but Cormican had identified the real 

concern of the encyclical and its importance for the ongoing conversation within biblical 

scholarship.  On another important note, Cormican seemed to sense that the discussion would 

continue for a long time, but that in the end, the Catholic church would find a via media between 

fundamentalist views of the biblical and the rationalism of the day.43 

 
41 Ibid., 109-110. 
42 Patrick J. Cormican, S.J., “The Inerrancy of Scripture in Light of the Encyclical Providentissimus Deus,” The 

Catholic World 61, no. 361 (April 1895): 3. 
43 Referring to another article by a Dr. Mivart, Cormican says that “the Holy See would refrain from condemning 

the conclusions arrived at by such men as Keunen, Wellhausen, Colenso, and Reuss, although they may startle and 

offend pious ears; that as the church could accommodate her old ways and habits to heliocentric Astronomy in the 

seventeenth century, to Geology in the eighteenth, and to Biology in the nineteenth, so in the twentieth would she 

take up the results of Higher Criticism even as practised by Rationalists, and make them her own.” Cf. Ibid., 9. 
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 Another Jesuit, Father James Conway, wrote a lengthy response to the encyclical in the 

American Catholic Quarterly Review.  The opening of his piece is very suggestive of his overall 

argument.  There Conway notes that Catholics on both sides of the biblical question had been eager 

to have a response from Pope Leo as to whether or not the results and methods of higher criticism 

were acceptable.  He includes a list of what he calls the “exaggerated” ideas of many “Catholics,” 

who he impugns with the use of scare quotes.  The list is a rather standard account of the 

conclusions of the historical method, namely a multiple authorship theory of the Pentateuch, later 

dating of some of the prophetic books, a dual authorship of Isaiah, etc.44  The basic argument 

Conway makes in the rest of the article is that Leo XIII offered no new developments or changes 

in his encyclical.  He claims, rather, that all Leo did was clarify a few things, especially the extent 

and nature of divine inspiration.  Conway, like Cormican, calls for the human author to be 

understood as a form of secondary causality, where God is the primary author: “All that is needed 

is that God so act on the mind and will of the writer both antecedently and concomitantly, that He 

Himself must be regarded as the efficient and efficacious cause of the document in question.”45  

From Conway’s perspective, PD was a vindication of plenary inspiration against all forms of 

limitations whether by levels of inspiration or trying to claim that inspiration applied only to faith 

and morals.  He extends this basic treatment of PD to several other areas, as well.  Thus, he argues 

that Leo was trying to stop the spread of the HCM, which had gained a footing in France, Italy, 

England, and especially in the United States.46  One part of Conway’s treatment of the encyclical 

is that Leo was trying to show, contrary to some expectations, that he is not a man of “the age” or 

 
44 James Conway, S.J., “The Pope and the Scriptures,” The American Catholic Quarterly Review 19 (1984): 412-

413. 
45 Conway, 422. 
46 Conway, 425. 
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of the modern day.  I think it’s quite clear from the context and timing of the encyclical that, in the 

wake of Leo’s Rerum Novarum, people were seeing a pontiff more inclined to dialogue with the 

issues of the day.  Conway’s view is that PD more or less dashed those hopes, as he wonders “what 

must have been the disappointment of ‘the age’ to find that ‘the Church’ showed such scant 

appreciation of this [higher criticism], its cherished science.”47  I don’t think Conway is right, 

though, as I indicated in my treatment above, but it is worth showing here the view he took toward 

the encyclical, because it becomes constitutive of a certain conservative reading of the encyclical 

that would become popular in the ensuing war on modernism a decade later.  Conway argues, for 

instance, that Leo plainly repeats and doubles down on the superiority of the Vulgate text, just as 

the Council of Trent had argued: 

Leo XIII, however, far from making any innovation on this point, enforces anew the decree 

of Trent, while at the same time he earnestly invites and exhorts the Scripture student, in 

cases of doubt, to have recourse to the original texts.  ‘Let him’ [the professor of Scripture], 

he says, ‘adhering to the customs of our ancestors, take [in his expositions] for his text the 

Vulgate version, which the Council of Trent decreed should be regarded as authentic in 

public lectures, disputations and sermons, and which is commended by the daily use of the 

Church.”48 

  

Conway’s basic approach, here with respect to Leo’s thoughts about the Vulgate, is 

extended to the use of the historical method, the authorship of the Pentateuch, and other related 

issues.  For Conway, Leo had simply slammed the door on the modern developments and the 

encyclical contained “no new departure...no connivance...no compromise.”49  Whatever the merits 

of his reading of the encyclical, with which I disagree, it nonetheless gives us a good insight into 

the ways in which papal documents can be read very differently by groups with different 

 
47 Conway, 426. 
48 Conway, 428. 
49 Conway, 431. 
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motivations.  Within Catholic theological developments, it is often only the passage of time which 

helps to determine how to interpret certain key moments and doctrines.  In the case of Leo XIII’s 

Providentissimus Deus, it is really not until 1943 that the text gets some clarification.  The 

intervening period, between Leo’s death and Pius XII, nonetheless presents some important 

moments for us to consider.   

Part II: Formation of the Pontifical Biblical Commission and the Modernist Controversy 

Leo XIII and the Pontifical Biblical Commission 

 The most significant and lasting of Pope Leo XIII’s contribution to the Catholic Church’s 

approach to the Bible is certainly the 1893 encyclical letter Providentissimus Deus.  However, in 

1902, he established, in keeping with his concern for a greater study of the Bible, the Pontifical 

Biblical Commission.  The formation of this commission, as he explained in his October 1902 

apostolic letter, Vigilantiae studiique, was aimed to keep the church informed of the latest 

developments in biblical studies.  In many ways, the document simply repeated some of Leo’s 

thoughts on the historical critical method from 1893, but gave them a disciplinary force, rather 

than the more aspirational style of his encyclical.  In fact, Leo notes that his 1893 encyclical had 

been well-received, but the pace of scholarly progress in higher criticism was making it difficult 

for the clergy to stay current.  Thus, Leo organized the commission in the interest of pooling 

together scholars to work collaboratively.  He noted that “it has seemed good to us to constitute a 

Council or, as it is termed, a Commission of scholars whose duty shall be to ensure that the sacred 

texts will receive in all cases that more thorough exposition that the present circumstances 

demand.”50  Leo then goes on to repeat some of his requests from PD in Vigilantiae studiique; 

 
50 Leo XIII, Vigilantiae studiique, October 30, 1902, translated by Dean Bechard in The Scripture Documents: An 

Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. Dean P. Bechard, S.J.  (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 

2002),62-66. 
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particularly his promotion of studying of the sciences and especially of ancient languages.  He also 

tasks the PBC with preventing Catholics from falling into error in their study and interpretation of 

the Bible.   

 While the PBC would not issue any documents concerning the Catholic approach to 

interpreting the Bible before Leo’s death in 1903, some authors continue to hold Leo responsible 

for the PBC’s rejection of modern ideas of biblical criticism.  Thomas Bokenkotter, for instance, 

argues that Leo 

...was himself gravely disturbed by what he saw as a dangerous penchant for novelties 

among Catholic scholars, and he decided to call a halt.  This came in his encyclical, 

Providentissimus Deus (1893)--a sore blow to the progressives, for they felt it reflected 

little understanding of the really crucial problems facing Catholic scholarship.  It ruled out 

any possibility of error in the Bible and urged Catholic scholars to take as their unerring 

guides the ancient Fathers, the Scholastic theologians, and above all St. Thomas.  

Nevertheless, Leo did not close all doors.51   

 

Bokenkotter also refers to the formation of the PBC, but says that it was filled with “an 

overwhelming preponderance of Scholastic, noncritical scholars.”52  In this view, Leo’s encyclical 

and the formation of the PBC were twin enterprises, both of which were designed to halt the 

adoption of modern methods of biblical study.  This view, however, conflates two separate issues.  

Leo’s encyclical, as discussed above, does indeed contain some negative condemnations of the 

errors or excesses of the HCM and its philosophical presuppositions, but it also positively 

acknowledges some of the important contributions of historical scholarship.  Progressive Catholics 

and other biblical scholars surely resisted some of Leo’s claims, and Leo did not give biblical 

scholars carte blanche to utilize modern methods divorced from the Catholic church’s traditional 

 
51 Bokenkotter, Thomas, A Concise History of the Catholic Church: Revised and Expanded Edition (New York: 

Doubleday, 2004), 348. 
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methods, but he nonetheless opened a pathway for the Church to eventually find a way to reckon 

with the new ways of reading the Bible.  Bokenkotter seems to think that it is Leo himself, and not 

the documents of the PBC published several years after his death, that suppressed critical biblical 

scholarship.  He also seems to cast the founding members of the PBC as anti-critical, Scholastic 

thinkers.  But not everyone agrees on this point. 

For instance, Eamon Duffy, in his volume on the papacy, has a different assessment.  He 

acknowledges Leo as a somewhat modern pope who was beginning to open up a dialogue with the 

modern world even if, at times, he took more conservative positions.  He considers Leo’s decision 

to open the secret archives of the Vatican for historical research, his allowing Protestants to use 

them, and his relatively positive assessment of the HCM as marks of his openness to the modern 

world, and as evidence that Leo’s papacy was more liberal than his Pian predecessor or successor.  

Yet,  contrary to Bokenkotter, Duffy claims, that the staff of the Pontifical Biblical Commission 

was made up of “relatively liberal-minded personnel.”53  Another scholar, Gerald Fogarty, S.J., 

notes that the original members of the PBC were mostly progressive scholars, who had indicated 

an openness toward ideas like a multiple authorship of the Pentateuch, anonymous authorship of 

the Gospels, form criticism, etc.54  There were some members who were more conservative, but 

they were by no means an overwhelming majority.  This initial group, however, did not actually 

author any official statements for the PBC.  After Leo’s death, Pius X expanded the commission 

and added more hardline orthodox members.   

One of my basic arguments in this dissertation is that Leo XIII was a pope open to dialogue 

with the modern world, who did not operate principally by rejecting the world, and who tried to 

 
53 Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners: A History of the Popes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 314. 
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find a way to hold on to both the traditional ideas as well as the new findings of science and the 

changing world.  My interpretation runs counter to the way he is often characterized – as closed 

off to modern developments, and retreating into the Middle Ages.  While one can see some 

evidence of this view of Leo, especially in Aeterni Patris, his biblical encyclical really belies that 

categorization.  He was the first pope in the nearly 1900-year history of the church to write a 

document on the Bible and its interpretation, and his text essentially calls for a careful engagement 

with modern methods, not a total and absolutizing rejection of them.  I believe for these reasons 

that Providentissimus Deus should cause scholars to re-think the vision of Leo as conservative or 

retrograde theologian.  But this is true, also, of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, as he conceived 

of it – that is as a useful tool to help Catholics better understand modern biblical criticism.  

However, after his death and, more importantly, when the commission began to publish 

documents, one can see that the PBC was drawn into the battle over modernism.  As Gustave 

Weigel, S.J. puts it, after Leo’s death, the PBC “acted more as a brake than accelerator on biblical 

studies, but this was by reason of the rash temper of those times.  As Leo conceived the 

Commission it was to foster and promote scientific biblical research.”55  To get a sense of how 

conservative it becomes under Pius X, let us examine some of the early statements from the PBC. 

Pronouncements of the Pontifical Biblical Commission 

 The PBC did not issue any documents concerning the Catholic interpretation of the Bible 

until three years after its founding.  The first several documents, written in 1905 and 1906, were 

extremely short, and were intended to answer very specific questions.  In February of 1905, the 

PBC effectively ruled that it was impermissible to solve the problem of apparent historical or other 
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errors in scripture by reference to quotations from other sources.56  That is, the document claimed 

that it is not acceptable to argue that any apparent errors in the Bible are the responsibility, not of 

the sacred authors, but of the sources they may have directly or implicitly utilized to shape their 

own writings.  Scholars are thus not given license to explain away any apparent historical 

difficulties merely by appeal to an external source.  They cannot make this appeal without the 

explicit approval of the church, which would have to be able to prove that the sacred author did 

not intend to make the words their own.  Thus there is an implicit premise that divine inspiration 

could somehow apply even to words from an external source.  This was essentially a way for the 

PBC to uphold a plenary inerrancy, but in a way that was more rigidly spelled out than had 

previously been the case.  Scholars had argued, as we saw above, over the precise mechanism of 

inspiration and the extent to which one had to say the Bible was inspired.  Even to uphold verbal 

inspiration, some Catholics had suggested that the ideas in the Bible could all be fully inspired, 

but in such a way as to leave room for the free will of the author, and in ways which would seem 

to leave room for small errors.  But the PBC effectively ruled this out via this first document.   

In 1906, the PBC issued one of its most important documents, On the Mosaic Authorship 

of the Pentateuch, which proclaimed the following basic points: (1) It is not permissible to admit 

that the Pentateuch was written mostly after the life of Moses, from other pre-existing sources. (2) 

Mosaic authorship does not mean that Moses wrote the entire Pentateuch by hand (thus, secretaries 

or scribes may have been involved), and it is permissible to admit that Moses entrusted some of 

the writing of the Pentateuch to other parties, but that it was written in accord with the ideas he 

 
56 Pontifical Biblical Commission, On Implied Quotations Contained in Sacred Scripture, Feb. 13, 1905, translated 

by Dean P. Bechard, S.J. in The Scripture Documents: An Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. Dean P. 

Bechard, S.J.  (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2002), 187. 
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had received from God. (3) It is permissible to claim that Moses may have utilized other sources 

in the composition of the Pentateuch, but that he did so still under divine inspiration. (4) It is 

possible that some additions were made to the Pentateuch, but only gradually and in small amounts.  

The document on the Pentateuch had a major, stifling effect on biblical studies at the turn of the 

20th century.  Already in the late 19th century, authors both in Europe and in America had more 

or less come to a consensus on the multiple authorship and even the use of preexistent sources for 

the Pentateuch.  A careful reading of the PBC text shows a desire to uphold Mosaic authorship.  

Yet, at the same time, the Commission seems to stretch the meaning of authorship to include both 

pre-existent sources, multiple authors, and even additions made after the time of Moses.  How that 

fits with the view of a strict Mosaic authorship is not easy to square, but many of the scholars in 

the early twentieth century who advocated a plain multiple authorship were subject to censure or 

other penalties from their religious superiors or from the Vatican’s Holy Office. 

In 1909, the PBC issued another significant statement on the literary form of the first three 

chapters of the Book of Genesis. This touched on a debate that scholars had been engaged in for 

decades.  In a series of eight questions, the PBC essentially argued that the historical quality of 

Genesis 1-3 cannot be rejected entirely, and that exegetes must allow for the possibility that the 

author was narrating history.  There are some very slight accommodations given, such as allowing 

that the Hebrew word yom, for day, may be interpreted as a literal day, or as a figurative term, or 

the idea that scholars could have a range of interpretations, including allegorical or metaphorical 

readings. 57  But the bottom line of the text is that the author of Genesis is narrating real events that 

happened in history, and which are not merely mythological or allegorical in purpose.    

 
57 Pontifical Biblical Commission, On the Historicity of Genesis 1-3, June 30, 1909, translated by Dean P. Bechard, 

S.J. in The Scripture Documents: An Anthology of Official Catholic Teachings, ed. Dean P. Bechard, S.J.  
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These few examples simply highlight the character of proclamations by the PBC, which 

developed into a different sort of organization than the one envisioned by Leo XIII.  As Friedrich 

von Hügel, an early critical scholar noted, the original commission appointed by Leo was friendly 

toward the new developments in scripture, with only one “definitely old-fashioned” thinker, 

Vigoroux.  However, “when the com[mission] got enlarged from 12 to 40, a considerable 

majority...was given to the anticlerical party.”58  As we will see, this shift in membership coincided 

with a changing purpose of the PBC, which was clearly being drafted into the war against 

Modernism. 

The War Against Modernism and the Disciplinary Force of the PBC 

 Though there were some signs of disruption within Catholic scholarship and especially 

within ecclesiastical seminaries and universities prior to 1907, the modernist crisis as such did not 

really start until the publication under Pius X of two key documents: Lamentabili Sane and 

Pascendi Dominici Gregis.59  These two documents represented the official doctrine of Pius X’s 

papacy which cast serious suspicion on many of the developments in theology at the turn of the 

century, but especially within the arena of biblical interpretation.  In Lamentabili, the Holy Office 

issued a list of sixty-five propositions which they condemned, and over half of them related directly 

to the developments in biblical studies, ranging from questions of authorship, inerrancy, divine 

inspiration, and the development of the canon.  Pius X’s encyclical engages in more substantive 

discussion of these various issues, and in that way provides a better glimpse into the arguments 

and rationale of Lamentabili.  According to Pius X, scholars within and without the church were 

committing a wide range of heresies he groups under the label “modernism” which he calls the 

 
58 Fogarty, 142. 
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“synthesis of all heresies.”60  Leo’s successor was critical of many aspects of modernism, but his 

most significant concerns were their agnosticism which he argued was related to an improper 

approach to revelation founded in rationalism, and their idea about the evolution of dogmas.  Thus 

he notes that "it is quite clear that the criticism we (Pius X) are concerned with is an agnostic, 

immanentist, and evolutionist criticism.  Hence anybody who embraces it and employs it, makes 

profession thereby of the errors contained in it and places himself in opposition to Catholic faith."61   

Pius himself called modernism a synthesis. He also argued that although a wide range of 

ideas could be called modernism, they nonetheless were somehow all related to one another.  Thus 

he claimed that it was “not possible to admit one without admitting all.”62  As Darrell Jodock has 

noted, it is this idea above all that made the modernist crisis one fraught with difficulties.  If any 

scholar was accused of one charge of modernism, they could easily be slandered not only as having 

made a single error, but rather of being out and out heretics.63  Pius X made several 

recommendations in response to the perceived crisis of modernism.  Echoing Leo XIII, he 

recommended a return to Thomistic thought as the basis and foundation for theology.  He also 

prohibited identified modernists from being seminary or university professors, instituted vigilance 

councils to be on the lookout for modernists, and even prohibited priests from meeting together 

privately, in fear that they would undermine episcopal authority.  Toward the end of Pascendi, 

Pius describes how Leo XIII had endeavored to stop the growth of modernism, especially with 

respect to biblical interpretation.  He writes, though, that Leo’s instructions had not been followed, 

saying: 

 
60 Pius X, Pascendi Dominici Gregis, #39. 
61 Pius X, Pascendi Dominici Gregis, #34. 
62 Pius X, Pascendi Dominici Gregis, #39. 
63 Cf. Darrel Jodock, ed., Catholicism Contending with Modernity: Roman Catholic Modernism and Anti-
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…the Modernists are not easily deterred by such weapons - with an affectation of 

submission and respect, they proceeded to twist the words of the Pontiff to their own sense, 

and his acts they described as directed against others than themselves. And the evil has 

gone on increasing from day to day. We therefore, Venerable Brethren, have determined 

to adopt at once the most efficacious measures in Our power, and We beg and conjure you 

to see to it that in this most grave matter nobody will ever be able to say that you have been 

in the slightest degree wanting in vigilance, zeal or firmness.64 

 

The next part of the text consists of Pius X’s requests (or demands) described above about returning 

to Aquinas, vigilance councils, etc.  In many cases, he cites a text from Leo XIII as support for his 

solutions to the crisis.  However, just two months after Pascendi, Pius X would issue a document 

which, I argue, shifted the purpose and also the tone of the PBC well beyond the way it had been 

conceived of by Leo. 

 Leo XIII established the PBC for the express purpose of moderating “the most important 

questions currently debated” and establishing norms for Catholics to follow.65  In a few places, he 

mentions the authority of the PBC, but he also emphasizes allowing “whatever opinion seems best” 

among scholars and leaving room for “the judgement of each individual.”  In the wake of 

Lamentabili and Pascendi, Pius X issued a short motu proprio, On the Decisions of the Biblical 

Commission, wherein he offered a short summary of Leo’s formation of the PBC, but then gave 

an explicit treatment of the authority and weight of the PBC’s documents.  He praised the members 

of the PBC for their first few documents, but also noted that “although these decisions were 

approved by the Pontiff, there are some who have refused to accept them with the proper 
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obedience.”66  He then adds this line, which would cause so much consternation for scholars during 

the ensuing decades: 

...we find it necessary to declare and prescribe, as we do now declare and expressly 

prescribe, that all are bound in conscience to submit to the decisions of the Biblical 

Commission, which have been given in the past and shall be given in the future, in the same 

way as to the Decrees pertaining to doctrine, issued by the Sacred Congregations and 

approved by the Sovereign Pontiff.  And no one can escape the stigma of disobedience and 

temerity nor be free of serious guilt whenever they impugn these decisions orally or in 

writing…67 

 

Given the already strident measures of Pascendi, where priests were not allowed to meet with one 

another in large groups and dioceses were supposed to form vigilance committees, the increased 

authority which Pius X gave to the PBC created even more stress for biblical scholars.  Note that 

Pius insisted not merely that people should not teach contrary to the documents of the PBC.  

Rather, he required a submission in conscience and declared that one can be held guilty for not 

just publishing, but even speaking contrary to the PBC’s declarations. This was a severe method 

of obtaining obedience.   

 Responses to the documents of the PBC by scholars, Catholic and Protestant, were on the 

whole largely critical, although the criticisms by Catholics were often expressed only privately.  

Understandably, given the harsh terms of Pius X’s ruling, Catholics were often unwilling to 

publish their most strident critiques.  One Protestant scholar who spoke out against the PBC and 

also entered into discussions with many Catholic exegetes was Charles Augustus Briggs, who had 

managed to ostracize himself from his colleagues at Princeton, and eventually had to leave the 
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Presbyterian Church after accusing Protestants of “bibliolatry.”68  His main conversation partner 

regarding the PBC was Baron Friedrich von Hügel.  Their primary arguments against the PBC’s 

declaration regarding the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch were that to declare Moses as the 

author with the sense of authorship now understood by modern scholars, was to extend the meaning 

of Trent and Vatican I beyond its actual intention.  Thus, while Trent, when identifying the books 

of the canon of the Bible calls the Pentateuch the “books of Moses,” this was merely using a 

common term, and not strictly ascribing, infallibly, that Moses was the sole or main author.  

Another critique was that the notion of authorship, which allowed for scribes, insertions and 

accretions after Moses’ death, and the possibility of using other sources as a reference (all ideas 

which, in part, the PBC affirms), would hardly be recognizable as “authorship” to the Jewish or 

early Christian writers to which the PBC refers.69 

In any event, despite the protests of biblical scholars, the battle against modernism would 

be one of the defining characteristics of Pope Pius X’s papacy.  Much as Pius IX had declared the 

“syllabus of errors”, Pius X wanted to root out theological errors within the Church.  The modernist 

crackdown targeted some significant Catholics, most notably Alfred Loisy and George Tyrrell.  

But prominent scholars were not the only ones who were impacted; increasingly, lower level clergy 

could easily ruin or at the very least damage the careers of scholars simply by alerting the 

authorities to their supposed modernist tendencies.  What emerged in the early twentieth century 

was a confluence of several factors all tied up with modernism: suspicion over the use of the 

historical critical method, an increasing centralization of ecclesial authority in Rome, the role of 

theological academic journals, and especially the burgeoning movement of biblical scholarship 
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within the academy.  This series of issues dominated the atmosphere from Pius X up until Pius 

XII, and ultimately was resolved only by the Second Vatican Council. 

Part III: Heading to Vatican II 

Benedict XV Adds to the Discussion: Spiritus Paraclitus 

 After Pope Leo XIII, a number of new traditions arose within the papacy, including 

especially the issuing of papal documents to commemorate other documents.  For example, Leo 

XIII’s famous letter, Rerum Novarum, was commemorated on a number of important 

anniversaries with new papal encyclicals which addressed contemporary problems in social 

teaching.  There is another tradition, though not as pronounced, which consisted in new 

documents on biblical interpretation.  To celebrate the 1500th anniversary of the death of St. 

Jerome, Benedict XV issued a new encyclical, Spiritus Paraclitus, which dealt, in part, with the 

issues of biblical interpretation.  Taking his cues from Pius X’s term, he reiterated many of the 

same hard-lined approaches to biblical scholarship as the PBC.   

 In the opening portion of the letter, Benedict XV highlights the importance of the concept 

of inerrancy, and ascribes to Leo XIII the same view of inerrancy as expressed by St. Jerome in 

some of his letters.  Thus he notes that Jerome would try again and again to resolve any 

difficulties or apparent errors in scripture, but that he “would never accuse the sacred writers of 

the slightest mistake.”70  He then goes on to quote Leo XIII on this issue, but does indicate that 

there is a role for critical scholarship, though he is not verbose on precisely what this role is:  

We warmly commend, of course, those who, with the assistance of critical methods, seek 

to discover new ways of explaining the difficulties in Holy Scripture, whether for their 

own guidance or to help others.  But we remind them that they will only come to 

miserable grief if they neglect our predecessor’s injunctions and overstep the limits set by 

the Fathers.71 

 
70 Pope Benedict XV, Spiritus Paraclitus, #15. 
71 Pope Benedict XV, Spiritus Paraclitus, #18. 
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Aside from some discussion of the use of the original languages, and the importance of the literal 

sense later on, this is the only real notion of the use of modern scholarly methods in the 

encyclical.72  For the most part, Spiritus Paraclitus follows the more conservative trend of the 

PBC and of Pius X.  For Benedict, as for Pius X, the interpretation of scripture is no easy matter, 

but the safest guide is to follow the interpretation of the Fathers of the church.  He rejected 

limiting inspiration only to the moral or religious truths, and criticized those who had tried to 

extend Leo XIII’s idea of “sensible appearances” to the realm of history, as a way of excusing 

some historical errors in the text of the Bible.  For the time being, historical scholarship was still 

somewhat circumspect; it was recognized, but seen as a risky tool to be used only by the most 

prudent scholars, with the tradition of the Church’s interpretation and especially the role of the 

Patristic witnesses always held on equal, if not higher, footing.  Journals of theology at the time 

became a battleground between those who wanted to push for more advanced scholarly treatment 

of the text, and those who wanted to champion the magisterium’s pronouncements.73  This view 

of historical critical scholarship, however, would change with the pontificate of Pius XII. 

Divino Afflante Spiritu and New Directions in Biblical Interpretation 

 In 1943, the April issue of Catholic Biblical Quarterly was a special commemoration of 

Providentissimus Deus.  The main articles concentrated on three issues: the antecedents of the 

encyclical, the teaching of the encyclical, and its impact on future scholarship.74  The article by 

 
72 Cf. Pope Benedict XV, Spiritus Paraclitus, #50 ff. 
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Stephen Hartdegen gives us  a picture of the intervening years since Leo XIII’s encyclical: 

continued debates on inspiration, the notion of inerrancy, discussion about sciences, etc.  There is 

scant mention of the historical method in his article, perhaps because by 1943 there had been 

little indication of the church advocating for its use.  The author describes some positive 

developments such as the rise in biblical institutes to pursue advanced degrees, but the positive 

points are overshadowed by the discussion of ecclesiastical sanctions on a number of authors.  

One particular case that Hartdegen mentions is Brassac, who did not directly flout PD or other 

documents, but failed to give an enthusiastic enough discussion of them.  In Hartdegen’s words, 

the real issue was that Brassac “favored the liberal school and made use of ambiguous 

expressions and capatious [sic.] formulas, contrary to the golden rule of Pius X.”75  One can only 

imagine the surprise of these authors and other scholars when Pius XII issued his new encyclical 

on scripture study in November of 1943. 

 Pius XII’s encyclical, written in commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of Leo’s 

encyclical, was a strong letter in support of new methods of biblical study.  Pius recalls the 

importance of Leo’s letter as well as the rise of the Roman biblical institutes, but also notes that 

since Leo’s time, many changes have occurred which require fresh evaluation.  Whereas the 

documents of the PBC or Pius X and Benedict XV seemed to imagine that there is no historical 

context to a papal document, in Divino Afflante Spiritu, Pius XII puts the historical context front 

and center.  So, while Leo had encouraged the use of original languages and expressed 

confidence in the ability of the natural sciences to shed light on the Bible, Pius XII points to new 
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developments.  In particular, he singles out the growth of archaeology, which had discovered 

many ancient documents written around the same time as various books of the Bible.76  He also 

notes that the purpose of his encyclical is not merely to repeat Leo’s arguments, but to encourage 

Catholic exegetes to utilize modern methods more frequently.77  In addition to the discoveries of 

archaeology, the greater availability of linguistic resources leads Pius XII to conclude that 

Catholic scholars would be remiss if they did not take advantage of this and study the original 

Hebrew and Greek of the Bible.78 Pius XII emphasized more than Leo the importance of 

determining the literal sense of scripture, and especially cautioned against preaching or teaching 

using only the spiritual sense of the text, which he says must be used prudently.  He is very clear 

that in the present day, the goal is to ascertain as carefully as possible what the human authors 

meant, in their context, with their audience, and in their language.  To do this, he says, scholars 

must utilize linguistic study as well as “the aid of history, archaeology, ethnology, and other 

sciences” in order to “determine what modes of writing, so to speak, the authors of that ancient 

period would be likely to use, and in fact did use.”79  Compared especially to his most recent 

predecessors, Pius XII stands out for his ardent support of the use of modern methods to interpret 

the Bible, even arguing that to neglect to use modern methods would be a “serious detriment to 

Catholic exegesis.”80  Although much of the reasoning and argument of DAS speaks to the 

necessity of human skills in the modern sciences, the encyclical also provides a theological 

rationale for the importance of the literal sense.  Pius XII uses what is often referred to as the 
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incarnational analogy; just as Jesus became man, so too Scripture is the word of God in the 

words of men.81 

 The impact of this encyclical was significant, as it indicated two important principles.  

First, it was a turn toward a more historically conscious approach to theology.  Where the 

twentieth century had seen a stabilizing or crystalized view of theology, with a Neo-

Scholasticism that looked back to Aquinas often uncritically, Pius XII was showing that history 

was an important element to consider in one’s theology.  As Fogarty notes, Pius XII delivered an 

encyclical which showed the importance of changing historical situations even while Cotter, 

Murphy and Hartdegen “were publishing their articles on what they believed to be the authentic 

and timeless teaching of the Church.”82  This new attitude toward history and historical 

scholarship presaged the next major development for Catholic biblical interpretation: the Second 

Vatican Council. 

Vatican II and Biblical Interpretation 

The Second Vatican Council’s document on revelation, Dei Verbum, was one of the most 

hotly debated texts of the council.  The original schema or working draft for the document, 

entitled De Fontibus Revelationis was in fact rejected so severely that it had to be completely re-

worked.  Dei Verbum, in the end, required two papal interventions to move forward and a 

lengthy drafting process before it was approved in November of 1965, just a few weeks before 

the close of Vatican II.83  Despite the fierce debates about the text of the document, the final 
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version approved by the Council includes a section devoted to the relationship between divine 

inspiration and the proper interpretation of the Bible.  It is there where the themes traced 

throughout this chapter, and which are rooted in Leo XIII’s thoughts, come together 

In paragraph eleven of Dei Verbum, the Council argues that divine inspiration extends to 

all of the books of the Bible, with “all of their parts,” echoing both the Council of Trent and 

Vatican I.  We should recall also that it is this same phrase which inspired Leo to propose a 

plenary inspiration, rather than the limited views of some authors at the time.  The rationale for 

this view of inspiration is that the individual books were composed under divine inspiration and 

thus have God as their author.  Unlike some of the previous documents, Dei Verbum is more 

explicit on the question of how precisely inspiration and authorship work.  Essentially, the 

document adopts the primary and secondary authorship theory which some of the reactions to 

PD had suggested: “In composing the sacred books, God chose men and while employed by Him 

they made use of their powers and abilities, so that with Him acting in them and through them, 

they, as true authors, consigned to writing everything and only those things which He wanted.”84  

Here we see an emphasis on the human element of the text, as the authors retain their own 

“powers and abilities.”  Thus, what Dei Verbum points to is the fact that the human authors 

remain human, even while under inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  The Council Fathers also assert 

that in order to properly interpret the Bible, due attention must be paid to language, context, 

genre, etc.  The question about inspiration, which Leo had addressed, is clarified even further 

than the dual causality.  According to the document, the role of exegetes is to determine what the 

human author really intended to say, because what the human author intended is what the divine 

 
84 Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, Nov. 18, 1965, #11. 
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author inspired.  In order to ascertain the human author’s meaning, then, Dei Verbum states the 

following: 

To search out the intention of the sacred writers, attention should be given, among other 

things, to "literary forms." For truth is set forth and expressed differently in texts which 

are variously historical, prophetic, poetic, or of other forms of discourse. The interpreter 

must investigate what meaning the sacred writer intended to express and actually 

expressed in particular circumstances by using contemporary literary forms in accordance 

with the situation of his own time and culture. For the correct understanding of what the 

sacred author wanted to assert, due attention must be paid to the customary and 

characteristic styles of feeling, speaking and narrating which prevailed at the time of the 

sacred writer, and to the patterns men normally employed at that period in their everyday 

dealings with one another.85  

 

This is a remarkably important statement, as it takes seriously the claims of the historical critical 

scholarship that had been in development for well over a century by the time Dei Verbum was 

promulgated.  The Council, following Pius XII and Leo XIII, adopts a positive disposition 

toward the modern historical methods.  Literary forms, genres, audience, customs of language, 

all these must be considered in order to determine what the Bible really means.  The importance 

of the human element of the text is a recognition of the real humanity of the authors, who were 

not under a trance, and who were not merely scribes to whom the text of their books or letter was 

dictated word-for-word.  The Council’s approval of this basic view of the real humanity of the 

authors, combined with its insistence on a plenary inspiration led to a more distinct way of 

expressing the relationship between inspiration and authorship.  The document clarifies this point 

a bit more: 

Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers should be 

regarded as asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that we must acknowledge the Books 

of Scripture as teaching firmly, faithfully, and without error the truth that God wished to 

be recorded in the sacred writings for the sake of our salvation.86 

 

 
85 Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, Nov. 18, 1965, #12. 
86 Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, Nov. 18, 1965, #11 
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Here, the document explicitly points to Providentissimus Deus in the footnotes.  The question 

addressed by Leo, of inerrancy, and its relationship to inspiration, is suggested by the reference.87  

There is another element to Ch. 3 of Dei Verbum that also fits in well with Leo’s overall view of 

scripture in PD, namely how one should approach interpreting the text.  Leo suggested in 1893 

that we should give special attention to how the traditional authorities within the Catholic church 

had interpreted certain passages; if the Fathers were all in agreement, for instance, this would be 

an indication that the Church had attained some certainty about the primary meaning of a 

particular passage.  Vatican II doesn’t put all of the weight on the Fathers, but instead proposes 

three criteria for interpreting the Bible: (1) exegetes must read any given text of the Bible with an 

eye toward the rest of the canon, (2) they should pay attention to “the entire living tradition of 

the Church”, and (3) they should interpret the Bible with respect to the analogy of faith.88  

Following these basic three rules, the text reminds exegetes that their job is to help the Church to 

interpret the Bible, but that the final word rests with the Church. 

Concluding Remarks: Leo XIII Vindicated at Vatican II? 

 Having traced out a considerable history of the ways the Catholic church dealt with the 

issue of biblical interpretation preceding Leo XIII and in the decades after him, I want to draw 

out the overarching narrative and make a few concluding points.  Following George Weigel’s 

suggestion, and the unrelated Gustave Weigel, I think Leo’s intervention in the debates about 

 
87 I find the interpretation of this paragraph to be in concert with Leo’s pronouncement that inerrancy and inspiration 

are both plenary, to be the best reading.  There are, however, others that take Dei Verbum 11 to be arguing for a 

limited inerrancy, even while upholding a plenary inspiration.  Cf. Robert Miller, “For the Sake of Our Salvation”: 

Interpreting Dei Verbum Art. 11, Fifty Years Later, Journal of Scriptural Reasoning, 15, No. 2 (November, 2016); 

Francis Martin, “Revelation and Its Transmission,” in Vatican II: Renewal Within Tradition, ed. Matthew Lamb and 

Matthew Levering (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 55-76; Denis Farkasfalvy, “Inspiration and 

Interpretation,” in Vatican II: Renewal Within Tradition, ed. Matthew Lamb and Matthew Levering (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2008): 77-100; James Burtchaell, Catholic Theories of Biblical Inspiration Since 1810: A 

Review and Critique (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 
88 Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, Nov. 18, 1965, #12. 
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biblical interpretation is one of the most significant, and also often least-appreciated 

contributions of the Leonine papacy.  Gustave Weigel, in 1961, even before Dei Verbum, noted 

that one of Leo’s singularly important contributions to the theology of the 20th century was, in 

addition to the other areas so often discussed, his biblical emphasis.  In a period of the church 

where, following Vatican I’s pronouncement of papal infallibility, there was a great temptation 

to emphasize the authority of the church, Leo called for an equal passion to return to the 

scriptures.  Weigel argues that PD was “anxious to make all theologians study the Bible with 

passion and seriousness.  From beginning to end it exhorts all Christian thinkers to a return to the 

Scriptures.”89  Part of the genius of PD, according to Gustave Weigel, was that Leo encouraged 

people to take up the historical critical method, not to fear it and avoid it.  Nevertheless, some of 

Leo’s approach was perhaps a bit cautious.  But, Weigel notes, this was due to some of the mis-

uses and over-exaggerations to which the HCM had been prone at the outset.  In any event, 

Weigel summarizes his argument by noting the significance of PD with an eye toward later 

developments.  Whereas Divino Afflante Spiritu would extend the conversation about biblical 

scholarship beyond where Leo had started in 1893, and there had been almost inestimable leaps 

in scholarship since Leo XIII, nevertheless “Leo’s directives were definitively path-breaking.”90 

 Recall the reaction to Providentissimus Deus by the anonymous editor of the American 

Ecclesiastical Review, discussed above.  The general sentiment of his comments on the biblical 

encyclical were that because of the unfortunate coincidence of increasing ecumenical contact, 

Catholics might be obliged to do more serious work in studying the Bible.  However, it was clear 

for him that the Bible was not the only, nor even the most reliable, source of truth.  The clear 

 
89 Gustave Weigel, S.J., “Leo XIII and Contemporary Theology” in Edward Gargan, ed., Leo XIII and the Modern 

World (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1961), 217. 
90 Ibid., 218. 
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preference was for the authority of the magisterium and the tradition of the church; scripture was 

useful, but not the most important source.  This sentiment represents one way of thinking about 

the issue, namely that the whole question of the historical critical method might be generating 

lots of controversy, but at the end of the day it was not of any real importance.  This is a form of 

worshipping the magisterium, one might say.  On the other end of the spectrum were those who 

were hoping that Leo would argue for either a limited view of inerrancy or a limited view of 

inspiration, or some combination thereof.  Give a full-throated embrace of the consensus of 

scholars.  Resisting both of these tactics, Leo tried to find a middle ground.   

 So what we see in PD gives us an image of an ecclesiology shaped by dialogue with 

modernity, not rejection, but also not identification.  This is the general view of Leo XIII that 

George Weigel strongly argued for in his 2013 book, Evangelical Catholicism.  The scope of 

Weigel’s argument goes beyond the biblical question, but involves Leo XIII as a key figure.  

Essentially, Weigel argues that the Catholic church, historically, has gone through various 

recognizable epochs: the Patristic era, the Scholastic era, the post-Reformation, and so forth.  In 

Evangelical Catholicism, he argues that the present form of the Catholic church, what he calls 

evangelical Catholicism, has deep roots in history.  Contrary to the assumption many people 

make, whereby the contemporary Catholic Church is primarily a product of Vatican II-era 

reforms, Weigel argues that it is in fact Leo XIII who sets Catholicism on a new path, which 

finally becomes more recognizable after Vatican II.  Thus, he argues that “Pecci’s election, not 

the opening of Vatican II on October 11, 1962, is the date to which we must trace the birth of the 

twenty-first-century Church.”91  As Weigel argues throughout his book, Leo was a pope who was 

 
91 George Weigel, Evangelical Catholicism: Deep Reform in the 21st-Century Church, Second Edition (New York: 

Basic Books, 2014), 11. 
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aware that the challenges of the enlightenment would require a “new things.”92  This approach, 

he argues, was “a striking move beyond the blanked, antimodern rejectionism of Pius IX.”93 

Specifically dealing with the biblical question, Weigel claims that Providentissimus Deus set the 

stage for Catholic engagement with modern biblical studies.  He notes that it is Leo’s project 

which “not without difficulty reached its summit at the Second Vatican Council in Dei Verbum, 

the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation.”94  Though I disagree with some of Weigel’s 

sentiments, especially his assertion that the Pontifical Biblical Commission was more important 

for Leo than PD, I find his general narration of Leo’s significance to be correct.  He highlights, 

especially, the difference between Pius IX and Leo in the way they related to the changing social 

conditions of their day.  Where Pius IX largely retreated, Leo sought a way to be part of the 

conversation.  In doing so, he helped to create the conditions for Catholics to remain engaged in 

the cultural dialogue.  With respect to the Bible, Leo was trying to maintain the church’s 

traditional teaching regarding the inerrancy and inspiration, the cannon, etc.  Yet he didn’t want 

to rest his case solely on the authority of the church, either.  He recognized the need for and the 

importance of modern, scientific approaches of textual interpretation.  As Weigel sees it, Leo’s 

biblical encyclical is not so much a “modernization” of the Church’s theology, but a clear 

response to the challenges of the enlightenment and, in the end, a response to the sort of 

epistemic difficulty of knowing anything at all.  He then argues that Leo’s vision, carried out and 

clarified by Dei Verbum, shows that the Word of God is the sure ground of truth.95   

 
92 Weigel uses the term to allude to Rerum Novarum. 
93 George Weigel, 13. 
94 George Weigel, 75. 
95 Cf. esp. George Weigel, 40-47. 
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 Beyond Weigel’s own arguments, we might also consider the historical context of Leo 

XIII.  Just as with his views on Aquinas, which were conditioned by his time and place and his 

own education, so too we might forgive Leo for some of his harshness towards the historical 

method.  Keeping in mind the novelty and threat of rationalism at the time, as well as the church-

state dynamics that we will examine in chapter three, it is easy to understand Leo’s concern that 

people not read the Bible as an utterly human document, just like any other.  Nevertheless, even 

within his own time he was able to see the value of using historical methods to study the Bible.  

In fact, this is the way Pope Benedict XVI explained the tone of Leo XIII’s thoughts on the 

excesses of the historical method.  Written in 2010, Verbum Domini is the most recent papal 

document dealing with the Bible, and it was the follow-up document to a synod on the “word of 

God in the life and mission of the Church” held in 2008.  Benedict notes: 

Pope Leo XIII’s intervention had the merit of protecting the Catholic interpretation of the 

Bible from the inroads of rationalism, without, however, seeking refuge in a spiritual 

meaning detached from history.  Far from shunning scientific criticism, the Church was 

wary only of ‘preconceived opinions that claim to be based on science, but which in 

reality surreptitiously cause science to depart from its own domain.96 

 

Elsewhere, Benedict plainly notes that the Catholic church has had to acknowledge, over 

a period of development, the necessity of scientific criticism.  If the church was slow to accept 

the methods used by critical scholars, it has nonetheless realized that attention to the matters of 

genre, form, source, and other sorts of criticism is in fact indispensable.97  Benedict highlights, in 

a similar way to Leo, the fact that one needs more than merely the historical method to truly 

interpret the Bible.  Thus, where Leo pointed to the Fathers and the Scholastics, Benedict 

highlights the importance of a theological account of interpretation which must work along with 

 
96 Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, September 30, 2010, #33. 
97  Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, September 30, 2010, #32. 
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and be the guiding principle for an authentic historical examination.  All of which is to say that 

even as late as 2010, the Catholic Church still refers to Leo XIII when it talks about the Bible 

and how it should be interpreted, which is quite remarkable given that he really wrote only one 

document dealing with the issue. But this fact means, I think, something more.  A principle of 

Catholic theology that many scholars value is the repetition of teaching; if a certain document or 

idea is repeated over history, it takes on added value. When thinking about Leo XIII in 

connection with this idea, everyone acknowledges and recognizes his importance to the tradition 

of Catholic Social Teaching, and the series of papal and other documents which have been issued 

as anniversary commemorations of his initial 1891 text, or as additional points of the 

conversation in continuity with Rerum Novarum.98   

Just as one can trace out this history of Catholic Social Teaching, starting with Leo and 

going forward through the subsequent texts, I argue we can and ought to do so with regard to 

Leo’s teaching on the Bible and the use of the historical method.  And if we do this, we’ll see 

other similarities beyond merely repeated teaching.  We would notice developments, stalls, 

changes in emphasis, etc.  But all of this does not discount, rather it verifies, the importance of 

the original text.  Surely there are differences, for instance, between Laudato Si and Rerum 

Novarum.  But that doesn’t mean RN has ceased to be important.  In a similar way, if the 

Pontifical Biblical Commission still finds itself speaking of inspiration and inerrancy in terms 

that Leo used, and if Benedict XVI would, over a century later, explicitly identify Leo as an 

 
98 Cf. Pope Leo XIII, Graves de Communi Re, 1901; Pope Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno, 1943; Pope John XXIII, 

Mater et Magistra, 1961; Pope John XXIII, Pacem in Terris, 1963; Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, 

1965; Pope Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, 1967; Pope Paul VI, Octagesima Adveniens, 1971; Pope John Paul II, 

Laborem Exercens, 1981; Pope John Paul II, Solicitudo Rei Socialis, 1987; Pope John Paul II, Centesimus Annus, 

1991; Pope Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate, 2009; Pope Francis, Laudato Si, 2015.  . 
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important figure, I think it means there is a tradition that is often overlooked when evaluating 

Leo’s legacy.99   

 But it is not merely that Leo’s legacy has been wrongfully snubbed of just another 

distinction that is my main worry.  Rather it is that Leo’s attitudes about biblical interpretation 

and the use of the historical critical method give us a good window into the way Catholic 

theology develops over time.  The move from a cautious possibility of using the HCM, proposed 

by Leo XIII in 1893, is followed more or less by a condemnation of it during the reign of Pius X 

and Pius XI.  Pius XII then re-focuses and re-evaluates the HCM, after fifty years have passed, 

and widens the opening made by Leo XIII, which Vatican II then confirms in Dei Verbum.  And 

this has consequences for people on both sides of the biblical question.  For the more progressive 

scholars, there is a desire that the church would move faster or jettison certain ideas in favor of 

more conventional scholarly views.  More traditionalist thinkers may see it as a danger to flirt 

with new ideas, however cautiously.  In the end, neither side really gets what they wish.  Because 

PD neither wholeheartedly embraced the HCM without limits, nor maintained the status quo.  

Things change, ideas develop, and even papal documents give us some evidence of this.  In a 

particular way, the work of Leo XIII on the Bible pointed the way forward to the current status 

of the question, where the Catholic church maintains the importance of the tradition of the 

Church Fathers and Councils, but recognizes the real need for the historical critical method.   

 There are two important consequences of the argument presented in this chapter and in 

the dissertation.  First, there is the question of the legacy of Leo XIII and how he is received by 

scholars.  The slow and partial, but nonetheless real embrace of some aspects of the HCM by 

Leo should be brought to the fore in thinking about how we categorize Leo as a thinker and a 

 
99 Cf. Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Inspiration and Truth of Sacred Scripture, 2014, esp. #63. 
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theologian.  However much one might find more traditionalist leanings in his writings (and the 

occasions are many), he nonetheless really moves the Catholic church in a new direction with the 

directives of Providentissimus Deus.  This document should show those inclined to see Leo XIII 

as representing a Catholicism which is a safe haven, free from any new ideas or even a dialogue 

with modernity, that this conception of his papacy is simply not accurate to the historical record.  

The second and perhaps larger point is the way the debates over the interpretation of the Bible, 

its inerrancy, and inspiration, show the way doctrines slowly develop.  It would have been a 

risky proposition for scholars in the 1920s to put forward some of the ideas developed by Pius 

XII in Divino Afflante Spiritu.  This is not to imply that things have completely changed and 

nothing recognizable survives in the tradition.  But there is an organic nature to the Catholic 

theological tradition whereby the different emphases and concerns of a particular era may not 

remain the central focus of the theological developments and debates at a later date.  To take just 

one example, the way Pope Francis speaks about gender roles in Amoris Laetitia seems to be in 

rather stark contrast with, say, Leo XIII’s comments about gender roles in Arcanum.100  But the 

 
100 Cf. Leo XIII, Arcanum, #11-12: ...the mutual duties of husband and wife have been defined, and their several 

rights accurately established. They are bound, namely, to have such feelings for one another as to cherish always 

very great mutual love, to be ever faithful to their marriage vow, and to give one another an unfailing and unselfish 

help. The husband is the chief of the family and the head of the wife. The woman, because she is flesh of his flesh, 

and bone of his bone, must be subject to her husband and obey him; not, indeed, as a servant, but as a companion, so 

that her obedience shall be wanting in neither honor nor dignity. Since the husband represents Christ, and since the 

wife represents the Church, let there always be, both in him who commands and in her who obeys, a heaven-born 

love guiding both in their respective duties. For "the husband is the head of the wife; as Christ is the head of the 

Church. . . Therefore, as the Church is subject to Christ, so also let wives be to their husbands in all things."  As 

regards children, they ought to submit to the parents and obey them, and give them honor for conscience' sake; 

while, on the other hand, parents are bound to give all care and watchful thought to the education of their offspring 

and their virtuous bringing up: "Fathers,... bring them up" [that is, your children] "in the discipline and correction of 

the Lord."  From this we see clearly that the duties of husbands and wives are neither few nor light; although to 

married people who are good these burdens become not only bearable but agreeable, owing to the strength which 

they gain through the sacrament.; Cf. Pope Francis, Amoris Laetitia, # 175:  A mother who watches over her child 

with tenderness and compassion helps him or her to grow in confidence and to experience that the world is a good 

and welcoming place. This helps the child to grow in self-esteem and, in turn, to develop a capacity for intimacy and 

empathy. A father, for his part, helps the child to perceive the limits of life, to be open to the challenges of the wider 

world, and to see the need for hard work and strenuous effort. A father possessed of a clear and serene masculine 

identity who demonstrates affection and concern for his wife is just as necessary as a caring mother. There can be a 
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point of this chapter is that precisely this sort of contrast and shift in emphasis is very normal 

within the scope of the Catholic theological tradition.  Development is real, and in the biblical 

encyclical of Leo XIII we find a good example of how that process can begin, and where it can 

lead.  Finally, I want to call attention to the way Leo emphasized, in PD, the importance of 

revelation, as it represents the other side of the coin in the reason/revelation duality I have 

proposed as a central constituent part of Leo’s theology.  Here we see the corollary to the 

thoughts developed in Ch. 1.  Leo in his biblical encyclical extolls the value and importance of 

revelation, and does not do so to  denigrate human reason.  In fact it is precisely because 

revelation is so important that human reason must be used.  We cannot adequately interpret 

divine revelation without the real use of human reason, by the use of scientific and literary tools 

of exegesis.  For Leo, the critical thing is that we both use our human reason and hold on to the 

truths of divine revelation.  

 
certain flexibility of roles and responsibilities, depending on the concrete circumstances of each particular family. 

But the clear and well-defined presence of both figures, female and male, creates the environment best suited to the 

growth of the child. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

LEO XIII AND CHURCH-STATE RELATIONS 

 
In the previous chapters, especially chapter two, I showed that Leo XIII’s theological 

ideas, as expressed in his encyclicals and other magisterial texts, had an important and lasting 

impact on the development of Catholic theology in the twentieth century in a number of 

important areas.  His call for a renewal of Thomism led to a reevaluation of Aquinas, a creation 

of a new scholarly edition of his texts, created new schools of Thomism, and also impacted the 

way that official Catholic documents assessed moral norms.  Similarly, his arguments about a 

prudential use of the historical critical method led, eventually, to the Catholic church embracing 

modern scripture scholarship in 1943.  The church continued to affirm his views about biblical 

interpretation throughout the twentieth century as shown by the document Dei Verbum, which 

largely affirmed Leo’s view on divine inspiration and has been cited even as recently as Pope 

Benedict XVI.   

In this chapter, I consider a third area where Leo XIII’s ideas influenced Catholic 

theology – the relationship between the Catholic church and the modern state. Unlike the two 

earlier areas – Thomism and biblical scholarship -- the enduring value of Leo’s views about the 

proper relation of church to state is not so obvious.  Especially in light of the Second Vatican 

Council’s teaching on religious liberty, it seems as though Leo’s teaching on church-state 

questions has been cast aside.  As I will demonstrate in this chapter, this is not the complete 

picture. 

 By the late nineteenth century, the era of divine right kingship, often closely allied with 

the church, was fading away, and new theories of political representation and forms of 

government were emerging.  This new state of affairs raised many questions that required a 
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response from the Pope.  Leo’s response to the changing political scene did not lead to a 

systematic presentation of the relationship between church and state, however.  While Leo wrote 

on this topic more than on any other during his papacy, dealing with it in as many as ninety of 

his documents, his treatment of the issue resulted in an ad-hoc program more than a systematic 

doctrine.   

In Part I, aware of the limits to Leo’s doctrine, I present some of the central themes of his 

political theology.  The context for Leo’s writing is important, as it reveals the challenges he was 

facing perhaps more than the solution he sought.  In a similar way, in the first several centuries 

of its existence, the Christian church went to great lengths to clarify its view on Christology in 

response to all the different Christological heresies which emerged.  One could say the era of 

Leo XIII was a time of political heresies; perhaps not heresies in the strict sense, but it was a 

time of many new ideas about the state qua state and the role (or lack thereof) for religion within 

emerging governments. The vision of Leo XIII with respect to church-state relations was a major 

project of his papacy.  He inherited a novel political situation in Europe with the growth of new 

forms of government and, especially, with political demands for a separation of powers between 

church and state.  In Europe, and especially in Italy, governments were beginning to attempt to 

influence aspects of society that had been traditionally left to the church, particularly education 

and marriage legislation.  Now, governments were beginning to ban the church from these 

dimensions of society and claimed a more or less exclusive right to these aspects of society.  

Because this situation was a new experience for the Catholic church, and seemed to be the way 

of the future, Leo had to re-think how the church should engage with modern forms of 

government.  
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Next, I demonstrate the value of a careful reading of Leo XIII for contemporary debates 

and theological movements within Catholic theological circles.  The particular importance of 

Leo’s church-state teachings is in regard to interpretations and applications of his views as a way 

to challenge, modify, or reject Dignitatis Humanae, the document of the Second Vatican Council 

on the question of religious liberty.  There are some groups of scholars who have in recent years 

made efforts to creatively interpret Dignitatis or to champion a particular reading of Leo’s 

church-state teachings particularly with respect to the idea of religious liberty and the role of 

coercion.  I will show how some scholars’ aims to highlight a Leonine vision of church-state 

doctrine actually end up misinterpreting Leo and therefore need to be corrected.  In particular I 

focus on a growing theological movement called “integralism” which aims at restoring the 

connection between the supernatural and natural ends of human life.  This entails, in their 

understanding, rethinking and in some way restoring the link between the church and state.  As I 

will argue, their reading fails to account for the historical context of Leo’s doctrine and also 

misinterprets the teaching of Dignitatis.   

I open part II with a discussion of the late John Courtney Murray, SJ, who over the 

course of several years published on the question of how to reconcile Leo XIII’s ideas on church 

and state to the pluralism of the twentieth century.  In the years leading up to Vatican II, Murray 

showed the enduring value of Leo’s doctrine on the question.  I then analyze Dignitatis Humanae 

with attention to the way the Council framed its argument for religious liberty.  After examining 

the teaching of Vatican II, I give a treatment of the integralist position.  I then examine the work 

of some scholars who have proposed a different solution than the integralists which I think is 

based on a better interpretation of Leo and Dignitatis. Finally, I propose a Leonine solution to 

this apparent dilemma between the teaching of Leo XIII and contemporary teachings on religious 
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liberty.  I do this by returning to the distinction I identified in chapter one and two between 

reason and revelation.  In the conclusion of this chapter, I take that principle and apply it to the 

church-state question, demonstrating at once the lasting value of Leo’s church-state teaching and 

the way a wider reading of Leo’s magisterial documents can help resolve current debates in 

Catholic political theology. 

Part I: Leo XIII’s Doctrine on Church-State Relations 

One of the most important aspects of Leo’s papacy, which makes him in a sense the first 

modern pope, is his renewal of the encyclical. Though encyclicals had been written prior to Leo, 

I argue that he fundamentally changed the way they are used.  His pontificate showed the 

increasing speed of communication that was possible, and he utilized encyclicals as a way of 

commenting on and interacting with the events impacting the church and the world.  As I 

mentioned in the introduction, Leo authored nearly ninety encyclical letters during his twenty-

five-year term as the pope.  That is not including his other communications and official letters 

such as apostolic exhortations, motu proprio, etc.  When we consider his whole corpus, Leo is far 

and away the most prolific pope in history, at least in terms of the number of documents he 

promulgated.  Some of this is due to the circumstances of his papacy; especially toward the latter 

half of his reign, it simply would have been far easier both to physically compose a new letter, 

and also to distribute them than it would have for earlier popes.  The changes to the world, 

especially in the area of transportation and communication, meant it would be more efficient 

than ever before for the pope to communicate to the bishops and indeed to the faithful around the 

world.  As the pope, Leo was both able to send his own replies to the various challenges facing 

the church around the world, as well as stay informed about the latest developments.  Justin 

McCarthy, for instance, argues that Leo could know what was happening around the world in a 
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way no previous pope could.  Because of this, while Leo couldn't respond to every event, he was 

nonetheless able to keep a sense of what the important crises were.  This would allow him to 

respond, more or less in real time, to critical events such as the Kulturkampf or the labor question 

brought about by the industrial revolution.  These were things Leo could know because of the 

increase in press and the speed of communication, but he could also communicate his own ideas 

to others more quickly.1   

Another element that marks Leo’s tenure is the increased concentration of authority in the 

papacy after the declaration of papal infallibility at Vatican I.  As Eamon Duffy notes, Pius IX 

confirmed the doctrine of papal infallibility, but it was Leo who benefited from it.  Prior to Leo’s 

election, the pope had been given increased prominence and the ecclesiology centered more on 

Rome and less on the individual dioceses.  As Lilian Parker Wallace has noted, the increasing 

concentration of power in Rome was actually a result of the loss of power that the Vatican was 

experiencing politically. The failures of Pius IX’s diplomacy, and the changing political 

conditions following the revolutions of Europe would lead the aging pontiff to focus more and 

more on theology and dogma, and less on engaging with the changing world.  The irony is that 

this very collapse would lead to the new focus on theology, including the proclamation of papal 

infallibility, that Leo would then use as a springboard to shift the church into a mode of dialogue 

with the modern world.2 

A third element of Leo’s papacy is also worth noting.  Leo XIII was, like his predecessor, 

a “prisoner of the Vatican.”  Unable to travel, or at least unwilling to take the risk of doing so, 

given the precarious situation between the Vatican and the local Italian government, Leo did not 

visit his brother cardinals and bishops.  Instead, his only way to maintain communication with 

 
1 Cf. Justin McCarthy, Pope Leo XIII (New York: Frederick Warne and Company, 1886), 84-91. 
2 Cf. Lillian Parker Wallace, Leo XIII and the Rise of Socialism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1966), 17-21. 
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them was through writing.  Many of his encyclical letters, in fact, could have reasonably taken 

another form, if communication was as simple as it is for us today.3   

For Leo XIII, the question of how the Catholic church should relate to the governments 

which were growing and changing around the world, but particularly in Europe, was a pressing 

concern that would continue to present new challenges as his papacy went on.  He inherited 

some political difficulties from Pius IX’s intransigence toward the Italian government, and in 

many cases, Leo’s primary concerns were local.  But in other cases, the changing conception of 

government away from divine right kingship toward various forms of representative 

governments led to a litany of new problems for the church.  A more fundamental issue was the 

idea of the separation of church and state in favor of what John Courtney Murray calls a politico-

theological monism.  The result of these constraints on Leo is that he wrote more on the topic of 

church-state relations than on any other issue throughout his pontificate.  In both his shorter and 

more lengthy encyclicals, and from the beginning of his papacy to the end, he returned again and 

again to different aspects and dimensions of the question.   

Some of the reasons which impelled Leo to write about the issue were beyond his control, 

and were not really caused by any single individual.  The French Revolution and the Industrial 

Revolution had both shifted the world in a new direction and there was really no way to go back.  

Leo had experienced more of the latter than the former in his life prior to becoming pope.  

Biographers and scholars frequently note that during Leo’s time in Belgium as an ambassador for 

the Vatican, he marveled at the development of the steam train and the growing industrial 

changes sweeping through Belgian society.4  While Leo didn’t experience the French Revolution 

 
3 I think here especially of some of his remarks to the American bishops, whom he desires to support in many of 

their endeavors, from the councils at Baltimore to the founding of the Catholic University of America. 
4 Cf. Wallace, 7, McCarthy 32-33, Katherine Burton, Leo XIII: The First Modern Pope (New York: David McKay 

Company, 1962) 36-41.  
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directly, Wallace nevertheless argues that these two events were the forces which most strongly 

impacted the course of Europe in the 19th century, as well as Leo XIII’s papacy.   For instance, 

she notes that Gallicanism, a form of Catholicism which sought to emphasize the role of the local 

ordinary, even above the Roman authorities and which flourished during the French Revolution, 

put strain on the popes as they tried to maintain authority.  Beyond those calling for more local 

control, another difficulty was the political disorder of the papal states, which were often 

mismanaged and characterized by dishonest financial practices and an ineffective stance toward 

corruption.  This led European powers to ask the Pope to reform the papal states.  The 

unfortunate consequence was that Pope Gregory XVI, in 1832, issued a scathing encyclical, 

Mirari Vos which rejected the idea that external powers could control the papal states.  In time, 

the loss of political power and papal territory led to a “hopeless and rigid reaction against any 

sort of changes.”5   

When Leo XIII became pope, he was not only dealing with a rapidly changing world in 

terms of governments, revolution, and political concepts, he also inherited the intransigence of 

the pontiffs who preceded him.  In France, the revolution had produced a government which was 

not as friendly with the church as it had been in the past, and French Catholics were debating 

whether to reconcile with the government, or whether a monarchy or a constitutional 

arrangement might be a better option. In Italy, which had only recently come into existence as a 

nation-state, the relationship between the newly-formed government and the Vatican represented 

a constant local threat and a major crisis.  Pius IX had resolutely refused to recognize the new 

government; he had decried the loss of the papal states; and he had rejected the payments offered 

to the Vatican by the Italian state.  Outside actors, particularly the German statesman, Otto von 

 
5 Wallace, 17.  
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Bismarck, contributed to the problem by refusing to side with either the Vatican or Italy.  As 

Wallace remarks, this “unresolved problem was damaging both to Italy and to the church.”6   

Leo XIII and the Kulturkampf 

 Prior to becoming pope, Leo had served as a diplomat for the Vatican in a few brief 

posts.  His last diplomatic assignment, in Belgium, did not end well.  He was transferred from 

Belgium to an obscure outpost and made the bishop of Perugia.  In his time in Belgium, he had 

failed to appreciate the difficulties of negotiating with a state which was not keen to recognize 

the authority of the Vatican in temporal affairs.  Upon his election, Leo almost immediately had 

an opportunity to show whether he’d learned anything from his failure thirty years prior in 

Belgium.  Beginning in the early 1870s, the German Empire had instituted a series of laws which 

were meant to do two things: prevent the Catholic church from operating independently in the 

Empire and help to maintain peace with the many Protestants in the territory.7 

 The laws, referred to as the May Laws or the Falk Laws, included several directives 

which interrupted various dimensions of Catholic life in the German Empire.  The state took 

control of the education of future; seminarians were not allowed to attend a Catholic seminary 

but instead had to study at German public universities and follow a curriculum drawn up by the 

state.  Bishops were not allowed to name priests to parishes when a new opening needed to be 

filled, and the government forbade the Vatican to install any new bishops without state approval.  

In addition, starting with the Jesuits in 1872, the state banished all religious orders except those 

who cared for the elderly.   Finally, the German government closed all Catholic schools.8  Some 

of the articles of the May Laws included smaller items, but their purpose is unmistakable: to 

 
6 Wallace, 101. 
7 Wallace, 123. 
8 Cf. T’Sercales, p. 117-121; Wallace, 116-143; McCarthy, 54-73; Burton, 32-47.  
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separate the German church from Rome.  For instance, one code included a provision that 

encyclical letters or other communications from Rome could not be handed out in Catholic 

churches.9  The basic concern was that the Catholic church was a threat to public order in the 

German Empire, and even though as recently as 1850 the church had been allowed total freedom 

in all of these areas, the political situation had changed dramatically by the time of Leo’s 

election.  One seemingly non-political issue increased the concern over public order: the 

declaration of papal infallibility, which created a threat to nationalism in the minds of political 

leaders not just in Germany, but in many new nation-states.  

 Leo was fully aware of the dire situation the church was facing in terms of threats from 

the emerging nation-states. He was also burdened with the legacy of his predecessors Pius IX 

and Gregory XVI.  These popes had staunchly and clearly rejected much of what the modern 

world offered, and they did not couch their words in delicate language.  Accordingly, Leo 

deliberately set out on a different course in the beginning of his pontificate.  Many felt that Leo 

had been elected precisely because he had managed, as a bishop, to introduce liberal reforms into 

his local diocese aimed at maintaining economic justice, education, and health care access for the 

people of Perugia.10  As Wallace puts it, Leo kept one foot in each camp, combining a sense of 

the importance of social causes as well as an obedience to the authority of the pope.  With 

respect to church-state relations, Leo embarked on his papacy showing a finer sensitivity to the 

complex situation facing the church.  His first encyclical letter, Inscrutabili Dei Consilio, which 

set out a program of sorts for his pontificate, indicated briefly and carefully the importance of 

proper boundaries for the church-state relationship. 

 
9 McCarthy, 159. 
10 Cf. Wallace, 10-12.   
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 Leo’s primary concern in that letter is that the Catholic church should be free from 

interference and should not be prevented from fulfilling its own purpose.  A central idea in the 

encyclical, and indeed in all his writings about church-state relations is that the health and liberty 

of the church is not an isolated, abstract idea.  Rather, if the church is given its liberty and not 

interfered with, there will be benefits for society and indeed even for the political establishment, 

of whatever sort.  He opens the letter by alluding to the effect of the May Laws.11  He contends 

that if the church is allowed to have a central role in modern society, it will be to the great 

advantage of the common good:  

And if any one of sound mind compare the age in which We live, so hostile to religion 

and to the church of Christ, with those happy times when the church was revered as a 

mother by the nations, beyond all question he will see that our epoch is rushing wildly 

along the straight road to destruction; while in those times which most abounded in 

excellent institutions, peaceful life, wealth, and prosperity the people showed themselves 

most obedient to the church's rule and laws. Therefore, if the many blessings We have 

mentioned, due to the agency and saving help of the church, are the true and worthy 

outcome of civilization, the church of Christ, far from being alien to or neglectful of 

progress, has a just claim to all men's praise as its nurse, its mistress, and its mother.12 

 

Leo did not believe that the state had no rights or was in itself evil.  Rather, as he expresses in a 

compact way in the selection above, he thinks that a proper human society needs both a church 

and the state.  When the church is cut out of public life, it damages the state; when the state 

interferes with the church, it damages the church.  Each body, the secular and the ecclesiastical, 

has its own proper sphere, and both are needed, and both should work in harmony.  To be sure, 

Leo still decries some of the evils of the day, but his focus is less on the state as such, and more 

on the moral evils which, in his view, proliferated when the state tried to remove religion from 

the public view, to privatize it.  The responses to his first encyclical were mixed; some 

conservatives wanted more overt championing of the church, while some liberals didn’t see 

 
11 Cf. Inscrutabili Dei Consilio, #3. 
12 Inscrutabili Dei Consilio, #5. 
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much difference between Leo’s view and Pius IX.  Yet, as Wallace notes, this was precisely the 

kind of reaction Leo was bound to attract, with a foot in each camp.  One press review sums it up 

well: 

The new Pope does not resort to imprecations, he does not curse, he does not, so to speak, 

threaten, and in this there is a perceptible (and perhaps the only) difference from the 

former.  But, as to the condemnation of all the conquests of the modern spirit, he is 

absolute, decided, inexorable, almost cruel, quite as the one he succeeded...The form is 

sweet but the substance is absolute, hard, intransigent.13 

 

Leo’s first encyclical hints at themes that are evident in many of his later works that address 

church-state relations.  But before addressing those, it is important to look more closely at the 

Kulturkampf in Germany and Prussia. Leo’s first encyclical was not the only hint that the church 

was facing problems in its interactions with other states; he also sent a very revealing letter to 

King Wilhelm of Germany.  Though Germany and the Vatican had not had good relations during 

Pius IX’s term, Leo wanted to start his papacy on a different footing.  By all accounts, Wilhelm I 

was pleased with Leo’s cordial act of notifying him of his election and expressing wishes and 

prayers for peace in Germany; the King even wrote a reply.  Though it might seem a small 

gesture, even an acknowledgement of the letter was an important step in mending their 

relationship, but it was only a first step. In his note to the King, Leo XIII argued that the 

May/Falk laws left Catholics with the “unhappy alternatives either of refusing obedience to the 

new laws, or of failing in the sacred duties which have been imposed upon them by the Law of 

God and of the church.”14  Accordingly, he urged William to return to the prior arrangement.  

Wilhelm, in his turn, asked Leo to get the clerics and hierarchy to obey the laws of Germany.  

From his perspective, Catholic lay people were not troubled by the Empire’s new laws.  

Throughout his papacy, Leo continued to write both to King Wilhelm and Prince Bismarck, as 

 
13 Wallace, 92. 
14 Wallace, 117. 
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well as sending them communication through diplomatic channels.  Initially, the authorities in 

Germany wanted the Vatican to simply acquiesce to the new laws, and cooperate with state 

officials in priestly education, the placement of priests, and other matters related to the clergy.  

Within Germany, political action by Catholics who had joined the Center Party often prevented 

Bismarck from enacting his own goals for the empire.  Eventually, stymied by the Vatican ‘s 

refusal to cooperate, and facing his own political crisis, Bismarck offered to strike down the May 

Laws with one exception: the Vatican would still have to notify the government of the names of 

new bishops, who would then be approved by the German authorities before they were installed.  

Leo’s ability to find a way to resolve this crisis provides us with insight about the difference of 

style and approach between Pius IX and Leo XIII.  When it came to abstract principles, they 

were largely on the same page; they both desired the church’s liberty and even to some extent 

longed for temporal power.  On matters of principle, however, Leo XIII was not willing to 

negotiate.  He could not simply let the state have full control over the church.  But he was willing 

to bide his time and call for local political action which he had encouraged through the nuncio to 

Germany.  In the end, he realized he could give some ground, so long as it did not conflict with 

essential and unchangeable doctrines.  As Wallace puts it, “Duty and prudence warned him to 

prefer the present and attainable goal to a doubtful and uncertain hope.”15 

Major Themes of church-state Relations in the thought of Leo XIII 

 The Kulturkampf was a sort of testing ground and practical application for Leo’s ideas 

about the proper way for the Catholic church and modern states to co-exist.  In resolving the 

situation, Leo used official documents such as his first encyclical letter, as well as private 

communication and much more nuanced diplomacy than he had deployed in his earlier 

 
15 Wallace, 140. 
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experiences as a bishop in Belgium.  But one finds the best testament to the development of a 

refined theological assessment of politics in Leo’s thought throughout his encyclical letters.  

According to John Courtney Murray, if one were to look at every available writing from Pope 

Leo XIII, one would find somewhere near ninety documents that could be used as examples of 

his thought on church-state writings.  If we restrict the survey just to his encyclicals, the number 

is in the dozens.  What I will be focusing on here are some of the key themes which develop 

across his pontificate, but which are treated more extensively in his encyclicals that deal directly 

with church-state questions.  

First Theme: Good Christians Make Good Citizens 

 As I indicated above, Leo argued in his first encyclical letter that many of the world’s 

problems could be solved by allowing the church its own proper freedom.  In his writings, Leo 

did not want to abolish the civil power so much as he wanted a state which does not interfere 

with religious matters.  The rationale for Leo, however, was that both the church and state would 

benefit from a proper balance on this issue.  He does not then merely hope that the state will stop 

persecuting the church, and then imagine that if the persecution stops, all problems will be 

solved.  He certainly does hope that persecution will subside, but he also argued that if Catholics 

are left alone, they will become not just neutral citizens, but positively good examples of 

patriotism.  For instance, in Diuturnum, he argued that there is a tremendous benefit to the civil 

society when the church is allowed to play an important role in the civic body, principally as the 

church will encourage devotion to the duly established authority of the state.16  The idea that 

Catholics would show devotion to a local political authority is of course related to the belief that 

God is the true source of all legitimate authority.  In other words, the basic argument is that 

 
16 Cf. Diuturnum, June 29, 1881.  
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Christians, because of their sense of duty and devotion, make good citizens.  He notes in his 

writings that there was a great deal of political instability in his time, and indeed he witnessed 

this firsthand in Italy.  He counters the instability by proposing that, contrary to what many 

modern states desired (namely a total separation of religion and state), a healthy Christian 

freedom could strengthen and stabilize the world’s developing nations as well as those which had 

experienced revolutions.  To bolster his argument in this regard, Leo pointed to the New 

Testament, especially to Romans 13, where St. Paul argues that Christians owe a sense of 

obedience to political rulers.  He also cited Mark 12:13-17, where Jesus instructs his followers to 

“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”  This 

passage indicates, for Leo, the principle that Catholics have a duty to the political authority 

which does not override their religious obligations because the two are not, at least in terms of 

fundamental principles, in conflict.  One can be a good citizen and a good Christian and, indeed, 

this is the ideal.  Leo XIII also cites Augustine and John Chrysostom as authorities who argued 

for a similar vision.  

Another major factor shaping Leo’s political theory, as well as his analysis of the errors 

and challenges of his time, is his theological anthropology. For Leo XIII, the human person is 

not meant to exist in isolation.  Rather, human beings are made for community and by nature 

desire to live in community.  Leo argues, therefore, that communities are necessary and part of 

human nature, and that even political community is necessary for the flourishing of human 

beings.  In this view, Leo is simply following the Thomistic account of natural law, in which 

human beings desire by nature to live in community.17  Inspired by this view of human nature, 

Leo protests the individualism and social contract theory which were so popular during his 

 
17 ST Ia IIae, Q. 94, a. 2. 
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papacy, and indeed in some ways still remain so.  This fundamental view of the human person, 

and the nature and purpose of political organization, is a critical theme for Leo.  The reason 

Christians make good citizens, he argues, is that they understand the true nature and purpose of 

the civic body.  So, for instance, contra Hobbes or Rousseau, Christians believe that the meaning 

and purpose of the state is not fundamentally to protect human beings from one another, or a 

mechanism to give up some rights in order to secure others, but rather that the state helps human 

beings  thrive and it also protect the common good.  Perhaps the most important point here is that 

the state (or the need for the state), for Leo, and for the Catholic tradition, is not an abstract and 

external idea, but one built into human nature.  Inspired by that vision, Leo can then claim that 

all people should live their life out in communal contexts: “Hence it is divinely ordained that he 

should lead his life--be it family, social, or civil--with his fellow men, amongst whom alone his 

several wants can be adequately supplied.”18   

Second Theme: Roots of Authority 

 Leo frequently made a simple, but important foundational argument about the nature of 

political authority.  Even while he recognized the legitimacy of the new forms of government 

which were emerging in his lifetime, his fundamental view was that all authority, even political 

authority, in some way stems from God.  This is a common and widely accepted Christian 

doctrine, with clear roots in Romans 13.  What concerned Leo about the changing political 

environment was not merely that new forms of government were developing, but that there was 

no longer an assumption of divine authority somehow inhering in the political body.  The 

common view of secular, democratic forms of governments was that the power to rule came 

from the people, and that one need look no further for the justification for political power.  Leo 

 
18 Leo XIII, Immortale Dei, Nov. 1, 1885, #3  
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argued against this, and by doing so, affirmed that the church continued to have an important role 

to play. 

 Leo bases his thinking about the origin of authority on the idea of social hierarchies.  He 

argues that there is no way for people to be utterly free and to make their own decisions in every 

area of their lives.  Inevitably, all will fall under some authority and ultimately, for Leo, we all 

are bound under God’s authority.  However, even putting aside the question of God’s direct rule 

over the world via theocracy, Leo claims that it is foolish to teach and insist that the only source 

of authority in society can be derived from mere voluntarism.  His argument is that political 

authority will be stable, and peace will obtain for society, only when there is a more fundamental 

appreciation of the importance of the divine nature of authority.  Thus, he notes in Immortale Dei 

that “When kingdom and priesthood are at one, in complete accord, the world is well ruled, and 

the church flourishes, and brings forth abundant fruit. But when they are at variance, not only 

smaller interests prosper not, but even things of greatest moment fall into deplorable decay.”19   

 The question of authority and its origin, then, is not just an abstract theological concern 

for Leo.  He sees it as a theological idea, of course, but one with significant social import.  In his 

time a s a bishop, in fact, there was a tremendous amount of political instability in the papal 

states, and a great lack of respect for authority.  As Wallace notes, only two regions were able to 

control brigandage and to cut down on corruption by nobility and clergy alike, namely the 

regions under control of the future Pius IX and the future Leo XIII.  The point here is that Leo 

experienced much of the disruption in political order and was able in his own diocese to stem the 

tide, based on a view of authority inhering, ultimately, in God.  So, in Immortale Dei, he 

challenged some of the fundamental ideas which led to the disruption of public order.  He cited, 

 
19 Leo XIII, Immortale Dei, 1885, #22 
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for instance, the growing individualism of the era as one of the agitators toward a form of 

government that is always on the verge of revolution.20  If political authority simply rests on the 

will of the people, this has concerning ramifications.  Leo wonders, for instance, how to prevent 

a revolution.  When political leadership is focused more on volition than justice, then what 

happens when the will of the people simply shifts and they demand a new sovereign, even if a 

duly appointed sovereign has not been unjust?  Leo sees this as a situation ripe for revolutionary 

leaders to sweep in and try to influence the will of the masses for some nefarious end.  When 

societies completely remove the concept of a divine origin of power, Leo argues that it sets them 

up for turmoil.  What is needed instead is to maintain an awareness of the nature of authority, 

which comes from God, and of the fact that even in an individualist, totally secular government, 

almost nobody can escape following some authority.  Leo sees social hierarchies as good and 

thinks that they are important for building a just social order.   

Third Theme: The Meaning of Liberty 

 One difficulty Leo XIII faced with modern states and political movements was that they 

often portrayed religion, but especially Catholicism, indirectly or directly as an obstacle to 

progress.  As society and modern governments were changing and a new emphasis on rights was 

developing, a new notion of liberty gained in popularity.  One that understood liberty as freedom 

from restriction, at least from arbitrary restrictions.  In many of his letters, Leo made the case 

that the Catholic church is not at all opposed to liberty, but in fact is the champion of human 

liberty.  What the church does object to, Leo noted, is a false definition of liberty.  Thus, 

contemporary figures who viewed liberty merely as a freedom from restriction, and a license to 

do what one desires, were mistaken, according to Leo.  Liberty, he argued, is not a pure and total 

 
20 Cf. Immortale Dei, #24. 
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freedom to do what one wishes, but the ability to do what one ought.  In other words, freedom or 

liberty cannot exist without duties and responsibilities.  The two are linked, and both are needed 

for a healthy society.  In this way, Leo could claim that the church is a champion of liberty 

because the church emphasized rights, but it also emphasized the corresponding duties which 

come with basic rights.21 

 Leo discussed the Catholic view towards liberty in many of his writings, but his most 

detailed examination of the concept appear in the encyclical Libertas (1885) where Leo explored 

the connections between a proper understanding of liberty and the popular way that the term was 

being applied.  He noted that the Catholic church was concerned with upholding liberty, since it 

is a natural right.  The church, Leo said, wants in some way to draw a middle path between pure 

license (which leads, not to liberty, but to bondage) and a fatalism which denies liberty.22 

Liberty, for Leo, is a natural endowment for humans and is possible because of the joint function 

of the intellect and will.  Using a Thomistic psychology, he argues that “the good wished by the 

will is necessarily good in so far as it is known by the intellect.”23   

Leo XIII also reaffirms that the church seeks to uphold liberty, and that liberty is a good 

of the natural law, but he wants to ensure that liberty is kept within its proper boundaries.  

Liberty requires law, and law requires God as the final guarantor of obedience.  Thus, for Leo 

church-state relations cannot be reduced to a list of separate principles, rather it must be viewed 

as an ecosystem of connected concepts.  In Libertas, he focuses on the way a proper 

understanding of liberty, one with limits, is connected to the source of those limits, which is 

 
21 On the long history of the development of the concept of natural rights within Catholic sources, see Brian Tierney, 

The Idea of Natural Rights (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001). 
22 Cf. Libertas, #4 
23 Libertas, #5. 
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God.24  He draws the connection by claiming that if a government abandons the proper notion of 

liberty, namely one which is in the end connected to God, the result will be a state whose citizens 

lack virtue.  Leo’s argument is that when liberty is improperly understood, it leads to a society 

where license, rather than virtue, will flourish. But that will not be the only problem; the real 

issue will be a society which does not have any precedents or reasons to obey authority.  

Moreover, he argues that, in addition to respecting God, liberty also requires human beings (both 

individually, and in social groups like the state) to seek the common good and recognize the end 

for which people and society are made.  Because the end for which people and society are made 

involves a supernatural or eternal dimension, Leo argues it is therefore impossible to conceive of 

liberty without keeping in mind one’s duties to God.  Here again, he returns to the idea that God 

is in society. He also argues that the modern view of liberty, what he calls liberalism, is simply 

the political effect of the naturalist or rationalist view in philosophy.25  This is important to note 

in Leo’s analysis, and in his general approach.  This connection between his views about 

philosophy and his views about politics enable me to argue in the latter part of this chapter that 

Leo’s analysis of human reason and the goodness of philosophy (see Ch. 1 above) and the 

importance of Scripture (see Ch. 2 above) form a parallel for his views of the roles and 

responsibilities of the church and state respectively.  Put more directly, for Leo XIII, the political 

disorder brought about by revolutions is not a purely political problem.  Rather it is tied to a false 

 
24 In light of this assessment, Leo argues that liberty, while important, cannot be without limits, and that to the 

contrary, human liberty “necessarily stands in need of light and strength to direct its actions to good and to restrain 

them from evil.” (Libertas, #7) 
25 Cf. Libertas, #15: What naturalists or rationalists aim at in philosophy, that the supporters of liberalism, carrying 

out the principles laid down by naturalism, are attempting in the domain of morality and politics…...Hence these 

followers of liberalism deny the existence of any divine authority to which obedience is due, and proclaim that every 

man is the law to himself. 
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vision of human nature, of the purpose of government, and of the telos of human existence.  So 

he notes that: 

From this it is manifest that the eternal law of God is the sole standard and rule of human 

liberty, not only in each individual man, but also in the community and civil society 

which men constitute when united.  Therefore, the true liberty of human society does not 

consist in every man doing what he pleases, for this would simply end in turmoil and 

confusion, and bring on the overthrow of the state; but rather in this, that through the 

injunction of the civil law all may more easily conform to the prescriptions of the eternal 

law.26 

This notion that human law and human society are really rooted in the natural law and even in 

the eternal law, points us to another of Leo’s major themes: the theory of the two powers of the 

social order. 

Fourth Theme: The Two Powers Theory 

 Possibly the most important of Leo XIII’s ideas about church-state relations, the two 

powers theory is present in almost all of his writings on the broader question of church-state 

affairs.  However, in some of his letters, the two powers theory is more central to the discussion.  

Leo’s basic premise is that neither a secular government nor a religious body can provide all that 

is needed for a healthy and flourishing society.  For that matter, his argument is not only that 

secular governments can’t provide everything, but even a monarchy with an official religious 

affiliation can’t provide everything society needs.  This is because societies are meant to serve 

human beings, and human beings are made for different ends, which cannot be provided for by 

one type of society or power.  On the one hand, human beings have natural, temporal needs: we 

need food, stability, security, family, shelter, education, and so forth.  On the other hand, human 

beings have eternal needs: we need grace, the sacraments, and care for our souls.  Leo XIII 

recognized the critical needs of both the temporal and eternal order for human beings and, in 

light of the seriousness and necessity of both the temporal and eternal ends, he argued that 

 
26 Libertas, #10. 
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societies or states or governments must be just as involved in meeting these ends as a church.  

More importantly, he argued that no single organization or power could truly help meet both 

types of ends and both sets of needs.  The consequence of Leo’s fundamental view here is 

somewhat surprising, in that he does not insist on the church being the sole power in modern 

society.27  While Leo does think the church is important, he does not want to abolish 

government.  Still, he does not like the notion of separation of church and state.  I think John 

Courtney Murray is correct, however, in pointing out that Leo’s contention was not with the 

distinction between church and state so much as it was with the idea of a total separation. Murray 

argues that Leo was trying to avoid the collapse of the church-state dichotomy into a form of 

monism, where the state was in charge of and responsible for all human goods.28  The point, in 

other words, for Leo within his historical context was that political developments were pushing 

for an expansive notion of the state which eroded and eventually destroyed or replaced the 

church and became the sole entity responsible for the common good.  The consequence of this 

circumstance impelled Leo to argue strenuously for the union of church and state.  This union 

was not a fusion, but a harmony and cooperation.  However, even in that context, he still notes 

that there is a proper and distinct role for both powers.  One does not have to choose either a 

secular omnicompetent state or a theocratic government.  With this in mind, let us examine one 

of Leo’s most direct statements on the two powers theory: 

In addition to what has been laid down, it is necessary to enter more fully into the nature 

of the church. She is not an association of Christians brought together by chance, but is a 

divinely established and admirably constituted society, having for its direct and 

proximate purpose to lead the world to peace and holiness. And since the church alone 

has, through the grace of God, received the means necessary to realize such end, she has 

her fixed laws, special spheres of action, and a certain method, fixed and conformable to 

 
27 As we will see later on, there is some debate about this reading of Leo not only in earlier literature, but among 

contemporary scholars. 
28 Cf. John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII and Pius XII: Government and the Order of Religion,” in Religious Liberty: 

Catholic Struggles with Pluralism, edited by J. Leon Hooper, S.J. (Louisville, KY: Westminster Knox), 49-125. 
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her nature, of governing Christian peoples. But the exercise of such governing power is 

difficult, and leaves room for numberless conflicts, inasmuch as the church rules peoples 

scattered through every portion of the earth, differing in race and customs, who, living 

under the sway of the laws of their respective countries, owe obedience alike to the civil 

and religious authorities. The duties enjoined are incumbent on the same persons, as 

already stated, and between them there exists neither contradiction nor confusion; for 

some of these duties have relation to the prosperity of the state, others refer to the general 

good of the church, and both have as their object to train men to perfection. 

 

The tracing out of these rights and duties being thus set forth, it is plainly evident that the 

governing powers are wholly free to carry out the business of the state; and this not only 

not against the wish of the church, but manifestly with her co-operation, inasmuch as she 

strongly urges to the practice of piety, which implies right feeling towards God, and by 

that very fact inspires a right-mindedness toward the rulers in the state. The spiritual 

power, however, has a far loftier purpose, the church directing her aim to govern the 

minds of men in the defending of the "kingdom of God, and His justice, a task she is 

wholly bent upon accomplishing.29 

 

This text from Sapientiae Christianae captures the essence of his vision of the two powers 

theory.  He emphasizes clearly the priority of the church and the eternal end of human nature 

over the state and the temporal ends.  This, according to Leo, is because the church, which was 

established by God, exists for the “direct and proximate purpose” of leading the world to “peace 

and holiness.”30  No government, not even the most beneficent, could have this aim, since 

governments must be focused more on the common good and temporal affairs.  Only the church 

can directly serve the spiritual good of humankind.  However, despite the clear superiority of the 

spiritual ends, and the church as the society constituted to serve those ends, Leo noted that this 

does not detract from the importance of the state.  He is clear that both the church and state have 

their own respective “spheres of action.”  As he indicated, the church has a governing influence, 

but this influence does not extend to every aspect of human life.  Rather, there are some things 

which, simply out of practical necessity, must be done at a more localized level.  In this way, Leo 

 
29 Leo XIII, Sapientiae Christianae, January 10, 1890, #25-26. 
30 Sapientiae Christianae, #25. 



150 

 

argued, Christians are called to obey the church and, presuming that the basic norms of justice 

prevail, the state as well.  The key line is his claim that both the church and the state, in different 

ways, are responsible for training people to perfection.   

But how is that so? Doesn’t the church have its own sphere, somehow distinct and 

separate from the state?  How can the state train men for perfection?  Doesn’t the language of 

perfection imply a supernatural end? Even Thomas Aquinas himself admits, after all, that human 

laws cannot curb every vice.31  So how does a state relate to the spiritual ends of human nature?  

For Leo, the state’s responsibility in this training is only indirect, but it bears that indirect 

responsibility by setting up a form of life in which people have access to the spiritual goods they 

need.  Leo doesn’t spell out a precise formula for how the state would indirectly provide for its 

citizens’ spiritual ends, but he does suggest a general outline of this obligation when developing 

other aspects of his argument on church-state relations.  At a minimum, Leo is clear that the 

government is responsible for ensuring basic justice and the access to spiritual goods.  In some 

sense it seems that a government could provide for this simply by not interfering with the 

church’s liberty, not interrupting its educational efforts, etc. In Libertas, he puts it this way: 

Nature herself proclaims the necessity of the state providing means and opportunities 

whereby the community may be enabled to live properly, that is to say, according to the 

laws of God. For, since God is the source of all goodness and justice, it is absolutely 

ridiculous that the state should pay no attention to these laws or render them abortive by 

contrary enactments.32 

 

Again, Leo’s emphasis is on the spiritual and eternal, and on the priority of the church.  But at 

the same time, he recognizes the importance of the state.  For instance, Leo respects and realizes 

 
31 ST, Ia IIae, q. 96, a. 2. 
32 Libertas, #18.  Cf.  Immortale Dei, #13: The Almighty, therefore, has given the charge of the human race to two 

powers, the ecclesiastical and the civil, the one being set over divine, and the other over human, things. Each in its 

kind is supreme, each has fixed limits within which it is contained, limits which are defined by the nature and 

special object of the province of each, so that there is, we may say, an orbit traced out within which the action of 

each is brought into play by its own native right. 
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the need for human legislation.  Following Aquinas’s view of the natural law, he emphasizes that 

human laws are needed to instantiate the natural and eternal law, and this is done through 

government.  Without a government and an official structure of political authority, human beings 

would not be in a situation which would allow them to pursue their highest telos, namely their 

spiritual telos.  Thus, there is a basic need for a state; the church cannot do everything.  It is 

precisely because of this need for an authority to regulate society that Leo can say the state bears 

the responsibility for providing “means and opportunities whereby the community may be 

enabled to live properly.”  Leo’s vision, then, is based on a duality.  There is a clear need for 

both a church and a state, and each has their proper area of specialty. 

 And while this basic principle is fairly clear, the specifics of exactly how the two bodies 

relate are not.  For instance, in discussing the importance of the state support of proper human 

flourishing with respect to religion, Leo claims: 

 

Wherefore, civil society must acknowledge God as its Founder and Parent, and must 

obey and reverence His power and authority. Justice therefore forbids, and reason itself 

forbids, the state to be godless; or to adopt a line of action which would end in 

godlessness-namely, to treat the various religions (as they call them) alike, and to bestow 

upon them promiscuously equal rights and privileges. Since, then, the profession of one 

religion is necessary in the state, that religion must be professed which alone is true, and 

which can be recognized without difficulty, especially in Catholic states, because the 

marks of truth are, as it were, engraven upon it. This religion, therefore, the rulers of the 

state must preserve and protect, if they would provide - as they should do - with prudence 

and usefulness for the good of the community. For public authority exists for the welfare 

of those whom it governs; and, although its proximate end is to lead men to the prosperity 

found in this life, yet, in so doing, it ought not to diminish, but rather to increase, man's 

capability of attaining to the supreme good in which his everlasting happiness consists: 

which never can be attained if religion be disregarded.33 

 

What precisely does it mean for a state to profess one true religion?  To many people, this seems 

to be an argument which requires by its logic an official establishment of Catholicism.  I will 

 
33 Libertas, #21. 
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have more to say on this in Part II, but it is worth bringing it to our attention now.  Here we see 

one of the sources of tension for contemporary debates about Leo.  As this passage from Libertas 

shows, it is difficult to reconcile Leo’s teaching with the views that the church would develop 

many decades later at Vatican II.  Leo’s attempt to work out a resolution to the state/church issue 

reinforces my claim about the importance of his contributions to the current state of Catholic 

theology.  His insistence on this issue in the 1800s ensured that there would be a need for more 

systematic thinking about the balance between the church and the state going into the twentieth 

century. 

Fifth Theme: The Role of the Laity in Church-State Relations 

 In Sapientiae Christianae, Leo discusses the duties of Christian citizens, and more 

specifically, he makes the case that there are special tasks for the laity with respect to correcting 

the errors which were so common during his papacy.  Of course, the main errors were naturalism 

and rationalism, but he also addresses issues of political authority.  Leo’s treatment of the role of 

the laity seems to uphold the clericalist ecclesiology which was common in the wake of Vatican 

I, but it also indicates that extraordinary circumstances will require more participation of the 

laity.  Thus, he notes that Aquinas calls for everyone, not merely the ordained, to help “instruct 

and encourage others of the faithful, or to repel the attacks of unbelievers.”34  Leo XIII argues 

that because the average citizen is so confused about the fundamentals of theology, lay citizens 

have an important duty to educate and correct.  He encourages Christians not to simply sit back 

as the world changes and the church is removed from public life.  Rather, they are called to study 

their religion, and to actively teach others and refute errors.35  The most interesting part of his 

 
34 Cf. Sapientiae Christianae, #14. 
35 In particular, he notes that Christians in the modern world will need to be even more confident of their beliefs than 

the “revolutionaries” were of theirs.  He seems to be referring in this section of the letter to political revolutionaries, 

but the exact reference is somewhat obscure.  
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discussion of the laity, however, is his assertion that they can even play a role in teaching, if 

necessary.  He notes, as one might expect, that the clerical class has the principal duty of 

preaching, which he says “lies by divine right in the province of pastors.”36 But, he also argues: 

No one, however, must entertain the notion that private individuals are prevented from 

taking some active part in this duty of teaching, especially those on whom God has 

bestowed gifts of mind with the strong wish of rendering themselves useful.  These, so 

often as circumstances demand, may take upon themselves, not indeed the office of the 

pastor, but the task of communicating to others what they have themselves received, 

becoming, as it were, living echoes of their masters in the faith.37 

 

This emphasis on the laity, while not something Leo develops as fully as his other ideas, is 

nonetheless a significant development.  Often, there is a characterization that the laity were 

looked on as inferior and not as important to the Catholic church until Vatican II ushered in a 

new ecclesiology.  Interestingly, Leo XIII made some important concessions to the role of and 

need for the laity when considering how Christian citizens should respond to the challenges of 

the changing societies they lived in.  He also claims that this was not his own unique idea, but 

that it was precisely the vision of Vatican I.  In any case, with consideration of the role of 

political developments and theological errors, Leo is very straightforward, if not long-winded, 

when he notes that “the zeal of the laity should, as far as possible, be brought actively into 

play.”38  This emphasis on the role of the laity, inspired by Vatican I, is a critically important 

idea for the development of later Catholic theology.  It is an example of the kind of 

developments that George Weigel sees in his book Evangelical Catholicism and are often 

overlooked in studies on Leo XIII.  It also challenges the typical reading of Leo as a conservative 

and traditionalist-minded pope who was opposed to innovation.  Some of Leo’s actions and 

arguments seem to fit the conservative or traditionalist mold, and yet sometimes he suggests 

 
36 Sapientiae Christianae, #15. 
37 Sapientiae Christianae, #16. 
38 Sapientiae Christianae, #16. 
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more liberal-sounding ideas.  Because while an ecclesiology that sees an important role for the 

laity was certainly not a widespread or stereotypical idea within Catholic circles at the time, it 

could be called a liberal idea.  Yet Leo’s understanding is that he is not doing anything 

innovative, but is simply following the traditional teaching of Vatican I.   

Sixth Theme: The Church in America 

 Leo often wrote letters to the Catholic church in individual countries where he relayed his 

own thoughts about current events and crises.  For example, he wrote a letter to the church in 

Brazil in response to the question of slavery, and a letter to the French church in response to 

questions about the republic in France.  On two occasions, Leo wrote to the Catholic church in 

America.  One in the form of an encyclical, Longinqua Oceani (1895), and the other in the form 

of an apostolic letter, Testem Benevolentiae (1899).  In these letters, Leo develops a particular 

theological outlook on the relationship between the Catholic church and American democracy, 

where there was a presumed liberty of religion.  Both of these letters are relevant to the 

discussion of Leo’s legacy today, as they are often mentioned in debates about American 

Catholicism and, more broadly, the question of religious liberty.39 

 Longinqua, is an interesting document wherein Leo weaves together the stories of the 

growth of Catholicism and the birth of the America.  He points, for instance, to the fact that the 

Vatican sent the first bishop to the United states near the time of the signing of the Declaration of 

Independence, and in his mind there is some kind of link between the spread of Catholicism and 

the success of the American founding.40  Leo notes that in America educational institutions, from 

parochial schools all the way up to universities such as the Catholic University of America, were 

 
39

 Both documents were discussed, for example, at the Notre Dame Center for Ethics and Culture’s Fall Conference 

in 2018 during the closing panel featuring Patrick Deneen (University of Notre Dame), V. Phillip Muñoz 

(University of Notre Dame), Gladden Pappin (University of Dallas), Adrian Vermeule (Harvard Law) 
40 Leo XII, Longinqua Oceani, 1895, #4. 
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flourishing. He notes that the relationship between Catholicism and America seems to be 

inspired principally by Catholicism, not the other way around.  Paraphrasing George 

Washington’s line about the importance of morality for a healthy society, Leo XIII writes:  

…for without morality the state cannot endure-a truth which that illustrious citizen of 

yours, whom We have just mentioned, with a keenness of insight worthy of his genius 

and statesmanship perceived and proclaimed. But the best and strongest support of 

morality is religion.41 

 

In contrast to the situation in Europe at the time, Leo sees in America a validation of one 

of his fundamental arguments, namely, that if the Catholic church is given liberty to function 

without interference from the state, the church will be a great benefit to the society.  Still, even 

while Leo sees a tremendous sign of encouragement in America, he doesn’t want to violate his 

fundamental principle about the harmony that should obtain between a state and the church.  

Here is a case where the context of Leo’s writing comes more clearly to the fore.  In many of his 

writings on church-state issues, there is a natural tendency to see him arguing for an 

establishment of Catholicism as the desiderata.  He seems to emphasize this point in Longinqua, 

which is also a text where at times he argues quite strongly against the principle of religious 

liberty.   

As Leo understands the situation, the success of Catholicism and its huge increase in size 

and efficacy in the new world is due, not to the liberty of religion which the government affords 

the church in America.  Rather, the success may be almost in spite of that unfavorable situation.  

He notes of course that it’s better for the church to be simply one among many than to be 

actively the target of persecution like in other parts of the world.  Yet still, he argues that the 

 
41 Longinqua Oceani, #4. 
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church should be recognized and given official support, not merely allowed to exist on its own 

strength.  Here is the central passage from Longinqua on the issue of religious liberty: 

But, moreover (a fact which it gives pleasure to acknowledge), thanks are due to the 

equity of the laws which obtain in America and to the customs of the well-ordered 

Republic. For the church amongst you, unopposed by the Constitution and government of 

your nation, fettered by no hostile legislation, protected against violence by the common 

laws and the impartiality of the tribunals, is free to live and act without hindrance. Yet, 

though all this is true, it would be very erroneous to draw the conclusion that in America 

is to be sought the type of the most desirable status of the church, or that it would be 

universally lawful or expedient for state and church to be, as in America, dissevered and 

divorced. The fact that Catholicity with you is in good condition, nay, is even enjoying a 

prosperous growth, is by all means to be attributed to the fecundity with which God has 

endowed His church, in virtue of which unless men or circumstances interfere, she 

spontaneously expands and propagates herself; but she would bring forth more abundant 

fruits if, in addition to liberty, she enjoyed the favor of the laws and the patronage of the 

public authority.42 

 

Leo’s argument here is of critical importance, because it is such a strong statement about the 

relative importance of the official establishment of Catholicism.  Whereas he has praised the 

Catholic growth in America, Leo argues that there would be an even more abundant harvest if 

the church was publicly supported by the government.  As we will see below, especially in the 

discussion of John Courtney Murray, Leo is sometimes shaped powerfully by his polemic 

context.  Murray argues that Leo was trying to strike an important balance between the principles 

of theology on the one hand, and the practical experience of Catholicism in the 19th century on 

the other.  So, because European governments were more hostile to religion, and sought to limit 

the freedom of the church, one might expect Leo to praise the situation in America.  But Leo 

does not accept a total distinction between church and state, as obtained in America, as the ideal 

situation.  Rather, he desires some sort of cooperation and harmony between the church and 

state, where the two in their own unique ways provide for the goods of humankind, with the 

 
42 Longinqua Oceani, #6, emphasis added. 
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church being more directly responsible for the spiritual goods, and the state being more 

responsible for the temporal goods. 

 The question which this passage raises, again, is about the precise nature of the harmony 

and cooperation between the two powers.  Leo’s two powers thesis after all establishes separate 

spheres of action for each power.  But in the quote above, Leo seems to be advocating for a 

closer relationship.  One way, maybe the more natural way to read his argument, is that Leo XIII 

is explaining that an officially established religion is the goal.  But yet he could have said as 

much, rather than simply to say that “ it would be very erroneous to draw the conclusion that in 

America is to be sought the type of the most desirable status of the church, or that it would be 

universally lawful or expedient for state and church to be, as in America, dissevered and 

divorced.”  John Courtney Murray argues that Leo’s doctrine on church-state does not require, as 

a fundamental principle, the official establishment of a Catholic state.  And 20th century 

developments, especially Vatican II, seem to vindicate Murray.  Nevertheless, Longinqua shows 

that Leo tried to avoid universal answers on questions of precisely how the church and state 

should relate.  Recall that he was willing to admit to some concessions to the state in the 

Kulturkampf.  And just as he would not make that the universally desirable situation, he also 

doesn’t want to universalize the American experience.  In fact, he even argues that the separation 

of church and state in America is not the cause of the growth of Catholicism, but that the church 

grew in spite of the relationship with the state. 

 If Leo was writing to praise Catholics in America in 1895, by 1899, he had found some 

reasons for concern.  Leo asserts in Testem Benevolentiae that there is a danger in any view that 

exaggerates the natural virtues and downplays the need for grace through the church.  He is 

worried about those who treat religion as merely a human idea which rests mostly on human 
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efforts will be tempted to see the church as merely one voluntarist association among others.  For 

Leo the church and other organizations differ because of their origin.  Human organizations 

derive their existence from human decisions, but the Catholic church is established by God.  

Thus, applying the ideas which shape human organizations like governments to the church, Leo 

says, simply won’t do.43  Leo’s view in Testem Benevolentiae is that reducing the role of the 

church to just another human association would lead to a weakening of the church, precisely in 

areas where more strength is required not only for the church to function well, but indeed for the 

state as well.  Testem is important for contemporary discussions because it raises the question of 

the heresy of “Americanism,” by which Leo implies a false sense of development of doctrine and 

a false view of ecumenism.  Leo calls for a careful adaptation of the church to new contexts and 

circumstances, but he draws the line at changing teaching or doctrines in order to meet new 

circumstances:  

The rule of life which is laid down for Catholics is not of such a nature as not to admit 

modifications, according to the diversity of time and place.  The church, indeed, 

possesses what her Author has bestowed on her, a kind and merciful disposition; for 

which reason from the very beginning she willingly showed herself to be what Paul 

proclaimed in his own regard: I became all things to all men, that I might save all.44   

 

Testem is concerned with any strategies that weaken Catholic doctrines and lower moral 

standards in order to draw more people into Catholicism.  These ways of making Catholicism 

more palatable to the everyday citizen are deeply disturbing to him.  He argues that American 

Catholics, inspired by this strategy, were eroding the foundations and the unique dimensions of 

Catholicism.  In another section of the document, Leo takes on the topic of ecumenical outreach, 

which he nearly completely rejects.  He does see some possibility of ecumenism, but notes that it 

 
43 Cf. Leo XIII, Testem Benevolentiae, in The Great Encyclical Letters of Pope Leo XIII, edited by Thomas A. 

Nelson (Rockford, IL, TAN Books and Publishers, 1995), 444. 
44 Cf. Testem Benevolentiae, 443.  
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must be very carefully approached, and should always take place outside of the liturgy.45  These 

questions are central to the debate happening today about what is referred to as Catholic 

integralism, as we will see below in part two. 

Coda 

 At this point, let me pause briefly to consider some salient points.  Leo’s papacy was 

shaped by a historical circumstance characterized by tremendous change; revolutions were 

sweeping Europe, and the world was changing in its view of government and especially the role 

of the Catholic church in the modern world.  Rather than retreat to a view that the church was the 

sole authority, and cling to the temporal power the papacy had previously enjoyed, Leo 

fundamentally accepted the new social order.  He saw it as a fact of history.  And yet his 

thoughts on the matter do not simply decry the new development.  Rather, he appreciated the 

emphasis on liberty and at least could appreciate the idea of a distinction between church and 

state, even if he had concerns about how far that distinction ought to go.  Leo wanted to make the 

case that Catholics and Catholicism were good, and even necessary, for the modern world.  Thus, 

he emphasized liberty and its proper boundaries, and repeatedly promoted the goodness and 

necessity of Catholic citizens for a healthy society.  This insight is important for two reasons.  

First, it shows Leo’s willingness to engage with the modern world, rather than to retreat as his 

predecessors had done.  Being the “prisoner” of the Vatican did not mean his ideas would be 

shaped by the notion of retreat.  Second, Leo demonstrated throughout his magisterium the 

usefulness and goodness of human government, and the ways in which the Catholic church could 

 
45 Cf. Testem Benevolentiae, 451 “So that if among the different methods of preaching the word of God, that 

sometimes seem preferable by which those who dissent from us are spoken to, not in the church but in any private 

and proper place, not in disputation but in amicable conference, such method is indeed not to be reprehended; 

provided, however, that those who are devoted to that work by the authority of the bishop be men who have first 

given proof of science and virtue.” 
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assist in shaping society.  The fact that he did not desire a monism, but seemed to call 

specifically for a society in which different types of institutions fill different needs of humankind 

is incredibly important.  It shows the fundamental principle upon which later discussions about 

religious liberty will have to be built.  That is, Leo builds an argument which is premised on the 

fact that human beings as individuals, and in political communities, need more than one 

institution to help them meet their various needs.  Neither a secular state or religious organization 

can effectively fulfill the diversity of needs human beings have.  Both a church and a state, 

which somehow cooperate with one another, are needed. 

It is also important, when considering views on the relationship of church and state to 

recall the volume of his writings on this issue, each dealing with different aspects of the question, 

and to consider his corpus as a whole.  Because his papacy spanned many years and responded to 

so many different political issues, there is no one of his documents that addresses the whole 

question definitively.  I also want to recall Leo’s teaching on the involvement of the laity, which 

I discussed earlier.  This is not a major feature of his church-state writings, but it is a subject he 

addresses and subtly encourages.  My intention in drawing attention to the theme of lay-

involvement is not to say that this is a significant part of Leo’s doctrine, but rather that even 

while Leo was focusing a lot of energy on other ideas, he introduces concepts that others would 

champion in later years.  This leads to one final consideration.  Given the summary and analysis 

above, it is easy to see that Leo considered the church to be superior to the government.  He also 

preferred that the government officially support Catholicism.  And because he wrote on the 

relationship of church and state so often, his doctrine was influential in shaping the future of the 

church.  At the Second Vatican Council and afterward, there was a new emphasis on the right to 

religious liberty which necessarily changed the existing emphasis on the relationship between 
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government and the church. On the surface, Leo XIII’s treatment of the issue appears to be vastly 

different than the teaching of the central Vatican II text on this issue, Dignitatis Humanae.  Yet, 

are there perhaps more connections between Leo’s views and Vatican II than might be 

immediately evident?  Or are their views irreconcilable?  I turn to these questions in the next part 

of this chapter. 

Part II: Contemporary Debates 

John Courtney Murray and the Leonine Series 

In the early 1950s, John Courtney Murray began to thoroughly consider the treatment of 

key questions related to the church-state relationship in a group of articles scholars refer to as the 

“Leonine Series.”46  The inspiration for Murray’s close and careful consideration of the work of 

Leo XIII is not clearly spelled out in the articles, but his primary concern seems to be to 

demonstrate that Leo wanted, above all, a sort of societal duality or complementarity, where the 

church and state are both good, provided that they are kept within their own confined roles.  

Murray also likely wanted to show, as many American Catholics did at the time, that there was 

no conflict between being a serious Catholic and being an American.47  Since some of Leo XIII’s 

words seem to hint at a fundamental tension between “Americanism” and Catholicism, perhaps 

Murray just wanted to salve his conscience.  In any case, the result of Murray’s efforts was two-

fold.  First, he presented a carefully contextualized reading of Leo’s papal documents on 

 
46 Cf. John Courtney Murray, Religious Liberty: Catholic Struggles with Pluralism, ed. J. Leon Hooper, S.J. 

(Westminster/John Knox Press: Louisville, KY, 1993); John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII: Separation of church and 

state,” Theological Studies 14 (1953), 145-214; John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII: Government and the Order of 

Culture,” Theological Studies 15 (1954), 1-33; John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII: Two Concepts of Government,” 

Theological Studies 14 (1953), 551-567. 
47 It is not lost on this author that the time when Murray was writing these articles coincides with Fulton J. Sheen’s 

rise to national television prominence for his famous Life is Worth Living program.  As Mark Massa argues, Sheen 

personified the fusion of American culture and Catholicism.  But what Sheen did on television, Murray was seeking 

to do through theological/political scholarship.  Cf. Mark Massa, Catholics and American Culture: Dorothy Day, 

Fulton Sheen, and the Notre Dame Football Team (Chestnut Ridge, NY: Crossroads Publishing, 1999). 
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questions of church-state relations.  He consistently argued that Leo, if interpreted with a careful 

eye to the historical context and circumstances of his time, could be understood as saying more 

or less what later popes were saying about fundamental ideas like the separation or distinction 

between the two powers, and especially the role of religious establishment.  Second, he was 

eventually asked to stop publishing on the topic of church-state relations because of the 

controversial claims he made in the Leonine series.  But Murray’s period of silence wouldn’t last 

long; he would eventually participate as a peritus (an expert) in the preparation and drafting of 

the Vatican II document on religious liberty. 

 The careful and contextual interpretation of Leo’s church-state thought is seen perhaps 

most clearly in a 1953 article.  In it, Murray described the real-world conditions facing Leo XIII 

as he considered the proper balance between church and state.  Murray contended that Leo was 

responding to something utterly new, in that the developing visions of politics and statecraft had 

erased the role of the church, and seemed intent on wiping out religion altogether.  As Murray 

saw it, the issue was not that the union of altar and throne was falling apart.  More significant for 

Murray, was that the new secular order was presenting itself not merely as a political concept or 

project, but one with implications for philosophy, history, and anthropology.  That is to say, the 

political movements of Leo’s time carried with them, at the heart of the revolution, new ideas 

about human reason and its purpose, a new vision of history, and a different conception of what 

it means to be a human; and they wanted to form a new society which embodied these new 

ideals.  As Murray noted, they: 

…achieved this purpose to no inconsiderable extent.  They had destroyed a particular 

historical form of the Christian polis, and they had created a particular historical 

alternative, which negated all the various forms that the Christian polis had assumed in 

European history.48   

 
48 John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII on church and state: The General Structure of the Controversy,” Theological 

Studies, 14 (March 1953), 14. 



163 

 

 

The result, for Murray, was that we must distinguish carefully between the core 

principles of Leo’s thoughts, and those elements of his documents which are shaped more by the 

historical contingencies of his time.  He argued that because circumstances were posing such a 

challenge to Leo,  he was led to write under duress which resulted in a constant polemical 

dimension and motivation to his arguments.49  Murray’s point is that if we’re aware of the 

polemics, we can better see what Leo XIII was against, rather than what he was for.50  Quite 

clearly, Leo was against a separation of church and state, but it must be borne in mind that the 

separation he decried was a totalizing separation where the state becomes the only institution 

which would become responsible for all of the diverse needs and ends of human nature, 

encompassing both the material and spiritual.  Murray’s point is salient; we ought not expect Leo 

to give a positive vision of what he thought the church-state relationship should be, so much as 

we should expect him to say what it does not look like.  The principles Leo outlined give us just 

that, foundational ideas about the matter.  But they are not stated in concrete fashion.  On this, 

Murray drew attention to the fact that Leo call for flexibility and adaptability, even on the part of 

the church.  Murray cited texts from Leo’s letters to the American church, discussed above, but 

perhaps a better example comes from Libertas, where Leo XIII at a few points called the idea of 

separation of church and state a “fatal theory.”51  Later in the letter, near its end, Leo admitted 

that there may be cases where the church should be willing to adapt to the changing times, at 

least in small ways: 

 
49 Ibid., 14: “It is not too much to say that the constant brooding presence of the Enemy in all the concreteness of his 

historical form resulted at times in an interference with the free flow of positive doctrine.”  
50 Ibid., 14-15: “What he was for does not come out quite so clearly was what he was against…..in a word, his 

polemic moves onto the historical plane; his doctrine stops short of it.”  
51 Leo XIII, Libertas, #18. 
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Lastly, there remain those who, while they do not approve the separation of church and 

state, think nevertheless that the church ought to adapt herself to the times and conform to 

what is required by the modern system of government. Such an opinion is sound, if it is to 

be understood of some equitable adjustment consistent with truth and justice; in so far, 

namely, that the church, in the hope of some great good, may show herself indulgent, and 

may conform to the times in so far as her sacred office permits. But it is not so in regard 

to practices and doctrines which a perversion of morals and a warped judgment have 

unlawfully introduced.52 

 

Here, one could argue that Leo is confirming Murray’s view.  According to Murray, there was an 

inherent contingency to providing positive direction to political matters, as political institutions 

are likely to change.  Leo can thus firmly and completely reject false ideas, but he cannot so 

clearly mandate what should be done instead.  His polemics, then, is helpful for seeing what he 

rejects.  As far as what Leo’s concrete demands on the issue of church-state relations, Murray is 

less able to derive any specific conclusions. 

Murray filled in and expanded upon the argument he had sketched early in the Leonine 

series in later essays.  Interestingly, the most important of his articles in the Leonine series is one 

that was only published after his death.53 In this later article, Murray compares the views of Leo 

XIII with the thoughts of Pope Pius XII, who had made some rather significant comments on 

church-state relations in his pontificate that, at first glance, seemed incompatible with Leo’s 

views.54   Murray confirms this view by noting that in the twentieth century, Pius XII’s 

presentation of church-state relations had a rather different emphasis than did Leo’s.  Pius argued 

on a more abstract plane, reasoned with universal principles, and drew careful distinctions that 

were simply not possible for Leo to adopt in his historical context.  Because of the difference of 

 
52 Leo XIII, Libertas, #41. 
53 Cf. John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII and Pius XII: Government and the Order of Religion,” in Religious Liberty: 

Catholic Struggles with Pluralism, edited by J. Leon Hooper, S.J. (Louisville, KY: Westminster Knox), 49-125. 
54 As Russel Hittinger argues, Pius XII is where we can find the origin of more contemporary teaching on the 

Roman estimation of modern states, particularly in his Christmas addresses from 1942 and 1944.  Cf. F. Russel 

Hittinger, “The Declaration on Religious Liberty, Dignitatis Humanae” in Vatican II: Renewal Within Tradition, ed. 

Matthew Lamb and Matthew Levering (New York: Oxford Press, 2008), 359-382. 
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circumstances, therefore, Murray argued that the tone and emphases of Pius XII and Leo XIII do 

differ substantially.  However, he affirmed that, in the end, their basic principles could coexist. 

Murray additionally argued that Leo desired a distinction and separation between the church and 

the state, but his desire was driven by very different principles than those that modern liberal 

political theorists utilized.  Leo wanted a separation precisely so that the state would not control 

the church; yet his desire was not for the church to control the state.  Leo wanted, most critically, 

for the church to have freedom in naming priests and bishops to new posts, the ability to operate 

schools, and the freedom to control marriage laws for Catholics (i.e. not to be bound to civil 

marriage laws).  The consequence of this, according to Murray, is that Leo was arguing for a 

political duality of sorts: two societies, two laws, two moral systems.  What Leo feared was a 

political monism which would make the state the sole arbiter of the common good, of theological 

principles, and other fundamental ideals.  Thus, Leo’s insistence at various points against the 

freedom of religion, and in favor of Catholicism, should be understood as a reaction, not to 

modern democratic forms of government and religious liberty, but to the outright anti-Catholic or 

even anti-religious aims of many of his contemporary geographic and political neighbors.   The 

focus of Murray’s argument then shifts to consider the role of religious establishment.  As 

indicated above, in the discussion on Americanism, Leo XIII had implied that a freedom of the 

church to be merely one religion among many, as it obtained in America at the time, was not 

ideal.  Instead, he argued that the state must officially support one religion only, namely 

Catholicism.  

In short, Murray’s argument is that Leo’s encyclicals, when read with a critical eye to 

their polemical context, does not require an official state religion, or a union of altar and throne.  

However, Murry claims that Leo’s doctrine does require that the state not officially adopt a total 
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relativism or anti-religious attitude.  Further, he argued that Leo does not mandate extermination 

of non-Catholic religious practice or belief as a principle of Catholic doctrine. Instead, Murray 

argued that there may be times when the common good requires religious liberty as a principle, 

in order to prevent greater evils which may be associated with forced establishment.  Hence, 

Murray concludes that in terms of theological principles, Leo and Pius were in agreement: 

Catholicism alone is the true religion, and the government ought to support true religion.  

Further, Murray also felt that Leo and Pius XII also agreed with regard to practical realities, even 

though they were writing in widely different contexts.  Leo was fighting for the existence of 

Catholicism, and so pushed hard for the theological principle above all else.  Thus his strong 

emphasis on the truth of the Catholic faith above all others.55  Pius XII, writing in the modern 

context after WWII, was writing and thinking more about practical concerns, because the 

theological issue at the core of Leo’s papacy was no longer perceived as being in jeopardy.  

Practically, then, Pius allowed for pluralism, on the grounds that it is more beneficial to the 

growth of an international community.  

Murray also offered some suggestions as to what Leo XIII meant by his insistence that 

the state has a duty to support religion.  Aside from the emphasis on structures of order and the 

liberty of the church, Murray imagined what a publicly supported Catholicism might look like.  

To do so, Murray employed a concept that Leo XIII frequently used, namely distinguishing 

between the natural law and human law.  Thus, with respect just to the natural law, humans have 

a duty to obey the sabbath.  But, in human legislation, according to Murray, it would be 

inappropriate to legally enforce the command to worship.  Murray noted then that public support 

 
55 Cf. Murray, “Leo XIII and Pius XII: Government and the Order of Religion,” 60: “He had to join together what 

sectarian Liberalism had put asunder, divine law and human law.  In consequence, his emphasis had to fall so 

heavily on the moral and theological norm of law that the nice balance between this norm and the juristic norm, 

which is characteristic of the tradition (as stated, for instance, by St. Thomas), is disturbed.”  
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for the duty to worship takes shape in the form of allowing workers the time to attend their 

worship services, not in legally punishing those who do not attend.  This basic approach follows 

the thought of Thomas Aquinas, who argued that the state cannot ban or punish all evil, or try to 

outlaw every sin.  For Aquinas, only a minimum of morality can be legislated.  This, in his view, 

is why the Gospels exist, why divine law exists, and is part of the duty of the church to try and 

support religion by allowing Christians the freedom to practice their faith, not by enforcing it as 

a legal obligation.  Similarly, Murray argued that public worship might look something like civic 

leaders invoking a prayer to God before a Memorial Day ceremony, or calling for a day of 

prayer.56  For Murray, Leo’s argument about the state supporting religion meant primarily 

allowing religious observance, and it certainly did not mean legally requiring religious activity, 

or pushing those who do not participate in worship of God. 

Dignitatis Humanae 

 Before addressing the contemporary arguments about how to interpret Dignitatis, it will 

be helpful to give a brief account of the content of the document.  After summarizing its main 

concepts and arguments, I will present a series of different reactions and interpretations to 

Dignitatis.  To begin with, it is helpful to know that at the outset of Vatican II, there was not a 

schema for a single, stand-alone document on the question of religious liberty.57  Instead, 

throughout the Council’s sessions there had been a number of suggestions about placing a small 

statement on the issue within another document.  Possibilities included religious liberty being 

included in document on the church (Lumen Gentium) or to attach the religious liberty to the 

document on ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio).  Eventually, it was decided that it should 

 
56 Cf. Murray, “Leo XIII and Pius XII: Government and the Order of Religion,” 54-55. 
57 Schemas were essentially outlines of the principle points to be discussed.  Schemas were prepared by people 

working within the Vatican in advance of a council to give a starting point and basic direction to the work of the 

various committees that would produce the individual documents of Vatican II. 
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stand on its own.  As Russell Hittinger notes, Dignitatis, though a very short document, would  

undergo nearly 400 amendments before it was finalized.58   

 In its final version, Dignitatis is only fifteen paragraphs or articles in length, and it 

consists of two major chapters.  The first chapter essentially presents an argument in favor of 

religious liberty based on human reason, human development, and the increased awareness of 

human dignity.  The references in the footnotes to chapter one show that the primary background 

on the argument is the teaching of 20th century popes, especially John XXIII and Pius XII.  It is 

worth noting however that there are some very clear references to the papacy of Leo XIII in this 

section also, both by the content of the argument and with respect to the references cited in the 

footnotes.  The second chapter reinforces the argument for religious liberty but grounds it firmly 

in the Bible.  One could say then that the two chapters represent the view of religious liberty 

from the perspective of reason and revelation.  The emphasis in each chapter, though, is not just 

on the different sources used to support the argument, but on the kind of questions being 

considered. 

 The first chapter of the declaration is focused primarily on the notion of human dignity.  

Leaning on this concept, which Pius XII developed especially in his Christmas addresses of 1942 

and 1944, the Council argues that because of the intrinsic dignity of the human person, the 

church fundamentally opposes any coercion in the realm of religion.  As the opening paragraph 

indicates, because there has been an increasing awareness of the value of human dignity, and 

also an increasing concern about government restrictions on religion, the Catholic church wants 

to provide a consideration of the basic principles of religious liberty in a way that “draws forth 

 
58 Cf. Russell Hittinger, “The Declaration on Religious Liberty, Dignitatis Humanae” in Vatican II: Renewal Within 

Tradition, ed. Matthew Lamb and Matthew Levering (New York: Oxford Press, 2008), 359 
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new things that are always in harmony with the old.”59  The document is clear, however, that this 

new focus on the individual right to religious liberty does not mean that the Council is 

proclaiming a religious relativism.  On the contrary, the document still claims that Catholicism is 

the one true religion, but this must be balanced with a recognition of the individual right to 

religious liberty.    Thus, the Council proclaims an individual right to religious liberty, but it does 

not totally rescind its view of the objective norms of religious duties.  It simply wants to 

reconsider the way in which religious duties are pursued.  The Council wants people to pursue 

religion out of their own free will, not under duress of any sort:  

This Vatican Council likewise professes its belief that it is upon the human conscience 

that these obligations fall and exert their binding force. The truth cannot impose itself 

except by virtue of its own truth, as it makes its entrance into the mind at once quietly 

and with power.  Religious freedom, in turn, which men demand as necessary to fulfill 

their duty to worship God, has to do with immunity from coercion in civil society. 

Therefore, it leaves untouched traditional Catholic doctrine on the moral duty of men and 

societies toward the true religion and toward the one church of Christ.60 

 

The argument of Chapter One of Dignitatis more or less consists of the basic principle of 

the right to religious freedom, sometimes expressed as the right to freedom from coercion.  The 

principle applies in two ways: nobody can be either forced to act against their conscience, nor 

prevented from acting in accord with their conscience in matters of religion.61  This right is 

grounded in two ideas: the intrinsic dignity of all humankind and the sacredness of individual 

conscience.  The document also recognizes that because the right to religious liberty concerns the 

common good, a civil government does have some right to prohibit religious expression, but only 

 
59 Dignitatis Humanae, #1 in Vatican II: The Conciliar and Postconciliar Documents, ed. by Austin Flannery, O.P. 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1975).  
60 Dignitatis Humanae, #1. 
61 Cf. Dignitatis Humanae, #3: It follows that he is not to be forced to act in a manner contrary to his conscience. 

Nor, on the other hand, is he to be restrained from acting in accordance with his conscience, especially in matters 

religious. 
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if a particular religious expression can be considered a violation either of other people’s right to 

religious liberty, or if it is a hindrance to public order.  One can see two major concerns in this 

half of Dignitatis.  The first, already mentioned, is the individual right.  The second concern is 

that governments should not place any restrictions on matters of religion, and this includes a 

clear statement that part of the individual right to religious liberty includes the right to form 

religious communities in association with others, and to disseminate their religious teachings, 

among other things.  In essence then the concern is that the individual right should be respected 

as it extends, organically, into a social or communal right.   

When Dignitatis discusses the social or communal aspects of religious liberty, we see a 

close parallel to the arguments of Leo XIII.  For example, Leo XIII focused on the liberty of the 

church, arguing from his first encyclical, and in many that followed, that the liberty of the church 

is important for a healthy society.  In Dignitatis, the Council Fathers make a very similar 

argument.  After stressing the importance of individual rights, they consider the rights of 

religious communities, particularly their freedom from government interference. The document 

argues, in language that is strikingly Leonine, that human nature is by definition social, and 

religious communities are therefore an essential good of human nature and are constitutive of the 

very idea of religion.  The text clarifies that this means religious communities should be free to 

select and train their own ministers without interference from the state, communicate with their 

members, start educational institutions, etc.  Dignitatis understands the individual right to 

religious liberty to be very important, but also emphasizes these communal rights.  The scope of 

the communal rights includes many of the same concerns that Leo XIII argued for in his papacy: 

the right to education, to property, to the formation of clergy, and to public worship.62  Dignitatis 

 
62 Cf. Dignitatis Humanae, #4: Religious communities also have the right not to be hindered, either by legal 

measures or by administrative action on the part of government, in the selection, training, appointment, and 
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also emphasizes that religious individuals and communities should be allowed to contribute to 

public life.  The argument is focused on not allowing religion to be privatized, either by focusing 

solely on individual, and not communal rights, or by trying to stop religious organizations from 

being part of the public sphere.   

Chapter two of the document attends to the way that scripture informs the argument for 

religious liberty.  The Council Fathers note the limitations of this argument from scripture early 

in the chapter, stating that although “revelation does not affirm in so many words the right to 

immunity from external coercion in religious matters, it nevertheless shows forth the dignity of 

the person it all its fullness.”63  In reflecting on the witness of the Bible with regard to human 

dignity and religious liberty, the Council Fathers note that Jesus showed tremendous respect for 

human freedom, and that true faith in Christ can only genuinely take root if that faith is professed 

through an authentic and free act of the will.  As they note, Jesus did use miracles and did 

encourage people to follow him, but he never coerced; instead he “acted patiently in attracting 

and inviting his disciples.”64  Even more than exercising patience, Jesus acknowledged that some 

of the people he invited to faith would not accept the offer.  Dignitatis cites Jesus’s parable of the 

 
transferal of their own ministers, in communicating with religious authorities and communities abroad, in erecting 

buildings for religious purposes, and in the acquisition and use of suitable funds or properties. 

Religious communities also have the right not to be hindered in their public teaching and witness to their 

faith, whether by the spoken or by the written word. However, in spreading religious faith and in introducing 

religious practices everyone ought at all times to refrain from any manner of action which might seem to carry a hint 

of coercion or of a kind of persuasion that would be dishonorable or unworthy, especially when dealing with poor or 

uneducated people. Such a manner of action would have to be considered an abuse of one's right and a violation of 

the right of others. 

In addition, it comes within the meaning of religious freedom that religious communities should not be 

prohibited from freely undertaking to show the special value of their doctrine in what concerns the organization of 

society and the inspiration of the whole of human activity. Finally, the social nature of man and the very nature of 

religion afford the foundation of the right of men freely to hold meetings and to establish educational, cultural, 

charitable and social organizations, under the impulse of their own religious sense. 

63 Dignitatis Humanae, #9 (Flannery edition) 
64 Dignitatis Humanae, #11 (Flannery edition) 



172 

 

wheat and chaff to support why the church and all Christians ought to ardently support religious 

liberty; if the master allowed people to not believe, the disciples ought to follow suit. Another 

key piece of scriptural evidence comes from passages in the New Testament where Jesus makes 

a distinction between religion and the state.  One particular text they highlight is Jesus’s 

admonition regarding taxation in Matthew 21: “Then he said to them, “Render therefore to 

Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”65  Dignitatis notes that 

Jesus “recognized civil authority and its rights...but he gave clear warning that the higher rights 

of God must be respected.”66  What the document implies is that Jesus acknowledged and did not 

rebuke the distinction or separation of church and state, because religion should be separate from 

civil law.  The connection then is that, taking this principle, one can argue to a right to religious 

liberty because there are some things which belong to God, and others which belong to Caesar.   

Jesus, in his ministry, did not force anyone into belief.  If Jesus does not force religious belief on 

anyone, then the argument is that his followers should not, either.  While that argument and the 

principles that support it are sound, Dignitatis also mentions that the Catholic church has not 

always lived up to that ideal.  But, in the context of Vatican II’s increasing historical awareness 

and its more profound recognition of human dignity and liberty, the Council is able to assert a 

fundamental right to religious liberty. 

Three final things to note.  First, it is important to highlight the Leonine theme of the 

liberty of religious organizations vis a vis the state.  While many commentators on the document 

focus on the tensions between Dignitatis and Leo’s view of religious establishment, they tend to 

overlook how the document shares some common features with Leo’s views.  For instance, the 

call for rights of worship, the right to religious education, and the just social order are all items 

 
65 Matthew 21:21, RSVCE. 
66 Dignitatis Humanae, #11 (Flannery edition) 
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Leo mentioned and argued for in his encyclicals.  Second, the tension between the older 

approach to church and state relations is evident even within the document itself.  The opening 

article highlights this by saying that the Council is trying to draw out new truths which are 

related to the tradition, and also by stressing that it leaves the traditional teaching intact.  The 

short document seems to be trying to do something new, while at the same time remaining 

faithful to the prior teaching of the popes and of the church.  This leads to the third point, namely 

the very fact that Dignitatis, from its outset, has been seen as a document which tries to hold onto 

the old tradition of the magisterium of Leo XIII, while at the same time responding to new 

situations.  This is a very Leonine way to approach theological development.  As Leo himself 

called for in Aeterni Patris, theological work has to find a way to respond to new situations, to 

the signs of the times (to use Vatican II language) but without abandoning the tradition and 

heritage of the church.  One critical idea for interpreting Dignitatis, then, entails this balancing 

act of trying to hold firm to Leo’s teaching, while applying it to a new circumstance and context.  

As I will demonstrate in the next section, this careful sifting and selection of how one set of 

documents can be read and interpreted, in light of new contexts, is at the heart of the Leonine 

project, especially with regard to questions of church and state. 

Tensions Interpreting Dignitatis and Leo’s Current Status 

 In the grand narrative of Catholic theological developments in the twentieth century, 

Vatican II rightly stands out as a significant ecclesial moment.  In the years following the 

council, change and new approaches dominated the theological landscape within Catholicism.  

Yet, as more time has gone on, and change has become somewhat normal, there have been new 

movements to reconsider some of the theological developments after the Council.  This often 

comes from groups which reject Vatican II outright, and tends to be limited to small numbers of 
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theologians and scholars.  However, in recent years, there has been renewed focus on the 

question of religious liberty by a growing group of scholars called integralists.  They center their 

work on trying to unite the natural and supernatural ends of human nature, and of civil society 

and, by consequence, Leo XIII and Dignitatis loom large in their theological imagination.  I will 

now, in the remaining pages, deal with first the integralists and then other groups of scholars who 

have tried to respond to the tension between Leo’s church-state doctrine and the doctrine of 

Vatican II.  Finally, I will argue that the reason/revelation distinction, raised in earlier chapters, 

can be applied to the question of church-state relations as a helpful Leonine key. 

Integralism and its Leonine Heritage 

 A small but growing group of scholars have begun to use the label “integralism” to 

describe a different approach to the interpretation of Leo XIII and Vatican II.67  It should be said 

that their project is not merely about the question of how to read Leo’s encyclicals or Dignitatis 

Humanae, but their project is nonetheless centrally related to the questions I have been exploring 

in this chapter.  Their essays and opinions on how the church should relate to the modern world 

are mostly published on the internet, but some integralist thinkers have also been given fairly 

prominent coverage at some major theological academic conferences68, and there are some 

published works which are representative of this general approach to the question.69   

Perhaps the most prominent voice is Father Edmund Waldstein, a Cistercian priest who is 

also the son of Michael Waldstein, the translator of John Paul II’s Theology of the Body.  Father 

 
67 Cf. Edmund Waldstein, “What is Integralism Today,” church Life Journal, Oct. 31, 2018, 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/what-is-integralism-today/ 
68 The 2018 Notre Dame Center for Ethics featured a roundtable discussion which included Patrick Deneen of Notre 

Dame University and Adrian Vermeule of Harvard Law School, two scholars who explore these questions in their 

work. 
69 Cf. Andrew Willard Jones, Before church and state: A Study of Social Order in the Sacramental Kingdom of 

Louis IX (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Academic, 2017); Patrick Deneen, Why Liberalism Failed (New Haven: Yale, 

2018); Thomas Crean and Alan Fimister, Integralism (Ediciones-Scholasticae: Neunkirchen-Seelscheid Germany, 

2020).  Edmund Waldstein is also currently working on a book on the subject. 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/what-is-integralism-today/
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Waldstein has done a lot of writing on his own website as well as founding an online platform 

for essays and other elements of integralist thought, The Josias.70  Increasingly the Notre Dame 

Center for Public Policy’s online journal, the Church Life Journal, has featured some discussion 

and debate about the merits of integralism.  What separates the views of the integralists from 

other debates about Dignitatis Humanae or from the teachings of Leo XIII is that their concern is 

not so much about specific texts or documents as it is about general principles of what the church 

should look like in the modern world.  The main thesis of the integralist movement is this:  

Catholic Integralism is a tradition of thought that rejects the liberal separation of politics 

from concern with the end of human life, holding that political rule must order man to his 

final goal. Since, however, man has both a temporal and an eternal end, integralism holds 

that there are two powers that rule him: a temporal power and a spiritual power. And 

since man’s temporal end is subordinated to his eternal end the temporal power must be 

subordinated to the spiritual power.71 

 

 Here one sees immediately the connection with the Leonine two powers thesis.  So, while 

they do not make all of their arguments in Leonine language, they nonetheless borrow heavily 

from his ideas.  Indeed, on the Josias website in their online “library,” they have a good 

collection of Leo’s most important encyclicals on church and state questions.  As Waldstein 

explains, integralism is a large project aimed at keeping the natural and supernatural ends of 

human life integrated, rather than separated.  The cause of the separation of natural from 

supernatural ends is, of course, the subject of a rather wide-ranging debate.  In Waldstein’s 

treatment, political liberalism is one part of the problem, but he doesn’t imagine the modern 

separation of religion (the supernatural end) from politics (the natural end) to be something 

which was directly caused by the Enlightenment.  In an early discussion, he mentions that some 

 
70 Cf. The Josias, www.thejosias.com; Edmund Waldstein, “Integralism,” 

https://sancrucensis.wordpress.com/2014/01/16/integralism/. Waldstein is also working on a book on integralism as 

of January 2020.  
71 https://thejosias.com/2016/10/17/integralism-in-three-sentences/ 

https://thejosias.com/2015/02/03/the-good-the-highest-good-and-the-common-good/
https://thejosias.com/2015/02/03/the-good-the-highest-good-and-the-common-good/
https://thejosias.com/2016/03/03/integralism-and-gelasian-dyarchy/
http://www.thejosias.com/
https://sancrucensis.wordpress.com/2014/01/16/integralism/
https://thejosias.com/2016/10/17/integralism-in-three-sentences/
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of the roots of the divide between supernatural and natural ends can be traced as far back as 

Suarez and other high scholastic philosophers, whose speculations about the state of pure nature 

led to a rigid separation between the natural and supernatural.  On this reading, liberalism and 

Enlightenment thought merely followed this divide and took it to its logical end.  Waldstein 

argues, interestingly, that a part of the problem rests in a misunderstanding of Aquinas’ view of 

nature and grace.  Waldstein claims that Aquinas made a distinction between nature and super-

nature, but that he didn’t imagine human beings to be merely natural beings who, through grace, 

were given an additional or extra supernatural end to achieve.  Rather, for Aquinas, the natural 

and supernatural were both integrated and oriented human beings and creation, finally, to one 

supernatural end, even though at times we come to know the supernatural end only through 

natural means.  

 In the integralist thesis, political society is not something utterly distinct from our 

supernatural end.  The difficulty for integralist thinkers is how precisely one can (re)-unite the 

natural and supernatural ends of human society into the political realm.  Critics of integralism 

argue that the use of coercive power by the church, authorized by a Catholic state, has been a 

source of embarrassment and constitutes un-Christian uses of power.72  Timothy Troutner, for 

instance, accuses integralists such as Waldstein of encouraging and approving of the use of 

violent means which Christ rejected.  Troutner argues that the integralist program has no way to 

avoid serious abuses of power against heretics and non-Christians and that it fundamentally 

misunderstands the kenotic self-emptying of Christ on the cross.73  Troutner also argues that 

 
72 Cf. Vittorio Messori, Kidnapped by the Vatican? The Unpublished Memoirs of Edgardo Mortara (San Francisco: 

Ignatius Press, 2017); Cf. Romanus Cessario, “Non Possumus,” First Things February, 2018, 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2018/02/non-possumus   
73 Timothy Troutner, “The Integralist Mirroring of Liberal Ideals,” Mar. 8, 2019 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/the-integralist-mirroring-of-liberal-ideals/ 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2018/02/non-possumus
https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/the-integralist-mirroring-of-liberal-ideals/
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integralism fails to offer a creative way to connect the natural and supernatural ends of human 

life in a new way.  Rather, he claims, integralism focuses on formalized external machinations 

such as coercion and in doing so, integralism falls prey to the most basic liberalist critiques of 

religious ideology.  Thus, as Troutner states,  

...modern integralism reveals itself to be fundamentally reactionary, determined by the 

negation of its opposite. Integralism defends the abuses liberalism expects it to defend 

and opposes the ideals liberalism expects it to oppose. Liberalism and integralism are not 

alternatives. They represent opposing characters in a script written in advance by 

liberalism. Integralism cannot take us beyond liberalism—it can only more deeply 

entrench itself in its pre-drawn battle lines. 

 

In response, Waldstein notes that Christ does allow himself to suffer, and in that way 

endorses an emptying of power, rather than the use of coercion, but that Jesus also warns of a 

coming day of judgment where violence and coercion are to be expected.  Yet, Waldstein also 

argues that coercion is a part of all human life, and that it is not incompatible with the pursuit of 

a final, supernatural end.  The primary focus of Waldstein’s response to Troutner is that 

liberalism is aimed at eradicating hierarchies, and for Waldstein, hierarchy is a necessary feature 

which preserves, not destroys, freedom and dignity.  He cites the Rule of St. Benedict as a 

positive example of the value of hierarchy and coercion.  New monks, according to the Rule, 

must submit to those monks who are their senior in the monastic life, even if in terms of 

biological age the new monk is much older than a senior brother in the community.  This 

hierarchy, Waldstein holds, teaches important principles of the spiritual order.  Coercion, too has 

a role to play in the Rule which seems, at first, to be harsh and unnecessary but which, by its 

very logic is designed to be so only in the beginning stages.  Waldstein argues that certain forms 

of integralism from the Middle Ages may have indeed been very brutal toward Jews and heretics, 

but this is not a necessary feature, and not part of what integralists want to restore.  Waldstein 
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and others are insistent that the teaching of the possibility of coercion, and of the primacy of 

religion over the state cannot be abandoned.  Only by reuniting the two ends of humankind can 

liberalism’s errors be solved.   

Others, like Joseph Trabbic, professor of philosophy at Ave Maria University, argue that 

while the subordination of the natural to the supernatural is important, coercion or something like 

it is not the only way to attain this goal.  Trabbic notes that  

The principal point of a Catholic state, I take it, is for the Gospel to inform deeply not 

only the culture but the legislation too. However, we always need to work on the culture 

first. Of course, that doesn’t mean abandoning the political sphere. The idea is simply 

that without a receptive cultural base, the political superstructure will be of little value. A 

Catholic political order will emerge organically and freely only from a Catholic culture. 

Such a culture is what Catholics should focus on building today.74 

 
 In terms of the logic of integralism, their position is simple and seems to be consistent.  If 

human beings possess a natural and a supernatural end, then it makes sense to place the 

supernatural end as the most ontologically significant one to pursue, and thus to subordinate any 

other desires to the supernatural end.  But for these Catholic thinkers, the challenge is how to 

reconcile this vision, which is presupposed in the papacy of Leo XIII and other 19th century 

popes, with Vatican II and the teaching of a right to religious liberty.  The difficulty of the 

integralist thesis actually captures well the central problem of this chapter.  For the integralist 

thesis presupposes the enduring validity of earlier papal statements and rejects any form of 

doctrinal development which contradicts the prior magisterial documents.  Integralists decry the 

failures of political liberalism and, in various ways and to different extents, imagine that the 

solution to the removal of the supernatural end from political life can be found through some 

creative return to a set of older ideas about what a state should be and how the church and state 

 
74 Joseph G. Trabbic, “The Catholic church, the state, and Liberalism,” The Public Discourse May 2, 2018, 

https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2018/05/21405/ 

https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2018/05/21405/
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ought to relate.  They point, for instance, to the language of Dignitatis which insists that the 

teaching of the declaration on religious liberty would leave intact the prior magisterial texts as 

evidence that coercion is still allowed.  Waldstein talks of Aquinas and other scholastic thinkers 

as sources to return to as well.  Though they don’t see themselves as trying to merely retreat to 

an older set of ideas, this seems to be their main project.  The integralists are not alone in this 

attempt to try and recycle older theological ideas or reject newer ones, though. 

The Dialogos Institute and Fr. Brian Harrison 

 Self-styled as a group which “exists for the promotion and defence (sic.) of scholasticism 

within the context of the liturgical heritage of Rome and Byzantium,” this group of scholars is 

devoted to “contribute to the renewal of Catholic Theology and Philosophy and an authentically 

Christian social order through fidelity to the united witness of the holy Fathers.”75  The Dialogos 

Institute includes fellows with a variety of backgrounds from academics to religious, but their 

efforts, especially the publication of their papers from the Dignitatis Humanae Colloquium, are 

good representative sample of some of the ways more traditionalist Catholics attempt to read and 

interpret Dignitatis and reconcile its tension with Leo XIII.  Father Brian Harrison, a fellow of 

the Dialogos Institute, offers one approach that seeks not so much to return to Leo, but rather to 

offer a different interpretation of Dignitatis.   

 Harrison argues the a priori assumption that ought to govern any interpretation of 

Dignitatis Humanae, or for that matter, any of the documents of the Catholic church, is that later 

documents can be read and interpreted in such a way as to be in continuity with earlier 

documents.76  With respect to DH, Harrison notes that during the preparation of the document 

 
75 This description comes from the back cover of their volume of the proceedings of a meeting on Dignitatis 

Humanae in 2017. 
76 Brian Harrison, “Reading Dignitatis Humanae Within a Hermeneutic of Continuity,” in Dignitatis Humanae 

Colloquium, Dialogos Institute Proceedings, Volume 1 (2017), p. 45 
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and the voting process, there were a number of important interventions by Pope Paul VI, as well 

as comments from the official relator of the document that were meant to indicate that the 

doctrine being proposed in DH must be understood as cohering with the earlier magisterial 

pronouncements on the question of church and state, with specific reference to the documents of 

Pope Leo XIII.77  He points our attention here to the preamble to the text, with its emphasis on 

developing anything new from out of the old.78  Harrison also notes that, within the scope of 

Vatican II, DH is a relatively low-level document.  Because it was not a major dogmatic 

constitution, but a more focused declaration, it consists not so much of official doctrinal teaching 

(though his view is that it does contain some, namely article 2), but instead is comprised of 

prudential policy which was meant to reflect the new situation the church found itself in in the 

twentieth century.  The reason this is important, he argues, is because many traditionalist 

Catholics who reject DH because of its apparent contradiction with previous magisterial 

teaching, only consider the parts of the document which are meant to be prudential judgements 

or applications of general doctrine.  That is to say, they are mistaking prudential reasoning or 

contingent matters for doctrinal or essential teaching, and so creating a false sense of 

contradiction. Where someone like Murray might point to the need for a close and careful 

reading of Leo XIII or other historical documents, Harrison wants to say sometimes the same 

approach has to be applied to newer documents; they can’t be read and interpreted in a simplistic 

fashion because doing so leads to unnecessary accusations of rupture in doctrine.   

 With these hermeneutical principles laid out, Harrison shows, rather conclusively, that 

the furor over DH by some traditionalist Catholics (for instance, the Society of St. Pius X), is 

 
77 Harrison, 49: “The relator told them (the council Fathers) that this and other last-minute additions to the text were 

meant to express more clearly the doctrinal coherence of the declaration they were being asked to approve with 

‘ecclesiastical documents up til the time of the Supreme Pontiff Leo XIII.”  
78 Harrison, 45. 
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misplaced.  As he argues, the criticism of the text of DH often centers around two key issues.  

First, there is the move from the pre-conciliar view of the right to religious freedom, often 

expressed in the phrase “error has no rights” to the teaching of DH that all human beings have a 

right to religious liberty.  Critics of DH argue that the call to recognize and constitutionally 

protect a right to religious liberty is an obvious contradiction of the view of Gregory XVI, Pius 

IX, and Leo XIII, because they were vocally opposed to religious indifferentism.  If Vatican II 

taught that people have a right to believe whatever they want, rather than an obligation to follow 

the Catholic faith, the argument goes, then clearly the view of Vatican II cannot be held in 

continuity with the view of older popes.  But as Harrison discusses, this is a poor and careless 

reading of the meaning of Vatican II’s view of the right to religious liberty.  In fact, the 

document does not teach that human beings have simply no duty to find the true religion or 

follow it.  Strictly speaking, the document maintains that Catholicism is the true religion and that 

human beings and civil society have a duty to conform to the Catholic religion.  However, this 

duty is a moral duty, and one that cannot be enforced by the state.  As the Council Fathers argue, 

for religious faith to be in congruity with human dignity, the faith must be chosen free from any 

coercion.  This is the key point for Harrison: the council teaches only that the state cannot force 

someone to violate their conscience, either by requiring them to be Catholic, or by forcing them 

to apostatize from their religious tradition.  But this means that there is a limited view of the 

freedom of religious liberty, and that the teaching of the document addresses only the 

government’s role.  The result then is that prior teachings, including Leo XIII, are speaking of a 

moral duty, while DH is thinking in terms of legal or civil freedom.   Harrison frames the choice 

in terms of two propositions, the first of which DH affirms, and the second of which many 

traditionalist Catholics understood to be the teaching of previous popes or councils: 
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P: It is unjust for human authority (Catholic or non-Catholic) to prevent people from 

publicly acting in accord with their conscience in religious matters, unless such action 

violates legal norms, based on the objective moral order, that are necessary for 

safeguarding: (a) the rights of all citizens; and/or (b) public peace; and/or (c) public 

morality. 

P1: It is sometimes just for human authority (Catholic or non-Catholic to prevent people 

from publicly acting in accord with their conscience in religious matters even when such 

activity does not violate any of the three general norms, (a), (b), and (c), specified in P. 79 

 

Harrison argues that the presumption that the teaching of 18th and 19th century popes is fairly 

represented by P1 is inaccurate.  This brings us to the second key issue in Harrison’s argument, 

namely the notion of toleration.  It is true that popes in the past exhorted civil rulers to enforce 

Catholicism in various ways, either by promoting Catholic devotion, or by punishing non-

Catholics, typically by requiring non-Catholic worship to be held out of public view.  Here again, 

this reality must be considered in its historical context.  As Harrison argues, the issue of using 

the state to punish non-Catholics or to favor Catholicism, though it did happen and was evident 

in earlier papal documents, was never part of the official teaching of the church.  Instead, he 

argues that this use of coercion, although it happened, was not a moral or doctrinal injunction, 

but was a prudential judgement.  He points, for instance, to the fact that often this was an attempt 

to protect the common good in countries which were officially Catholic and where the large 

portion of the population was Catholic.  But, because there are few officially Catholic countries 

left in the world, and because there is less to be gained from the use of civil coercion, Harrison 

notes that Vatican II chose not to address the issue.  Sensing the changing circumstances of the 

modern world, which was the inspiration for calling the Council to begin with, the Fathers called 

instead to respect individual freedom.  This does not mean, then, that error suddenly has rights.  

It means though that in principle, because of a prudential judgement, the church is willing to 

 
79 Harrison, 50. 
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emphasize the right to freedom from coercion rather than to emphasize the state role in 

restraining non-Catholics.  Harrison goes one step further in his interpretation of DH.  He argues 

that precisely because DH emphasized freedom from coercion, the historical cases of outlawing 

non-Catholic religious expression must be considered an error. 

He cites earlier church authorities on this issue who noted the principle of tolerating other 

forms of monotheism rather than forbidding every non-Catholic religion from existing.  As he 

sees it, the entire question of public religious expression has to be evaluated now, not in terms of 

truth or error, true religion or false religion, but rather in terms of public order.  Thus “the 

Council has effectively rejected the view that, always and everywhere, it is only those who 

adhere to religious truth who have a natural right not to be prevented by those in power from 

publicly manifesting their religion.”80  Historically, there has been at least some recognition by 

the church that non-Catholics deserve some realm of religious freedom.  Aquinas, for instance, 

argued that Jews and Muslims could not justly be prevented from instructing their children in 

Judaism or Islam.  This does not mean that Aquinas thought they were exempt from the duty to 

become Catholic, but rather that he recognized it was not in the common good for them to be 

coerced into conversion or prevented by state force from teaching their children as they saw fit.  

Harrison thus notes that rather than a contradiction in doctrine, DH represents a shift in 

emphasis.  Whereas historically there had been more emphasis on the danger of theological error, 

there was an awareness that faith could not be forced, so baptisms could not for instance be held 

against one’s will.  What explains the tension, and makes the continuity between older texts and 

DH less obvious, is the changing historical circumstances, especially globalism and religious 

pluralism.  Finally, Harrison reminds readers that while DH emphasized the right to freedom 

 
80 Harrison, 52. 
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from coercion, and focused less on avoiding or prohibiting error, it does advocate for some 

limits.  That is, religious liberty, while it is a right that the Council wishes to encourage, can be 

limited when there are threats to public order, to the rights of others, or to the public peace.  This 

clarification, Harrison notes, is an important rejoinder to traditionalist Catholics who on the one 

hand highlight the apparent disparity between Leo XIII and Vatican II, while on the other hand 

making exaggerated claims that Vatican II argues for religious relativism.  The Catechism of the 

Catholic Church addresses this question as well, in paragraph 2109.81 

Martin Rhonheimer and the Hermeneutic of Reform 

 In order to get a sense of the different ways people resolve this tension between Vatican 

II and earlier documents, I now turn to consider Martin Rhonheimer, a German scholar, who has 

argued consistently that the proper way to interpret Dignitatis Humanae is to recognize what 

seems clear in the document: its teaching on religious liberty and about religious establishment is 

very different from earlier statements of the magisterium.  His fundamental starting point is that 

the element of change ought not to be so threatening.  Examining the two sets of texts, all 

recognize that the difference is not insignificant; thus we cannot merely claim a seamless 

continuity between Pius IX or Leo XIII and Dignitatis.  But at the same time, Rhonheimer argues 

that the tension or development between the 19th century magisterium and the teaching of 

Vatican II is also not so serious as to be a complete break.  Rhonheimer’s thesis then is that what 

DH taught, while noticeably different from earlier texts, is a proper development of doctrine, and 

not a contradiction.  The methodological point for Rhonheimer is that Catholic theology does not 

leave one with a choice between continuity on the one hand and rupture on the other.  Rather, 

 
81 CCC, #2109: The right to religious liberty can of itself be neither unlimited nor limited only by a "public order" 

conceived in a positivist or naturalist manner. The "due limits" which are inherent in it must be determined for each 

social situation by political prudence, according to the requirements of the common good, and ratified by the civil 

authority in accordance with "legal principles which are in conformity with the objective moral order." 
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Rhonheimer relies on Pope Benedict XVI’s call for the recognition of the interplay of continuity 

and discontinuity that leads to reform.82  From this perspective of reform, comparing the pre-

conciliar views on church-state relation to the teaching of DH provides us with a clearer picture 

of the timeless and unchanging principles of the church’s political theology.  That is to say, when 

we see the changing dimensions of the church’s theology, we can more clearly grasp what was 

unessential, and therefore open to change and even perhaps to reversal.   

The reversal is possible because it is not part of the essential and unchanging doctrine of 

the church.  At the same time, the changing aspects of the doctrine reveal in turn the parts of the 

teaching which cannot change and which are still maintained.  As Rhonheimer sees it, Pius IX 

and Leo XIII were not wholly and entirely mistaken in their individual views about the 

relationship between the Catholic church and modern states, but their view of the question was 

clouded by historical contingencies, and therefore was incomplete.  Thus, Rhonheimer rejects a 

false dichotomy between the tradition of the church and the new developments at Vatican II. Any 

view which posits either that Leo was right and Vatican II was wrong, or the inverse, is 

unhelpful and misguided.  Rather, he calls attention to some of the historical issues that 

unnecessarily entangled fundamental and timeless principles, such as the truth of the Catholic 

faith and the duty to follow it, from historical elements that were contingent, such as the idea of a 

Catholic state.  The popes, especially Leo XIII, saw a connection between religious liberty and 

religious indifferentism, which was not essential.  But because of their context, it seemed 

impossible to imagine one without the other: 

In the preconciliar magisterium, therefore, the doctrine on the unique truth of the 

Christian religion was linked to a doctrine on the function of the state and its duty to 

assure the relevance of the true religion and to protect society from the spread of religious 

error. This implied the ideal of a “Catholic state,” in which, ideally, the Catholic religion 

 
82 Martin Rhonheimer, “Benedict XVI’s ‘Hermeneutic of Reform’ and Religious Freedom,” Nova et Vetera 9, No. 4 

(2011), 1030. 
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is the only state religion and the legal order must always serve to protect the true 

religion.83 

 

What Rhonheimer argues, again following Benedict XVI, is that this connection between the 

fundamental and perennial truth of Catholicism, and its union with the ideal Catholic state, is not 

necessary.  And moreover, it is a historical anomaly that only really developed in a small stretch 

of the church’s history.   

Reflecting on the wider history of the Catholic church, Benedict points out that a more 

consistent historical view of the church’s actual relationship to the state is represented by some 

type of separation.  That is to say, the early Christian martyrs were martyrs precisely because of 

their unwillingness to acquiesce to the political demands of the Roman state, which sought a 

close unity of the spiritual and political powers.  Calling attention to this principle, Benedict 

notes that “The martyrs of the early church died for their faith in the God revealed to them in 

Jesus Christ, and as such they also died for freedom of conscience and for the freedom to confess 

their faith.”84  The result is that Vatican II proclaims, or perhaps re-claims, an element of the 

early church’s political theology by putting a restored emphasis on the right to religious liberty 

and the right of conscience.  As Rhonheimer puts it, Dignitatis presents a view that is identical to 

what the early Christians asked from the Roman government.  But at the same time, this does 

lead to a difficult reality: the positive proclamation in Dignitatis of a right to religious liberty 

does seem to contradict previous papal pronouncements.  Resolving this difficulty, Rhonheimer 

argues, involves discerning carefully between the essential and contingent elements of doctrine.  

Where the teaching on church-state relations changes, the change is not in elements concerning 

 
83 Rhonheimer, 1031. 
84 Cf. Pope Benedict XVI, Christmas Address, 2005, http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-

xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html 

http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html


187 

 

the church, but precisely considering the state.  And as he notes, there is no permanent and 

unchanging teaching on the state, precisely because the political landscape is so open to change 

and is by its nature somewhat fluid.  Leo’s teaching in this area, then, ought to be read with a 

certain understanding that it is by the very nature of its political engagement, prudential and open 

to revision in the details.  While the core principles such as the truth of Catholicism or the 

importance of a healthy political power, and the duty to respect its authority must remain firm, 

other issues such as the desire for an establishment of Catholicism are not permanent, binding 

ideas.   

 A second aspect of Rhonheimer’s argument focuses on the terminology of rupture or 

continuity. Namely, he claims that it is really the radical traditionalists who argue for rupture, 

and not the more mainstream theologians.  That is, the strident rejection of either Dignitatis or all 

of Vatican II by groups like the Society of St. Pius X is predicated upon a total rupture of 

doctrine.  It is precisely because such groups cannot seem to distinguish clearly between the 

essential elements of a doctrine and its contingent elements that lead to this view.  Rhonheimer 

argues that a careful reading of the historical texts will show the non-essential, contingent 

aspects of the doctrine.  But uncritically adopting the principles and the form or tone of the 

doctrine leads to unnecessary claims of rupture.  In a sense, the traditionalist claim of rupture 

also misses the main thrust of Vatican II, namely the role of the laity in evangelization, which 

was something that Leo XIII also stressed.  Rhonheimer points to the idea of the social kingship 

of Jesus Christ, and traditionalist concerns that abandoning the notion of the state as the secular 

or disciplinary arm of the church will lead to a religious indifferentism.  This critique, though, 

overlooks the important ways that Vatican II calls for the laity (rather than the state) to 
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evangelize the world and to instill Christian principles.85  In this way, Rhonheimer highlights the 

fact that the universal call to holiness is a necessary corollary to the right to religious liberty and 

with the two teachings operating in concert, the same vision of the unique truth of Catholicism 

and its necessary entrance into the public order is held.  These ideas, so critical to Leo XIII’s 

magisterium, have not been rejected out of hand.  However, the form of the expression has 

shifted due to historical contingencies being realized as mere historical contingencies.  

To emphasize this final point, Rhonheimer calls attention to the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church.  In a section dealing with the First Commandment, the Catechism explicitly 

references Dignitatis Humanae, and in Rhonheimer’s view, provides the definitive interpretation 

of what DH means, and its impact on the question of religious indifferentism.  Here is the 

relevant text: 

The duty of offering God genuine worship concerns man both individually and socially. 

This is “the traditional Catholic teaching on the moral duty of individuals and societies 

toward the true religion and the one church of Christ.” By constantly evangelizing men, 

the church works toward enabling them “to infuse the Christian spirit into the mentality 

and mores, laws and structures of the communities in which [they] live.”  The social duty 

of Christians is to respect and awaken in each man the love of the true and the good. It 

requires them to make known the worship of the one true religion which subsists in the 

Catholic and apostolic church.  Christians are called to be the light of the world. Thus, the 

church shows forth the kingship of Christ over all creation and in particular over human 

societies.86 

 

 
85 Cf. Lumen Gentium: “They [the laity] live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the 

very web of their existence is woven. They are called there by God that by exercising their proper function and led 

by the spirit of the Gospel they may work for the sanctification of the world from within as a leaven...Therefore, 

since they are tightly bound up in all types of temporal affairs it is their special task to order and to throw light upon 

these affairs in such a way that they may come into being and then continually increase according to Christ to the 

praise of the Creator and the Redeemer. (LG #31, emphasis added) 

 

“Through their baptism and confirmation all are commissioned to that apostolate [the lay apostolate] by the Lord 

Himself.  Moreover, by the sacraments, especially holy Eucharist, that charity toward God and man which is the 

soul of the apostolate is communicated and nourished.  Now the laity are called in a special way to make the church 

present and operative in those places and circumstances where only through them can it become the salt of the 

earth.” (LG #33, emphasis added) 

 
86 Catechism of the Catholic church, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: United states Catholic Conference, 2000), #2105 
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In this way, Rhonheimer makes the case that when there is a question of continuity or 

discontinuity, it doesn’t necessarily imply a contradiction.  Sometimes doctrinal continuity is 

expressed in ways that reveal a discontinuity in contingent elements, but which do not overturn 

fundamental theological principles.   

Thomas Pink and the Two Powers Theory 

 As stated earlier, the two powers theory is perhaps the most important component of Leo 

XIII’s theory of the relationship between church and state.  Thomas Pink, a philosopher at 

King’s College in London, has written a great deal in the last decade on the question of coercion 

in matters pertaining to religion in light of the teaching of Dignitatis Humanae.  He has also 

debated what Rhonheimer, Harrison, and other scholars have written about DH.  Pink’s most 

interesting contribution is his argument on the just order exemption in DH, which states that 

there can be no coercion in matters concerning religion, except as it relates to maintaining a just 

public order.  As Pink argues, there is a very strong tension, and an apparent contradiction 

between the Leo XIII’s teaching and DH, as well as other popes and sources of tradition (i.e. the 

Council of Trent, Pius IX, the Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law) on the issue of civil 

coercion.  Essentially, he argues that the teaching of the Catholic church prior to Vatican II was 

that the state did have the ability to coerce in religious matters, and this right was given not only 

to satisfy the demands of a just public order, but specifically out of a concern for religious 

values.87  Pink argues that other scholars overlook a central question, namely why the state was 

previously allowed to coerce in purely religious matters as the “secular arm” of the church, and 

 
87 Cf. Thomas Pink, “Dignitatis Humanae: Continuity After Leo XIII” in Dignitatis Humanae Colloquium, Dialogos 

Institute Proceedings, Volume 1 (2017), p. 105-145.  Pink cites Pope Leo the Great, the Code of Canon Law from 

1917, the Council of Trent, and a pre conciliar theology manual as examples.  I quote here the Code of Canon Law, 

from Pink’s article: “An offence that is against the law of the church alone, is, by its nature, proceeded against by 

the ecclesiastical authority alone, which, when the same authority judges it necessary or opportune, can claim the 

help of the secular arm.” 
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what it means for questions about religious coercion to say that the state may not intervene in 

religious matters any longer. 

 Pink’s starting point is that the analogy which guides Leo’s church-state thought is that of 

the church and state united as a body and soul.  The soul in the analogy is the church, and the 

body is the state.  If we pay close attention to this foundational idea, Pink argues, we can get a 

better sense of where the tension lies in later documents and how it can be resolved with respect 

to Leo’s views.   

In a body-soul dualism, there are two orders: the natural and the spiritual.  In Catholic 

theology, the spiritual order has priority over the natural, as the soul is more important than the 

body, even while there is a recognition that the person is more than merely a soul.  There is a 

unity of the two, and a person properly speaking is a body united to a soul, not merely the body 

or the soul.  However, in terms of pure ontological importance and especially when there is 

conflict, the soul is more important than the body.  So too, the church is fundamentally more 

important than the state.  Yet, in order to reach the supernatural end, natural means must be 

employed.  The state functions in relation to the church by way of providing basic conditions of 

possibility of human flourishing.  Pink notes that there are, however, some situations in which 

the body acts on behalf of the soul.  In such an instance, the soul directs the action, but authorizes 

the body to act.  The body, then, is carrying out the will of the soul.  This is how Pink argues that 

Leo and the tradition has envisaged church-state relationships.  The church has, in the past, 

authorized the state to act coercively in religious matters because there was a close union 

between the two potestas, the two societies or powers.  Because of this cooperation or union of 

the two powers, the state could then establish Catholicism as the official religion and/or punish 

other public expression of religion and eradicate heresies.  Why then does DH claim that there is 
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a right to the freedom of religion?  Pink argues that the proper way to interpret Dignitatis on the 

issue of coercion in religion is to focus on the element of civil coercion.  That is, Pink takes 

Dignitatis to be saying not that there is no possibility whatsoever of coercion in religion, but that 

there is no civil basis for coercion in religion.  This is because the contemporary civil context has 

eradicated the close union of church and state.  The result is that the state is no longer allowed to 

function as the spiritual arm of the church, coercing in matters of religion.  The state, in other 

words, functions only as a civil potestas.  Because the state is now operating with a different 

fundamental relationship to the church, Pink notes, the church can no longer call on the state as 

its secular arm to punish heretics and schismatics.  That power, which had been previously 

granted to the state via concordats, was given only because of the (real or perceived) closer 

relationship obtaining between the two powers.  But as DH and the relatio during the Council 

made clear, the teaching of the Council is meant to eliminate the power of the state to coerce in 

matters of religion.   

 Pink adds that in our modern context, Leo XIII’s vision of the church and state as 

existing in a state of harmony, each supporting the other, but allowing some autonomy where it 

was fitting, could be rendered a reality only through baptism.  That is, if a political community 

was truly and recognizably a community of the baptized, then the religious dimension of public 

life would take on a new significance.  But because this is largely no longer the case, coercion in 

religious matters is not an option.  As he puts it, the “Leonine model will still apply-but now to 

deny the state any authority to coerce religiously.  For now, detached from the church, the state 

functions merely as a potestas of the civil order--and as such has no authority to coerce in 

matters of religion.”88  Thus, Pink argues, since the state has separated itself from the church, this 

 
88 Pink, 119. 
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creates a right for human beings to be free from coercion.  If, however, the state is a community 

of the baptized, there would be a possibility for coercion in religious matters.  It is this possibility 

that Pink explores. and where his interpretation of DH differs from others.  Pink argues that 

while DH makes it clear that the state cannot coerce, this does not mean that coercion in religion 

is altogether impossible.  Rather, it is just a question of who is doing the coercing.  Vatican II 

definitively stated that the state cannot coerce, but Pink points out that the Council did not say 

the same about the church.  Pink notes that the relatio leading up to the final draft of DH 

indicated that there were concerns and questions about this issue, but that the Council Fathers did 

not want to address the question of the church’s coercive role in religious matters.  For the 

Council it was enough to settle the question about civil power and coercion.89   

 Pink argues that the distinction between the civil and ecclesial powers, the central and on 

the surface the only real new idea of DH, is a deeply Leonine principle.  That is, Leo XIII set a 

framework for thinking of modern states that makes it possible to draw out the boundaries 

between the church and state more clearly.  As Pink argues, it is actually Leonine theology, not 

secular political thought, that allows for the idea of a freedom from civil coercion.  He protests 

against readings of DH which minimize its dependence on Leo XIII and which see the 

declaration as a departure away from Leo toward secular schemas of church-state relations.  

Much like Leo himself had argued, it is specifically the church’s theological vision which insists 

that the state cannot have unlimited power over every realm of human society.  Pink argues that 

 
89 Cf. Pink, 126, quoting Vatican II, Acta Synodalia, 4.6, p. 719: “Some Fathers maintain that the declaration does 

not sufficiently show how our doctrine is not opposed to ecclesiastical documents up to the Supreme Pontiff Leo 

XIII.  As I already said in the last relatio, this material must be fully explained in future theological and historical 

studies.  As regards the substance of the problem these things must be said: while pontifical documents up to Leo 

XIII emphasized the moral duties of the public power to the true religion, the last supreme pontiffs, while retaining 

this doctrine, complete it by expounding another duty of the public power, namely the duty of respecting the 

demands of the dignity of the human person as a necessary element of the common good.  The text presented to you 

today recalls more clearly the duties of the public power towards the true religion; from which it is clear that this 

part of the doctrine is not omitted.” 
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it is precisely because religion is utterly beyond our natural end that we ought to expect the state 

to have no power to coerce religious belief.  Religious belief is, so to speak, out of bounds for the 

state.  This view, Pink notes, is distinctively Leonine: 

We have a view of the authority, or lack of it, of the state in matters of religion that is 

only really at home in the world of the Leonine Catholic state - a state that does not just 

give some polite recognition to Catholicism as ‘local colour’ (sic.), a mere feature of its 

population’s culture, but which, as Leo XIII taught was obligatory, actually 

acknowledges Catholicism as true, and because true as properly determining what 

religious rights and obligations the state will legally enact.90 

 

The crux of Pink’s argument, and his disagreement with the other views presented above, is that 

Leo’s view of the role of religion in shaping society has not been utterly rejected by DH.  Rather, 

the Council recognized a limit on the use of the state as the secular arm of the church.  But this 

still leaves the church responsible for coercion, and there is still reason, he argues, for the 

Catholic church to coerce the faithful in matters of religion for purposes other than “just political 

order.”  Pink shows that the teaching of Trent, of Suarez, and of standard moral theological 

manuals from the twentieth century show that it is the sacrament of Baptism which above all 

gives the church reason to coerce.  Once someone is baptized, they become responsible for 

following the true religion.  He argues that it cannot be maintained that a Catholic should expect 

religious liberty from the both state and the church.  Drawing on both New Testament imagery of 

the shepherd’s crook as a coercive device and the theology of original sin, Pink argues that it is 

too easy to conflate the reading of DH as being a move away from any and all coercion in 

matters of religion.  He insists it is important to maintain the possibility of the church using its 

own coercive authority and, where possible, extending that into the secular realm.  He wants, in 

other words, to maintain the possibility of coercion, but he thinks that this can only happen with 

a fundamentally different type of state.  The final analysis for Pink is that Vatican II shifted only 

 
90 Pink, 134, emphasis added. 



194 

 

the analogy of the church and state away from body-soul union that Leo had championed as a 

matter of practical recognition, but that this doesn’t say anything about whether this is ideal or 

desired.   

Conclusion 

 In an important way, I think Leo XIII gives us some resources to get out of this 

seemingly impossible situation of an incongruence between Vatican II, with its argument in 

favor of religious liberty, and some of the very strong statements from Leo himself which claim 

that religious freedom is a “fatal error.”  Yet, following Leo’s own principles, there is a way to 

harmonize the two.  For example, we can observe the way Leo handled the use of Aquinas as a 

historical source whose wisdom transcends time and history, but which also has its limitations.  

Over and against the conventional readings of Leo’s Aeterni Patris which view the encyclical as 

a form of wishful thinking that encourages a retreat to the past rather than any way to face new 

problems of modernity, I showed that his argument was much more nuanced. Most significantly, 

I noted that Leo’s claim that theologians and bishops of his time should return to Aquinas, was 

not absolute.  Leo was clear that he was not issuing a wholesale imprimatur of every opinion 

Aquinas held.  Leo wrote: 

While, therefore, We hold that every word of wisdom, every useful thing by whomsoever 

discovered or planned, ought to be received with a willing and grateful mind, We exhort 

you, venerable brethren, in all earnestness to restore the golden wisdom of St. Thomas, 

and to spread it far and wide for the defense and beauty of the Catholic faith, for the good 

of society, and for the advantage of all the sciences. The wisdom of St. Thomas, We say; 

for if anything is taken up with too great subtlety by the Scholastic doctors, or too 

carelessly stated-if there be anything that ill agrees with the discoveries of a later age, or, 

in a word, improbable in whatever way-it does not enter Our mind to propose that for 

imitation to Our age.91  

 

 
91 Leo XII, Aeterni Patris, #31. 
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Here we see that Leo was keenly aware that one cannot merely retrieve ideas from the Middle 

Ages in order to contend with modern difficulties.  Sometimes the ideas of great thinkers such as 

Thomas Aquinas can provide only starting points, or might even need to even be abandoned.  In 

Aeterni Patris, Leo does not specify any of the ideas that Aquinas may have held which were no 

longer suitable for imitation, but today even strict Thomists no longer celebrate many Thomistic 

ideas.92  The integralist thinkers I discussed earlier could certainly benefit from more careful 

consideration of this idea of carefully selecting the principles which should be used in 

responding to the problems of the modern world.  In a curious way, while they often hold Leo 

XIII in high esteem, they are violating the Leonine idea that we need to carefully discern which 

are the lasting principles of great theologians and which of their ideas might have been useful in 

their time but were constrained by their context.  To that end I think that Rhonheimer and 

especially John Courtney Murray have a more satisfying reading of Leo than do the integralists.  

Leo XIII’s historical situation with regard to the new developments in politics and the emerging 

movements that wanted to eradicate Catholicism altogether strongly shaped his arguments and 

his sense of urgency.  We can perhaps appreciate better, with the perspective of history, how 

Leo’s fundamental concerns are still valid.  That is to say, it is not in keeping with the common 

good for religion to be utterly privatized, or to promote a false religion to the exclusion of the 

true religion.  This principle is still valid, and it is easy to see the idea in full force in Dignitatis 

Humanae. Yet, Leo’s wish that Catholicism be given pride of place, and somehow have support 

of the civil state, seems quite clearly to have passed away as an unessential, historically-

conditioned, prudential judgement.   

 
92 To name just two, we might consider his argument about women being “misbegotten men” (ST I, Q. 92, Art. 1).   
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 This does not mean, however, that Leo has nothing to contribute to the discussion of 

political theology today.  Integralist critiques of liberalism and the seemingly continual removal 

of religion from public life can benefit from Leo XIII’s insights without insisting on the need for 

coercion and for the establishment of Catholicism as the official religion.  His treatment of the 

two powers theory, when read and interpreted with a historically critical eye still is very 

important.  The notion of the state as a provider of the basic goods of human communal life and 

the proper and distinct roles of the church and state can contribute to contemporary discussions.93  

One way to see this is, again, by taking a broader view of Leo’s papacy and some of his key 

projects and concerns.   

Stepping Back: Leo’s Church-State Doctrine and the Wider View 

 While it is helpful for the sake of a summary to look at Leo’s views as a list of individual 

themes, there’s also something artificial about the idea, because in Leo’s writings, one theme is 

always tied to another.  So. for instance, the discussion about authority closely relates to the 

notion of liberty, properly understood.  But I want to suggest here that there is another element to 

Leo’s thinking on church-state questions that often goes unnoticed.  That is the idea of how 

Leo’s church-state doctrine relates to other aspects of his writing and thinking.  In The church 

Speaks to the Modern World, Etienne Gilson introduces the social teaching of Leo XIII by trying 

to sort out his key themes, using some of the categories I employed above, and adding others 

which I did not adopt.94  In his explanation of the overview of Leo’s arguments, though, he does 

note the ways in which they are all related.95  He hints at an important idea that I want to expand 

 
93 Cf. Jason Heron, “The analogia communitatis : Leo XIII and the modern quest for fraternity” (PhD diss., 

University of Dayton, 2016.  Graduate Theses and Dissertations. 1212. 
94 Cf. Etienne Gilson, ed., The church Speaks to the Modern World (Garden City, N.Y.: Image Books, 1954), 1-28. 
95 Cf. Gilson, 5: The unity of inspiration of these encyclicals is visible.  Although they cannot be said to forma 

“system,” they exhibit the organic unity proper to living bodies as well as to living truth.  There is hardly a single 

one whose general conclusions are not amply confirmed by the teaching of the others, and statements of decisive 
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on here, namely that there is a certain parallel or extension of Leo’s thought from the realm of 

theology, philosophy, and scripture, into the social and political ideas he writes of elsewhere.96  

 As I see it, Leo’s doctrine on the restoration of philosophy in Aeterni Patris, and his 

views on the proper interpretation of sacred scripture (Providentissimus Deus), serve as a close 

parallel of his views on the role of church and state. Recall that in the two powers theory, 

discussed above, Leo argues for the important roles of both the political authority and the 

ecclesiastical authority.  Because human beings have an ultimate telos which is eternal and 

spiritual, there is a need for the church.  And, at the end of the day, it is the church which is of 

primary importance.  However, human beings are also oriented towards temporal, finite goods, 

and this leads to the necessity of the political authority.  Leo’s argument is that both are critically 

needed, and that the good of the human person cannot flourish without a duality of sorts.  

Political or religious monism, where one group attempts to fulfill both the temporal and eternal 

ends of humankind, is not possible.  One can see a parallel structure to the way Leo understands 

the relationship of reason and revelation, and the implications of that relationship to biblical 

scholarship.    

 Consider the similarities.  When writing both about Aquinas and the proper role of 

philosophy and scripture, Leo asserts the belief that the human person is made for an eternal end, 

namely, union with God in heaven.  The final end, then, is beyond human reason, and cannot be 

grasped without some sort of assistance.  Thus, for Leo, in both contexts – philosophy and 

biblical interpretation – there is a need for divine revelation.  Without it, he argues, we would not 

 
importance on a certain subject are frequently found in an encyclical primarily concerned with another topic.  Such 

consistency testifies to the important truth that the doctrine of all the encyclicals is fundamentally the same since it 

consists in solving many different problems in the light of the same principles.  Any attempt to reduce the contents 

of these encyclicals into a linear system would, therefore, betray their intention…” 
96 Cf. Gilson, 6-7, discussing the relationship between Aeterni Patris and the social encyclicals. 
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know about God, or what we do know would be gathered only after much effort, with much 

uncertainty, and with the admixture of many errors.  So divine revelation then is necessary in 

light of our final end, which transcends our natural capacities, especially as those capacities (for 

Aquinas, intellect and will) are deformed by original sin.  This is very similar to how Leo views 

the role of the church in modern society.  Just as humans need revelation in light of their final 

superficial end, so too humans need the church to protect and promote the supernatural good of 

human nature and civil society.  And while the role of reason is important, in the end it is 

overshadowed by the role of revelation.  Similarly, the role of the state, while crucial, is 

overshadowed by the church, in terms of absolute importance. 

The other side of the comparison works similarly well, also.  Human beings need to know 

God, but they also need to know more temporal and practical things, and this they do by the light 

of reason.  So Leo argues that it is important to encourage the practice of philosophy and the 

development of human reason.  But, even as he is arguing for the restoration of Christian 

philosophy in the mode of Aquinas, Leo cautions against putting too much emphasis on the use 

of human reason, or giving it too much liberty.  Philosophy, he argues in AP, needs to be 

restrained and in some way guided by revelation.  Of course, making this argument, Leo is also 

following Aquinas.  The parallel argument in the context of church-state debates is that the 

secular power of government is necessary.  As Leo noted in Sapientiae Christianae, government 

is meant to serve in its own sphere, but that sphere is important and necessary.  We need human 

reason for certain things, and we need government for certain things.  Having revelation or a 

church without human reason or a state is not viable.  What is needed is a complementarity, 

where both respect their proper boundaries.  So, reason must respect revelation, and revelation 

must also appreciate the goodness and purpose of reason.  In a similar fashion, the church and 
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state are called to a cooperative relationship marked not by competition, but by harmony.  As 

Leo argues, there are proper spheres of action for both authorities, and indeed there are proper 

domains for reason and revelation.   

 This is an important point to note about Leo’s thought because it colors the way we might 

think about contemporary situations of church-state conflict.  It also suggests that Leo’s church-

state teaching is not a side project which was disconnected from his other ideas, as well as the 

fact that his decision early in his pontificate to call for the restoration of philosophy was not an 

entirely abstract idea, but one which connected to other concerns.  Leo saw philosophy as a 

good, so long as it did not depart from the norms established by revelation.  He wanted to 

distinguish the authentic Catholic view from naturalism or rationalism.  The connection to the 

church-state context is that Leo essentially views the liberalism of his day as the outgrowth, in 

the realm of politics, of the ideas propagated by rationalist philosophers.  Acknowledging this 

connection helps us to appreciate Leo’s urgency in trying to address philosophical disputes in 

one of his earliest encyclical letters.  The focus on philosophy was not a pet project, just owing to 

his personal interests in philosophy.  Indeed, while Leo had an interest in Aquinas and was close 

to many people who were part of a Thomistic renewal, he didn’t consider himself an expert.  His 

motivation in AP then, becomes more understandable through the course of his pontificate and 

he writes more on the theory of the two powers.  I think this can also help us understand his 

impetus in writing PD.  It was not a totally abstract concern about the interpretation of Scripture, 

but again, was related to rationalism and naturalism.  The glue that holds Leo’s thoughts 

together, then, in the seemingly disparate areas of philosophy, scripture, and church-state affairs, 

turns out to be the problem of rationalism/naturalism, which Leo solves with the duality of 

reason and revelation.  
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There is no doubt that Leo viewed Scripture as the prime authority or, speaking more 

precisely, revelation as the prime authority for Catholics.  Human reason is good, and philosophy 

has its place, but divine revelation stands out as the most singular and sure source for ordering 

our lives.  Thus for Leo, building one’s life merely on the wisdom of philosophers, even the best 

of them like Plato, Aristotle, or Aquinas, is unsatisfactory.  Simply put, for Leo, one cannot be 

fully human and limit themselves to only the resources of philosophy.  Humans need divine 

revelation because it provides a more complete picture of what it is to be human and of the 

ultimate end of human existence.  Knowledge gained by mere reason is good, but only divine 

revelation can offer clarity of vision. 

 Revelation was necessary for Leo XIII, but he did not believe that human beings should 

read scripture alone or rely on the church’s magisterium and scripture, to the exclusion of all 

other sources of knowledge.  Neither would he say that we should ignore the human sciences or 

subordinate them totally to the dictates of a particular reading of the Bible.  In fact, as we saw in 

Chapter Two, Leo XIII was eager to get Catholics to adopt, in a prudent and careful way, the 

methods of historical criticism which precisely take the human sciences into account. This 

complementarity between reason and revelation that we have seen throughout the range of Leo’s 

corpus has implications for some of the debates about Dignitatis Humanae.  Leo would agree 

that, when it comes down to fundamental principles, religion is superior to politics and among 

religions, Catholicism is superior to all others.  Of that, there can be no doubt.  Yet that claim 

would not lead him to conclude that we are bound in every circumstance to force religion to rule 

over the other ends of society.  In fact, he does have strong views about the roles of the church 

and state, but even he realized there are distinctions and proper limits in place.  Just as Scripture 

is important but does not eliminate the need for philosophy, so too the church is important but 
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need not replace the state. Integralists might take a note out of Aeterni Patris and try to follow 

those things which Leo (and other popes before him) wrote which constitute Leo’s true wisdom, 

but perhaps not follow to the letter anything he wrote or said which may have been “ too 

carelessly stated-if there be anything that ill agrees with the discoveries of a later age, or, in a 

word, improbable in whatever way-it does not enter Our mind to propose that for imitation to 

Our age.”97 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
97 Leo XIII, Aeterni Patris, #31. 
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CONCLUSION 

One of the aims of this dissertation is to challenge the prevailing scholarly narrative 

surrounding Pope Leo XIII.  This narrative privileges his 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum and 

its contribution to the development of what has become the tradition of Catholic Social 

Teaching.  Indeed, I was inspired to write this dissertation partly to offer a corrective, namely an 

extensive and sustained treatment of Leo which avoided focusing on that document or on the 

category of social doctrine. Leo as the father of Catholic Social Thought is ground well-covered 

by other scholars.  What I have demonstrated in the chapters above is that this narrow view of 

Leo XIII misses the wider contributions he made to Catholic theological developments in the 

twentieth century and, even more significantly, in the decades beyond.  In addition, I have 

demonstrated that Leo’s significance extends beyond the breadth of his theological ideas.  He is 

also an important figure because he defies many customary categories scholars and theologians 

use, particularly when writing and thinking about the office of the papacy. The particular group 

of categories that I am most concerned with throughout the dissertation pertains to how scholars 

describe a pope’s openness to innovation and change; terms such as orthodox/heretical; 

conservative/liberal. For instance, John XXIII is often seen as a liberal pope because he called 

the Second Vatican Council to help the Catholic church respond to the changes of the 1960s, 

while John Paul II and Benedict XVI are often seen as conservative figures who wanted to cling 

to tradition and focus on dogmas.  Leo, however is a figure who seemed to both forge a new path 

for the Catholic church and, at the same time, tried to find a way to maintain a continuity with 

the traditional wisdom of the past. 
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         Leo’s magisterial documents, in their wide scope, problematize these categories and this 

somewhat pervasive way of thinking about popes. In particular many examples from his papacy 

challenge the idea of Leo as a staunch conservative. The tendency to use categories such as 

conservative and liberal, orthodox and heretical, or other such labels is very common in 

contemporary discourse about the papacy. This is especially common during papal interregnums 

or in the first few months of a new papacy.  Often, culturally common political categories are 

used as a way of comparing one pontiff to another.  Typically, Leo is considered an example of a 

staunchly conservative pope.  But what does this label accomplish?  I suggest it obfuscates, more 

than it clarifies.  For some scholars, such as Charles Curran or Owen Chadwick, the label is a 

pejorative.  The implication is that Leo would have perhaps achieved more if he had been liberal, 

rather than conservative.  This characterization often relies on his use of Thomas Aquinas as a 

guide to theology and his utilization of the natural law as a basis for engaging in some 

theological questions.  Yet, as I indicated above, Leo was from the very beginning someone 

whose thought was composed of different and sometimes conflicting tendencies.  This cuts right 

to the heart of the dissertation, in fact, and the conventional scholarly narrative of Leo.  My 

argument throughout has showed that Leo XIII tried to make room for new changes, whether 

they were political, scientific, or theological, and also tried to keep a sense of continuity with 

earlier traditions.  It is this sense of moving forward, but not abandoning the patrimony of the 

church, that complicates and confounds a simple liberal or conservative label.  Catholic 

theologians often speak of the Catholic “both and,” where there is not scripture or tradition, but 

scripture and tradition, not faith or reason, but faith and reason.  In a similar way, Leo shows a 

reverence for the tradition and a desire to find new approaches; he values tradition and change.  

The way I have analyzed Leo’s teaching, which highlights this dimension of tradition and change 
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is Leo’s duality of revelation and reason.  The twin aspects of his thought here map onto tradition 

and change.  He upheld the tradition of divine revelation, and so could be seen for that reason as 

conservative, but also welcomed human reason and the changes that it can sometimes bring.   

 As his biographers note, part of his exile from Rome before he was pope, and one of the 

reasons he did not become part of the inner circle of the Vatican for many years was precisely 

because he was seen as too liberal.  How strange that modern day scholars chide Leo for being 

too conservative, while his own contemporaries were worried that Leo would somehow undo all 

the work of the Pius IX, because he was too liberal!  Yet it is precisely this that reveals the limits 

and fruitlessness of these categories.  Especially considering the wide range of Leo’s writings, 

nearly ninety encyclical letters, it is hard to imagine one label capturing it all.  Scholars and 

commentators have always struggled with how best to characterize and classify Leo. This was 

true in his own lifetime, in the years immediately following his death, and even in discussions 

today.  But, in that regard, Leo is not unusual; papal figures rarely fit into easy labels.  One can 

see a similar sort of confusion and challenge currently as people scrutinize Pope Francis and his 

papacy.  The choices he has made, such as rejecting the papal apartments in favor of the much 

more modest Casa Saint Marta shortly after his election, or choosing to celebrate Holy Thursday 

at a prison for youth instead of at St. Peter’s Basilica have been newsworthy.   These decisions to 

adopt a lifestyle more in line with Gospel teaching, combined with his first encyclical on the 

environment and ecology, led many to hail him as a liberal and reforming pope.  But at the same 

time, Francis has been a stalwart in upholding the magisterial position of his predecessors with 

respect to contraception, abortion, and euthanasia.  In Francis’s papacy, in other words, we see a 

contemporary application of the principle I have demonstrated in this dissertation.  That is to say, 

papal decisions and teachings are rarely easy to categorize, and such categorization is not a 



205 

 

helpful tool for thinking about them.  Scholars do better to attend to the actual arguments and 

contributions of each pope, rather than trying to find a scheme or category that will capture some 

essential quality about them.  The danger that occurs if scholars fail to analyze each pope in his 

own cultural context and on his own terms is an oversimplification.  We can see this when we 

think about how those who encounter the “conservative” treatment of Leo, and only this 

treatment, might easily assume that he did not have anything original to contribute to theological 

development, and more negatively that his teaching prevented the church from moving forward. 

Clearly such a treatment ignores the considerable extent to which Leo XIII influenced the track 

of Catholic theology many years after the end of his papacy.   

A second and more specific aim of my dissertation is to show in some detail the lasting 

impact of Leo XIII’s teachings.  During his papacy, Leo undertook several important theological 

projects that would have far-reaching consequences. Whereas his predecessor operated more by 

retreat and opprobrium, Leo sought out ways to dialogue with and address the changing situation 

of the world.  This is seen most clearly in Providentissimus Deus where he argues that the church 

cannot ignore or avoid the new developments of scientific biblical criticism.  Rather, he calls for 

a prudential use of the modern methods of studying the Bible, but in a way that does not approve 

of the ideological presuppositions of the historical critical method.  In this way, Leo could be 

seen as liberal or conservative, at the same time, because he believed unequivocally that scripture 

is divinely inspired, but was also able to see the importance of finding the literal sense and the 

meaning of the human author’s intention through philological research and the examination of 

texts contemporaneous with the Bible.   In a similar way, his appeal to Aquinas maintained a 

balance between revealed truth and human reason, and his understanding of church-state 

relations was premised on the need for both natural and supernatural authority.  The evidence 
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from these examples suggests that the most significant effect of Leo’s papacy on the future 

trajectory of the Catholic Church was precisely this approach of mediation between the natural 

and the supernatural.  It is hard to imagine the opening of the windows or aggiornamento of 

Vatican II without Leo XIII’s example of trying to find common ground with the modern world. 

I agree with George Weigel that Leo is an indispensable figure in the shift of the Catholic 

Church’s general attitude toward the outside world.98  In addition, then, to the specific areas 

examined in the chapters above, one of the consequences of Leo’s projects is the basic approach 

of the church, which flourished in the twentieth century, of trying to make a positive engagement 

with new and changing contexts, rather than to merely retreat. 

What we might call the more “liberalizing” strand of Leo’s papacy stemmed from his 

willingness to accept secular sources of knowledge, especially the sciences, and to recognize the 

increasing importance of scientific development for the future of the world and thus of the 

Catholic church.  But at the same time as he was willing to accept new methods and findings, he 

also wanted to maintain continuity with traditional sources.  Yet, his relationship to these sources 

was complex, as he was willing to challenge or criticize them.  As I point out in the chapter on 

the Thomistic renewal, Leo called for the use of Aquinas, but in a careful and prudent fashion: 

We exhort you, venerable brethren, in all earnestness to restore the golden wisdom of St. 

Thomas, and to spread it far and wide for the defense and beauty of the Catholic faith, for 

the good of society, and for the advantage of all the sciences. The wisdom of St. Thomas, 

We say; for if anything is taken up with too great subtlety by the Scholastic doctors, or 

too carelessly stated-if there be anything that ill agrees with the discoveries of a later age, 

or, in a word, improbable in whatever way-it does not enter Our mind to propose that for 

imitation to Our age.99  

 

 
98 Cf. George Weigel, The Irony of Modern Catholic History (New York: Basic Books, 2019) 
99 AP, #31. 
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 I call attention once more to this important caveat.  Leo holds Aquinas up as a model, but he 

does not endorse him wholesale; there are limitations.  What is important is the “wisdom of St. 

Thomas” and this excludes anything “carelessly stated” or that “ill agrees with the discoveries of 

a later age.”  Of course, Leo does not specify which teachings may be called into question.  But 

as I have shown, this principle, which was perhaps not at first recognized, but slowly was given 

the importance it deserved, helped to create a more historically conscious study of 

Aquinas.  Returning the focus to Aquinas’ own words, rather than the commentary tradition, and 

the preparation of a scholarly edition of the Thomistic corpus would not be possible if Leo had 

argued for the more “conservative” position of using Aquinas as some sort of final authority.  As 

it turns out, Leo’s view of Aquinas, appreciated in its own context and in light of the caveat 

above, looks at one and the same time to be a “conservative” idea, championing a 12th century 

saint as a solution to the challenges of modernity and a “liberal” cause, by suggesting that there 

may be some limitations of the Angelic Doctor, whose arguments need to be assessed with an 

eye to the discoveries of later ages.  Here again is evidence that the conservative label and the 

criticisms of Curran, Chadwick, and Mahoney miss the mark. While the historicism/classicism 

paradigm had not been raised in Leo’s day, he himself showed some sense that one must 

distinguish between the arguments of a theologian, even a saint, and the context in which they 

were set.  

         Leo, of course, did much more than just change the tone of the Church; and his 

pontificate was more than just a public relations campaign.  Each chapter above highlights a 

particular contribution that Leo made to the development of the Catholic Church, all of which are 

in some way inspired by his attempt to dialogue with modernity.  His call for a Thomistic 

renewal and his biblical encyclical have had a lasting impact.  They led to new schools of 
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theological scholarship, the formation of new educational institutions, and to movements of 

theological development which are still being felt.  In America, for instance, Leo XIII approved 

of the founding of the Catholic University of America, which continues to be a major source of 

theological training and scholarship for the Catholic church in America.  Leo directed many of 

his efforts around the Thomistic renewal into the founding or re-dedication of schools, whose 

legacy span well beyond Leo’s life.  In addition, Leo’s insistence that Catholics ought to study 

Aquinas indirectly led to the founding of other schools devoted to this idea.  In a similar way, 

one of the effects of his call for the renewal of biblical studies also resulted shortly after his death 

in the founding of the Biblicum in Rome, which today remains a leading graduate institution 

training Catholic biblical scholars. 

As I discussed in chapter three, Leo took up the complex question of church-state 

relations, and the solutions that he offered then still have a lasting resonance today. Because he 

was writing in a time when political regimes were changing and there was a serious threat, 

especially in Rome, to the survival of the Catholic church, Leo’s writings on political theology 

all must be read with a close eye to the limits of his historical context.  Leo wrote in an age of 

sweeping changes which threatened the church, and thus he was not always able to give his 

primary attention to timeless and unchanging principles.   Thus, John Courtney Murray argued 

that Leo’s more strident claims about the establishment of Catholicism as an official religion 

which should be given government support resulted from the rhetoric and the sense of urgency 

that Leo faced.  Leo’s ideas about these issues continue to inform the debates within Catholic 

circles about the question of religious liberty and the relationship between the natural and 

supernatural ends of human nature.   
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The debates concerning Leo’s church-state teaching demonstrate rather precisely how 

important a close and contextualized interpretation are for accurately identifying the key 

principles of his papacy.  As Alasdair MacIntyre argues, when a tradition of inquiry is seen as a 

master craft, one has to be trained to recognize how a tradition can improve and grow.  Thus,.  if 

there is too much attention given to one figure, it cripples an institution or a tradition’s ability to 

grow and move forward.  The corrective, for MacIntyre’s approach to inquiry, and for this 

project, is then to put Leo in conversation with the wider tradition, and also to put Leo’s church-

state thoughts into conversation with his other views. This is easy to see when one considers 

some of Leo’s thoughts on the freedom of press or freedom of religion, both of which he, at least 

in some way, ardently opposed.  Those ideas, it seems, cannot be taken at face value.    But Leo 

XIII does, of course, contribute important principles to the debate surrounding how the church 

and state can co-exist, and those principles are useful for contemporary discussions and 

concerns.  Yet there are also clearly elements of his thought which were conditioned by his 

historical context and do not make sense within the present form of Catholic theology.  At least, 

they cannot be held simply and obviously; some interpretive work, such as that offered by 

Murray or Pink or others, needs to be done.   

         I believe the most significant aspect of my work in this dissertation, which helps scholars 

to interpret his wide-ranging documents, is the role of the reason/revelation duality.  In other 

words, what is really at stake for Leo when discussing subjects such as church-state relations, 

authority or liberty, or the relation between humanity’s natural or supernatural ends, is the 

relationship between reason and revelation.   In Leo’s works, from his first encyclical to his last, 

there is a very pervasive sense of duality or complementarity between the world (or the state) and 

the church, between liberty and authority, and the material and spiritual.  Yet the duality which 
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really allows us to better understand the others, I argue, is the duality between revelation and 

reason.  

When Leo was considering the challenges facing Catholics who wanted to engage in 

philosophy in the late 1800s, his worry was not that philosophical thinking was a bad idea.  On 

the contrary, he clearly thought that philosophy was important, but he wanted to restore what he 

calls Christian philosophy, after the mold of Thomas Aquinas.  The distinction is that human 

reason, or philosophical thinking, is good, and is an important part of an ordered 

society.  However important reason and philosophy are, though, Leo would not approve of 

building one’s life, or building a society merely around the truths which are attainable via human 

reason.  Rather, because the human person and, by extension, human society have both a natural 

and supernatural end, reason alone will not suffice.   

This means that an individual human person has a responsibility not only to use their 

natural human reason, but they must also pay attention to the truths given by divine 

revelation.  Following the Thomistic account of reason’s limitations, Leo shows that human 

reason alone can know some truths about the supernatural end of life, for instance, that God 

exists.  However, he is aware that even this basic fact of God’s existence can only be known after 

much time, with the admixture of much error, and only by the few who would be able to 

persevere; in other words, not many people would even be able to arrive at a basic knowledge of 

God’s existence.  So his concern in Aeterni Patris, then, is less about the evils of modern 

philosophy than it is about the limits of human reason.  Philosophy is good, but Leo knows that 

philosophy and reason alone will not help people reach their supernatural end.  Thus, he doesn’t 

forbid people to read modern philosophy, so long as they maintain an awareness of the 

incompleteness of the human intellect, and our concomitant need for divine revelation. While we 
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have a responsibility to human reason, Leo also wants to emphasize our duty to know and follow 

divine revelation.  As he sees it, the ultimate purpose of life is to fulfill our supernatural end, and 

we do this through following divine revelation.  Yet at the same time Leo doesn’t take the 

approach that one needs only divine revelation.  Rather, human knowledge is good and can help 

us, so long as we don’t exclude divine revelation.   

         This key relationship between reason and revelation, I argue, can be applied to other 

areas of Leo’s thought.  It maps particularly well onto the discussion of the church-state 

relations. In fact, when the church-state question is viewed through the prism of the 

revelation/reason duality, both are illumined more clearly.  That is to say, Leo shows in his many 

discussions of political questions, that there is an important role for government, so long as it 

does not become totalizing.  He also never argues for a theocracy, in which all principles of 

prudential governance would be decided by theological judgement, to the detriment of practical 

political needs.  Inasmuch as Leo holds to an epistemological dualism, that we need both human 

reason and divine revelation to know how to reach our dual ends, he also holds to a political or 

civic dualism.  Neither the church nor the state can adequately serve all the varied needs of 

human nature.  Both are necessary, but they must cooperate and find the proper boundaries and 

limits, if the other is to be healthy.  So the church cannot legislate all moral questions, and the 

state cannot override the rights of the church.  In a similar fashion, the utility of divine 

revelation, as important and in some sense superior as it is, will not help us with our day-to-day 

questions and problems.  We will still need to rely on our fallen, limited human reason.  But this 

does not mean that divine revelation is an unnecessary accessory.  The key lies in having both 

revelation and reason, both a church and a state. 
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         This duality, aside from illuminating the thought of Leo XIII across a wide range of 

topics, also shows the organic connection between concepts as disparate as scholastic philosophy 

and theories of political engagement.  It also leads me to my final point for this conclusion.   

I set out to write a dissertation on Leo XIII which would focus on aspects of his papacy 

other than his social teaching and his most well-known encyclical, Rerum Novarum.  The 

decision for this was partly pragmatic, because I thought that by covering aspects of Leo XIII 

that had received little attention, it would be easier to claim to have made a scholarly 

contribution. There has been so little significant work on Leo XIII apart from his social teaching, 

so I felt certain that attending to his other work would fill a lacuna.  Additionally, I was 

motivated by a sincere desire to demonstrate the importance of Leo for contemporary theological 

discourse.  I originally began doing my dissertation research on the question of neo-Thomism at 

the turn of the twentieth century and was so surprised by how important Leo’s Aeterni Patris had 

been in that movement that my focus slowly moved to Leo as the primary subject of my 

research.  I realized rather shortly that his influence on theological developments was multi-

faceted and very under-studied in Catholic scholarship. 

What I have come to understand as a result of my research is that Leo XIII, though he is 

indeed important for his contribution to Catholic social teaching, must be studied more broadly 

for scholars to understand not only Leo’s wider significance, but also to better understand his 

view of social teaching.  That is, through my reading and work on this project, I have taken time 

to understand and evaluate Leo in a number of different areas beyond his social doctrine.  This 

has helped me to see that, for Leo, the social doctrine element does not stand as a lone project 

which began in 1891.  Rather, there is an organic connection running throughout his pontificate 

that hinges on the reason/revelation duality. 
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To consider Rerum Novarum as a document that really stands on its own and is not 

somehow related to the rest of Leo’s papacy, one must ignore a wealth of evidence to the 

contrary.  This is made plain by a close reading of Leo’s very first encyclical letter, where he 

decries the upset of the social order and the rejection of the fundamental truth of the Gospel and 

the authority of the Church not as isolated and unconnected events, but as being inextricably 

bound up with one another.  Leo’s social teaching, then, begins not in 1891, but is evident right 

at the outset of his pontificate.  This means two things.  First, it means that Rerum Novarum is 

not a document which comes out of nowhere; it has a deep history in Leo’s thinking and, in 

many ways, emerges from the private experiences of his life as Joachim Pecci, bishop of 

Perugia.  Second, it means that social teaching, at least in Leo’s mind, is not a freestanding 

doctrine, but is necessarily bound up with theological anthropology, epistemology, and the 

intrinsic relationship between theological questions and the civic order.  Thus, to consider Leo’s 

social thought carefully, one needs to grasp the rest of his doctrine in its fullness.  This 

exploration of the other parts of Leo’s magisterial documents is what I have provided in this 

dissertation.   

As I came to the last parts of the writing of this dissertation, I began to see that even the 

category of “social thought” is very artificial and sometimes unhelpful.  For many months I 

thought I was writing a dissertation which had nothing to do with social teaching, and I defended 

this view at conferences and in discussions with colleagues.  I wasn’t writing about social 

teaching!  But in the end, I began to realize that to imbibe the thoughts of Leo XIII on scholastic 

philosophy, sacred scripture, and church-state relations is, in a very real way, to deeply imbibe 

his social thought.  Which is to say that for Leo, there are profound organic connections between 

these different areas.  The way one teaches philosophy, just as much as the way one interprets 
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the Bible, or argues over political representation, all in Leo’s mind impact the world around us 

and thus connect to the social order.  To borrow a line from Pope Francis, it seems clear that, for 

Leo, “everything is connected.”100

 
100 Pope Francis, Laudato Si, 2015, #91. 
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