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Part One

AN HISTORICAL ESSAY
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INTRODUCTION

The fact that I was asked to produce a book on Tradition for the 
Faith & Fact series launched me on an historical investigation of the 
subject. This arose from the need I felt for clarity, since the word 
“tradition”—as understood by Christians—means a variety of distinct, 
though related things. It was necessary also since the usual procedure 
in theology is to interpret and develop the “deposit” of faith—a basic 
framework within which the precisions achieved by Christian thought 
over the course of centuries must find their place. And so my first task 
was to carry out research similar to that undertaken by Fr Mersch in 
preparation for his The Whole Christ—if a comparison may be drawn 
between a mere outline and a work of such outstanding scholarship.

The reader must not expect to find here a series of consecutive 
essays, presenting a methodical and exhaustive study of the notion of 
tradition according to all the various authors—something beyond the 
capabilities of any one man’s lifetime and work. In any case, there 
already exist excellent studies dealing with a limited period or a 
particular author, and much of what they contain I have incorporated 
or referred to here. At the same time, I have tried to draw out the key 
points of an overall history, with a logic and development of its own. 
Basically, my aim has been to outline a history of how the problem of 
tradition has been examined. The question of tradition, as formulated 
today—and particularly in the context of the ecumenical movement— 
is to a large extent conditioned by the inheritance of twenty centuries, 
in the course of which the approach has changed, becoming at the same 
time progressively more clearly defined; and it is the course of this 
historical process that I wanted to present.

My immediate aim, then, is historical; but my ultimate intention 
remains strictly theological, and that is why I have not confined myself 
to the presentation of a detailed historical record, but have also intro
duced theological or critical comments, and here and there ventured 
an opinion or an evaluation.

The book was written in 1958, but various commitments and more 

xix



XX INTRODUCTION

pressing obligations have delayed its revision until i960. Several 
important books on the subject have appeared in the meantime; as far 
as possible, these have been taken into account.
Strasbourg, 17 March i960 Y. C.



Chapter i
THE EXISTENCE OF 

TRADITION IN THE OLD 
AND NEW TESTAMENTS

A whole book would scarcely have been sufficient for-an adequate 
treatment of the subject which I hope to consider here in a single 
chapter. It would have required, in addition, a competence in the 
biblical sciences which, unfortunately, I do not possess. Therefore, I 
have limited my work to a consideration of the themes and vocabulary 
expressly implied in the notion of tradition, keeping strictly to the 
literal sense. An adequate study of the realities involved in the theo
logical discussions on tradition would have meant a detailed presenta
tion of the biblical concept of time, the biblical theology of the Holy 
Spirit, and several other important questions, which I deal with in a 
more directly theological study, to which this Part I is an introduction.

Tradition in the “Church before the Church"

“Tradition”, as it existed in Israel, is usually presented to us under 
three forms.

(i ) An original oral tradition. In what constitutes the Jewish idea of 
an oral tradition of the Torah, from Moses up to the “Men of the Great 
Synagogue”,1 it is obviously impossible to determine the relative limits 
of the parts played by reality and fiction. Scandinavian exegetes, parti
cularly H. S. Nyberg and Ivan Engnell of Upsala, in studies of great value, 
have tried to establish some decisive factors in this story of oral transmis
sions, whether of songs, sagas, juridical texts, or prophetic preaching.2

Possibly they tend to underestimate the use of writing in the period 
before the Exile, but justifiably they insist on the reality and influence 
of an oral transmission (of which there are many instances outside

i. Pirke 'Ahôth, 1,12, ed. K. Marti and G. Beer, Giessen, 1927, p. 3. For the fortune of 
this idea in rabbinism see: J. Moffatt, The Thrill of Tradition, London, 1944, pp. 3 iff.

2. Any bibliography on this question would be considerable. I merely refer here to A.
Lods, “Le Rôle de la tradition orale dans la formation des récits de l’À.T.”, in Rev. de 

I



2 TRADITION IN THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS

the Bible).1 Long before they were written down, it is clear that the 
provisions of the Mosaic law regulated the life of Israel, and that the 
psalms expressed her prayer. Certain Wisdom texts record a meditation 
first used, developed and transmitted in centres dedicated to contem
plation, and today several exegetes replace Wellhausen’s theory of the 
Pentateuch “documents”, with one of traditions of teaching trans
mitted from person to person in the various centres of worship.

Begotten in tradition, or even from tradition, the biblical writings 
come to us borne on a living religious reality—the community of God’s 
chosen people, and this religious reality itself existed before these 
writings, either as the whole community, or as its most genuine and 
representative elements. This was also the case, as we shall see in a 
moment, in the New Testament. These facts are not without signifi
cance for anyone who should seek to grasp fully what is meant by the 
privilege of scriptural inspiration. The charism of inspiration, in the 
sense claimed by our faith, was, in the last analysis, clearly given to 
the individuals who wrote the text down; yet we can also maintain 
that it exists to a certain degree, in a vague, general sense, in the 
historical existence of the communities who acted as a vehicle for the 
sacred words before these were written down.

Fr Karl Rahner has even suggested recently that the fact of scriptural 
inspiration should be considered in the context of the theology of the 
Church, or at least of salvation history (that is, the action by which the 
Holy Spirit forms the chosen people of God). Scriptural inspiration 
dates from the moment when God instituted the Church, as that one of 
its constitutive elements which is knowledge.2

(2 ) Precision. We are still on the level of the composition of the 
deposit of faith and in the context of charisms widely diffused among

i. That of the Koran is a classic example. Friends of mine in Abyssinia have told me 
how, in their country, registers of births, deaths and marriages do not exist; often even 
there are no surnames. A man would be called, for example, Michael son of Gabriel; and it 
is not uncommon for him to be able to recite the names of his ancestors, even to the 
fiftieth remove. A very interesting parallel to the biblical genealogies. Cf. infra, p. 7, 
n. i.

2. “Über die Schriftinspiration”, in ZKT, 78 [1956], pp. 137-68; and republished as 
Inspiration in the Bible, in the Quaestiones Disputatae series, London—Edinburgh, 
1961. See my article, “Inspiration des Écritures canoniques et Apostolicité de l’Église”, in 
RSPT, 1961.

l’Hist. des relig., 88 [1923], pp. 5iff.; J. Van der Ploeg, “Le Rôle de la tradition orale dans 
la transmission du texte de l’A.T.”, in RB, 54 [1947], pp. 5-41 (esp. the work ofNyberg); 
G. Windengren, Literary and Psychological Aspects of the Hebrew Prophets, Upsala- 
Leipzig, 1948; Ed. Nielen, Oral Tradition (Studies in Biblical Theology, 11), London, 
1954 (transi, of articles which appeared in Dansk Teologisk Tidsskrift; Engnell, etc.); 
J. Scharbert, “Das Traditionsproblem im Alien Testament”, in Trierer theol. Zeitsch., 66 
[1957], pp. 321-35 (presentation and appraisal of Scandinavian studies). 



TRADITION IN THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS 3
the people of God, in considering next the way in which the content of 
revelation is made more and more explicit by a return to its original 
sources. Here tradition operates not as mere transmission, but as the 
reading of inspired texts, already written down and familiar, in the 
light of present experiences, or of events longed for by the very people 
involved in the expectation. It has repeatedly been shown how events, 
particularly those of the Exodus, were appreciated as types, with 
permanent significance and value as promises for Israel of things to 
come, of those especially which would recur in the return from Baby
lon. The earlier experience gave meaning to the later event, which in 
turn threw light on the earlier experience. It is a fact that the Midrashic 
technique stems from this reflection on earlier texts, read in the light of 
new situations or problems. The verb from which the word “Midrash” 
comes points to a diligent investigation. A text is examined for its 
reference to the circumstances in which an individual is called on to 
live; the terms or themes are reapplied, and this leads to an understand
ing of the text itself in a new sense. Sometimes this meditation reacts on 
the text, and tradition influences Scripture. The Septuagint, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament, provides an important instance—as 
well as a particularly significant example—of this taking place, incor
porating, as it does, several interpretations, of which one of the best 
known is that of Is 7.14.1 And the LXX was read and quoted just as 
much as the original Hebrew text, not only by the Fathers, but also by 
Christ and the apostles. It was put on an equal footing, to the extent 
that the Fathers on the whole, and several modern exegetes, regard it as 
inspired, in the biblical sense of the word.

i. See Renée Bloch, “Écriture et Tradition dans le Judaïsme”, in Cahiers sioniens, 
1954, i, pp. 9-34; the article “Midrash”, in DBS, Vol. V (1957), col. 1263-81 (on the 
LXX, col. 1278); J. Coste, “La Première Experience de traduction biblique: La Septante”, 
in M-D, 53 [1958, 1], pp. 56—88; A. Gelin, “Comment le peuple d’Israël lisait l’A.T.”, in 
L· Ancient Testament et les chrétiens (Rencontres, 36), Paris, 1951, pp. 117-36 (reproduced 
in Problèmes d’A.T., Lyons, 1952, pp. 93-110); P. Àuvray, “Écriture et Tradition dans la 
communauté d’Israël”, in Bible et Vie chrét., No. 12 [1955], pp. 19-34· A study by G. 
Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in Judaism. Haggadic Studies (Studia post-Biblica, IV), 
is due to appear.

Christians were to follow the same practice: reading the Old Testa
ment in the light of the historical intervention of Christ, and under
standing this event in the light of the entire history of the prophetic 
race. In doing so, they merely brought to perfection the process by 
which Israel, in deepening the sense of its own history as the vehicle of 
revelation, achieved its climax in Christ.

This development, on a level which is still that of revelation or
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biblical inspiration, was supported by a tradition, or, in other words, 
the living continuity of faith quickening God’s people.

(3 ) Interpretation. Next, continuing beyond the original level of the 
composition of the deposit of faith, we consider its interpretation. The 
people of the Bible continued to read the Bible—or, more usually, to 
hear it read and explained—to assimilate it, and to lay up in their 
minds the commentaries of it they heard. And so there came into being 
in Judaism schools for the interpretation of the Law. These were 
characterized by a principle of transmission or tradition (the Traditions- 
Prinzip of the German historians)—there are similar examples in the 
Hellenistic schools of philosophy. In the two centuries before the birth 
of our Lord, Judaism believed that God had given Moses the answer to 
all problems;1 and it was the aim of the midrashic commentaries to 
work out these answers concealed in the intricacies and obscurities of 
the Torah. From one generation to another, disciples (talmid') estab
lished themselves as the links in a chain of transmission, when, after 
their studies, they became masters in their turn. In the apostolic period 
the college of doctors, in what was almost a rite of ordination, laid their 
hands on the master’s successor, as a sign of the responsibility for 
orthodoxy delegated to him, for the important thing was that the 
deposit received from the “Fathers” should be passed on, as it were, 
from hand to hand (quasi per mantis').1 However, this accumulated 
wisdom of many generations, though originally completely dependent

I. So, for example, the Book of Jubilees. Cf. G. Vermes, “La Figure de Moise au 
tournant des deux Testaments”, in Moïse, l’homme de ΓAlliance (Cahiers sioniens, 1954), 
Desclée De Brouwer, 1955, pp. 77-8, 83-4, 91. A general bibliography on the principle 
of tradition in Judaism: W. Bacher, Die exegetische Terminologie der jüdischen Traditions
literatur, I (Tannaiten), 1899; Tradition und Tradenten in den Schulen Palästinas und 
Babyloniens, 1914; G. Kittel, Die Probleme des palästinischen Spätjudentums, Gütersloh, 
1926, pp. 64-5; M.-J. Lagrange, Le Judaïsme avant Jésus-Christ, Paris, 1931, pp. 295fr.; 
J. Ranft, Der Ursprung des katholischen Traditionsprinjps, Würzburg, 1931, pp. iSiff.; 
Die Tradionsmethode als älteste theologische Methode des Christentums, ibid., 1934; 
E. Kohlmeyer, “Zur Ideologie des ältesten Papsttums: Sukzession und Tradition”, in 
Festsch. F. Kattenbusch (Theol. St. u. Krit., Vol. 103, 1931), pp. 230—43; “Zur Ideologie 
... : Tradition, Inspiration, Mittlertum”, in Festgabe J. Ficker (Forschg. £. KG. u. 
christl. Kunst), Leipzig, 1931, pp. 1-16; W. G. Kümmel, “Jesus u. der jüdische Tradi
tionsgedanke”, in Zeltsch.f. Ntl. JFiss., 33 [1934], pp. 105-30; J. Bonsirven, Le Judaïsme 
palestinien au temps de Jésus-Christ, Paris, 1935, Vol. I, pp. 263—72; Rengstorf, art. μαθητής 
in T IF NT, Vol. IV [1942], pp. 437-45; E. Stauffer, Theologie des N.T., 5th ed., Stuttgart, 
1948, pp. 2i4ff.; N. Rotenstreich, “On the Notion of Tradition in Judaism”, in Journal of 
Religion, January 1948, pp. 28-36; H. Suasso, “Heilige Schrift en Traditie in het Oude 
Testament”, in Bijdragen, 14 [1954], pp. 1-24.

The Christian cabbalists of the sixteenth century, Pico della Mirandola and Reuchlin, 
admitted that Moses had transmitted orally to the seventy-two elders a spiritual interpreta
tion of the Law which remained as a purely oral tradition (cabbala = reception). Even 
St John Fisher shared this idea.

2. Cf. E. Lohse, Die Ordination im Spätjudentum u. im N.T., 1951, pp. 54ff. This 
imposition of hands had the force both of a juridical act, recognizing the acquisition of 
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on Scripture, had a value of its own. It was held to come from God no 
less than Scripture itself and was treated with the same respect.

Christians are inclined to neglect, and even to depreciate, the 
writings of the Talmudic tradition—for this is what we are talking 
about, Talmud meaning “learnt by heart”. We might indeed say with
out injustice that in the Talmud they see nothing but a tangle of 
subtle distinctions and legends. The Jews, on the other hand, live by it 
as a tradition of permanent value. Nevertheless, the Fathers of the 
Church did collect certain “traditions of the Jews”;1 but it is significant 
that they only kept what they considered valuable as an interpretation 
of Scripture.

Tradition at the birth of Christianity

If we ask ourselves what the three constitutive aspects, in what might 
be described as the “régime” of tradition, which we have just met in 
connexion with the Jewish people, have become in the Christianity of 
the Gospel and the apostles, we come to the following conclusions:

(i ) An oral tradition preceded the editing of the gospels, just as a 
tradition had preceded and produced many of the chapters of the Old 
Testament.

This point has been taken into account more particularly by the 
Formgeschichte or Form-Criticism school.2 This school has realized 
and demonstrated how the text was incorporated into, and expressed, 
the faith of the community, that is to say, a tradition, in the sense that 
“tradition” implies an activity of the Church living its belief, and 
consequently elaborating it, rather as Israel had done. This was found to 
be true not only for St John—this has been generally accepted for a Ion g 
time—but also in the Synoptics and St Paul. Before the written gospels, 
there had been the Gospel: a gospel preached and transmitted orally.3

i. See G. Bardy, “Les Traditions juives dans l’œuvre d’Origène”, in RB, 34 [1925], 
pp. 217—52; A. Penna, Principi e carattere dell’esegese di San Girolamo, Rome, 1950; Al. 
Kerrigan, St Cyril of Alexandria, Interpreter of the Old Testament, Rome, 1952. And cf. 
Nicholas of Lyra (f 1340), Prologus II, who acknowledges a particular debt to the rabbi 
Solomon.

2. See F. M. Braun in DBS III [1938] col. 312-17; P. Benoit “Réflexions sur la 
‘Formgeschichtliche Methode’ ”, in RB 53 [1945], pp. 481-512; L. Cerfaux, in Recueil, I, 
PP· 353“$7; L. Vaganay, Le Problème synoptique, Paris, 1954, pp. xviiff.

3. See J. Huby, Il Évangile et les Évangiles, re-edited by X. Léon-Dufour, Paris, 1954.

professional knowledge, and of a liturgical act bestowing the wisdom which would 
enable the rabbi to carry out certain functions.
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We shall see later that this point was, and remained, fundamental 
in the reaction of the Catholic apologists to the Scriptura sola of 
the Reformation, and in the doctrine of the Council of Trent on 
tradition. In fact fneformgeschichtlich school, in its own way, reinstated 
the spiritual bond uniting Scripture and Tradition, in the reality which 
embraces both of them: the Church.

This did not, however, amount to that theology of the Church as a 
mystery, or of the Holy Spirit, which alone can fully justify the Catholic 
thesis. Furthermore, on two points dangers lurk within the Form- 
geschichte even when considered merely historically: first, it risks losing 
sight of the relevance and individual character of each author by refer
ring everything back to “the community”. That is why it is now 
completed by a history of the texts themselves and their editing.1 
Second, it runs the risk of failing to recognize the priority of a tradition 
in the sense of a transmission of events and statements over any kind of 
tradition taken in the sense of the belief and interior life of a particular 
community—in short, the priority of the tradition of the apostles over 
any tradition of the Church. It runs the risk of aligning itself with those 
critical theses which attribute the statements of Jesus concerning his 
mission, his person, his mystery,2 to the faith of his disciples, rather 
than to our Lord himself. As witnesses to Christ and doctors of the 
new justice, the apostles transmitted the witness of a previous and 
sovereign Master, greater than Moses. It is reasonable to suppose that 
they transmitted, from memory, not only the words of Jesus, with their 
simple and rhythmic oral style, but even the very inflexions of his 
voice.

(2) Progress in the understanding of the significance of the events 
and words which present revelation was achieved, however, in the 
Christian community, just as it occurred in Israel, and it was going on 
even while the apostles were still making their revelation. It, too, has 
been incorporated into the Christian message as it has been handed 
down to us.

(3) Finally, there also exists in the Church an ever-growing treasury 
of spiritual reflection, based on the biblical text and accumulating down 
the ages; these riches take their own important place in what we call 
tradition, and the Spirit of God stimulates and guides their growth.

1. W. Marxsen speaks of Redaktionsgeschichte (Der Evangelist Markus . . . , Gottingen, 
1956: cf. X. Leon-Dufour, in RSR, 46 [1958], pp. 2391?.).

2. The reaction (a little extreme, perhaps) of H. Riesenfeld, The Gospel Tradition and 
its Beginnings. A Study in the Limits of “Formgeschichte”. An address . . . , Oxford- 
London, 1957.
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The Lord Jesus and the Jewish traditions

As far as formal structure is concerned, Jesus often employed the 
methods of tradition in current Jewish use, that is, the faithful trans
mission of a master’s teaching. Techniques of “oral style”: parallelism, 
rhythmic sentences easy to remember (studied by Fr Marcel Jousse as 
long ago as 1925), were used by him; and the apostles were, first of all, 
his talmid, “disciples”.1

But the content of the tradition that Jesus taught was new, and 
inevitably there was conflict. He came up against the rabbinical 
traditions in their casuistic interpretations of the Law.2 He who brought 
the good news of deliverance from the Law by faith and love con
demned and rejected these traditions as being altogether too human 
and tending to vitiate and replace the commandments of God. Jesus 
does not condemn the principle of tradition; he condemns the very 
grave abuse which allows a tradition of human origin to oust one which 
God himself had delivered and ordered to be transmitted.

That is why we do not find the word “tradition” used by Jesus 
himself except as the object of an unfavourable judgement. But at the 
same time the context of his remarks is clearly defined (cf. Mt 15.1-9; 
Mk 7.1-13). Jesus takes the opportunity, when the Pharisees and some 
of the scribes are reproaching his disciples for not observing certain 
regulations concerning ritual purity, to confront them on the whole 
basis of their attitude: they were enervating the genuine Law of God, 
which is geared to love, by purely human interpretations to which they 
were attributing an absolute value. But the time had come for the Son 
of Man, who was also the Son of God, to replace the magisterium of 
the scribes and the masters of the Law with another power of binding 
and loosing, based on the messianic justice, whose working basis was 
faith.3 Quite apart from the rejection by Jesus of their magisterium, the 
masters in Israel also saw in this a calling in question of the Law and 
the customs which Moses had transmitted (τά εθη â παρέδωκεν ήμΐν 
Μωϋσης) (Acts 6.14).

ι. Cf. J. Ranft, op. cit.; H. Riesenfeld, cf. p. 6, n. 2; Μ. Jousse, Le Style rythmique et 
mnémotechnique che^ les Eerbo-moteurs. Et. de Psychol, linguistique, Paris, 1925; L. 
Cerfaux, “La Probité des souvenirs évangéliques”, in ETL, 4 [1927], pp. 13-28 ( = Re
cueil, I, pp. 369—87); La Communauté apostolique, Paris, 1953, pp. 27fr.

2. Cf. W. G. Kümmel, “Jesus und der jüdische Traditionsgedanke”, in Zeitsch. f. 
Ntl. Wiss., 33 [1934], pp. 105—30.

3. This is the meaning of Mt 16.19, and cf. 18.18. Peter and the Twelve receive a new 
power of binding and loosing, corresponding to the judgement of him who rejected the 
tradition of the rabbis: “It was said to the men of old, but I say to you ...”
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Our Lord’s warning is clearly addressed to us, since we too can 
Judaize, and we ought to consider its relevance for us. Parallels can be 
found in the writings of St Paul, particularly in his instruction to those 
preaching the Gospel (i Cor 3.5-17). The materials with which they 
want to build up the temple of God—the community of the faithful— 
can be not only gold or silver, but also wood or straw, materials which 
will not stand up to the test of fire at the Judgement. We think of the 
various adulterations of the Word of God (2 Cor 2.17; 4.2) which 
St Paul came up against, especially in the case of the Judeo-Christians, 
and which he, in his turn, can on occasion describe as “human tradi
tion” (Col 2.8), “the cunning of men” (Eph 4.14).

These are terrible condemnations. But is it honest, from the exegete’s 
point of view, to jockey •with the words of our Lord by taking them 
out of their context, by taking them out of any context, in order to 
transfer them to that of Protestant polemic, to secure victory in a 
conflict with which they are not concerned? The gospel text shows that 
there could have been bad traditions or bad uses of the principle of 
tradition, but it is not concerned with the principle of tradition and 
therefore does not pass judgement on it. Elsewhere, other words of 
Jesus presuppose and consecrate it, as an integral part of the apostolic 
mission: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,... teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you.”1 But this tradition 
which is identified with the exercise of the ministry, transmits the 
Revelation of God, not human regulations. That “all that I have com
manded you” is extremely comprehensive; it covers revelation in the 
strict sense (above all, that of the Father), and our Lord’s command
ments, including those which refer to the sacraments and prayer (“Go, 
baptize”, “Do this in memory of me”, “When you pray, say.. . ”), 
the meaning of Scripture in relation to the Christ-event.

St Paul and tradition2
St Paul, by actions which amounted to transmission, reception, and 
subsequent conservation—in other words, to the principle of tradition 
itself—, deliberately formultaed the law according to which Christian

i. Mt yg.ipff.; cf. L. Cerfaux, “Les Deux Points de départ de la tradition chrétienne”, 
in Recueil, Vol. II, pp. 265—87 (esp. p. 269).

2. On tradition in St Paul and the apostles, see (in addition to the general treatment by 
Deneffe, Ranftand TWNT^oX. II, pp. 171—5; F. Buechsel—very elementary): G. Söhngen, 
“Überlieferung und apostolische Verkündigung...”, in Episcopus... (Festgabe 
Kard. Faulhaber), Ratisbon/Regensburg, 1949, pp. 1-2 (reprinted in Die Einheit in der 
Theologie, Munich, 1952, pp. 305-23); O. Cullmann, “Paradosis et Kurios. Le problème 
de la tradition dans le paulinisme”, in RHPR, 30 [1950], pp. 12-30 (reprinted in La 
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communities were set up by the apostolic ministry (or by the successors 
to the apostles), to the extent that “we may regard St Paul as the 
theologian of tradition”.1 His epistles, apart from the pastoral ones, 
were written before the first gospels. They take us back to the time 
referred to by M. Dibelius: “In the beginning was the kerygma.” 
He could equally well have written: “In the beginning was 
tradition”, or, “In the beginning was the Church” (the apostolic 
mission).

St Paul has all the vocabulary of the Jewish principle of tradition:2 
had he not been educated in the Pharisaic ideal of a faultless reception 
and transmission of those commentaries and procedures from which 
were compiled the “traditions of the Fathers” (cf. Gal 1.14)? But while 
preserving the formal structure of the Jewish principle of tradition, he 
brought new life to it by making it a vehicle of the Gospel which effects 
our salvation, including in it the activity of the Spirit, and in making 
Jesus Christ both its content and the principle of its origin (authority).

And, to begin with, Paul makes of the acts of transmission (trapa- 
SiSóvai) and reception (trapaXappaveiv), or of conservation and 
holding (koctsxsiv, Kpccrsiv), the very structure or law of the regime 
of faith by which the communities were built up.3

The content of this “tradition” is seen to be composed of two groups 
of objects.4 On the one hand, there is the basic message of the faith,

1. B. Rigaux, Les Épitres aux Thessaloniciens, Paris, 1956, p. 656; compare J. R. 
Geiselmann, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, p. 59.

2. Cf. Gal. 1.9; 1 Thess 2.13; 1 Cor 15.iff.
3. Cf. 1 Thess 2.13; 2 Thess 2.15; 3.6; 1 Cor 11.2; 15.1-5; Gal 1.9, 12; Rom 6.17; Phil 

4.9; compare Col 2.6-8.
4. Here I follow the analysis of L. Cerfaux (cf. p. 8, n. 2). L. Goppelt, who states 

that he was not able to make use of it, shows a great similarity in his conclusions: “Tradi
tion nach Paulus”, in Kerygma und Dogma, 4 [1958], pp. 213-33. He distinguishes four 
groups of objects: 1. The apostolic kerygma, 1 Cor 15.1-8; 2. Data of gospel history, 
1 Cor 11.23; 3· Doctrinal formulas or confessions of faith accepted by the Church; 
4. Ethical or paraenetical directions, but reduces these four to two, which he calls respectively 
apostolic tradition (the first two) and ecclesiastical tradition (the second two). I think 
Goppelt shows in this the Protestant tendency to establish too sharp a separation between 
the ecclesiastical and the apostolic. Between his 1 + 2 and his 3, a definite continuity 
could be more clearly indicated.

Tradition, pp. 11—28; ET The Early Church, London, 1956); J. R. Geiselmann, Jesus der 
Christus, Stuttgart, 1951, pp. 54-101; L. Cerfaux, “La Tradition selon S. Paul”, in VS 
(Suppt), May 1953, pp. 176-88 (= Recueil, Vol. II, pp. 253-63), and the study referred to 
supra, p. 8, n. 1; J. L. Leuba, Der Zusammenhang ^wischen Geist u. Tradition nach dem 
N.T., ibid., pp. 234-50: the French translation (to which I refer): “Le Rapport entre 
l’Esprit et la Tradition selon le N.T.”, in Verbum Caro, No. 50 [1959], pp. 133-50. 
^Translator’s note. A reference in these notes to an ET does not necessarily mean that the 
text here printed reproduces exactly the text of the source mentioned.]
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which must be received as a word from God.1 It is essentially centred 
on the death and resurrection of Christ. In a way that corresponds 
closely to the last pages of St Luke’s gospel, this paschal mystery is 
presented as the centre and meaning of the whole history of salvation; 
a meaning, however, which must be revealed to us by the Spirit, that 
is to say, by the Lord making himself known to us (2 Cor 3.12-18; 
1 Cor 12.3).

1. Essential texts: 1 Thess 2.13; 1 Cor 15.1-11; Gal 1.11-12; Col 2.6-8.
2. Principal texts: 1 Thess 4.1, 15; 2 Thess 2.15; 3.6; 1 Cor 7.12, 40; 11.2, 23-25.
3. With reference to the significance and role of the “saints” in the Pauline epistles, cf. 

1 Thess 2.14; 1 Cor 14.33—4, 36; L. Cerfaux, “ ‘Les Saints’ de Jerusalem”, in ETL, 2 
I1?2?], PP· 510-29 ( = Recueil, Vol. II, pp. 389-413); compare Acts 9.13. There is a 
practice established by St Paul in all “the churches of God”: 1 Cor 4.17; 7.17; 11.16; 14.33.

Besides the central message of the faith, Paul “transmits” to the 
communities rules concerning their internal discipline or Christian 
behaviour (“parainesis”).2 It is necessary to guard against unconsciously 
identifying the distinction between a statement of faith and rules of 
conduct, with that which we so easily make at the present day, at least 
in the West, between faith and discipline. In the instructions “trans
mitted” by the apostle, there are those that are of Christ, so that 
rejection of them would amount to a rejection of God (1 Thess 4.1, 
15); there are those that stand as the rules of behaviour approved 
among “the saints”, that is, the Churches of Judea which were the first 
fruits of the work of the Twelve, and especially Peter:3 so, for example, 
the rules concerning the wearing of the veil or the silence of women 
(1 Cor. u.jff.; 14.34); or even those rules which Paul himself had 
determined, but “in the name of the Lord Jesus” (1 Thess 4.1-2; 
2 Thess 3.6, 12).

When dealing with St Paul, we should not separate too sharply the 
“tradition” of the paschal faith from the “tradition” of apostolic rules 
of conduct. Both “build up” the community. Together they integrate 
the true religious relationship which the faithful must have with God 
in Christ. St Paul teaches his communities his “ways in Christ” (1 Cor 
4.17): in his “tradition” he is concerned with “receiving Christ” in 
order to “live [in the active sense] in him” (Col 2.6; cf. 1 Cor 11.2). 
For Paul, this true spiritual relationship is not determined merely by 
“his Gospel”; already, on the level of the basic, essential faith, it is 
determined by a belief which he has received and which he transmits. 
But it is also determined by the behaviour of which the apostles and the 
first communities in Judea are the model. It is concerned with com
prehending “with all the saints what is the breadth and length and 
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height and depth, and ... that you may enter by your plenitude into 
the total plenitude of God” (Eph 3.18-19). “With all the saints” 
means, ultimately, “with the apostles” (cf. 3.2-6; Col 1.26—7). Paul 
was truly an apostle by his special calling and by a private revelation of 
the glorified Christ; but he himself is no less concerned to preserve the 
communion with Jerusalem, with the Twelve, with the “men of 
authority” or “pillars”, with Cephas.1 What he transmits, his “tradi
tion”, consists essentially in this authentic spiritual relationship. This is 
why, in accordance with the model and genius of the Old Testament 
before it, directives of behaviour are woven together with formulations 
of the faith. However, the two categories of “tradition” are not entirely 
of equal standing: the events and doctrines de Christo, the objects of 
the kerygma, have an absolute and immutable character—they are 
“fundamental” (1 Cor 3.10; Gal i.6ff.)—which is not possessed by 
those rules of conduct laid down by the apostles under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit, and which we can see would be open to modification, 
or at least growth, according to the needs of the historical life of the 
Church.

i. Cf. Gal 1.18-19; 2·2· G· K. Barrett has shown that the expression “pillars”, which 
St Paul uses, indicates, for the Jerusalem Christians, the dignity and decisive importance 
of their leaders in the new age (“Paul and the ‘Pillar’ Apostles,” in Studia Paulina in hon. 
J.DeZwaan, Haarlem, 1953, pp. 1-19). The ecclesiological significance of St Paul’s 
collections of alms has been brought out: a sign and means of the unity to be maintained 
at all costs with “the saints” of Jerusalem (cf. L. Cerfaux, “S. Paul et l’unité de l’Église”, 
in NRT, 53 [1926], pp. 657-73; B. Allo, “La Portée de la collecte pour Jérusalem dans les 
plans de S. Paul”, in RB, 45 [1936], pp. 529—37). On the idea of apostolicity and St Paul, 
see also W. Mundle, “Das Kirchenbewusstsein der âlteren Christenheit”, in Zeitsch. f. 
Nd. Wiss., 22 [1923], pp. 20-43.

2. J. R. Geiselmann (Jesus der Christus, pp. 7off.) shows, both by an analysis of the 
words παραλαμβάνειν and άιτό, and by considering the terms of the account, where much 

If we consider the authority which is behind this “tradition” and 
gives it its force, we can see that, as far as the institution of the Eucharist 
is concerned, St Paul states that he himself “received” from the Lord 
what he “transmits” (1 Cor 11.23; f°r Paul’s Gospel in general, cf. 
Gal 1.12). There has been much discussion on the general sense of this 
formula, από του Κυρίου. The expression suggests the idea not of an 
immediacy (where παρά would have been better in context, though the 
nuance between these prepositions is not always made use of), but of a 
source or origin; on the other hand, everything in the Eucharistic 
passage of the Second Epistle to the Corinthians shows that St Paul 
received this tradition, not by a direct revelation from the glorified 
Lord, but from the apostles who were present at and took part in 
the Last Supper.2 And so the expressions used force us to admit
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simultaneously two processes of thought which might have been 
thought exclusive of one another: a present realization of the revealing 
activity of the Lord—an activity which is identified with that of his 
Spirit—and a human, apostolic tradition.1

In St Paul, the very definite existence of an apostolic transmission is 
linked with the appreciation, which dominates it, of the fact that the. 
Lord himself'effects everything in his Church. It is possible, historically 
and exegetically, to associate this awareness with the personal experi
ence of Paul, whose vocation, apostolate, Gospel even (Gal 1.11-12), 
come directly from the glorified Christ and, therefore, equally from his 
Spirit. But the coincidence of an historical transmission and a direct 
action of the Lord are a permanent feature of Christian theology. 
Anyone who is familiar with the ancient texts knows that they are 
unaware of our modern practice of distinguishing, to the point of 
separation, a cause of purely historical origin, and a present reality or 
responsibility, that is to say, a present authority. According to the 
modern mind, for example, Christ founded the Church, and instituted 
the sacraments. For the Ancients—and in this category we include the 
Middle Ages—, Christ is the auctor of the sacraments and all that makes 
up the Church; which is to say that he is always actually, and therefore 
immediately, responsible. Certainly the early Christians were not 
unaware that these realities had an historical origin, but that origin 
interested them less than the authority permanently present and then 
operating in what was believed and lived.

We can see how important these ideas are for a doctrine of apostoli- 
city, of tradition and also of Scripture. For St Paul, Christ is present and 
active in his body which is the Church; so also, as far as subsequent 
generations of Christians were concerned, and without detracting from 
the influence or importance of Christ and his Spirit, were the apostles. 
Thus, at the apostolic stage, tradition appears to us as linking a process

1. O. Cullmann, op. cit., tries to retain and harmonize both things: an historical trans
mission exists, but is unceasingly actualized in the Church by our Lord himself. From the 
mass of medieval and patristic texts which present similar ideas, I choose this one, the 
profession of faith of a Roman archdeacon elected and consecrated Pope: “Sanctae tuae 
ecclesiae quam hodie tuo praesidio regendam suscepi, quod verae fidei rectitudine, 
Christo auctore tradente, per successores tuos...” (Liber Diurnus, Form. LXXXIII, 
ed. Sickel, Vienna, 1889 pp. 90-1). Ultimately it is both institution and event, in J. L. 
Leuba s meaning. Compare L. Goppelt (Kerygma u. Dogma, 1958, pp. 222-3). St Paul, 
of course, identifies the activity of the glorified Christ with that of the Spirit.

does not correspond to the usual expressions of St Paul, that the matter of the Eucharistic 
account of 1 Cor 11 came to St Paul from the Twelve. In St John, the nuance between άπό 
and παρά is much more keenly felt.
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in time which is of the historical order, and a non-temporal or supra
temporal reality, fully present here and now.

St Luke and St John

No doubt the unique circumstances of St Paul’s personal situation and 
experience, even more than his conviction of an imminent parousia, 
meant that St Paul saw his own ministry and the life of the Church as 
under the immediate influence of his glorified Lord: the tradition he 
claimed is referred directly to him, in whom the Pneuma enables us to 
have fellowship.1 St Luke, on the contrary, so lucid and thoughtful in 
the ecclesiology he saw, and makes us see, in the Acts of the Apostles, 
distinguishes clearly between the work of the historical Jesus, and the 
work of the glorified Christ, and devotes a separate book to each. He 
defines clearly a time of the Church between Christ’s ascension (forty 
days after his resurrection), and the moment, for us undetermined, that 
the Father has chosen for the final consummation (Acts 1.8; 3.21). So, 
then, there is, for him, a “tradition” whose content is the acta, dicta, 
et passa Christi in carne witnessed by the Twelve (cf. Lk 1.2, καθώς 
παρέδοσαν ήμϊν, and the apostolic function in Acts i.2i-2;4-2o; 10.37- 
41). From beginning to end, the Church of the Acts is built up by the 
faith which first receives, then preserves, what the first witnesses, chosen 
and sent out for that purpose, have transmitted. Tradition, witness and 
mission are closely bound up together (Lk 24.44-9; Acts 1.1— 2).

The framework and “times” of salvation history are seen in the 
same way by St John, except that the role of the Holy Spirit is con
ceived of as developing more peacefully. He bears witness through the 
apostles; he brings to mind and clarifies what Jesus said (Jn 14.26; 
15.26; 16.13—15).

Having determined the historical framework of a time of Christ and 
a time of the Church—which is also that of mission, witness, and the 
Holy Spirit—let us gather together the various aspects under which 
we find tradition in them.

There is first the group of those who have seen and who have 
believed: the group of twelve, completed in its typical number by the 
induction of Matthias. Here the Twelve fulfil two functions: they are

1. I follow here J. L. Leuba {art. cit., supra, p. 8, n. 2), who in turn refers particularly 
to the work of C. K. Barrett (¿The Holy Spirit and the Gospel Tradition, London, 1947, 2nd 
ed., 1954; “The Holy Spirit in the Fourth Gospel”, in JTS, 51 [1950], pp. 1—15) and to 
that of H. Conzelmann {Die Mitte der Zeit. Studien {ur Theologie des Lukas, Tubingen, 
1954, 2nd ed., 1957).

C
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witnesses, and they transmit. In them the two are combined: they 
transmit what they have seen and heard. On the one hand, the content 
of their “tradition” is their own witness;1 on the other, to be a witness, 
for them, did not consist merely in having seen or heard, but in 
delivery or transmission (cf. Jn 15.27; 19.35; Lk 24.48; Acts 1.8, 22; 
Lk 1.2; Heb 2.3-4). See, further, 1 Jn 1.1-3, which must be quoted here: 
“Our message concerns that Word, who is life; what he was from the 
first, what we have heard about him, what our own eyes have seen of 
him; what it was that met our gaze, and the touch of our hands. Yes, 
life dawned; and it is as eye-witnesses that we give you news of that 
life, that eternal life, which ever abode with the Father, and has 
dawned, now, on us. This message about what we have seen and 
heard we pass on to you, so that you too may share in our fellowship. 
What is it, this fellowship of ours? Fellowship with the Father, and 
with his Son, Jesus Christ” (Knox). The word “tradition” is not used 
in these texts, either in its substantive or its verbal form (apart from 
Lk 1.2), but the ideas expressed amount to an extremely rich concept 
of transmission, handing on, tradition.

The aim of the apostolic witness as it is transmitted, and its effective 
result if it is received, is to join or assimilate the faithful to the witnesses 
themselves. The Church spreads by the association of new disciples to 
the apostles,2 and exists essentially as a communion of faith with the 
apostles.3 But the apostles themselves are only constituted as such by a 
mission which Jesus sees as a continuation of his own mission: “As the 
Father has sent me, even so I send you” (Jn 20.21; 17.18). The flowing 
out and down of this mission is at the same time an outpouring of love, 
for the sending of the Son by the Father is an act of God’s agape (Jn 
3.16; 1 Jn 4.9). “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you” is 
answered by “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you” (Jn 
15.9), so that the communion created between the faithful and the 
apostles, through the witness transmitted by the latter and received by 
the former, is by that very fact a communion with Jesus Christ and the 
Father. The social, and even the juridical, structure of the transmission 
and acceptance of faith is like the sacrament of the most mystical and

1. The basic content of this witness is primarily the resurrection of Christ: Acts 2.32; 
3-J5> 4-33J 5-32> I3-31· F°r St Paul, Acts 22.15. But also the whole of Christ’s work in his 
public life: Acts 1.22; 10.39; Lk 1.2.

2. Cf. Acts 2.41, 47; cf. 9.26. The disciples or faithful are sometimes described as 
“those who were with the apostles”: Mark 4.10 [Translator’s note. Fr Congar corrects the 
French text here: the Twelve are not alone with Christ. The RSV allows for this, but 
not the Douay or Knox versions]; Lk 24.33.

3. Acts 2.42.
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spiritual reality. These facts, which underlie the whole Catholic 
concept of tradition, need to be kept in mind.

Intervening between the circumstance or act by which the Twelve 
were constituted as witnesses, and their actual transmission (communi
cation, tradition) of this witness, is an event which is clearly decisive, 
that of Pentecost: “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has 
come upon you; and you shall be my witness in all Judea and Samaria 
and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1.8; cf. Lk 24.48-9).

The New Testament texts enable us to grasp with some accuracy 
what the event of Pentecost added to the simple eye-witness account 
in order to make of it the apostolic witness, with its generative function 
in the Church: that is, the witness as “communication” or “tradition”. 
Even on the natural and secular level, it is true that a “witness” adds 
to a simple “statement”: it incorporates a certain value and the inclina
tion of the person witnessing to become committed, even to his cost.1 
Since it constitutes the object or the content of what they “communi
cate”, the witness of the apostles adds to and incorporates into the 
ordinary recollection a particular understanding of the words and 
events. This growth in value can be seen in many New Testament 
passages, especially in the gospel of St John who, more than once, 
notes explicitly that the apostles, on recalling some word or circum
stance whose meaning they had not appreciated at first, having been 
enlightened by the experience of Easter and Pentecost, bore witness 
now not only to the occurrence but also to its significance: see Jn 
2.19-22; 12.16; 13.7; 20.9 (to be compared with Lk 24.44—9; cf. infra), 
texts which it is essential to look up and read. Equally, it has been very 
fairly noted how, fifty years before the writing of the Johannine gospel, 
the content of Paul’s message—in other words, both of his kerygma 
and of his paradosis—as well as incorporating a certain amount of 
positive information about the historical Christ, was presenting, in an 
already theologically developed form, statements and facts concerning 
Jesus.2 Tradition involves not merely a recollection, but also a deepen
ing of insight; it is preserved, not merely in the mind, but also in the 
“heart”, which meditates lovingly on what it holds fast (cf. Lk 2.19, 
51); it involves not merely a fidelity of memory, but also a fidelity of 
living, vital adherence.

1. See G. Marcel, “Le Témoignage comme localisation de l’existentiel”, in NRT, 
March 1946, pp. 182-91.

2. Geiselmann, Jesus der Christus, pp. 62-6.

Jesus had foretold this progress in understanding for his witnesses, 
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and had related it to the action of the Holy Spirit. The apostles spent 
three years with Jesus: “the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out 
among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he 
[Jesus] was taken up from us” (Acts 1.21-2) is the matter, if we may so 
express it, of the eye-witness account required for their office as 
apostles. After the ascension of our Lord into heaven, another Presence 
will be given to them, with a new divine mission, that of the Paraclete, 
“another” Paraclete, said Jesus, who would always be with them 
(Jn 14.16). He will act as another Presence of Christ, no longer 
concentrating on the basic subject matter of witness, but on the under
standing and communication of its significance, that is, the growth in 
value which we discovered in the apostolic tradition: “The Paraclete, 
the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach 
you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to 
you” (Jn 14.26). “I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot 
bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 
all the truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever 
he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are 
to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare 
it to you” (16.12-14). So the ascension of Jesus will be, from all points 
of view, beneficial. (“It is to your advantage that I go away”, 16.7.) 
On the one hand—though one scarcely dares to say it—the disciples 
will perform greater actions (14.12); on the other hand, in this “other” 
himself who is in fact the Holy Spirit, Jesus will no longer speak with 
them in parables, but in all clarity (16.25).1 What is this clarity he 
refers to? Not a clarity which will rob revelation of its mysterious 
character, too profound and unlimited for the human mind; but that 
clarity by which the temporal life and work of Christ are made known 
in all their significance.

St John, who gave us the essence—not the totality (cf. 20.30; 21.25) 
—of his traditional witness after the others, and who carried to a 
deeper level his inspired contemplation of the mystery of Christ, 
traced back the meaning of the Christ-event as illuminated by the Holy 
Spirit, to its eternal origins, and the communion with God which it 
obtains for us (see Jn 14.7, 20; 16.7-11,2 27-8). The other evangelists,

i. On this text, see L. Cerfaux, “Le Thème littéraire parabolique de l’Évangile de S. 
Jean”, in Coniectanea Neotestamentica, XI (Mél. A. Fridrichsen), Lund, 1947, pp. 15-25 
(p. 20) (= Recueil, Vol. II, pp. 17-26; pp. 21-2).

2. The Spirit will comfort the apostles by assuring them of the justice of Christ’s cause, 
and he will convince the world of its error and of its sin. Cf. M.-F. Berrouard, “Le 
Paraclet défenseur du Christ devant la conscience du croyant”, in RSPT, 33 [1949], pp. 
361-89.
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particularly Luke, are more inclined to trace back the developed 
understanding which the Holy Spirit brings and which is incorporated 
with the witness in order to make of it the apostolic paradosis, to the 
paschal mystery as the centre of the whole of God’s plan of grace, the 
centre of the whole of salvation-history, to which the Scriptures 
witness. The key episode here is the appearance of our Lord to the 
Eleven, late on the evening of Easter, this episode itself being closely 
linked with the Emmaus one. Jesus had revealed to the disciples, whom 
he had met en route, the internal cohesion of the whole of salvation
history and of the messages of the prophets, in terms of the paschal 
event. This was his “opening of the Scriptures”; and this is what 
catechesis from then on has always been in the tradition of the Church. 
And here is what St Luke recalls for us of the Lord’s visit on the evening 
of Easter:

Then he said to them, “These are my words which I spoke to 
you, while I was still with you, that everything written about me in 
the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled.” 
Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and said 
to them, “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on 
the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness 
of sins should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things” (24.44—8).

The growth in appreciation which the Spirit at Pentecost brought 
to the faith of the apostles meant first of all that they read the history of 
Jesus in terms of the Old Testament and of the realization of the divine 
plan as it is foretold in figures and types in the whole of Israelite history 
and prayer, and in the prophets.1 Or at least it meant that they under
stood what Jesus had unceasingly presented in these terms. This was 
not merely an understanding of the past; it also clarified the significance 
of what lies ahead of us and of what awaits us at the end of all things. 
Several writers have shown how the biblical notions of gospel, keryg- 
ma, word, and even that of witness, were directed forwards, towards 
the future, and had a dynamic value, vorwärts gerichtet.2 They involve 
a permanent aspect of affirmation and accomplishment, somewhere

i. See E. Hoskyns and N. Davey, The Ridelle of the New Testament, 1931, 1947, Chs. 
3 and 4; F. Gils, Jésus prophète d’après les Évangiles synoptiques, Louvain, 1957, pp. 15 off., 
156Æ

2. See R. Asting, Die Verkündigung des Wortes im Urchristentum dargestellt an den 
Begriffen “Wort Gottes”, “Evangelium” und “Zeugnis”, Stuttgart, 1939. Because of this 
dynamic aspect, the witness should not be too radically distinguished from the kerygma: 
cf. A. Rétif, Foi au Christ et mission, Paris, 1953, pp. 33 ff
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ahead, of a divine plan. This plan is orientated towards an arrival, but 
it is revealed and realized in successive stages, which in turn are spread 
over three major periods of time: that of the Promise and the Law, that 
of the messianic Coming or the time of the Church, and that of con
summation or eschatology. Throughout the time of Israel, events and 
witness had a prophetical or typological value, announcing the mystery 
of Christ; during the time of the Church, the prophetic witness still 
involves a dynamic element, the full accomplishment of the redemption 
of the world, but it refers to Christ as the cause, realized and active, of 
the definitive blessings of the “new and eternal covenant”. But through
out both these times, the plan is the same, and proceeds with continuity 
(albeit thanks to renewed initiatives on God’s part), with the result 
that the witness can and must refer back continually to the permanent 
activity of God which is prosecuted according to a particular pattern of 
which Scripture is the record, in order to promote the realization of 
God’s plan in the future, throughout time. Thus the announcement 
finds its significance in the event, and the event its law in the announce
ment, with each clarifying the other.

This rule, already shown in the way in which Christ, the apostles, in 
short the whole of the New Testament, refer to the Bible (the Old 
Testament)1 must be kept firmly in mind. We shall see later that it is 
also shown in the way in which the Fathers and the Church unceas
ingly refer to the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. With the 
change of approach which each situation involves, the Church has 
lived, and will continue to live to the end, as if subject to a sort of 
Midrash régime. This is one of the essential elements of tradition, 
though tradition is more particularly the handing on, under the action 
of the Holy Spirit, in its witnessing, of the significance of the events 
concerning Christ when seen in reference to the whole plan of God.

The Holy Spirit works in tradition, but he is not its source. St Paul, 
who did not know Christ in the flesh, only handed on as “tradition” 
what he himself had received by way of historical witness to Christ (cf. 
infra), or his own personal witness as an apostle who had seen the risen 
Christ (i Cor 15.8; cf. 9.1), or a Gospel received from Christ (Gal 
1.12). The origin of tradition, and therefore its first determination of 
content, is always historical·, it is the Christ of the Gospel who brought 
about the events and uttered the words noted by the apostles, or it is

1. See on this subject C. H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures. The Substructure of the 
New Testament Theology, London, 1953 (more for the apostolic preaching than that of 
our Lord); C. K. Barrett, “The Old Testament in the Fourth Gospel”, in JTS, 48 [1947], 
pp. 153-60.
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the apostles themselves, witnesses of these events and of the resurrec
tion.1 The Holy Spirit is clearly a person other than Jesus (“another 
Paraclete”) and he is sent as such, but in order to accomplish the work 
of Christ, not an autonomous task.2 His role is to actualize, to interior- 
ize, to personalize what Christ said and did once for all men and all 
times, and thus to witness with the apostles or Christians.3 Christ 
entrusted to the apostles certain things to be handed on; the Spirit 
recalls these things to their minds (Jn 14.26; 16.13-14), and by so 
doing ensures fidelity in guarding the deposit of faith (2 Tim 1.14); he 
grants understanding of its significance, which we know is entirely 
relative to Jesus Christ in the mystery of his transitas (supra; and cf. 
2 Cor 3.12—18; 1 Cor 12.3).

Apostolic tradition is thus always both historical and pneumatic or 
charismatic. Historical in its origin and in the materiality of its content; 
pneumatic or charismatic in the power that is at work in it: power of 
perception, of faithful conservation, and of dynamic affirmation. The 
tradition of the apostles is simultaneously unchanging and timely, 
recollection of the events and unfolding of their significance, con
formity to what has been given or done once and for all, and the 
permanently present and dynamic reality of this thing given or done 
once and for all.

The deposit of tradition

Towards the end of the apostolic age, and even in the lifetime of St 
Paul, a new idea appears in the general notion of the apostolicparadosis. 
The apostles had very soon seen the danger of false doctrines and 
divisions developing.4 Jesus himself had warned them against this,5 
and St Paul puts the faithful on their guard against it (Rom 16.17-18; 
Eph 4). In his discourse to the elders of Ephesus, and sensing his 
coming imprisonment, he says, “I know that after my departure fierce 
wolves will come in among you.—” (Acts 20.29-31). It is not,

1. Cf. L. Cerfaux, op. cit., supra, p. 8, n. 1.
2. See “Le Saint-Esprit et le Corps apostolique, réalisateurs de 1’oeuvre du Christ”, in 

Esquisses du Mystere de l’Église, Paris, 1953, 2nd ed., pp. 129—79. ET The Mystery of 
the Church, London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1959.

3. Ibid,, cf. Jn 15.26-7; 1 Jn 5.6-8; cf. Mt 10.20; Acts 4.8, 31; 7.55, etc. The believer is 
anointed with the Spirit: 1 Jn 2.20, 27; I. de la Potterie, “L’Onction du chrétien par la 
foi”, in Bíblica, 40 [1959], pp. 12—69.

4. In texts which are comparatively late: Jude 17ff.; 1 Tim 1.3—4; 4; 6.2bff; 2 Tim 2.1; 
4.1-8; Tit 3.9-11; 1 Jn 2.i8ff; 4.1-6; 2 Jn 7; 2 Pet 2.iff. But also in Eph 4, in Acts 20; 
28—31 (“We” passages), and even in Rom 16.17—18. And of course the Apocalypse.

5. Mt 24.11, 24.
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therefore, surprising that in his last years St Paul should have dictated 
at least the essential parts of his pastoral epistles, for his various cap
tivities, while they obviously made him envisage more nearly the 
possibility of his being taken away from the Churches he had founded, 
in no way diminished his awareness of his responsibility for them. 
Probably only a little later, the Epistle of Jude exhorted the faithful 
“to contend for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints, 
rri ccrroc^ TrapaSoGeici] Tricrrei” (v. 3; cf. 2 Pet 2.21).

The apostolic witness was given once and for all, but others must 
continue to build on its foundation (cf. 1 Cor 3.10). God had called 
apostles, but he also called, and would continue to call, ministers to 
their aid for the building up of the Body of Christ, a process which 
would continue until its full plenitude is realized (Eph 4.11—13). The 
apostolic act of witness was unique, but the apostolic act of presenta
tion or transmission of that witness must be continued in the form of 
teaching: and this would be the work of the ministry. “What you have 
heard from me before many witnesses”, Paul told Timothy, “entrust 
to faithful men who will be able to teach others also” (2 Tim 2.2). 
How do we show the link of continuity and conformity of what the 
post-apostolic ministry would thus hand on, with the content of the 
apostolic witness? The pastoral epistles use for this the idea of a 
deposit, TrapaQriKh (1 Tim 6.20; 2 Tim 1.14 and perhaps 12).

In the last analysis, what the apostles had transmitted, and what was 
to be faithfully transmitted in future, never belonged to them. They 
had only been servants, and trustees already, having to transmit 
something which had been entrusted to them on behalf of others, that 
is to say certain truths and a certain understanding of God’s plan of 
salvation, of which Christ was the centre: in short, the word of God, 
the truth, the didascalia in line with orthodox religious belief.1

The moment we find that he who transmits the truth is not its first 
source, that there is an intermediary, that an unchanging truth must be 
transmitted by men who will eventually disappear, “tradition” in the 
objective sense of the word necessarily assumes the form of a “deposit”; 
and this is already true in the case of the apostles. Even during their 
lifetime, and more so afterwards, the concept of a deposit involved the 
idea that, in a certain way at least, that deposit could not undergo any 
development: the period during which the foundations were laid is 
closed. We can, and we must, build on it; but the plan itself may no 
longer be modified. This is what people meant when they quoted

1. Cf. 1 Tim i.ii; 6.3; 2 Tim 4.3; Tit 1.1, 9; 2.1, etc. Geiselmann, op. cit., pp. 91-6.
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Deuteronomy (4.2; 12.32; cf. 5.32): “You shall not add to the word 
which I command you, nor take from it.”1 This is what Catholic 
theology means when it states that revelation has been closed since the 
death of the last apostle, and the New Testament endorses this belief.2 
This must not be taken in a merely mechanical and juridical sense, as 
though the apostolic revelation was composed of a series of proposi
tions, and the only problem for the future would be to preserve the 
text and make the most intelligent use possible of its content. An 
adequate theology of revelation shows that all its weight bears on the 
vital covenant relationship that God wants to establish with men. This 
relationship is perfect and definitive in Jesus Christ, but we know 
Jesus Christ through the apostolic witness, and through that alone.3 
The collection of events, truths and realities, which constitute or form 
the basis of this relationship between men and God in Christ, has been 
given once and for all by the apostles, and no one can substantially add 
to it.

This does not mean—the New Testament itself states the contrary 
quite clearly—that the Holy Spirit will cease to actualize and explain, 
in the course of history—of a true history—the meaning or the in
exhaustible treasure of the deposit of faith. Attention can be drawn to 
the terms in which St Paul requests fidelity to the deposit: “Follow the 
pattern^ of the sound words which you have heard from me,. . . 
guard the truth that has been entrusted to you by the Holy Spirit”

i. Quoted in the Didache, 4.13, which probably dates from apostolic times (ET ANL, 
1; ACW\ 6; LCC, I); the Epistle of Barnabas, 19, 11 (ET ANL 1; AC IP, 6; Funk, I, 
pp. 92-3; c. 140?); cf. St Irenaeus, AH, 4, 8 (PG, 7, 1077; Harvey, II, 262; EP, 242; ET 
ANL, 5); Tertullian, Adv. Hermog., 22 (PL, 2, 218; Kroymann, p. 151; ET ANL, 15); 
Origen, In Nat. Comm, ser., 47 (PG, 13, 1668; ad sensum); St Augustine, In Joann. Ev. 
Tr., XCVIII (PL, 35, 1884; ET NPF, LF, 26; LCC, 8); Celestine I, Epist., 13, 4 
(PL, 50, 475-6); Seventh Ecumenical Council (787), Actio VII, concl. (Mansi, XIII, 
376c); St Leo, Epist., 124, 1; 165, 2 (PL, 54, 1062c; 1155B; ET NPF, II, 12; FC, 34); 
Sermo, 24,6 (PL,Kxqc·, ET ΑΓΡΡ,Π, 12). The text from Deuteronomy was taken up in the 
Middle Ages (e.g., St Thomas Aquinas, ST, II II, q. 1, a. 9, obj. 1; q. 16, a. 2, ad 2; 
III, q. 60, a. 8, obj. 1; De Div. Nomin., c. 2, lect. 1); in modern times, in the very docu
ments which proclaimed the “new dogmas”: the Bull Ineffabilis Deus of 8 December 
1854 (Coll. Lacensis, VI, col. 839); Constitution Munificentissimus of 1 November 1950 
(AAS, 42 [1950], pp. 756-7). See also W. C. van Unnik, “De la règle Μήτε ττροσδειναι 
μήτε άφελεΐν dans l’histoire du Canon”, in Figiliae Christianae 3 [1949], pp. 1-36.

2. Jude 3; Apoc 22.18-19; cf. 1 Tim i.i3ff.; Jn 15.15; Mt 28.20. There is an apt text 
from St John of the Cross: “God has nothing more to say to us, since what he said before, 
in part, in various pronouncements through the prophets, he has now uttered as a whole 
in giving us the Son as his All.” (The Ascent to Mount Carmel, Bk. II, ch. 22.4; Eng. tr. 
from the French.)

3. See H.-M. Féret, Connaissance biblique de Dieu, Paris, 1956.
4. [Fr Congar here offers Spicq’s translation: “Aie pour modèle", as an alternative to the 

“Prends pour norme” of the Jerusalem Bible. Modem English versions: “Keep to the 
pattern” (Knox); “Follow the pattern” (RSV); “Keep before you an outline” (NEB).— 
Translator’s note.]
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(2 Tim 1.13-14). 'Yttotûttcooïç (i Tim 1.16) signifies outline, sketch, 
a summary presentation, a general definition; then model, example 
(cf. ùrrôSEiypa: Jn 13.15; Jas 5.10; 2 Pet 2.6). From references given by 
Wettstein, it appears that this word is used in sculpture of a figure only 
roughly outlined, which could be further worked on and where the 
resemblance is still to be achieved; in painting, of a quick sketch or an 
outline which will be filled in; in literature, of a note or a précis which 
gives the main idea but not the full details. “The usual sense is that of a 
brief note or of a figure intended, not to be reproduced as a model, but 
to serve as an outline, as a suggested basis which must be completed 
and filled out by a detailed treatment.”1 The deposit of faith is en
trusted to a Church living out historically the history of salvation. It 
allows for a kind of “midrashic” activity in actualizing it, and even, in 
a sense, in bringing it to its full achievement: to preserve it “with the 
aid of the Holy Spirit”, is to live by it.

1. C. Spicq, Les Épîtrespastorales (Études bibliques), Paris, 1947, pp. 158-9.



Chapter 2

THE FATHERS AND
THE EARLY CHURCH

The words irapaSiSovai, aor. irapaSoüvai, trader e, to hand on, and 
irapctSocnç, traditio, are used frequently by the Fathers. Monographs 
analysing their use by each author, taking them chronologically and 
allowing for the exact context of each work, are indispensable. This 
work has, in fact, been done by scholars at certain key points. Thanks 
to this we can attempt to give a bird’s-eye view of the whole field in 
four sections:

(A) Tradition according to the Fathers of the first three centuries. 
St Irenaeus will be our main reference here, representing, as he 
does, the most significant and important witness of the ante- 
Nicene Church.

(B) The Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries.
(C) Examples of unwritten traditions cited by Catholic authors.
(D) Certain aspects of the apostolic, patristic and traditional 

reading of sacred Scripture.

(A) Tradition in the Ante-Nicene Fathers1

Vocabulary

The verb “to hand on, transmit” obviously has an active sense. But 
with the Fathers the noun paradosis generally indicates the object or 
content, the entirety of the faith or of Christian teaching. The word 
“tradition” itself is little used by the Apostolic Fathers, but the idea

1. Besides dictionary articles, see, for all this, M. Winkler, Der Traditionsbegriff des 
Urchristentums bis Tertullian, Munich, 1897; G. Brunhes, “L’Idée de tradition dans les 
trois premiers siècles”, in Rev. Apol., 1906/2, pp. 54-61, 114-23; D. Van den Eynde, 
Les Normes del' enseignement chrétien dans la littérature des trois premiers siècles, Gembloux 
-Paris, 1933; G. L. Prestige, Fathers and Heretics . . . , London, 1940; pp. 1-46 {Lecture 1: 
Tradition, or the Scriptural Basis of Theology')·, L. Bouyer, “Holy Scripture and Tradition 
as seen by the Fathers”, in ECQ, 1947, pp. 1—16; P. Smulders, “Le Mot et le concept de 
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behind it is not uncommon. It involves three elements: a deposit 
handed on, a living teaching authority, a transmission by succession. 
By way of exception, St Cyprian restricts the use of the word to 
indicate the original revelation made by God, Christ and the apostles, 
not the doctrine handed on by succession. But the word is used by him 
also in its usual objective sense. It is surprising that Father Deneffe 
concludes to the priority of the active sense at the end of an enquiry in 
which so many points contradict this conclusion.

The origin of Tradition

The tradition of the Churchy which we are concerned with here, is 
always considered as having its source with the apostles.1 When the 
idea of tradition first takes the form of a considered doctrine, in St 
Irenaeus, it is as a part of his teaching on apostolicity.

In a general way, moreover, the faith, the way Christians live, pray 
and celebrate their services, the whole Church itself, are conceived of 
as the propagation of a unique reality stemming from the apostles and 
from Pentecost.2 This is affirmed so emphatically that it can only be

i. Polycarp, says Irenaeus, “only taught what he received from the apostles, what the 
Church transmitted (trapaSiScoaiv) and what alone is true” (AH, III, 3, 4; PG, 7, 852; ET 
ANL, 5). And see B. Reynders, art. cit., pp. 178—9; Holstein, art. cit.

2. See Irenaeus, AH, I, to, 1 and 2 (PG, 7, 549!!.,· Harvey, I, pp. 9off., EP, 191-2), a 
key text the whole of which ought really to be quoted; III, 12, 7 (PG, 7, 901BC; Harvey, 
II, p. 62): “Ecclesia per universum mundum ab apostolis firmum habens initium”; Hippoly
tus, Philosophumena, I, Prooem. (Latin transi. Cruice, Paris, i860, p. 4); Tertullian, 
Praescr., 20, 5-7: “Et perinde ecclesias apud unamquamque civitatem condiderunt, a 
quibus traducem fidei et semina doctrinae ceterae exinde ecclesiae mutuatae sunt et 
cottidie mutuantur ut ecclesiae fiant.... Omne genus ad originem suam censeatur 
necesse est. Itaque tot ac tantae ecclesiae una est illa ab apostolis prima, ex qua omnes” 
(SCh, 46; 1957, pp. 112-13; PT 2> 32J Preuschen, p. 15; ET ANL, 15/2, TCI, 28); 
Clement of Alex., Stromata, I, 11, 3 (SCh, 30; 1951, p. 52; ET FC, 23; ANL, 4); Origen, 
De Principiis, Praef., 2 (PG, 11, 116; Koetschau, p. 8; EP, 443; ET ANL, 10); Cyprian, 

tradition chez les Pères”, in RSR, 40 [1952 = Mél.J. Lebreton, II], pp. 41-62; E. Flesse- 
man—Van Leer, Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church, Assen, 1954. G. W. H. 
Lampe, “The Early Church”, in Scripture and Tradition, ed. by F. W. Dillistone, London, 
1955, PP· 2i~52·

For Irenaeus: B. Reynders, “Paradosis. Le Progrès de l’idée de tradition jusque S. 
Irénée”, in RTAM, 5 [1933], pp. 155-91; H. Holstein, “La Tradition des apôtres chez S. 
Irénée”, in RSR, 36 [1949], pp. 229-70.

For Tertullian: V. Morel, “Le Développement de la ‘disciplina’ sous l’action du Saint- 
Esprit chez Tertullien”, in RHE, 35 [1939], pp. 243-65; F. De Pauw, “La Justification 
des traditions non écrites chez Tertullien”, in ETL, 19 [1942], pp. 5-46; V. Morel, De 
Ontwikkeling van de christelijke overlevering volgens Tertullianus, Bruges-Brussels, 1946. 
With reference to the argument from prescription, J. K. Stimimann, Die Praescriptio 
Tertullians im Lichte des römischen Rechtes u. der Theologie (Paradosis, 3), Fribourg, 1949; 
F. Refoulé, Preface to the edition of De Praescr., in SCh, 46, Paris, 1957.

For Origen: R. P. C. Hanson, Origens Doctrine of Tradition, London, 1954. 
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translated into images taken from the biological order: propagation, by 
sowing or generation, from a single first seed; or, better, the image of a 
vine spreading its branches out far and wide from one single stock and 
eventually covering all the earth.1 The affirmations of the ante-Nicene 
Fathers on tradition are based on a lively awareness of the fact that 
Christianity in its entirety is a transmission, from its starting point with 
Christ and the apostles, of a spiritual reality which remains the same 
through time as well as through space, and which, since it is only the 
propagation of its source, is essentially apostolic.2

But to state that the source of what the Church hands on is apostolic 
is to say that it is heavenly and divine. The early Church was conscious 
of embodying in its daily life the reality conveyed in these words of 
our Lord: “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.”3 The 
source whence springs the tradition of the Church descends, before 
flowing over the plain, like a cascade out of heaven, from God (the 
Father) who manifests himself in human terms in sending Jesus Christ. 
We are at the point where the concepts of Revelation, the Church and 
Tradition overlap: what was hidden in God is manifested in time. 
This manifestation, as knowledge, is revelation and tradition; as a 
present mystery it is the Church, salvation and again tradition, 
paradosis being this content of saving knowledge and practice which 
the Church transmits and by which it lives. “The apostles were sent 
to us as messengers of the good news by the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus 
Christ was sent by God. Christ, then, comes from God, and the 
apostles come from Christ: these two facts flow in natural sequence 
from the will of God.” Harnack saw in these words of Clement at the 
close of the apostolic age an expression of the Catholic idea of tradition, 
and they are found again in substance in Ignatius of Antioch, Tertullian,

i. This image is latent in the passages from Tertullian and Cyprian, cited in the 
preceding note; explicit reference to it can be found in St Bernard, In Cant. Sermo, 30, 7 
(PZ, 183, 934).

2. See my article “Apostolicite”, in Catholicisms, Vol. I, 1948, col. 728-30.
3. Jn 20.21; 17.18; cf. 1 Jn 1.1-3; Jn 10.14-15; 17.26; Lk 22.29, 3I-2i cf· Rom 1.1-6; 

1 Cor 3.23; 11.3.

De Unitate, c. 5: “ . .. Ramos suos in universam terram copia ubertatis extendit, pro- 
fluentes largiter rivos latius pandit, unum tamen caput est et origo una ...” (ed. and 
transl. P. de Labriolle, Unam Sanctam, 9, Paris, 1942).

This idea is also found in the Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries, as, for example, 
St Augustine, Epist., 232, 3 (PL, 33, 1028; ET FC, 32), and the constant reference he 
makes to Lk 24.47: the Church, the Catholica, spreads ever outwards “beginning from 
Jerusalem”. St Leo, Sermo, 64,1; PL, 54, 358B: “In illis [apostolis] et nos eruditi sumus” 
(ET NPF, II, 12). And cf. also A. Lauras (cited infra, p. 42, Sect. B, n. 1), p. 171 and 
passim. For St Leo, tradition is essentially that which has been received from the Fathers, 
which in turn relates directly to the apostles.
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Origen and Cyprian.1 It is obvious that this profoundly specula
tive and mystical view of things could be expressed in the juridical 
categories of authority: auctoritas is precisely the normative value that 
a reality—affirmation, regulation, responsibility or function—derives 
from its origin.2

TTapaSiSóvai, tradere^ therefore expresses the mode according to 
which the manifestation of God, of his mystery, of his plan of salva
tion, reaches each man, to become, by the submission of faith, the 
principle of his salvation. This transmission, affected or qualified by 
the authority of its origin, can be a transmission of writings, or of 
oral doctrines and precepts—this does not really matter.3 The essential 
idea is that of the transmission of a body of truths and principles of 
life, both normative and efficacious for salvation.

Tradition and the, rule of faith
The ante-Nicene Fathers call “the rule of faith”, or, more often, “the 
rule of truth”, that which the apostles, having received it from Jesus 
Christ, have handed down and that which the Church, receiving it

i. Clement, Cor 42, 1-2 (A. von Harnack, Dogmengeschichte, I4, pp. iSaff.); Ignatius, 
Magn., 6 and passim·, Serapion of Antioch (apud Eusebius, HE, VI, 12; Schwartz, II, 
p. 544): “We receive Peter and the other apostles as Christ himself”; Tertullian, Praescr., 
21, 4: “ ... id sine dubio tenentem quod ecclesiae ab apostolis, apostoli a Christo, 
Christus a Deo accepit”; 37, 1: “In ea regula incedimus quam ecclesiae ab apostolis, 
apostoli a Christo, Christus a Deo tradidit.” Origen, De Prine., IV, 2, 1 {PG, 11, 357-8; 
GCS, p. 308, 11. 15—16): “Those who hold to the rule of the heavenly Church of Jesus 
Christ according to the apostolic succession”; Cyprian, cf. Van den Eynde, p. 224.

2. U. Gmelin, “Auctoritas. Römischer Princeps u. päpstlicher Primat”, in Geistige 
Grundlagen römischer Kirchenpolitik, Stuttgart, 1936, pp. 83ÍT., applies the quoted texts of 
Tertullian. From another angle, G. L. Prestige (op. cit., pp. 17-19) is right in noting 
that, particularly in Irenaeus, paradosis always indicates an element of authenticity (the 
transmission of the original thing) and of authority (the thing transmitted has its origin 
in God). What I have written here—I wrote it before coming across his thesis—includes 
whatever truth there is in the various studies of J. N. Bakhuizen van den Brink (“La 
tradition dans l’Église primitive et au XVIe siècle”, in RHPK, 36 [1956], pp. 271-81, and the 
study mentioned infra, Ch. 3, Sect. A, p. 88, n. 5; cf. Ch. 4, pp. 139-40, n. 2). This author 
thinks that Catholics and Protestants could find common ground in returning to what he 
believes represents the ancient dogmatic notion of tradition (or the notion of theological 
tradition, that is to say, concerning belief): Tradition = Revelation, under the influence 
of the Holy Spirit. It is relative to Scripture. The Council of Trent made the mistake of 
including in this tradition, in the theological sense of the word, ritual or disciplinary 
traditions (in the plural). I would refer the reader to my theological study, and to what is 
today the classical distinction between the Tradition and traditions. I must point out, 
though, that Bakhuizen van den Brink bases his study essentially on texts from Tertullian 
and St Cyprian, authors (especially the latter) who have, historically, a particular position 
and vocabulary: Cyprian limits his use of the words traditio, tradere to the first presenta
tion by God (Christ), to the exclusion of any ecclesiastical act of transmission. In this 
respect Cyprian is more or less on his own; for Irenaeus, etc., the subject ofparadosis is, 
on the contrary, essentially, the Church.

3. Already in the New Testament, for example Acts 6.14; 16.4. Or in St Justin. See 
Van den Eynde, pp. 52-3.
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from them, continues to transmit because this is normative for faith. In 
a word: Christian doctrine, or what St Thomas Aquinas was to term 
sacra doctrina in the first article of the Summa.

Irenaeus is the first witness to the formula “rule of truth”. He 
uses it some ten times in the Adversus Haereses, and once in the 
equivalent phrase “rule of our salvation” in the Demonstration of the 
Apostolic Preaching. Wherever they appear, these expressions 
indicate the truth or the faith itself.1

Hippolytus: The “rule of truth” is identified with “doctrine” and 
“the regulation (statute) of truth”. His account does not bear 
directly on Scripture, which is not quoted, nor on tradition, which 
is not in question, nor on the creed, which is much more succinct. 
The rule is simply Christian teaching.2

Tertullian: “Most often régula means the teaching itself. It is 
synonymous with fides, doctrina, etc.”3

Nova tian: régula veritatis = traditio Christi doctrinaque.^
Clement of Alexandria uses the expression “rule of faith” once, 

“rule of the Church” five times, “rule of tradition” twice. There is 
no doubt about the identity in meaning of these formulas, since 
we find one substituted for another in the same context.. .. The 
rule is the truth.5

Origen: “The teaching of the Church” and “the rule of the 
Church” are synonymous with “truth”. Origen proposes as the 
first teaching authority, not Scripture, but the doctrine transmitted 
in uninterrupted succession from the apostles. The text (In Jeremiam 
Hom., 15,14; ed. Klostermann, 43-4) presents a series of synonyms: 
the word of God, the word of the Church, the putting forward of 
holy instruction, the ecclesiastical canon. It is each time the doctrine 
which the Churches teach.6

Thus, for the ante-Nicene Fathers “rule of faith”, “rule of truth”, 
designate the doctrine taught by the Church in accordance with what 
it received from the apostles. These expressions do not indicate a 
formal principle or a criterion of religious truth, distinct from the truth

1. Van den Eynde, pp. 282-3 (gives the references), p. 289. Here is the text of the 
Demonstr.·. “Such is the preaching of the truth, and it is the rule of our salvation; it is also 
the way which leads to life. The prophets proclaimed it, Christ established it, the apostles 
transmitted it, and the Church offers it everywhere to her children. [This deposit] is to be 
safeguarded in a certain hope” (n. 98; PO, 12, p. 799; SCh, 62; 1959, p. 168).

2. Van den Eynde, pp. 290, 212.
3. Zi, p. 293; cf. pp. 289-97; Refoulé, op. cit., pp. 51-2.
4. De Cibis Judaicis, I compared with 7 (ed. Landgraf-Weyman, pp. 227, 239); Van 

den Eynde, pp. 297-8.
5. Van den Eynde, pp. 299-300 (references).
6. Id., pp. 228, 230, 306. The author studies the texts of Origen one by one; G. Bardy, 

‘La Règle de foi d’Origène”, in RSR, 9 [1919], pp. 162-196. 



28 THE FATHERS AND THE EARLY CHURCH

itself, from the teaching, from what is transmitted. The rule of religious 
practice and truth is not the authority of the ministers as such, but 
rather that which they guard and transmit. It is “received from the 
apostles, guarded in the Church by the succession of presbyters”.1 
Certainly there exists a protecting authority and incontestably in this 
sense a magisterium, even a “living magisterium”.2 The true faith and 
the authentic interpretation of the Scriptures are found only in the 
Church and are bound up with the succession of her pastors.3 But the 
rule of faith is the truth given and transmitted, which the pastors only 
guard, without their magisterium itself being either considered or 
qualified as a “rule of faith”.4

The rule of faith, that is to say, the apostolic and Christian teaching, 
is not the whole of tradition. It is its principal part, but other things 
also are “transmitted”: rules of discipline or of behaviour, usages 
especially in worship or liturgy, examples or ways of doing things.5

I. Irenaeus, AH, III, 2, 2 and 3, 2 (JPG, 7, 847 and 848; ET ANL, 5; SCh, 34, pp. 100 
and 102). Compare Origen, De Prine.,I,Prooem., 2: “Servetur vero ecclesiastica praedica
tio per successionis ordinem ab apostolis tradita et usque ad praesens in ecclesiis per
manens, illa sola credenda est veritas quae in nullo ab ecclesiastica et apostolica traditione 
discordat” (JPG, 11, 116; GCS, Orig., 5, p. 8; EP, 443; ET ANL, 10); In Matth. Comm., 
Ser. 46: “Sed nos . . . non debemus nec exire a prima et ecclesiastica traditione nec aliter 
credere nisi quemadmodum per successionem ecclesiae Dei tradiderunt nobis” (PG, 13, 
1667D; ET ANL, if).

1. Van den Eynde, pp. 57—67. Compare infra, p. 36, n. 1.
3. Irenaeus, AH, IV, 26, 2 and 4 (PG, 7, 1053 and 1056; Harvey II, 236 and 238). 

For Clement of Alexandria, it is a succession of masters: Strom., I, I, 11, 3 (GCS, p. 9, 
11. 4-8). “Those masters who preserve the true tradition of the glorious teaching derived 
in a straight line from the holy apostles Peter, James, John and Paul, transmitted from 
father to son—though few of tbe sons are of the stature of the fathers—have come down 
even to us, by God’s grace, to plant in us these glorious seeds of their forebears and of the 
apostles.”

4. Even the charisma veritatis of which Irenaeus speaks (AH, IV, 26, 2; PG, 7, 1055; 
Harvey, II, p. 236) is not, as a great number of apologists believe and would have others 
believe, a charism of the magisterium, but the spiritual, gratuitous gift of truth made by 
God to the Church. See Van den Eynde, p. 187.

I do not believe that the criticism made of Tertullian by J. K. Stimimann (pp. cit., 
pp. 23-4, n. 1), that he seems to lack any sense of doctrinal authority, can be expressed 
formally except in the theological perspective which developed only after Nicaea. See Van 
den Eynde, p. 291.

5. Two points here would seem worthy of particular attention: 1. The question of 
disciplina in Tertullian and Cyprian (see Van den Eynde and the special studies, supra, 
pp. 23-4, n. 1). For Tertullian the apostolic deposit is composed of the rule of faith, the rule 
of discipline, truth and the interpretation of the Scriptures, finally the traditions (Van den 
Eynde, p. 198); 2. The role played by example, by imitation of what one had seen done, a 
point already emphasized by F. Kattenbusch (“Die Vorzugstellung des Petrus u. der 
Charakter der Urgemeinde zu Jerusalem”, in Festgabe f. K. Müller, Tübingen, 1922, pp. 
322-51): the apostles “waren die Zeugen der Urhandlung [of the Eucharist]”. (Compare, 
supra, Ch. 1, p. 10, n. 3, on the subject of the “tradition” of the Churches of the 
“saints”.) Then recently, see G. Jouassard, “Pour une étude du sacerdoce au temps des 
Pères”, in La Tradition sacerdotale, Le Puy, 1959, pp. 109-25. I shall come back to treat 
the question in detail in the constructive part of this study. See infra, Ch. 2, Sect. C, 
p. 62, n. 4.
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These are spheres in which it is possible for the apostles, and hence the 
Churches also to differ, without affecting what St Cyprian calls theyz/i 
communionis.1

What is the content of the rule of faith? The faith of the Church, that 
is, in the first place, the faith that is received in the course of baptismal 
instruction and professed in baptism, in other words, the Scriptures 
and the creed. At least since the end of the fourth century, the traditio 
and redditio symboli are in evidence as definite liturgical acts.2 They 
became fixed ceremonies and rites only when the Church, at least the 
local Church, had an official text of the creed and when the catechu- 
menate was organized with its discipline of secrecy and initiation. But 
it is possible to make out the first traces of these characteristics in 
Origen.3 If one considers that baptism has always been accompanied 
by a profession of faith,4 and more precisely of a received faith, of the 
faith transmitted from the apostles,5 it will be apparent that the reality 
of the traditio and redditio symboli existed before the institution of 
definite rites, indeed that it is as old as the Church herself. Even the 
word itself for the first ceremony assumes great significance. In the

I. So, as regards the fast and date of Easter, cf. Irenaeus, frag. 3 (apud Eusebius, HE, 
V, 24, 12-17; and cf· PG, 7> 1229fr.; Harvey, II, 473-7; ET NPF, II, 1); see Van den 
Eynde, pp. 75, 160. Compare with what J. Colson has established (D Evêque dans les 
communautés primitives . . . , Paris, 1951) on the difference between communities of a 
Paulinian type and those of a Johannine type. Cyprian’s formula is from the council of 
256: Sententiae episcoporum de haereticis baptiqandis (Hartel, I, p. 435); cf. St Augustine, 
De Baptismo, III, 3, 5; PL, 43, 141—2.

2. I shall come back to this in Part II, the theological study. See St Ambrose, Epist., I, 
20, 4. “Dimissis catechumenis symbolum aliquibus competentibus in baptisteriis tradebam 
basilicae.” St Gregory of Nyssa says: “The doctrine of the true faith is clear in the first 
tradition (πρώτη παράδοσι;) we receive, in accordance with the Lord’s wish, in the bath of 
new birth” (Epist., 24; PG, 46, io88d; ET NPF, II, 5). Rufinus’ witness for Rome takes 
us back to the fourth century (Com. in Symb., 3: PL, 19, 339; ET ACW\ 20). The Itinera- 
rium Etheriae, c. 46: at the end of five weeks of biblical catechesis, “tunc accipient sim- 
bolum”; at the end of the seventh week of Lent in Jerusalem, each of the catechumens 
comes before the bishop, “et reddet simbolum episcopo” (SCh, 21; 1948, p. 258). The 
literature becomes more plentiful with St Augustine, Sermones, 212-15. Here also would 
be the place to refer to the iconography, greatly increased in the fourth and fifth centuries, 
of Christ giving the law. Cf. P. de Puniet, art. “Catéchumenat”, in DACL, II, 2579-621; 
A. Stenzel, Die Taufe. Eine genetische Erklärung der Tauf liturgie, Innsbruck, 1958, pp. 
175fr., 181.

3. Traces of the arcanum (Bardy, in Catholicisme, I, col. 764), of a transmission of the 
mysteries (In Libr. Jesu Nave, Hom. 9, n. 4; cf. DACL, col. 2583), of the reception of 
faith by the baptized person, who professes it in his baptism (Comm, in Joan., X, 43 (27), 
298; ed. Preuschen, p. 221).

4. Tertullian, De Spectaculis, 4: “Aquam ingressi christianam fidem in legis suae verba 
profitemur” (PL, 1, 709; ed. ReifF, p. 6; ET ANL, 11); De Corona, 3: “Dehinc ter 
mergitamur, amplius aliquid respondentes quam Dominus in evangelio determinavit” 
(PL 2, 79; Oehler, p. 421; ET ANL, 11; LF, 10). O. Cullmann, Les premières confessions 
de foi chrétiennes, Paris, 1943, pp. I4ff.

5. Irenaeus, AH, I, 10, 1 (PG, η, 549; Harvey, I, 90); III, 4, 1 (col. 855; II, 15; EP, 
213; Sagnard, SCh, p. 114).

D
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traditio symbolic with or without the name, with or without a specific 
rite, the handing over of this faith, received from the apostles, the same 
since the time of the apostles and constitutive of the Church, is involved.

The creed, however, or any other profession of faith, was seen as a 
resume of the apostolic faith testified to in the Scriptures, and it was 
even attributed to the apostles.1 In the fourth century a traditio 
Evangeliorum, even a traditio Psalmorum (practised in Naples), 
accompanied the traditio symboli. The catechesis began with a reading 
and an historical and spiritual explanation of God’s plan of salvation 
as witnessed to by the Scriptures (cf. p. 29, n. 2).

So then, the content of the rule of faith, and hence of tradition, in so 
far as it is dogmatic, consisted materially of the Scriptures and the 
confession of faith, and formally of the faith of the Church, of its 
reading of the Scriptures and of what it affirms in the creed; the mere 
texts alone were insufficient. “Whoever”, wrote Polycarp to the 
Philippians about no, “interprets according to his own perverse inclina
tions^ the words of the Lord and denies the resurrection and judgement, 
is the first-born of Satan. Let us dismiss the vanities of the crowd and 
false doctrines, and return to the teaching given to us from the beginning.”2 
What is handed on by tradition, then, involves together with the 
normative texts of Scripture and possibly a fixed confession of faith, an 
oral teaching which, since it expresses the sense of the Church, is also 
normative. This leads us to a closer examination of the relationship 
between oral tradition and sacred Scripture.

Scripture and Tradition

The verb παραδιδόναι, tradere, can, we have seen (cf. p. 26, n. 3), be 
applied to the transmission of documents. The noun “tradition” very 
soon came to mean teaching transmitted orally as distinct from 
Scripture,3 but teaching whose content was relative to Scripture.

We must remember that by “Scripture” the Fathers, up to St

1. St Ambrose, Epist., 42, 5 {PL, 16, 1125; ET LF, 45); St Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat., 
N, 12 {PG, 33, 521; ET LF, 2); St Augustine, Sermo ad Catech., 1 {PL, 40, 628); Sermo, 
212, 2 {PL, 38, 1060); Sermo, 224, 1 {PL, 38, 1066); Cassian, De Incarn., VI, 3 {PL, 
50, 149A; ET NPF, II, 11); St Leo, Sermo, 96, 1; Epist., 45, 2 {PL, 54, 466c, 830c; ET 
NPF, II, 12; FC, 31; cf. A. Lauras, infra, Ch. 2, Sect. B, p. 42, n. 1); other references in 
F. Wiegand {Die Stellung des Apostol. Symbols im kirchl. Leben des Mittelalters. I: Symbol 
u. Katechumenat, Leipzig, 1899, p. 96) and F. Kattenbusch {Das Apostolische Symbol, 
Leipzig, 1909, Vol. II, pp. 10-18).

2. έπΐ τόν έξ άρχή; ήμϊν παραδοθέντα λόγον έπιστρέψωμεν, Phil., 7, 1-2. The first 
twelve chapters date from about no.

3. For Irenaeus, see B. Reynders, art. cit., p. 174.
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Irenaeus, Hippolytus and Theophilus of Antioch, usually meant the 
Old Testament.1 At first this was the only approved and recommended 
collection of writings. But the paradosis of the Church, faithful to that 
of the apostles, was precisely this transmission of the Christ-event, as 
based documentarily on the Old Testament writings and, at the same 
time, explaining the meaning of these writings.

There was already our Lord’s exegesis pointing out the full explana
tion of the Old Testament in the Gospel.2 This was the content of the 
apostolic preaching, also. “Do you understand what you are reading?” 
Philip asks the eunuch of Candace. “How can I,” he replies, “unless 
some one guides me?” (Acts 8.30-1.) The guides are the apostles, 
disciples of the Master, who have in addition received his Spirit, and to 
whom he opened up the meaning of the Scriptures (Lk 24.45). Jesus 
had said that the apostles would spread the faith, beginning in Jerusalem. 
The early Church, we know, saw itself as the realization of this kind 
of “invasion” of the world, springing from the source of the apostles. 
But the water distributed from this source comes from the wells of 
Abraham, Moses and the prophets, blocked up by the Philistines and 
newly opened by the apostles with their christological interpretation of 
Scripture.3 So Justin could write in about 139 that the content of the 
paradosis of the apostles was “the prophecies”.4

In reality, this content, which is also that of the paradosis of the 
Church, is the content of revelation itself: the plan of God, his plan

1. Irenaeus: Holstein, art. cit., p. 270. Hippolytus: comment made by G. N. Bonwetsch, 
in his edition of the Kommentare ^u Daniel u. f. Hohenliede, GCS, p. 21, and see Van den 
Eynde, pp. 21, 43. In actual fact, several quotations from the New Testament can be 
found, not as the “word of the Lord”, but introduced by “it is written”: Id., pp. 43-31, 
who evaluates them one by one; similarly, Flesseman-Van Leer, op. cit., pp. 43-4 (Poly- 
carp), 49-30 (Barnabas), 62 (2 Clem.·, more detail than Van den Eynde). He summarizes 
as follows (p. 66): For the Apostolic Fathers, the revelation of God, which is also Christ’s, 
is communicated in two ways: by Scripture, which is the Old Testament, and by the 
teaching of Jesus Christ himself, which is, as such, communicated by word. Certain parts 
of it may be written, but these texts are not yet credited with the formal authority of 
Scripture.

On the other hand, Fr M.-J. Lagrange (Histoire ancienne du canon du N.T., Paris, 1933) 
goes to considerable trouble to show that, from the death of the apostles onwards, their 
writings were put on the same footing as those of the Old Testament, as Scripture. He 
proceeds more by reasoning than by textual proofs; for example, apropos of Clement of 
Alexandria: “One would say that here the New Testament, or rather the New Covenant, 
is above all a tradition. However, its use alongside the Old Testament indicates that we 
must'also see in it a collection of writings.” Certainly not! It merely indicates that 
apostolic tradition was considered to be of the same kind as the writings of the Old 
Testament, and of an equal dignity.

2. Clement of Alexandria makes this the substance of the Lord’s teaching: Strom., VI, 
13, 123 and 127 (Stahlin, II, pp. 493 and 496); Van den Eynde, p. 118. This exegesis given 
by the Lord is, for Clement, the context of the gnostic tradition. Id., pp. 118-19, 216-26.

3. The comparison is Origen’s, In Genes. Hom., 13, 1-2 (Baehrens, p. 113).
4. I Apol., 49, 3.
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of salvation, the true religious relationship which is a covenant relation
ship, the hub of which is Jesus Christ. “True gnosis”, said St Irenaeus, 
“is the doctrine of the apostles and the ancient order (σύστημα) of the 
Church throughout the whole world, the distinctive (recognizable) 
mark of the Body of Christ, which consists in the chain of succession 
by which the bishops, through tradition, have established the Church 
in every place: the most comprehensive explanation of Scripture which 
has come down to us without alteration, addition or subtraction.”1 
Involved, therefore, is an explanation of the total sense of Scripture; if 
it is christological, it is because Christ is at the centre. Elsewhere, St 
Irenaeus compares heretics to men who would make the image of a dog 
or a fox with pieces of a mosaic previously depicting a king, or to men 
who would make centos with verses taken from the Iliad.2 Here the 
subject is the order, the σύστημα of God, which has meaning in 
reference to Jesus Christ, its principal figure and its centre. Again, he 
speaks of the one single melody of Scripture.3 Clement of Alexandria, 
for his part, praises the unison, the harmony of the two Testaments.4

The doctrinal content of Tradition, in so far as it is distinct from 
Scripture, is the meaning of Scripture. When St Irenaeus defines the 
rather vague word paradosis, he calls it “the exposition of Scripture”.5

It is in this, says Irenaeus, that true gnosis consists. This gnosis 
which St Paul insisted the faithful should be filled with,6 remained an 
ideal in the early Church. It is a spiritual gift which has for its object

i. AH, IV, 33, 8 (PG, 7, 1077; Harvey, II, p. 262; EP, 242). A very difficult text (Van 
den Eynde, p. 138). I follow the Latin version.

2. AH, I, 8, 1; 9, 4 (PG, 7, 521, 544^; Harvey, I, 67-8 and 86-7). For Hippolytus also, 
the heretics adulterate the sacred Scriptures: in Eusebius, HE, V, 28, 13-15 (Schwartz, 
I, p. 504).

3. AH, II, 28, 3 (PG, 7, 805; Harvey, I, p. 352).
4. Strom., VI, 15, 124-5 (Stáhlin, Π, pp. 494-5: “Everything comes intelligible for 

those who preserve the interpretation that [the Lord] has given of Scripture, by accepting 
it in accordance with the ecclesiastical rule, a rule which is the unison and symphony of 
the Law and the prophets with the Testament transmitted [παραδιδομένη] when the Lord 
came.” See, in H. de Lubac, Catholicisms (Unam Sanctam,3), Paris, 1938, p. 127, n. 2, other 
references to Origen, Methodius, etc. The theme of the consonantia of all things exercised, 
for men’s minds in the spiritual and philosophical climate of antiquity, a fascination 
comparable to that of the concept of evolution in our own day. It was a principle of 
hermeneutics, a criterion of value and truth. Underlying the patristic reading of Scripture 
is the conviction that God has created everything with a due order, number and measure, 
that there exists a harmony, a correspondence, between the various moments of his work.

5. B. Reynders, art. cit., p. 177. H. Holstein summarizes his study as follows: “The 
object of ecclesiastical tradition was to repeat and transmit the preaching by which, 
working from the Old Testament, the apostles announced that Christ was the term of the 
divine plan and the accomplishment of all the prophecies, so much so that, for the bishop 
of Lyons, παράδοσις is identified with the κήρυγμα των άττοστόλων”, art. cit., p. 233.

6. Cf. Eph 3.14-19; Phil 3.8; compare Rom 15.14; i Cor 1.5; 2 Cor 8.7; 2 Pet 1.5; 3.18. 
Paul himself has this knowledge (2 Cor 11.6) and spreads it (2.14). See J. Dupont, 
Gnosis. La Connaissance religieuse dans les ¿pitres de S. Paul, Louvain-Paris, 1949.
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or content the knowledge of the ways of God, the understanding of the 
great saving acts accomplished by Christ and of their proclamation in 
Scripture.1 Tradition and gnosis are related as means and end. Both 
come from the Holy Spirit, both presuppose life in the Church, the 
receptacle of the gifts of the Spirit. The Church is, says St Irenaeus, like 
a beautiful vase to which the Spirit communicates unceasingly a super
abundance of youth while renewing, also, the deposit it contains.2

Heretics, on the other hand, have no understanding of the true 
meaning of Scripture. This is a point to which the Fathers of the second 
and third centuries never cease to return, as will those of the fourth 
and fifth centuries.3 For them the Ecclesia alone has received the 
apostolic deposit of the truth, for in her alone the Spirit lives.4 Tertul- 
lian put this axiom into the juridical formula of “prescription”: the 
Church alone is the legitimate possessor of the inheritance of the teach
ing which has come from God through Christ, and from Christ 
through the apostles; the heretics are intruders, robbers who want to 
dispose of something to which they have no right;5 there are similar 
statements in Origen.6 This gives a rough idea of the difference, to

i. Cf. L. Bouyer, art. cit., pp. yS.; Id., “Gnosis. Le sens orthodoxe de ¡’expression 
jusqu’aux Pères alexandrins”, in JTS, N. Ser., 4 [1953], pp. 188-206; E. Flesseman—Van 
Leer (op. cit., p. 51): gnosis is found ten times in the Epistle of Barnabas, where sometimes 
it has the sense of knowledge of the ways of justice, but also of understanding of the faith 
and, four times, theological knowledge obtained by a true christological interpretation of 
Scripture. For Clement of Alexandria, it is the knowledge of the hidden sense of Scripture; 
it is not grace alone, but can be transmitted by teaching.

2. AH, III, 24, 1 (PG, 7, 966; Harvey, II, 131; EP, 226; Sagnard, SCh, pp. 398-9).
3. Irenaeus, cf. supra, p. 32, n. 2. Scripture understood in the Church: AH, ill, 4, 

1 (PG, 7, 855; Harvey, II, p. 15: quoted infra, p. 41, n. 2); IV, 32, 1 (PG, 7, 1071; II, 
pp. 254-5); V, 20, 1 (PG, 7, 1174; II, p. 376); Origen, In Matth., Serm., 46: “Nosillis 
credere non debemus nec exire a prima et ecclesiastica traditione nec aliter credere nisi 
quemadmodum per successionem Ecclesiae Dei tradiderunt nobis” (PG, 13, 1667); In 
Joan. Comm., N, 8 (PG, 14, 196; Preuschen, p. 105); In Numer., 9, 1 (Baehrens, 54); In 
Rom. Com., 2, 11 (PG, 14, 898: cf. infra, n. 6); St Hilary, In Matth., 13, 1: “Qui 
extra Ecclesiam positi sunt nullam divini sermonis capere possunt intelligentiam” (PL, y, 
933); St Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat. IV, 33, and V, 12 (PG, 33, 496, 520; ET TSS, 51; LF, 
2); St Vincent of Lerins, Commonit., 2 (PL, 50, 639; EP, 2169; ET CPT, 10), etc. Cf. 
texts in L. Thomassin, Dogm. Theol., Vol. V. De Prolegomenis Theol., c. 14—16 and 18- 
26 (ed. Escalle, Paris, 1868, pp. 78-94, 102-58).

4. St Irenaeus, AH, N, Praef.: “Apostoli... tradiderunt, a quibus Ecclesia accipiens, 
per universum mundum sola bene custodiens, tradidit filiis suis” (PG, 7, 1119; Harvey, 
II, p. 313); V, 20, 2: “ . .. confugere ... ad Ecclesiam et in eius sinu educari, et dominicis 
Scripturis enutriri” (col. 1178; p. 379); for the Holy Spirit, cf. infra, p. 37, n. 1. Tertul- 
lian, Praescr., 19 (PL, 2, 31; Preuschen, p. 14) and the note following. Origen speaks “of 
the spiritual sense that the Holy Spirit gives to the Church” (In Levit., Hom., 5, 5: 
Baehrens, p. 316); and cf. H. de Lubac, Histoire et Esprit. L’Intelligence de l'Écriture 
d’après Origène, Paris, 1950, pp. 303-4. Cf. also Van den Eynde, pp. 26ifF., z6yff.

5. Cf. the whole of De Praescr., 37 (PL, 2, 50; Preuschen, p. 29).
6. In Rom., 2, 11: “[Haeretici].. . furantur verba Dei et intellectum eorum perversa 

expositione subripiunt et adulterinum fidei sensum ad Sponsam Christi Ecclesiam in 
regios thalamos inducunt” (PG, 14, 898).
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which we shall return later, between a reading of Scripture within the 
Church, within the paradosis of the Church, and a merely critical 
reading, which ultimately is completely personal, a reading like that 
made by Marcion or the Gnostics.

This tradition—the Church’s tradition—is, in itself, oral. If the 
apostles had not left anything written, it would have been necessary— 
and sufficient—to follow the or do traditionis handed on by them to 
those to whom they entrusted the communities.1 But in fact there are 
apostolic writings—for the apostles first preached the Gospel, “then, 
according to the will of God, handed it on to us in Scripture for it to 
become the base and pillar of our faith”.2 There also exists a non
written part of the apostolic tradition. We come back later to the case 
of Papias—the scattered fragments of his writings that have come down 
to us are so much like old-wives’ tales that they would be enough to 
discredit the whole idea of a purely oral tradition—and later on we 
shall also examine the traditional affirmation of the existence of purely 
oral apostolic traditions. Sufficient to note for the time being that the 
idea is found affirmed and developed in Tertullian in 211.3 In the 
minds of the faithful of the second and third centuries it mattered little 
that the transmission was purely oral, as long as there was assured the 
connexion which alone counted for guaranteed authenticity: the 
Churches received it from the apostles, the apostles from Christ, 
Christ from “God”.

1. Irenaeus, AH, III, 4, 1 (PG, 7, 856; Harvey, II, p. 16; Sagnard, SCh, pp. 116-17; 
EP, 213).

2. Ibid., Ill, 1, i (PG, 7, 844; Harvey, II, p. 2; Sagnard, pp. 94-5; EP, 208).
3. De Corona,. 3-4 (PL, 2, 79ff.; Oehler, p. 421). Cf. J. Quasten, “Tertullian and Tradi- 

tion”, in Traditio, 2 [1944], pp. 481—4.
4. Cf. G. Barely, La Théologie, de S. Irénée au concile de Nicée (Unam Sanctam, 14), 

Paris, 1947, pp. 3off. See infra, p. 36, nn. 2 and 3.

That would have been sufficient in an ideal situation. However, the 
heretics, particularly the Gnostics, distorted the idea of a tradition 
transmitted orally by succession.4 St Irenaeus, in the second half of 
the second century, could still argue from personal memories which, 
through the aged Polycarp, put him in almost direct contact with the 
apostle John (letter to Florinus, in Eusebius, HE, V, 20). But the 
further the Church moved forward from the apostolic age, the more 
necessary it became in discussion with the heretics to be supported by a 
“tradition” the authenticity of which was guaranteed by reference to a 
document which came incontestably from the apostles themselves, and 
hence by reference to apostolic writings. After St Irenaeus this process 
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appears clearly in Tertullian1 and St Cyprian.2 With these authors, we 
are a far cry from the position taken up by Protestants. It is all the 
more interesting to note the first pronouncements about the necessary 
role of Scripture as a critical reference for the Church’s preaching.

i. His appeal to the “Fathers”, that is to say, to written witnesses, to documents: Van 
den Eynde, p. 215.

2. Ibid., pp. 245-50.
3. Even those who reserve the title of “Scripture” for the Old Testament, in practice 

associate with it New Testament texts which they equate with, or consider to be superior 
to, those of the Old Testament. In such cases they speak of “the words of the Lord”, the 
Scriptures (St Irenaeus), the two Testaments (Clement), two instruments (Tertullian).

4. St Irenaeus, AH, II, 28, 2-3 {PG, 7, 8o4ff.; Harvey, I, pp. 349ÎE); Theophilus of 
Antioch, Cohort, ad Graecos (Van den Eynde, p. 119); Tertullian, De Anima, I, and Van 
den Eynde, pp. 123—4; Hippolytus, ibid., p. 125; Clement and Origen (pp. i26ff.), De 
Prine., IV, Praef., 14; M. Hari, Origène et la fonction révélatrice du Verbe incarné, Paris, 
1958, pp. 348ff. Similar statements can be found in all the Fathers and up to the end of 
the Middle Ages.

5. Eplst., 66 (69), 8, 3 {PL, 4, 406; Hartel, p. 732; EP, 587).

On the other hand, in a sense, Scripture is everything for the Fathers. 
Their writings, dogmatic, spiritual and pastoral, considered as a whole, 
are nothing but an extended commentary on Scripture, nor would they 
claim to be anything different.3 Scripture is everything for them—but 
they would also affirm that the tradition of the Church is everything: 
it is the totality of truth and even the totality of what is of value in 
culture, since it is the manifestation of the Wisdom of GOD.4 In it they 
succeed in finding everything, sometimes using methods very different 
from our modern critical, historical and philological exegesis, but all 
inspired by their deep conviction that the Wisdom of God contains 
everything necessary for the life of man and that it is completely 
coherent, consonant and harmonious.

The subject of Tradition

This is the Church, ecclesia. Tradition is constantly attributed to the 
apostles for its origin and to the Church as the subject which bears it. 
But what do we mean by “the Church”? At that time it undoubtedly 
meant what St Cyprian defined as: “plebs adunata sacerdoti et pastori 
suo grex adhaerens”,5 or what we should call today the Christian com
munity. It has a structure and a hierarchy but is completely living, 
active and responsible. The whole Church guards the apostolic 
tradition.

The idea of tradition preceded that of apostolic succession, at least as 
explicitly and systematically formulated. But the idea that the ministers 
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had authority to teach the faithful in continuity with the apostles is 
found, in one form or another, in all the ancient documents.1 We can 
accept here C. H. Turner’s explanation of the systematization of the 
idea of apostolic succession from about 175 onwards.2 The Gnostics 
claimed to justify their teachings by a succession of teachers handing 
on an “apostolic tradition”;3 the Catholics replied by affirming the 
bond between the true tradition and the succession of legitimate 
ministers, bishops or presbyters, from the apostles. The Gnostics 
claimed to possess an oral transmission of a secret doctrine; the 
Catholics replied with the idea of succession as the guarantee of 
authentic interpretation. From the moment of its appearance in Hege- 
sippus4 and Irenaeus,5 then in Tertullian6 and Origen,7 the idea of 
succession is bound up with apostolicity of doctrine, as its condition, 
means and guarantee. The links in this succession are principally those 
of an authentic teaching.

If the legitimate succession of those responsible for the Churches is 
the guarantee of an authentic tradition, the unanimity of the Churches 
or their communion in faith is its sign and, in this sense, its criterion. 
That is why we see the Fathers hold, as it were on principle, that all 
that they perceived to be unanimously observed, was included in the 
elements of apostolic tradition. Unanimity, the sign of authenticity 
and of the action of the Holy Spirit, became a doctrinal norm. It is a 
reality in the Church, of the same sort as the rule of truth or the rule of 
faith, or the tradition received from the apostles.8

1. See J. Beumer, “Heilige Schrift und kirchliche Lehrautoritât”, in Schol, 25 [1950], 
pp. 40-72 (cf. p. 43, n. 12). See supra, p. 28, n. 2.

2. C. H. Turner, “Apostolic Succession”, in Essays on the Early History of the Church 
and the Ministry, ed. by H. B. Swete, London, 1921, pp. 95—214.

3. Letter of Ptolemy to Flora, about 165 (SCh, 24, 1949).
4. Apud Eusebius, HE, IV, 22, 1—3 (Schwartz, II, p. 368!.): “In every succession [of 

bishops], and in every town, scrupulous attention is paid to the provisions of the Law, 
the prophets, and the Lord.”

5. AH, IV, 26, 5 (PG, 7, 1056; Harvey, II, p. 238). Innumerable texts. Cf. L. Spikow- 
ski, La Doctrine del’Église dansIrénée, Strasbourg, 1926, pp. 29ff. (though, unfortunately, 
the author is in the habit, only too common, when he comes across the word “Church”, of 
understanding it in a restricted sense of the hierarchy).

6. De Praescr., 20, 21, 32 (PL, 2, 32-3, 44; Preuschen, pp. 15, 24; EP, 292-3, 296); 
cf. Adv. Marc., 4,5 (PL, 2, 366; CSÉL, 47, 430; EP, 341).

7. De Prine., I, Praef., 2 (PG, 11, 116; Koetschau, p. 8; EP, 443); R. P. C. Hanson 
(Origens Doctrine of Tradition, London, 1948) shows how Origen did have a certain 
tendency to identify the Church’s interpretation of Scripture with his own interpretation, 
or that of his school.

8. See Serapion of Antioch, at the close of the second century, in Eusebius, HE, N 
19, 1-2 (Schwartz, I, pp. 478-80), against “the new prophecy [Montanism] rejected by 
the whole of the brotherhood in Christ which is spread throughout the whole world”; 
St Irenaeus, AH, III, 24,1 (PG, 7,966; Harvey, II, p. 131; Sagnard, SCh, pp. 398-401),and 
see Van den Eynde, pp. 164^.; Tertullian, Praescr., 20 and 27-8 (PL, 2, 32, 39-40;
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Succession is not a purely external, administrative or ritual fact, 

neither is unanimity a purely external agreement of the same nature as 
our parliamentary majorities. The passage of time and the inevitable 
decay it involves, the diversities of men, countries and languages, with 
the oppositions these provoke—these are overcome only by the action 
of a supratemporal and supraterrestrial principle, the Holy Spirit. 
“Guard the truth that has been entrusted to you, by the Holy Spirit 
who dwells within us,” said St Paul to Timothy (2 Tim 1.14). We have 
seen that the apostle recognized in the tradition he had received about 
the Eucharist a present action of our Lord. In the same way, Catholic 
theology recognizes in every act of faith the presence of a light, of a 
movement and endorsement actually and immediately effected by God. 
Succession of ministers, unanimity, tradition, are spiritual, supernatural 
realities, the subject of which, ultimately, can only be the Holy Spirit, 
the “Vicar” of Christ (Tertullian), the soul of the Church. Let me 
quote this striking text of Hippolytus which links tradition of doctrine 
with a kind of tradition of the Holy Spirit:

But no one will refute this [about the philosophical sects], save 
the Holy Spirit transmitted (τταραδοθέν) in the Church, whom the 
apostles having first received, have transmitted to those who have 
rightly believed. We who are their successors (διάδοχοι), who 
participate in the same grace of priesthood and teaching office, and 
who are considered to be guardians of the Church, do not close our 
eyes, or suppress the word.1

The whole of the foregoing discussion shows how the whole activity 
of the early Fathers tends to unite three terms which the disjunctions of 
the sixteenth century were to set up in opposition: Scripture, Tradition,

1. Philosophoumena, I, Praef., 6; cf. Van den Eynde, p. 213. St Irenaeus also knows of a 
kind of “tradition of the Holy Spirit”: Demonstr., 41 (SCh, 62; 1959, p. 96); he does not 
present the Holy Spirit explicitly as the internal principle of the authentic transmission of 
tradition, but he writes that, in the gift of faith, “disposita est communicatio Christi, id est 
Spiritus Sanctus, arrha incorruptelae et confirmatio fidei nostrae et scala ascensionis ad 
Deum. In Ecclesia [enim, inquit] posuit Deus apostolos, prophetas, doctores, et universam 
reliquam operationem Spiritus, cuius non sunt participes omnes qui non concurrent ad 
Ecclesiam.... Ubi enim Ecclesia, ibi et Spiritus Dei: et ubi Spiritus Dei, illic Ecclesia et 
omnis gratia: Spiritus autem Veritas” (AH, III, 24, 1; PG, 7, 966; Harvey, II, p. 1313 
Sagnard, SCh, pp. 398—400; cf. Ill, 4, 2; PG, 7, 855; Harvey, II, p. 16; Sagnard, SCh, pp. 
116—17); Tertullian, not yet a Montanist, Praescr., 28, 1 (PL, 2, 40; Preuschen, p. 22; 
EP, 295; SCh, 46; 1957, pp. 124-5); Novatian, cf. Van den Eynde, p. 258 (exquisite 
theology of the Holy Spirit as the life principle of the Church). Cf. Th. F. Geraets, 
“Apostolica Ecclesiae Traditio”, in Bijdragen, 18 [1957], pp. 1-18.

Preuschen, pp. 15, 21-2; SCh, 46, 1957); Origen, De Prlncip., I, Praef., 8 (Koetschau, 
p. 14): “ ... de quo totius ecclesiae una est sententia”; St Cyprian: the unanimity of the 
bishops (Van den Eynde, pp. 239!!., 245).
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Church. Tradition is an interpretation of Scripture, which was origin
ally the Old Testament. There are many sects which propose their own 
interpretations; tradition, however, is that interpretation of Scripture 
which is the interpretation of the Church. Its criterion is the apostolicity 
of that Church, guaranteed by the succession of hierarchical ministers.

Precisely with regard to the opposition of the sixteenth century and 
what is left of this in the writings of authors who, like Cullmann, have 
tried hard to overcome them, we must consider an event that occurred 
in the period we are studying now: the fixing of the canon of the 
apostolic Scriptures.

Tradition and the canon of Scripture

The role attributed by Professor Oscar Cullmann to this event in his 
idea of the relationship between Scripture, Church and Tradition is 
well known. He writes:

In establishing the principle of a canon the Church recognised that 
from that moment onward tradition was no longer a criterion of 
truth. She drew a line under the apostolic tradition.. .. She certainly 
did not want, in so doing, to put an end to the further evolution of 
tradition, but by an act of humility, so to speak, she subordinated the 
subsequent tradition she had elaborated to the superior criterion of 
the apostolic tradition codified in sacred Scripture. To establish a 
canon was equivalent to recognising that, “From now on our eccles
iastical tradition needs checking against a ‘control’; this will be, under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the apostolic tradition fixed in 
writing. We are getting too far from the time of the Apostles to be 
able to watch over the purity of tradition without a higher written 
norm.”1

In short, the fact that the Church of the second century admitted the 
principle of a canon implied that Scripture was separated both from the 
tradition of the Church and from the Church (as a teaching authority), 
and recognized as superior to them; it was seen to constitute not only 
the sovereign, but also the exclusive criterion of apostolicity.

Cullmann is right not to speak of “the fixing of the canon”: an 
official, definitive list of inspired writings did not exist in the Catholic 
Church until the Council of Trent, just as there was no official and 
definitive fixing of the number of the sacraments until then (there is a

i. La Tradition. Problème exégétique, historique et théologique (Cahiers théol., 33), 
Neuchâtel-Paris, 1953, p. 44; ET The Early Church, London, SCM Press, 1956, p. 90. 
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strict parallel here, although Cullmann does not mention it). He speaks 
correctly of admitting the principle of a canon; but in this respect it is 
not the middle of the second century we should be speaking about. The 
documentation collected both by F. Vigouroux,1 and, with a more 
systematic application in this respect, by Fr M.-J. Lagrange,2 shows 
that, from the beginning, certain writings were recognized as possessing 
an absolute authority, based on their apostolic origin (real or supposed); 
the principle of a canon is merely, and means simply, the principle of 
apostolicityl3 In this connexion the transition from the age of the 
apostles to that of the Church comes out as early as the Pastoral 
Epistles, with their idea of a deposit to guard. The sole point of the 
principle of apostolicity itself is to recognize the authority of God as 
alone decisive, according to the scheme already outlined: the Father 
sends the Son and manifests himself in him; Christ sends the apostles, 
who become the source from which flows the Church, through which 
his mystery is manifested to the world.

It would then be wrong to see in the fixing of a scriptural canon an 
event which would suppose, which would confirm, a superiority of the 
Church over Scripture. The Church did no more than recognise certain 
writings as apostolic and by the same token recognize them as regulat
ing her faith and life. It was for her a matter of assuring and affirming 
her apostolic reference. She has only one (human) source, the apostles. 
With reference to this Cullmann was right when he said: “What 
matters is not whether the apostolic tradition was oral or written, but 
that it was fixed by the apostles” (p. 88). Cullmann only wants to play 
down ecclesiastical tradition. We may be excused for suspecting a 
confusion here: the Catholic Church also holds that the apostolic 
Scriptures are, for the whole of ecclesiastical tradition, a norm of 
authenticity (at least negatively in the sense that what Scripture con
tradicts and condemns must be rejected). But that does not preclude 
an apostolic tradition conserved in and by the Church. As we shall see, 
it is precisely this tradition that is covered by the assertions of the 
Council of Trent.

But Professor Cullmann writes: “To fix a canon was to say: hence
forth we give up regarding as a norm other traditions that are not 
fixed by the apostles in writing” (p. 90, my italics). This seems to me to

1. Art. “Canon des Écritures”, in DB, II, 1899, col. 134-84.
2. Introd, à l’étude du N.T. I: Histoire ancienne du canon du N.T., Paris, 1933.
3. Mark, who was not an apostle, was attached to Peter, whose catechesis he put down 

in writing; Luke, to Paul, whose companion he had been. Cf. J. Ruwet, art. cit., n. 71, 
pp. 392!?.; for an overall view, see Van den Eynde, pp. 26iff.
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be contradicted by numerous texts of the second and third centuries, 
and also of the fourth and fifth centuries, which demand that we take as 
a further norm non-written traditions which also go back to the 
apostles. When Cullmann writes: “In creating a norm the Church did 
not desire to be its own norm”, we could follow him although we 
should prefer to say: By recognising the normative character of the 
apostolic writings the Church did no more than affirm to herself her 
internal law of apostolicity. But when he adds: “Since it had discovered 
that, without a superior written norm its teaching-office could not keep 
pure the apostolic tradition” (p. 92, the author’s italics), he goes beyond 
what the second-century texts say. Cullmann postulates a rigorous 
identity between the apostolic norm or source and the apostolic 
writings. He slips from a “superior norm” to an exclusive and sufficient 
norm (“suffisants” is found on p. 45); that is to say, he interprets the 
fact of having professed the principle of a canon as equivalent to the 
theological principle of Scriptura sola.

This seems to arise from the fact that Cullmann is too concerned 
with the principle of a New Testament canon by itself, in the abstract, 
and not in the history and the concrete forms in which it has been lived 
and asserted since the beginnings of the Church. But historically, and 
in the concrete, the aim, role and effect of this principle have not been 
to establish a rift between the apostles and the Church of the bishops, 
between apostolic tradition and Church tradition. And the reason for 
this is provided by three facts to which the early history of the Church 
bears witness.

(1) How did the early Church recognize what was apostolic and 
what was not? By combining two criteria: first, attribution to some 
figure of the apostolic period,1 an attribution justified by internal or 
external evidence but above all guaranteed by the tradition of the 
Churches, principally the “apostolic Churches”.2 But attribution to an 
apostolic author was not a merely literary matter; it had to be received 
by the Church. Many writings went under the name of an apostle 
which however were not received, and authentic apostolic documents 
had to be received as the Church received them, not, for example, as 
Marcion received the gospel of St Luke. Agreement with the thought 
and hence the tradition of the Church was combined with attribution 
to an apostle; the two things were mutually related and mutually

1. Cf. the preceding note.
2. Cf. Tertullian, Praescr. 32, 36 {PL, 2, 44, 49; Preuschen, pp. 24, 28; EP, 21)6, 297); 

Adv. Marc., IV, 5 (PL, 2, ^66S.; Kroymann, CSEL, 47, pp. 43off.; EP, 341); Van den 
Eynde, p. 264.
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influential.1 The Church and her tradition were the spiritual context of 
what came from the apostles.2 Not that an act of the Church gave 
authority to what was apostolic, but what was apostolic was only 
received and interpreted authentically in the Church. In other words, it 
has always been affirmed that Scripture is the norm of our faith only 
when conjoined to the Church and her tradition. The sensus Ecclesiae 
or liturgical usage have never had any autonomy or sufficiency as 
criteria of canonicity,3 but then, there has never been any recognition 
of canonicity or constitution of a canon either, otherwise than by an 
appreciation given by the Church in the name of her tradition and her 
feeling for the truth. The Spirit given to the Church and living in her 
recognized the Spirit who had spoken through the prophets and the 
apostles. In this sense one can, with Fr Karl Rahner,4 take up again the 
question of the Church and Scripture and consider scriptural inspira
tion as the movement of the Holy Spirit exercised in favour of the 
Church in her constitutive and therefore normative moment, that of her 
foundation by God in the apostles. This movement, consonant with 
and consequent upon that first moment, still continues throughout the 
historical life of the people of God.

(2) Even though recognized as the supreme rule, Scripture has never 
been considered “sufficient”, and consequently exclusive. To govern 
the faith of the Church according to the apostolic norm it is necessary 
to read Scripture within the tradition of the apostles, handed on by and 
living in the Church. Doubtless Cullmann would like to put the 
emphasis on “apostolic tradition”. This is all very well, but on the one 
hand this tradition is not, at that time, seen as something static and 
obsolete, just because the most important part has been fixed by writing;

i. On this particular point, Ch. Guignebert has some very good observations to make: 
Id Évolution des dogmes, Paris, 1910, pp. 85, 96. Compare the conclusion reached by the 
Lutheran theologian G. Ebeling (Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche u. ihrer Verkündigung als 
theologisches Prollem, Tübingen, 1954, p. 42): as far as the Fathers of the second century 
are concerned, it is not the text as such which determines the faith, but rather the faith 
possessed within the Church which interprets the text.

References to the role which recognition by the Churches plays can be found in the 
article by A. Michel, “Tradition”, in DTC, XV, col. 1274.

2. One text among many which could be quoted: “As a rich man lays up wealth in a 
treasury, the apostles deposited in the Church the perfect plenitude of truth; whence he 
who desires may receive the draught of life; apart from the Church, all are thieves and 
robbers” (St Irenaeus, AH, III, 4, 1; PG, 7, 855; Harvey, II, p. 15).

3. See the excellent study of J. Ruwet, “Lecture liturgique et livres saints du N.T.”, 
in Biblica., 21 [1940], pp. 378—405. Only the canonical writings were read liturgically, and 
so liturgical reading can be taken as a sign or criterion of canonicity; it is not the reason 
for inclusion in the canon: apostolicity is the reason, and an indication amounting to the 
constitution of a canon, and even the establishing of the practice of liturgical reading, are 
attributed to the apostles themselves (Justin with reference to the gospels).

4. Cf. supra, Ch. 1, p. 2, n. 2.
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and on the other hand, it is considered, precisely because of its apostolic 
character, to be another mode complementary to the first, by which is 
assured the complete reference of the Church to the apostles as to its 
source.

(3) This tradition is said to be maintained by the succession of 
presbyters or bishops; so the apostolicity of the Church is not realized 
exclusively by Scripture. It is also realized, for its content, by tradition 
and, for its guarantee, in succession in the ministry, not only a succes
sion in office or power, but indissolubly also a succession in the 
charisms of the Holy Spirit.

Étienne Gilson said on one occasion that only what could be trans
lated back into the Latin of St Augustine could pass for an authentic 
interpretation of St Augustine. I think that my discussion of this 
question could be translated into texts of Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement 
and Origen. Is this also true of Cullmann’s presentation in all its 
nuances?

' (B) Tradition for the Fathers of the Fourth
and Fifth Centuries1

i. Apart from A. Deneffe, P. Smulders {art. cit., Sect. A, p. 23-4, n. 1) and A. Michel 
(art. “Tradition”, in DTC), cf. G. Martil, La Tradición, en S. Agustin, Madrid, 1943; J. 
Madoz, El concepto de la Tradición en S. Vincente de Lerins (Anal. Gregor., 5), Rome, 
1933 (review by R. Draguet, ETL, 13 [1936], pp. 545-60); A. Deneffe, “Tradition und 
Dogma bei Leo dem Grossen”, in Schol, 9 [1924], pp. 543-54; A. Lauras, “Saint Léon le 
Grand et la Tradition”, in RSR, 48 [i960], pp. 166-84.

The second half of the fourth and the first half of the fifth century are, 
in the history of the Church, an age which corresponds to what is, for 
any culture, its classical period. The men of this age, many of whom 
were simultaneously geniuses and saints or instruments of the Holy 
Spirit, are not for nothing called “Fathers”. This is the time of the 
first four ecumenical councils, the basis of all the others. It is the time 
when the canons governing ecclesiastical life are laid down, when the 
essential liturgical forms are fixed, when monasticism and the Christian 
life assume their basic features. As early as this the doctrinal tradition 
of the Church is completed on the most fundamental points by the 
interpretation of the Fathers and councils, an interpretation that be
came, at least taken as a whole, part of the normative data of Christian 
thought.

Like the Church itself, tradition is simply the manifestation, in the
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time of human history, of the “mystery” of salvation which, already 
announced, outlined and launched under the Old Dispensation, has 
now appeared and been given to us in its fullness in Jesus Christ. This 
manifestation has a missionary aspect, concerned with the conversion 
of many more people to the knowledge of the saving truth, and also a 
dogmatic aspect in the wider unfolding of “the faith which was once for 
all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). Through the ages this unfolding 
has been prompted by errors in matters touching the faith and it is 
with reference to these errors that it has always taken place. In the age 
with which we are dealing, these errors concerned the two fundamental 
truths of the faith, the Trinity and Christ. Furthermore, the Fathers of 
the classical age, without mixing the Christian faith with a philosophy 
in the technical sense of the word, had the vocation and grace to show 
forth, explain and defend revelation by adopting the forms of the 
classical culture in which they had been brought up. This was particu
larly so in the East in the case of the great Cappadocian Fathers, Basil 
and the two Gregories.

What do the Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries say about 
Tradition—or the traditions?

(a) To begin with, basically the same as the ante-Nicene writers.
For them, the Church stands in continuity with its source, which is, 

through the apostles, Jesus Christ, and ultimately God, the one Father, 
invisible and sovereign. The moment they began writing history, 
Christians saw the Church as establishing the lawfulness of this con
tinuity through the continuity of hierarchical succession.1 It has been 
shown that this idea dominates the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius.2 
Again, the patristic idea of tradition is well expressed in the words of 
St Gregory of Nyssa: “We have, as a more than sufficient guarantee of 
the truth of our teaching, tradition, that is, the truth which has come 
down to us by succession from the apostles, as an inheritance.”3 This

i. See my article, “Histoire”, in Catholicisms, N, 1958, col. 768.
2. J. Salaverri, “La idea de Tradición en la historia ecclesiàstica de Eusebio Cesariense”, 

in Gregorianum, 13 [1932], pp. 211—40.
3. Contra Eunomium, c. 4 (PG, 45, 653). Compare St Athanasius, Ep. z ad Serapionem, 

28, who, having presented the scriptural support, adds: “Let us see in the same way, over 
and above the tradition that goes back to the beginning, the teaching and faith of the 
Catholic Church, [a faith] which the Lord has bestowed on us, which the apostles have 
proclaimed, which the Fathers have maintained” {PG, 26, 593; EP, 782); St Cyril of 
Alexandria: “We describe as sources of the Saviour the holy prophets, the evangelists 
and the apostles; being all filled with the Holy Spirit, they are like rivers pouring out on 
this world the waters of a saving doctrine which comes from heaven; they make the earth 
rejoice” (Ad Reginas de Recta Fide Or. Altera, PG, 76, 1337).
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is still the Johannine theme: the mission of Christ proceeds from the 
Father, and from Christ proceeds that of the apostles and the whole 
worldwide expansion of the Church.

There is no separation between Scripture and tradition (cf. infra, 
p. 46, n. 4). They are distinguished, certainly, and perhaps more 
clearly than at the beginning, but they are also constantly associated 
with one another. Looking for a sure rule to distinguish the truth of the 
Catholic faith from the falsehoods of the heretics, Vincent of Lerins 
wrote, summing up well the classical position: “Take to yourself a 
double protection: first, the authority of the divine law, and then the 
tradition of the Catholic Church.”1 How do we recognize this tradi
tion? he goes on to ask. By its universality, antiquity and unanimity: 
“Id teneamus quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum 
est.” This association of Scripture and tradition as two ways, two modes 
in which the apostolic deposit comes to us in its plenitude and authenti
city, is the basis of the Catholic idea. To gather and guard faithfully 
the tradition of the apostles and the apostolic Fathers is, wrote Pope 
Agatho in 680, the sole means of entering into the full understanding 
of Christian truth.2

1. “Duplici modo munire fidem suam, Domino adiuvante, deberet: primum scilicet 
divinae legis auctoritate, turn deinde ecclesiae catholicae traditione.” Commonit, c. 2 (PL, 
50, 639; EP, 2168). It must not be thought that, since Vincent was still asking himself 
why, if the norm of Scripture was perfect, it was necessary to associate with it “ecclesias- 
ticae intelligentiae auctoritas”,· Scripture and tradition were for him two sources of the 
faith. Fr G. Tavard states the position correctly when he writes: “[Vincent] underlines the 
oneness of Scripture and tradition: the former is the content of the latter. Tradition 
provides the form in which Scripture is received by post-apostolic Christians. It is 
precisely because Novatian, Sabellius, Donatus and others severed the one from the 
other that they misunderstood the whole” (Holy Writ, p. 11).

2. Letter to the emperors: Mansi, XI, 233 (in Greek) or 234 (in Latin).
3. Innumerable references. For example, St Augustine, De Doctr. Christ., II, 9, 14, 42, 

63 (PL, 34, 42, 6yfF.); cf. infra, Excursus A, pp. toyff. The theme of the debt owed by 
Greek philosophy to Moses is well known and significant. Compare supra, Sect. A, 
p. 35 n. 4.

Scripture is always considered to be a supreme, total wisdom. It 
contains, and indeed one finds there, all truth, at least all truth necessary 
for salvation, veritas secundum pietatem (Titus 1.1),3 and in this sense, 
from the point of view of its content, it is sufficient. The Fathers only 
comment on it, explain it, defend it, and apply its truths pastorally to 
thought and life. All their works are centred on Scripture, they are 
essentially tractatores. The tradition which they profess to hold is 
entirely related to Scripture. It explains its meaning, illustrates it, 
protects it, envelops it. Later on we shall study, at least under certain 
aspects, the way in which the Fathers used Scripture, and we shall find 
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that it largely conditioned the exegetical tradition which, if they did not 
create it, they at least carried on. The heretics on the contrary, although 
they invoked the same books as the Church, perverted their true sense. 
That is why the Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries say that 
Scripture is everything and that tradition also is everything, for it 
deals with and embraces the whole field of faith and is the rule of faith 
since this faith is the faith of the Church.

The relationship between Scripture and Church is for the Fathers of 
the classical age the same as for the ante-Nicene Fathers, a relationship 
of reciprocal conditioning. There can no more be for them Scripture 
(rightly understood) without the Church, than there can be a Church 
without Scripture. Both are the body of the Son of God (St Ambrose).1

(b) Nevertheless, the situation is no longer the same as in the second 
century. No one could claim now, as did St Irenaeus, to be a direct 
echo of a man who knew personally, and had listened to, St John. 
There are two consequences of this, which characterize this age and 
distinguish it from the one that preceded it.

(1 ) There is ready reference to the “Fathers”. In this way the idea 
of tradition is maintained, for it always was and always will be of its 
essence that it is an inheritance handed on, a thing for which we depend 
on those who have gone before us in the profession of Christianity. 
Appeal to the “Fathers” was already making its appearance in the 
second century and then later in Tertullian, Hippolytus, Clement and 
Origen.2 It is explicit and frequent in St Athanasius.3 It is systematized 
during the Nestorian controversy.4 It became customary as later 
questions developed, particularly those relating to the Three Chapters,5 
to build up a dossier of authorities maintaining the point of view one

i. In Luc., VI, 33 (PL, 15, 1763): probably an application of Origen’s theme that what 
is essential is union with the Word; the Scriptures are one form or one means, the sacra
ments, the Church, another.

2. See Van den Eynde, p. 215; Origen, In Numer., Hom., 22, 2 (Baehrens, p. 206).
3. Cf. Smulders, art. cit., p. 56; DTC, XV, 1280; J. Salaverri, “Il argumento de tradi

ción patrística en la antigua Iglesia”, in Rev. española de Teología, 5 [1945], pp. 107-19 
(especially from the synod of CP, 383, onwards).

4. H. du Manoir, “L’Argument patristique dans la controverse nestorienne”, in RSR, 
25 [1935], pp. 441-61, 531—59 (reproduced in Dogme et Spiritualité cher S. Cyrille d’Ale- 
xandrie, Paris, 1944, pp. 454-90); J. Madoz, “El concilio de Éfeso, ejemplo de argumenta
ción patrística”, in Estudios ecclesiasticos, 1931, pp. 305-8. For a general treatment, cf. 
Th. Schermann, Die Geschichte d. dogmatischen Florilegien vom V.-Vlll. Jahrh. (TU, 28), 
Leipzig, 1904.

5. See J. Madoz, “El florilegio patristico del IIo Concilio de Sevilla”, in Miscellanea 
Isidoriana . . . , Rome, 1936, pp. 177-221; “El Concilio de Calcedonia en S. Isidoro de 
Sevilla”, in Rev. españ. de Teol., 12 [1952], pp. 189—204 (Confessio Verae Fidei adv. Tria 
Capitula, an anthology of African origin).

E
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wanted to defend, and to begin conciliar sessions with readings from 
the holy Fathers and bishops, e.g. at Ephesus in 431. It is moreover 
after the Council of Ephesus that Vincent of Lerins composed his 
Commomtorium, the charter for the reference to tradition. St Augustine 
appealed to patristic authorities in his controversy with the 
Pelagians.

The expression “Father” was originally a title of bishops referring 
to their spiritual paternity as pastors. It was later applied more especi
ally to the bishops who in the councils determined the Church’s rules 
of faith and life;1 so, the Nicene Creed was cited as the creed or the 
Belief of the 318 Fathers, etc. From there the title passed to all orthodox 
teachers, whether or not bishops or members of a council,2 assuming 
in effect the modern sense, made more precise by the addition of the 
notes of antiquity, holiness and eminent doctrine.

In this way the idea of witnesses to tradition, in the modem sense of 
Probatur ex Traditione, was worked out. In virtue of this the name of 
“tradition” was sometimes given to the witness of the men of the early 
Church who were outstanding and authoritative and who could be 
invoked in favour of a teaching. They were seen as following in the 
line of Christ and the apostles as transmitters of the truth.3 When a 
documented and critical argument was sought in their writings, 
the fact that they were bishops, i.e. the value of succession in 
the Irenaean sense, took second place to the fact that they were 
theologians.

At the beginning, the argument from the witness of the “Fathers” 
was distinct from the scriptural argument, but used in close connexion 
with it. The phrases associating the two are constantly cropping up: 
οί Πατέρες καί ή Γραφή.4 This is another indication of the strict refer
ence of tradition to Scripture, which it is only designed to explain, 
illustrate, defend or apply. The councils constantly repeated that they 
were doing no more than sum up and formulate the teaching of the

i. See, for example, D. 85, 86,148, 212, 270-4, 290. On the title of “father” in general: 
J. Fessler, Institutiones Patrologiae, Innsbruck, 1890, Vol. I, pp. 15—57; E. Amann, art. 
“Pères”, in DTC, XII, col. 1192-1215; H. du Manoir, art. cit., pp. 442-5; J. Quasten, 
Patrology. I: The Beginnings of Patristic Literature, 1950, pp. 9—12.

2. Thus in Vincent of Lerins, Common., c. 29-31 {PL, 50, 675-83).
3. See, for example, Theodoret, Epist., 89 {PG, 83, 1284; EP, 2142); Second Council 

of CP in 553: D. 212, TCT, 91.
4. Cf. H. du Manoir, art. cit., and “Le Symbole de Nicée au concile d’Éphèse,” in 

Gregorianum, 12 [1931], pp. 104-37. A few references: St Athanasius, passim and the 
quotation supra, p. 43, n. 3; St Gregory of Nazianzus, Orat., 33, 15 {PG, 36, 233); St 
Gregory of Nyssa, Epist., 5, 3 (ed. Pasquali, p. 90); St Cyril of Alexandria, Epist., 55 
{PG, 77, 292-3); De Recta Fide ad Reg. {PG, 76, i222ff.); letters from John of Antioch 
and Cyril, in 433 {PG, 77, 170 and 174). Compare supra, p. 44, n. 1.
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apostles, the content of Scripture, and what the Fathers had always 
taught,1 which is what the Fathers themselves said.2

i. St Athanasius says that, at Nicaea, the bishops had as it were to express and sum
marize the sense of the Scriptures, αδδι; συναγαγεϊν έκ των Γραφών, by referring back to 
them, τήν διάνοιαν {De Decretis Nicenae Syn., 20: PG, 25,452B). The Council of Ephesus 
{Relatio ad Caelestinum·. Mansi, IV, 1332D) approved the letters of Cyril of Alexandria 
because they were in no way “at variance with the Scriptures inspired by God, or with the 
faith handed down”. Cf. P. Camelot, “Les Conciles oecuméniques des IVe et Ve siècles”, 
in Le Concile et les Conciles, Paris—Cbevetogne, i960, pp. 63S. See the Second Council of 
Orange in 529: D. 174, 199; TCT, 369, 548; the Second Council of CP in 553; D. 212; 
TCT, 91. The Seventh Ecumenical Council in 787, in its definition, links itself to “the 
tradition of the Catholic Church which receives the Gospel from one end of the world to 
the other. We follow Paul, who spoke in Christ, and the whole divine college of the 
apostles, and our hereditary holiness in holding the traditions which we have received” 
(Mansi, XIII, 380A; D. 303).

2. St Hilary, Fragm. Hist., VII, 3 {PL, 10, 697AB); St Cyril of Alexandria, De Recta 
Fide ad Reg., 3 {PG, 76, 264c); Theodoret, cited supra, p. 46, n. 3. This affirmation is 
so persistent as to seem to render references superfluous.

3. St Basil, De Spiritu Sancto (375), 27, 66; 29, 71 {PG, 32, i88a; EP, 954; PG, 32, 
2oob). Compare St Epiphanius, Adv. Haer. Panar. (374-7), 61, 6: “There must also be a 
tradition: we cannot call on sacred Scripture for everything. So, the holy apostles have 
delivered to us some things in writing, and others in traditions” {PG, 41,1048; EP, 1098).

4. Op. cit., 27, 66: French transi, by B. Pruche, SCh, 17; 1945, pp. 232-3; ET with notes 
by G. Lewis, and NPF, II, 8.

5. In Epist. II ad Thessal. Hom., 4, 2 (in 400) {PG, 62, 488; EP, 1213). Compare In 
Act. Apost. Hom., i, i {PG, 60, 15).

6. De Bapt., II, 7,12 {PL, 43,133; EP, 1623).
7. Commonit., c. 2 (in 434) {PL, 50, 639; EP, 2168).
8. De Fide Orth., IV, 12, 16 (c. 750) {PG, 94, 1136).

(2) Tertullian and, in a more individual sense, Clement of Alexan
dria had already spoken of “unwritten traditions”. Now, almost 
simultaneously, St Basil and St Epiphanius speak of tradition as con
taining things not contained in Scripture.  The text of St Basil has 
played such an important role in the history of theology that it must 
be quoted here:

3

Among the “doctrines” and the “definitions” preserved in the 
Church, we hold some on the basis of written teaching and others 
we have received, transmitted secretly, from apostolic tradition. All 
are of equal value for piety; no one will dispute this: no one, at least 
with the least experience of ecclesiastical customs; for, if we were to 
attempt to reject these unwritten customs as not carrying much 
weight, we should unwittingly be casting aspersions on the Gospel 
itself, in its essentials.4

The same kind of thing is found in St John Chrysostom,5 St 
Augustine,6 in St Vincent of Lerins,7 and finally, much later, in St 
John Damascene.8

So then, Scripture was seen as needing to be completed by tradition, 
not merely as a text needing to be supplemented by its interpretation, 
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but as the principal part of a deposit needing to be completed by 
another part—no doubt less important in its content, but just as 
venerable—of the same deposit. St Basil’s text was often quoted at the 
time of the Reformation and of the Council of Trent. Unfortunately, a 
translation which Canisius first followed rendered the flexible toc pev . .. 
Tot 5e ... of Basil (the same is found in Epiphanius) as partim... 
partim . .., which led to the idea of two sources of doctrine, and no 
longer merely two modes of transmission of the same apostolic de
posit.1

There is no doubt that unwritten apostolic traditions exist. Evidence 
has been provided ever so many times by Catholic apologists 
from the New Testament witnesses themselves, and the Fathers also 
often referred to these texts.2 But perhaps it would be interesting to try 
to compile a list of examples which have been handed down. This is no 
attempt to make an inventory: Trent prudently and explicitly refused 
to take such a course;3 moreover, this is not a piece of exhaustive, 
systematic research, but simply the result of a few notes taken while 
reading. In principle research along these lines should be possible. I 
should like to see it done one day; but I do not think it would make any 
significant difference to the results of this hasty enquiry, whose results 
are modest but seem to me to be significant enough, with possibly some 
relevance here. Before we come to that, I want to draw attention to a 
very important aspect of the evolution we are concerned with in 
passing from the ante-Nicene Church to the classical age of the 
Fathers.

(3) The Church had already existed for several centuries. Errors 
had arisen and, in claiming to be scriptural, perverted the sense of 
Scripture. Great theologians explained the true doctrine, councils 
defined it, the magisterium acted. Thus “tradition” is no longer only 
that which the apostles handed on, or rather, it is certainly this formally 
and fundamentally, but it is also the deposit made explicit in texts and, 
when necessary, even in a new vocabulary. From now on, and ever

I. See J. R. Geiselmann, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, Munich, 1957, p. 172. The 
same text, translated differently, in Albert Pigge, p. 139.—Something which ought to be 
taken into account in any history of the expression partim . . . partim. . . : Eusebius, 
Demonstr. Evang., I, 8: the disciples of the Master recommended marriage as a normal 
state of life, “partim litteris, partim sine litteris, quasi jure quodam non scripto servanda” 
(PG, 22, 76B: translated by Bernadine Donatus, with a dedication to Paul III, Venice, 
1498).

2. For example, the text of 2 Thess 2.15 is quoted by St Basil, De Spir. S., 29, 71 
(PG, 32, 200; French transl. Pruche, SCh, 17; 1945, p. 245); St John Chrysostom, inloc., 
Hom., 4, 14 (PG, 61, 488); St John Damascene, De Fide Orth., IV, 16 (PG, 94,1173), etc.

3. CT, Vol. V, p. 18,1. 15; Deneffe, p. 68.
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more so as the Church progresses through history, we can give the 
name “tradition” to the procession of witnesses to this unfolding of the 
deposit. This is meant to be nothing more than a straightforward 
explanation, but inevitably it possesses its own literary and historical 
materiality. It has no autonomy of substantial content, but it has got 
an autonomy on the level of the literary foundations of doctrine. In 
time, against new heresies, and particularly from the sixteenth century 
onwards, it is this that will form a special proof ex traditione of the 
authenticity of doctrines.

Even in the period we are dealing with and more especially with the 
passing of time, the theological demonstration of the value of this 
tradition was sought in the fact that the same Spirit who spoke by the 
prophets and inspired the human authors of Scripture does not cease 
to animate the Church in which he lives or to guide the teachers, 
councils and pastors of the People of God.1 The unanimity of these, 
which has always been seen as the effect and special sign of the action 
of the Holy Spirit,2 came to be considered as a criterion of orthodox 
faith.3 That being so, attention rested not only on what was handed 
on, on its obvious objective identity with the word of the apostles, 
but on the authority of the organs of tradition, justified by the help of 
the Holy Spirit.

In the age of the Fathers the consensus Patrum furnished an argu
ment. We shall see how after Trent this basis for providing support for 
an orthodox doctrine develops into a justification valid almost by itself.

1. On this “inspiration”, see infra, pp. 125!!. Here for example is what St Leo writes: 
“Dubitandum non est quidquid ab Ecclesia in consuetudinem est devotionis receptum de 
traditione apostolica et de Sancti Spiritus prodire doctrina” (Sermo, 79, 1: PL, 54, 418B: 
and cf. A. Lauras, art. cit. [supra, p. 42, n. 1], pp. tyjff.).—The justification of traditions 
by the Church whose authority is guaranteed by Scripture, is already outlined by St 
Augustine: cf. C. Cresc., I, 33, 39, and in De Unit. Eccl. (infra, Sect. C, p. 53, n. 5).

2. This point is demonstrated in Acts, by the description of the coming of the Holy 
Spirit (1.14; 2.1-4), by the use of the words eiri t6 ccut6 and 6no9upa86v. It is often 
expressed in the Fathers, as, for example, St Cyprian, Epist., 68, 8, 6; St. Basil, Epist., 
229; Adv. Eunomium, 5, 2 (PG, 29, 740—1); St Gregory of Nyssa, In Cant. Hom., 15 
(PG, 44, 1116-17); St Celestine to the Council of Ephesus, Epist., 18, 1 (PL, 50, 505); 
St Leo, Epist., 103 to the bishops of Gaul (PL, 54, 988-9); Leontius of Byzantium, 
Contra Nestor, et Eutych., Lib. II, circa finem (PG, 86, 1355); the Sixteenth Council of 
Toledo, in 693, c. 13 (Mansi, XII, 82); the Seventh Ecumenical Council in 787 (Mansi, 
XIII, 404c). For the ante-Nicene period, cf. supra, Sect. A, pp. 36-7, n. 8.

3. The argument from the consensus Patrum, as for example in Theodoret, Eranistes 
(PG, 83, 27-318). The rule of unanimity: St Cyril of Alexandria, Apologet.pro XII Capit., 
a defence of the fourth and twelfth anathematisms (PG, 76, 342B, 281D); Cassian, De 
Incarn., c. 6 (PL, 50, 29—30); St Vincent of Lerins, Commonit., c. 2 (PL, 50, 639). The 
force of this consensus of the Fathers: the texts can be found in L. Thomassin, Dogm. 
Theol., Vol. V: De Prolegomenis Theol., c. 29-34 (ed. Escalle, Paris, 1868, pp. 171-211); 
H. Van Laak, Theses quaedam de Patrum et Theologorum magisterio . . . , Rome, 1933. 
Compare supra, Sect. A, pp. 36-7, n. 8.
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“Tradition”, which had indicated essentially deposit tends to become 
communication and development in time. It is important to identify 
the origin of this process in the classical period of the Fathers. Clearly, 
in tradition as explanation and development, not everything is strictly 
dogmatic. Although nothing objective is added in the development of 
revelation, there is mixed with it or added a certain element of personal 
thought, even in the Fathers. In this historical, ecclesiastical “tradition” 
there are human contributions or developments. This does not mean 
that they are wrong, but simply that they cannot claim the guarantee 
of what God makes his own and which constitutes the domain of public 
revelation. As writers became more aware of the role played by 
human effort, the treatise on theological criteria, often called De locis 
(theologicis), was developed. This seeks to determine the degree and 
conditions of certitude proper to each of the human authorities 
involved in elaborating the sacra doctrina or Christian teaching.

(C) Examples of Unwritten Apostolic Traditions 
Cited by Catholic Writers

Without pretending to give a complete survey of what the Fathers and 
Catholic authors put forward as apostolic traditions without scriptural 
backing, I should like here to give a sample selection based on a docu
mentation large enough to have a representative value. It is doubtful 
whether any notable instances of unwritten apostolic tradition have 
been left out of this list, but we must remember that the Council of 
Trent prudently declined to put forward a list because of the tempta
tion there would be to consider it exhaustive.

St Irenaeus: the paschal fast.1 To be accurate, we must point out 
that St Irenaeus attributes a great many points of doctrine to the 
apostolic paradosis·. one could even say all doctrine, since it presents 
the authentic sense of Scripture. On occasion he indicates expressly 
that a particular point comes from the apostles through the intermediary 
of the presbyters.2 Our subject here is not this wide meaning of 
tradition.

i. Frag. 3, after Eusebius, HE, V, 24, 12-17 {PG, 7, 1229^; Harvey, II, pp. 473-7). 
In the now lost De Paschate, Irenaeus gave as an instance of an apostolic tradition, the 
custom of praying standing on Sundays and from Easter to Pentecost (cf. Ps.-Justin, 
Quaest. et Resp. ad Orthod., q. 115; PG, 6, 1364).

2. For example, the doctrine relating to justice under the Old Dispensation {AH, N 
27, 1; PG, 7, 1056), the idea that the Holy Spirit leads us to the Son, who in turn leads us 
to the Father (V, 36, 2; PG, 7, 1225).
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Tertullian justifies the rule against soldiers wearing the military 

wreath, by an ancient tradition. Then he widens the question, giving 
further examples of unwritten traditions:

Thus, if we start with Baptism: just before we go down into the 
water, we are required to renounce on oath, before the president, the 
devil, his pomp, and his angels; we are then immersed three times, 
making some form of response, at the same time, not laid down by 
Our Lord in his Gospel. When we emerge, we taste for the first time 
the mixture of milk and honey; starting on this day, we abstain for 
the whole week from the daily bath. We do not receive the mystery 
of the Eucharist, which Our Lord [instituted] on the occasion of his 
meal and which he made available to all, except at the assemblies 
which take place before dawn, and then only from the hands of 
those who preside. We make anniversary offerings on behalf of the 
dead, and on the birthdays [of the martyrs]. We regard it as unlawful 
to fast or pray kneeling on Sunday, and we enjoy the same dis
pensation from Easter Day until Pentecost.... Whatever we do, 
whether on a journey or just making a visit, coming in or going out, 
putting on our shoes, washing, sitting down to a meal, attending to 
the lights, lying down, sitting down, or anything we do: we mark 
our foreheads with the Sign of the Cross.1

1. De Corona, 3-4 {PL, 3, 78; Oehler, p. 425); transl. Van den Eynde, p. 278; ET LF, 
1842, Vol. 10.

2. Cf. Van den Eynde, pp. 145, 230-3, 275.
3. In Levit., Hom. VIII, 3 {PG, 12, 496; Baehrens, p. 398); In Epist. ad Rom., N, 8 

{PG, 14, 1038; Lommatzsch, p. 381; EP, 499: “Secundum typum Ecclesiis traditum”'); 
ibid., N, 9 {PG, 14, 1047B; Lommatzsch, p. 397; Kirsch, n. 249; EP, 501).

4. In Numer. Hom., N, 1 {PG, 12, 603c; Baehrens, p. 26).
5. Ad Basil idem, transl. Conybeare, in JTS, 15 [1914], p. 438.

Tertullian does not speak expressly of apostolic traditions: as far as 
he is concerned the criterion of their value is simply the antiquity of a 
custom received from the Fathers. The text quoted is from his Montanist 
period, but his witness, at least as regards facts, is independent of any 
Montanist theology.

Clement of Alexandria’s contribution is unique. Not only does 
he assume that doctrines can constitute the object of a completely oral 
tradition, but he even makes of these doctrinal άγραφα the actual 
matter of Christian gnosis. Origen did not follow him in this, although 
he admits a gnosis that goes beyond Scripture.2

Origen: infant baptism;3 praying on the knees and facing towards 
the east: the eucharistic and baptismal rites.4

St Dionysius of Alexandria (f c. 265): the keeping of Sunday.5
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Pope Stephen: the validity of baptism conferred by heretics.1
St Cyprian (f 258) connects with the usage followed by our Lord 

the offering of a chalice of wine mixed with water,2 and backs it up 
with scriptural allusions. He considers the rule according to which a 
bishop must be elected in the presence of the people and in the assembly 
of the bishops of the province as “de traditione divina et apostolica 
observatione”.3

St Basil, in 375, dealing with the theology of the Holy Spirit, says 
that he is collecting the ideas of Scripture and of the unwritten tradition 
of the Fathers.4 Later, wanting to justify the use of the preposition 
with in the phrase “with the Holy Spirit”, he appeals to an unwritten and 
secret part of the apostolic witness and he justifies this appeal as 
legitimate by invoking the existence of unwritten customs of un
questioned authority. He writes:

For example ... who taught us in writing to sign with the Sign 
of the Cross those who hope in the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ? 
Where have we been taught in Scripture to turn to the East during 
prayer? What Saint was it that bequeathed to us in writing the words 
of invocation of the “epiclesis” at the moment of consecration of 
the Eucharistic bread and the cup of blessing? For we do not confine 
ourselves to what the Apostle or the Evangelist reported. .. . We 
also bless the Baptismal water, and the oil for anointing and in 
addition, the baptised person. Where can we find written authority 
for these things? Do we not get them from a hidden and secret 
tradition? Why, where is the written word from which we learned 
the practice itself of anointing with oil? And what is the source of 
the triple immersion? Or take the other baptismal ceremonies: 
where in Scripture do we find the renunciation of Satan and his 
angels?5

St Epiphanius (f 403): prohibition of marriage after a vow of 
virginity;6 fasting on Wednesday and Friday.7

St John Chrysostom (J 407): prayer for the dead.8
St Jerome, about 382, invokes an apostolic origin not only for the 

imposition of hands, together with the invocation of the Holy Spirit, 
after baptism—one could here appeal to Acts—but also for the triple

I. Following St Cyprian, Ep., 75, 6 and 85, 5.
2. Epist., 63, 9-13, {PL, 4, 380-3; Hartel, pp. 707-12).
3. Epist., 67, 5 {PL, 3, 1027; Hartel, p. 739; EP, 588).
4. De Spiritu Sancto, 9, 22 {PG, 32, 105A; SCh, 17; 1945, p. 145).
5. Op. cit., 27, 66 {PG, 32, 188; SCh, pp. 233-4; EP, 954).
6. Panarion Haer., LXI, 6 {PG, 41, 1047; EP, 1098).
7. Op. cit., LXXV, 7 {PG, 42, 542-3).
8. In Epist. ad Phil. Horn., 3, 4 {PG, 62, 203-4; EP, 1206).
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baptismal immersion, the giving of milk and honey to the newly 
baptized, and the practice of not kneeling or fasting during Paschal tide.1 
He connects with apostolic tradition the observance of a single Lent.2

Pope Innocent I, in his famous letter to Decentius, bishop of 
Gubbio, in 416, invites the Churches of the West, supposed to have 
been founded by the apostle Peter or his successors, to align themselves 
with the usages transmitted (traditum) to the Roman Church by the 
prince of the apostles.3

St Augustine, at a very early date, quoted infant baptism as an 
apostolic tradition, but not without outlining a biblical argument using 
as examples the Holy Innocents or circumcision.4 Subsequently he 
linked to an apostolic tradition the practice of not rebaptizing heretics 
on their reconciliation with the Church;5 and then a number of 
liturgical customs which he believed to be universal: rites at baptism 
(aspersion, exorcisms, insufflation),6 singing the Alleluia during 
Paschaltide,7 the celebration, as liturgical feasts, of the Passion, 
Resurrection, Ascension and Pentecost.8 His criterion for determining 
an apostolic tradition is, at least after the Donatist controversy, the

i. Dial. adv. Lucifer, 8 (PL, 23, 172; partly in EP, 1358).
2. Epist., 41, 3 ad Marcellum (PL, 2.2., 475).
3. Epist., 25 (Jaffe, 311; PL, 20, 551; Kirch, 726): ‘Si instituta ecclesiastica ... integra 

vellent servare Domini sacerdotes. . . . Sed dum unusquisque non quod traditum est, sed 
quod sibi visum fuerit, hoc aestimat esse tenendum, inde diversa in diversis locis vel 
ecclesiis aut teneri, aut celebrari videntur; ac fit scandalum populis, qui dum nesciunt 
traditiones antiquas humana praesumptione corruptas, putant sibi aut ecclesias non con
venire, aut ab Apostolis vel apostolicis viris contrarietatem inductam.” With this can be 
compared Siricius (384-99), Epist., 6, 3, 5 (PL, 13, 1166): “Praedico, ut unam fidem 
habentes, unum etiam in traditione sentire debeamus, probantes nos unanimes atque 
concordes, pacifici in Christo et in observationibus apostolicis habere caritatem.” In 
these texts, the apostolic traditions are questions concerned with observationes, instituta, 
with celebration.

4. De Genesi ad Litt. (a.D. 393-4), X, 23, 39 (PL, 34, 426; De Bapt. c. Don. (c. 400), 
IV, 24, 31 (PL, 43, 174); cf. V, 23, 31 (col. 192).

5. De Bapt. c. Don., II, 7, 12 (PL, 43, 133): “Quam consuetudinem credo ex apostólica 
traditione venientem, sic multa quae non inveniuntur in litteris eorum, neque in conciliis 
posteriorum, et tamen quia per universam custodiuntur Ecclesiam, nonnisi ab ipsis tradita 
et commendata creduntur.” Cf. V, 23, 31 (PL, 43, 192): “Apostoli autem nihil quidem 
exinde praeceperunt·, sed consuetudo illa quae opponebatur Cypriano, ab eorum traditione 
exordium sumpsisse credenda est, sicut sunt multa quae universa tenet Ecclesia, et ob hoc 
ab Apostolis praecepta bene creduntur, quanquam scripta non reperiantur.” Elsewhere, 
St Augustine relates this practice to Scripture, by means of the authority of the Church 
to which Scripture bears witness: C. Cresc. 1, 33, 39 (PL, 43, 466); compare his De 
Unitate Eccl., 22, 63 (PL, 43, 437—8).

6. De Nuptiis et Concup. (a.d. 419-20), II, 50 (PL, 44, 465).
7. Sermo, 252, 9 (PL, 38, 1176).
8. “Illa autem quae non scripta, sed tradita custodimus, quae quidem toto terrarum 

orbe servantur, datur intelligi, vel ab ipsis Apostolis, vel, plenariis conciliis, quorum est in 
Ecclesia saluberrima auctoritas, commendata atque statuta retineri, sicuti quod Domini 
passio et resurrectio et ascensio in caelum, et adventus de caelo Spiritus Sancti, anniver
saria solemnitate celebrantur, et si quid aliud tale occurrit, quod servantur ab universa, 
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evidence of the spread and universal acceptance of matters not found 
or expressed in Scripture or determined by plenary councils.1 Now that 
our documentation is better we should today be more critical of certain 
examples used by St Augustine. Even the principle of catholicity only 
provides a basis for a strong presumption of apostolicity when com
pleted by the principle of antiquity as in Vincent of Lerins. In any case, 
St Augustine himself applies his criterion prudently and knows how to 
allow for nuances.2 The principle of unanimity coupled with that of 
antiquity can be kept, at least as a positive criterion of apostolicity.3 
This would certainly apply in the matter of doctrines, and St Augustine 
outlines the idea according to which, since Scripture is the basis of the 
authority of the Church, it would be impossible to find error in what 
the authority of the universal Church testifies to.4 The place the

i. See the texts from De Bapt. quoted in notes 4 and 5, page 53, and from Epist. 54 
in the preceding note. A similar criterion can be seen in St Jerome’s Dial, contra Lucifer., 
8 (PL, 23, 163; EP, 1358): “Etiamsi Scripturae auctoritas non subesset [he is dealing with 
the imposition of hands for the gift of the Holy Spirit], totius orbis in hanc partem con
sensus instar praecepti obtineret. Nam et multa alia quae per traditionem in ecclesiis 
observan tur, auctoritatem sibi scriptae legis usurpaverunt” (about 352). Compare this 
with St Prosper of Aquitaine, in the famous passage from the Indiculus of St Celestine I, 
where is found the formula “ut legem credendi statuat lex supplicandi” (D. 139; ET 
TCT, 541).

2. There exist some beliefs, almost universal, which he would not presume to describe 
as definitely apostolic in origin, but whose great influence cannot be denied: as, for 
example, that Adam is believed to have been delivered from hell when Christ descended 
there (Epist., 164, 6, in 415; PL, 33,711); as also prayer for the dead, observed throughout 
the whole Church, but of which St Augustine did not expressly say that it was an apostolic 
tradition; he simply said: a patribus traditum (Sermo, tyz, 2; PL, 38, 936; De Cura pro 
Mortuis Ger., 1, 3; PL, 40, 593).

3. Compare B. Capelle (“Autorité de la liturgie chez les Péres”, in RTAM, 21 [1954], 
pp. 5-22; p. 20): “The indications are that this [apostolic] origin was too facilely pre
supposed and rather naively accepted, and even on occasion fraudulently maintained. 
However, it is not entirely imaginary. There is no doubt, for example, that an elementary 
baptismal and eucharistic ritual must have come into existence very early on. One can 
pin-point substantial similarities between the ancient rituals of Rome, Jerusalem, Antioch 
and Alexandria. With particular reference to the Mass, there are many points in common, 
that are foreign to Scripture and Jewish usage: the reading of the Gospel, the linking of 
the Eucharist with a service of prayer, the solemn prayers, the kiss of peace, the role of 
the deacons, the people’s Amen, the sending of communion to those who are absent. It 
may be assumed that these probably developed from the primitive pattern of worship at 
Jerusalem.” (A note adds that C. Callewaert defended the thesis that the institution of 
Sunday goes back to the apostles: Sacris Erudiri, Steenbrugge, 1940, pp. 263—303.)

4. “Proinde, quamvis hujus rei certe de Scripturis canonicis non proferatur exemplum 
[the validity of baptism, as against the Donatist thesis], earumdem tamen Scripturarum 
etiam in hac re a nobis tenebur veritas, cum hoc facimus quod universae jam placuit 
Ecclesiae, quam ipsarum Scripturarum commendat auctoritas: ut quoniam sancta Scriptura 
fallere non potest, quisquís fallí metuit hujus obscuritate quaestionis, eamdem ecclesiam 
de ilia consulat, quam sine ulla ambiguitate sancta Scriptura demonstrat...” (Contra 
Cresconium, 33, 39; PL, 43, 466).

quacumque se diffundit, Ecclesia.” Ep'tst., 54, 1 ad Januarium, about 400 (PL, 33, 200; 
Goldbacher, p. 159): the text is repeated in Gratian, Decree, C., D. XII, Illa autem 
(Friedberg, col. 29-30).
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theme of the infallibility of the Catholica as such holds in his thought is 
well known: “Securus judicat orbis terrarum.” The theme has become 
in modern times one of the guiding lines of the theology of tradition. 
It is sufficient for our present enquiry that the examples in fact provided 
by St Augustine concern liturgical customs and practice.

St Leo says that “the great fasts were instituted by the holy apostles, 
taught by the Holy Spirit”.1 The Rev. A. Lauras (“S. Léon le Grand et 
la Tradition”, in RSR, 48 [i960], pp. 166-84) has made an exhaustive 
study of what St Leo puts forward as apostolic traditions. He writes: 
“On most of the occasions when St Leo uses the word traditio he is 
speaking of ‘traditional practices’: twelve texts out of eighteen” (p. 
172). Here is the list: the Ember Day fasts (Sermo, 8; 10,1; 12,4; 81,1: 
PL, 54, 159c, 164A, 171c, 421A); priests unius uxoris viri (Epist., 4, 2; 
5, 3; 12, 3: PL, 54, 612A, 615c, 648B); the celebration of baptism 
confined to Easter and Pentecost (Epist., 16, 1; 168, 1: PL, 54, 696B, 
1210A); the consecration of bishops on a Friday (Epist., 111,2: PL, 54, 
1021B). [ET Sermons·. NPF, II.12; Letters'. NPF, II.12; FC, 34]. Lauras 
shows (pp. 174-6) that for St Leo “apostolic tradition” does not mean 
the material or historical institution by the apostles of an actual rite, as 
such. The apostles may have handed on certain definite practices, but 
they also transmitted general principles on the basis of which the 
Fathers established precise practices.

The Second Council of Braga (563, Canon 3) said: “Placuit ut 
non aliter presbyteri populum, sed uno modo salutent, dicentes: 
Dominus sit vobiscum, sicut in libro Ruth legitur; et ut respondeatur a 
populo: Et cum spiritu tuo, sicut et ab ipsis apostolis traditum omnis 
retinet Oriens” (Mansi, IX, 777).

St John Damascene, the defender of the devotion to images in the 
first half of the eighth century, more than once appealed to (apostolic) 
tradition. He quotes furthermore the text of St Basil, quoted above,2 
and offers as examples of such traditions: the devotion to images, the 
veneration given to the sites of Calvary and the Holy Sepulchre, the 
triple immersion at baptism, the custom of facing the east when pray
ing, the institution of the sacraments, the adoration of the cross. He 
does not speak explicitly of apostolic traditions, but quotes 1 Thess 
2.14.3 John’s rival in iconophily, St Theodore Studite, affirms, for his

1. Sermo, 47 (9 de Quadrages.}, 1 (PL, 54, 295); Sermo, 44, 2 (PL, 54, 286).
2. De imaginibus Or. (a.D. 730), 1, 23 (PG, 94, 1256).
3. Op. cit., 11, 16 (PG, 94, 1301); with reference to images and the custom of praying 

facing the east (for which he gives numerous biblical examples), cf. also De Fide Orthod., 
IV, 12 (PG, 94, 1136c).
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part, that the religious life exists’in virtue of an apostolic tradition.1

1. Epist., 185 (PG, 99, 1524).
2. Actio VII (Mansi, XIII, 378c; D. 302); Actio VIII (Mansi, 415c; D. 308; ET TCT, 

93)·
3. See St Thomas Aquinas, In III Sent., d. 9, q. 1, a. 2, qa 2, ad 3; ST, III, q. 25, a. 3, 

ad 4, refers to another legend, which St Thomas comes close to judging as such, according 
to which St Luke was credited with (dicitur.. . ) painting a picture of Christ preserved at 
Rome. St Bonaventure, In III Sent., d. 9, a. 1, q. 2, ad 6. With reference to these legends, 
cf. H. Leclercq, in DACE, the articles Abgar (Vol. I, col. 87—97), Images (Vol. VII, col. 
196!!., 224(1.), Jesus-Christ (Vol. VII, col. 2394-468), Luc (Vol. IX, col. 2614; only the 
alleged Madonnas), Portrait du Christ (Vol. XlV, col. 1560).

4. ST, III, q. 64, a. 2, ad 1.
5. The points already indicated. Seeinfra, Ch. 3, Sect. A,p. 87, nn. 4-5 andp. 8S,nn. 1-4. 

Other apostolic traditions: that Christ will come again from the East (Thomas Netter, 
against Wycliffe and Huss: Doctrinale, VI, Paris ed., 1523, fol. 83B (quoted by F. Kropats- 
check, Das Schriftprinjp d. Lutherischen Kirche. I: Die Porgeschichte. Das Erbe des 
Mittelalters, Leipzig, 1904, p. 174, n. 1); tlte form of the institution of the sacraments— 
though medieval thought on this is rather fluid: cf. P. De Voogt, Les Sources, pp. 153-5; 
G. Tavard, Holy Writ, p. 62.

6. See his Apologia pro Veritate Catholicae et Apostolicae Fidei ac Doctrinae adv. impia 
et valdepestifera Martini Lutheri Dogmata, ed. J. Schweizer (Corp. Cathol., 27), Munster, 
1956, p. 309: “Sunt nonnulla quae nullo modo ex Scripturis colligi valent. At quia verbo 
apostolorum ac successiva traditione quasi per manus accepta sunt et ad nos derivata 
atque sanctissime custodita, ut de modo sacramentum conficiendi et si quae sunt talia, 
haereticus ille sit et insanus, qui eiusmodi neget observanda uti semper sunt observata.”

The Second Council of Nicaea in 787, dealing with images, 
repeated the same reference and gave us one of the strongest state
ments of the magisterium on tradition and on its internal principle, the 
Holy Spirit who lives in the Church.2

The devotion to images remained the typical example of an apostolic 
tradition, supported by reference to 1 Thess 2.15, but also, unfortun
ately, by legends about a portrait of Christ painted by St Luke or sent 
by our Lord himself to King Abgar.3

St Thomas Aquinas also ascribes to unwritten apostolic traditions 
the essentials of the sacramental rites (ea quae sunt de necessitate sacra- 
mentiy, he quotes on this subject 1 Cor 11.34.4 This position is not 
peculiar to him; one could cite many similar texts, for example those 
from the Middle Ages which attribute the explicit institution of certain 
sacraments to the apostles; but this can usually be taken to mean the 
external sign or rite.

It would serve no great purpose to collect medieval theological 
texts. Generally the medievals were content to say that “many tilings, 
plum” had been transmitted by the Church and preserved in her by 
unwritten tradition, after which the theologians or apologists quote, 
rather haphazardly, one or two examples.5

We find Ambrosius Catharinus, the future theologian of Trent 
writing against Luther in 1520, following this procedure.6
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A Council held at Sens in 1528, dealing with Lutheran doctrines, 

proposed a comparatively developed formula for a doctrine of tradi
tion, in the course of which are listed many examples of unwritten 
apostolic traditions. Here is a lengthy quotation from the text:

Ampla certe Scripturae latitudo, ingens et incomprehensibilis 
profunditas, perniciosum est tamen errore laborare, ut nihil admit
tendum putetur, quod non e Scriptura depromptum sit: multa 
quippe a Christo ad posteros per manus apostolorum ore ad os et 
familiari colloquio transfusa sunt: quod et si in sacra Scriptura 
expresse contineri non videantur, inconcusse tamen tenenda veniunt. 
Nam quod genua flectamus orantes ad Orientem, sed et sacrosanctae 
eucharistiae percipiendae ritus, vel eorum quae dicuntur in baptismo 
verborum, gestorumque, et ordinum, atque interrogationum et 
responsionum, quis facile explicet rationem?... A quibus non 
longe sunt symbolum illud apostolorum, et quod sine unctione non 
fit confirmationis sacramentum, ut insuper benedicto missae sacri
ficio aqua misceatur, aut fideles vivificae crucis signo frontem com
muniant; pluraque id genus, quae velut ex receptione quadam, et 
quasi per manus, ab apostolis emanarunt. Hinc Paulus non eas 
tantum traditiones jubet a Thessalonicensibus observari, quas per 
epistolam sed etiam quas per omnem sermonem didicissent. Neque 
praetermisisse putandus est cetera, quae circa venerandum eu
charistiae sacramentum Corinthiis sese dispositurum, cum venisset, 
ultro spopenderat. Quorum plurima, licet a Christo forte non sint 
instituta, id tamen ratum est, quod dictante Spiritu Sancto apostoli 
tradiderunt, veluti quod Christus ipse tradidit, et in sui comme
morationem fieri praecepit.1

The Council of Trent, as we have seen, refused to give a list of 
apostolic traditions, but we can get some idea of what they had in 
mind. We have at our disposal for this three sources: (1) The treatises 
representative of theological opinion at the time of the Fourth Session 
of the Council; many of these definitely influenced the thought of the 
Fathers (e.g. Driedo) or even came from theologians who took part in 
the council. One text is particularly significant, that of the layman 
Lodovico Nogarola who, wanting to be of use to the council, at the 
invitation of a bishop, drew up a list of unwritten apostolic traditions, 
which he presented to the council in February 1546 and published in 
1549 at Venice under the title Apostolicae Institutiones.2 (2) The 

i. Deer. 5; Mansi, XXXII, 1165. Cajetan (Com. in 2 Thess., c. 2) also gives the Apostles’
Creed as an example of an apostolic tradition.

2. H. Jedin, “Un laico al Concilio di Trento, il Conte Lodovico Nogarola”, in II 
Concilio di Trento, I [1942], pp. 25-53.
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declarations of the theologians or Fathers during the Fourth Session, 
from which emanated the decree De Canonicis Scripturis. (3) The 
examples the council itself gave in its decrees and canons outside this 
session. Let us examine each of these sources.

(1) The theologians.—(a) Johann Eck (f 1543) mentions: the descent 
of Christ into hell (but this is well attested biblically), the keeping of 
Sunday, the virginity of Mary post partum, the baptism of infants.1

(b) John Driedo, whose De Ecclesiasticis Scripturis et Dogmatibus 
was first published in 1533, does not always clearly distinguish what is, 
according to him, apostolic tradition, and what represents a very old 
custom perhaps going back to the primitive Church. We can, however, 
with the aid of the most recent (and excellent) monograph on his 
theology of tradition, give the following list of what he considered to 
be of apostolic origin: “The renunciation of Satan in baptism; the 
triple immersion; the use of the sign of the cross and of chrism; the 
custom of mixing a little water with the wine at Mass; the Lenten fast, 
abstinence, the eucharistic fast, and the forbidding of fasting on 
Sunday; monastic vows; praying towards the east. He also includes 
certain points of more dogmatic interest such as the sacrificial character 
of the Mass, the real presence, prayer for the dead, the invocation of 
saints, the use of images, the fire of purgatory, the indissolubility of 
marriage, the virginity of Mary, and the baptism of infants.”2

(c) Lodovico Nogarola referring to St Basil, Origen, Tertullian, 
Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius, enumerated thirty-four apostolic 
traditions. 1: the creed; 2-6: the sanctification of Sunday, the sign of 
the cross, praying standing on Sundays and from Easter to Pentecost, 
praying towards the east, kneeling for certain prayers; 7: the celebration 
of Mass; 8: the blessing of baptismal water; 9: the blessing of oil; to: 
blessing the person baptized; 11; anointing with chrism; 12: the renun
ciation of Satan and his angels in baptism; 13: the triple immersion in 
baptism; 14: the baptism of infants; 15: the non-repetition of baptism; 
16: Lent; 17: the veneration of the cross and of images of our Saviour 
(St John Damascene); 18: the consecration of a bishop by three other 
bishops; 19: the canonical hours; 20: the eucharistic fast; 21: auricular 
confession; 22: that the prayers of the living can help the dead; 23: the

I. Enchiridion, quoted by J. R. Geiselmann, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, p. 141.
2. See J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, Milwaukee, 1959, pp. 61—2; 

the actual quotation of texts is on pp. 58-9. See also pp. iijff., which would enable us to 
add the following to the list given: a non-baptized adult can enter into the kingdom of 
heaven if, as far as he is concerned, he has not deliberately scorned baptism; theTaptism 
conferred by heretics and schismatics is not repeatable; the baptism of an adult is valid 
even though his intention remains purely external.
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celebration of certain feasts: the Passion, Resurrection, Ascension, 
Pentecost (St Augustine); 24: fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays; 
25: not fasting on Sunday; 26: the distinction between the various 
hierarchical orders; 27: the consecration of virgins; 28: monasticism; 
29: the consecration of altars (Dionysius); 30: the paschal vigil to 
midnight; 31: singing Alleluia in church; 32: Holy Scripture (cited 
from St Jerome, Hom. 1 in Canty, 33: the honouring of the Holy Inno
cents; 34: mixing water with the eucharistie wine.

(d) Melchior Cano (f 1560) only came to the council in 1551. He 
was one of the first to discuss the question of unwritten apostolic 
traditions with some completeness.  He is too much aware of the 
historical data, of which Driedo had already taken account, not to 
qualify his presentation by distinguishing between unchangeable 
apostolic traditions and those which can change. However, using four 
criteria, he considers as apostolic tradition what we know today to be 
no more than ecclesiastical institutions.

1

2
(e) Peter Soto did not arrive at the council until 1561, and died 

two years later. He enumerates: the sacrificial character of the Mass, the 
use of chrism, the invocation of saints, the meritorious character of 
good works, the primacy of the pope, the blessing of baptismal water, 
the sacraments of confirmation, orders, marriage, and the anointing of 
the sick, prayer for the dead, the obligation of specifying sins in confes
sion and the necessity of making satisfaction.  One can see that while his 
list is very theological, and worked out in a teaching perspective, it is 
at the same time of unequal value.

3

i. De Locis Theologicis (ed. posthumously, Salamanca, 1563), Lib. Ill, c. 4.
2. The first criterion is that of St Augustine (supra, p. 53, n. 5); Cano applies it to 

the Suhdiaconate and the Minor Orders, the fasting laws, the baptism of infants, the 
consecration of virgins, monastic profession, and to the use of lamps and candles in 
churches. The second criterion is: a dogma of faith which the Fathers always and un
animously held, and whose denial they fought as heresy: the perpetual virginity of Mary, 
the descent of Christ into hell, the number of the canonical gospels. The third criterion: a 
practice generally accepted in the Church and impossible to justify by an appeal to human 
power: so, the dispensation from vows, the cancelling of oaths, and of (non-consummated) 
marriage by monastic profession. Fourth criterion: a dogma or usage which witnesses 
refer unanimously to apostolic tradition: the veneration of images, the Apostles’ Creed, 
etc.

3. A list again used by Chemnitz, who adds a few equally polemical articles. 
Cf. P. Polman, LI Élément historique dans la controverse religieuse du XVIe siècle, Gembloux, 
1932, p. 239.

(2) The Fourth Session of Trent.—(a) The legate Cervini spoke of 
the Lenten fast {CT, I, p. 492, 1. 18) and in his speech on 23 February 
1546 referred to Origen and Tertullian; cf. the quotations supra, 
p. 51 {CT, N, pp. 14-18).
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(b) Bertrano, Bishop of Fano, in the General Congregation of 
27 March, cited the standing position for prayer from Easter to the 
Ascension, the practice of giving communion (to the laity) under one 
species only, the celibacy of priests, and similia . . . (CT, I, p. 39, 
11. 3 iff. and p. 523; V, pp. 39ff).

(c) Thomas Casello, o.p., Bishop of Bertinoro, distinguishing 
oral traditions subject to change from those which cannot be changed, 
gave as examples of the latter the mixing of water with wine at Mass, 
what Pope Fabian said about chrism (following, as a matter of fact, a 
false decretal, cf. PL, 10, 189), the practice of auricular confession and 
other things of the same kind (CT, I, p. 524).

(3) The. decrees of the Council itself sometimes invoke an apostolic 
tradition: in reference to infant baptism;1 the discipline by which the 
laity receive communion from the priest, while the latter gives it to 
himself;2 the matter and form of the sacrament of anointing the sick, 
for which, however, it is possible to quote a scriptural witness;3 the 
practice of offering the eucharistic sacrifice not only for the living but 
also for the dead.4

(4) The collection of examples which one could easily make from the 
Catholic apologists of the sixteenth century would not add much, I 
think, to these notes.

(a) Richard Smith, for example, an English Catholic who returned 
to and remained in the faith (f 1563), enumerates the mixing of water 
with the wine in the chalice, the bodily assumption of the Virgin Mary, 
and various ritual details in the administration of the sacraments.5

(b) Cardinal Hosius (f 1579) is closer to the patristic lines of 
thought;6 as also is

(c) St Peter Canisius (f 1597) who lists, under the title Consuetu
dines Ecclesiae·, infant baptism, prayer for the dead, ecclesiastical fasts, 
the essential rites of the Mass and the sacraments, the veneration of 
images, the use of chrism.7

(d) St Robert Bellarmine (f 1621) makes no claim to give more
i. Sess. V, c. 4. D. 791; ET TCT, yy>.
2. Sess. XIII, c. 8. D. 881; TCT, 726.
3. Sess. XIV, c. i. D. 908; TCT, 832.
4. Sess. XXII, c. 2. D. 940; TCT, 749.
5. Brief Treatise setting forth Divers Truths, London, 1547, referred to bv G. Tavard, 

Holy Writ, pp. 215-16.
6. He gives as examples: the celebration of feasts, the sign of the cross, the orientation 

of churches, baptism by immersion, celibacy, fasting, the commixture of water with the 
wine in the chalice: Confessio Catholicae Fidei. . . (f)pera, Antwerp, 1566), quoted by 
Polman, op. cit., p. 308.

7. Catechismus Major, n. 61 (Catechismi Latini, ed. F. Streicher, 1933, p. 19).
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than examples·, the perpetual virginity of Mary, infant baptism, the vali
dity of baptism given by heretics, the Lenten fast, the distinction between 
the various minor orders, the rite of baptism, the devotion to images.1

We will leave our enquiry there; but it is clear that in the sixteenth 
century the question was dominated by Protestant polemic. The 
Catholic apologists took care to refer to the apostolic deposit all that 
the Protestants attacked and the Church held to be a sacred treasure 
possessed from time immemorial. They have as yet an imperfect under
standing of how to interpret history and, at the same time, an excessively 
logical, rather than historical, concept of dogmatic development. In these 
conditions they attribute to oral apostolic tradition all that the Church 
of their time—restricted necessarily, in their consideration, to the 
Latin Church—held unanimously and had held for centuries. They take 
up in this sense St Augustine’s idea, but apply it indiscriminately to 
articles of doctrine and to customs and points of ritual.2 No Catholic 
would think of excluding a priori doctrinal truths from the domain of 
oral apostolic tradition;3 however, even at the time of the Reformation, 
though some clearly had in mind a purely oral transmission of doctrines 
from Christ and the apostles,4 others affirm that Scripture contains all 
the truths of faith and that oral tradition concerns points of rite and 
conduct or of custom.5 Even at Trent Nacchianti, Bishop of Chioggia, 
proposed to exclude all mention of traditions in the name of scriptural 
sufficiency. It was pointed out to him that this sufficiency concerns the 
truths necessary for salvation; but our Lord promised, in addition, to 
send his Spirit to secure the formation of morals and the Christian 
life.6 Any teaching, then, that became the object of an oral transmission 
would be related to the exercise of the Christian’s or the Church’s life.

If we go back, beyond an age dominated by the necessities of a 
defence which it lacked the means to pursue critically, to patristic and 

i. Controv., IV, 9.
2. As had already been done, in the case of Wycliffe, by Thomas Netter (cf. Tavard, 

Holy Writ, pp. 58ff); and against Luther by St John Fisher (ibid., p. 143).
3. This seems to be the position of the Councils of Trent (Sess. IV; D. 783; TCT, 95), 

and of the Vatican (I) (Sess. Ill, c. 2; D. 1787; TCT, 99). Obviously, the perpetual vir
ginity of Mary, the list of canonical writings, or the essential rite of the sacraments, are 
points of dogmatic significance.

4. As, for example, Jacques Almain (Tavard, op. cit., pp. 114-15), Henry VIII, thatis to 
say, Thomas More (pp. 132-5), Gropper (p. 186). Less positively, Cornelius Snecanus 
(p. 135), and the Council of Sens in 1528 (supra, p. 57).

5. Ambrosius Catharinus [Politi] (Tavard, op. cit., p. 183), and, at the Council of 
Trent itself, Nacchianti (p. 198). Fr Tavard (p. 139) and J. R. Geiselmann both refer to 
Driedo also in this respect. But his position is a more subtle one and J. Lodrioor questions 
whether in fact he can be quoted in this sense (cf. infra, Ch. 6, p. 182, n. 3).

6. CT, Vol. I/i, pp. 494-5·

F
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medieval times, we find neither better critical apparatus nor a firmer 
idea of development.1 At this time, the questionings or denials, if 
there are any, bear on the great dogmas, which are defended by a 
straightforward exposition of Scripture according to the analogy of 
faith; that is Tradition. The heresies are not anti-ecclesiastical, as they 
began to be from the twelfth century onwards, leading them to 
question from a doctrinal point of view many practices of the Church. 
From the patristic period to the end of the Middle Ages these practices 
are attributed to tradition, and if they seemed to be ancient and 
universal, to oral apostolic tradition. During this period, the conviction 
was general that the faith of the Church is contained entirely in 
Scripture.2 It is evident from the witnesses we have quoted that oral 
apostolic tradition concerned liturgical practice and discipline. It is 
moreover notable that in the second, third and fourth centuries the 
title “apostolic” was attributed precisely to ritual and canonical collec
tions.3 It is, I think, necessary to see in this something other than 
deceit, or even the result of the well-known tendency to confer prestige 
on documents by attributing them to an ancient biblical writer. 
Certainly it would be impossible to prove in every case a truly apostolic 
origin; it is not even impossible that the contrary could be proved. 
Contemporary studies, however, are giving more and more probability 
and even substance to the idea of the apostolic origin of the liturgical 
usages and the discipline of the early Church.4

i. St Augustine believed that the feast of the Ascension was of apostolic tradition; but 
there is no witness to its existence before the fourth century (cf. DACL, I/2, 2936). St 
John Damascene (Hom. Ilin Dormit. 18; PG, 96, 748; ET NPF, II, 9), and after
him the Middle Ages, retelling the legend introduced by Dionysius describing the dormition 
and assumption of Mary, believed themselves to be, via the Pseudo-Areopagite, in touch 
with the apostolic era. With the possible exception of that of Irenaeus and those that speak 
of infant baptism, no patristic witness, in my opinion, carries the force of an historic 
testimony to a particular apostolic tradition; we make use of them for their theological 
weight as indicating what the Church thinks, in general, of unwritten apostolic traditions.

2. See Appendix.
3. The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus, the Egyptian Church Order, the Didascalia 

Apostolorum and the Apostolic Canons·, cf. Van den Eynde, pp. 276-7. Very significant is 
the title of the studies published by Th. Scherman, Die allgemeine Kirchenordung, früh
christliche Liturgien u. kirchliche Überlieferung (St. z. Gesch. u. Kultur d. Altertums, 
Erg. Bd. 3), Paderborn, 1914-16.

4. Merely a few indications: (1) The appeal made by St Paul to the practice of the first 
Judean communities (“the saints”), for questions such as women’s clothes and behaviour 
in church (cf. supra, p. 10). (2) The normative role of example played by the apostles, who 
had seen the way in which Jesus had celebrated the Last Supper, etc.; a role underlined by 
F. Kattenbusch (“Die Vorzugstellung des Petrus . . .”, in Festgabe K. Müller, Tübingen, 
1922, p. 347, n. 1) and not sufficiently taken into account. It must indeed’ have been 
decisive and determined a practice which has been followed and imitated down the ages 
(cf., supra, Sect. A, p. 28, n. 5, G. Jouassard); D. Μ. Stanley, “ ‘Become Imitators°of 
Me’: The Pauline Conception of Apostolic Tradition”, in Biblica, 40 [1959], pp. 859-77. 
(3). The fact that, here and there, we come up against traces of ritual in the New Testament
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From all the above we can draw the following conclusions: when 
early Christian writers speak of tradition they mean primarily a 
christological explanation of the Old Testament and the ecclesial 
understanding of the central mystery of Christ and the Church as 
witnessed to by the Scriptures. When they speak of apostolic traditions 
transmitted orally they have in mind liturgical and disciplinary practices 
held universally and with an origin which, even if it is not attested by 
Scripture, seems to be bound up with that of the Church’s life. Any 
interest shown in the faith taken as a whole, summed up in the mystery 
of Christ, proves to be concerned with the content of Tradition, a 
content found whole and entire in Scripture as read in the Church, and 
read according to a method of exegesis not reducible to the purely 
historical and philosophical method (cf. infra, Section D, pp. 64#).

The decree of the Council of Trent on the traditions was finally 
drawn up, as we shall see, in such a way as to allow us still to hold this 
position of the Fathers.1 It is that of several notable Catholic theolo
gians.2 In all honesty it is difficult to see what truths of faith there could

i. Cf. infra, Ch. 5; Tavard, Holy Writ, p. 208; even E. Mangenot, the article “Écriture”, 
in DTC, NrA. IV, 2097.

2. For example: Μ. Dobmayer, Systema Theol. Cath., Vol. IV, 1811, §57, p. 95 (referred 
to by J. R. Geiselmann, Die miindl. Überlief., p. 187); J. Kuhn, an article in TQ, 1858, 
and the 2nd ed. of his Dogmatik, 1859 (ibid., p. 204); J. H. Newman, An Essay on the 
Development of Christian Doctrine, the 1878 edition, Ch. VII, Sect. I, §4: “Nor am I aware 
that later Post-tridentine writers deny that the whole Catholic faith may be proved from 
Scripture, though they would certainly maintain that it is not to be found on the surface 
ofit, nor in such sense that it may be gained from Scripture without the aid of Tradition”; 
Μ. Schmaus, Dogmatik, Vol. I, §19 (4th ed., 1948, p. 129); J. R. Geiselmann, op. cit.; 
K. Rahner, Über die Schriftinspiration, (Quaestiones Disputatae, 1), Freiburg, 1958, 
pp. 83-4: ET Inspiration in the Bible, Nelson/Burns Oates, 1961; J. Murphy, referred to 
supra (p. 58, n. 2), p. 3; P.-A. Liégé in Initiation théologique, Paris, 1952, Vol. I, p. 28: ET 
Theology Library. Vol. I: Introd, to Theol., Fides Pubis, Chicago; Mercier Press, Cork; 
A.-Μ. Dubarle, ibid., p. 80, and RSR, 39 [1951], pp. 50-1; O. Semmelroth, “Die hl. 
Schrift als Glaubensquelle”, in Stimmen der Zeit, 161 [1958], pp. 42-4; J. Ratzinger, 
“Offenbarung, Schrift, Überlieferung”, in Trierer theol. Zeitsch., 67 [1958], pp. 13-27.

itself, as shown by O. Cullmann (“Traces d’une vieille formule baptismale dans le N.T.”, 
in RHPR, 17 [1937], pp. 424-34): when a convert presented himself for baptism, there 
was an enquiry to determine whether any impediment existed. (4). Along the same lines, 
J. F. Dölger has shown (“Das erste Gebet der Täuflinge in der Gemeinschaft der Brüder. 
Ein Beitrag zu Tertullian De Baptismo, 20”, in Ant. u. Christentum, 2 [1930], pp. 142-5) 
that the recitation cum fratribus of the Pater Noster immediately after baptism could 
conceivably be of apostolic origin. C. Callewaert and B. Capelle (supra, p. 54, n. 3) 
made similar suggestions in reference to various aspects of the eucharistic liturgy. (5) The 
findings at Qumran on the one hand, and a great many exegetical studies (those, for 
example, of Eth. Stauffer) on the other, together with the penetrating researches of our own 
day into the relation between the Christian and the Jewish liturgy, make it more and more 
likely that a considerable number of Christian practices are of Judean origin, and conse
quently related to the apostolic period. (6) The most recent studies on the Didache restore it 
to apostolic times: J.-P. Audet, La Didache. Instructions des apotres (Etudes bibliques), 
Paris, 1958 (between 50 and 70, at Antioch); A. Adam, “Erwägungen zur Herkunft der 
Didache”, in Z.f. Kirchengesch., 68 [1957], pp. 1-47 (at Pella, before the Epistle of Jude). 
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be that had been handed down secretly through the ages, whispered 
in the ear. Apart from the fact that the testimony of the earliest Fathers 
expressly contradicts the idea of an esoteric tradition,1 any such secret 
transmission would be a complete historical improbability. The 
discipline of the arcanum, which did exist, never had this sense. It 
merely applied, either to the maintenance of a discreet silence with 
regard to pagans or, after the organization of a catechumenate, to a 
liturgical observance within the community. A good theory of dog
matic development enables us to dispense with the need for these minor 
expedients. The return to the mystery of Christ as central, which is 
accompanying the present threefold return to the biblical, liturgical 
and patristic sources, favours a readoption—if one is needed—of the 
patristic position. There is no theology, no dogma, except on revealed 
truth.2 Now revelation is of its nature public;3 it was made through the 
prophets, in Christ and through the apostles, once and for all, and 
Scripture is its sufficient and perfect record. Tradition is not a second 
source, alongside Scripture, from which comes a part, not contained in 
Scripture, of the truths of the faith, but another and complementary 
way of handing on these truths. Furthermore, it acts as a vehicle for 
traditions, by which we mean customs, practices and rites, on which 
historical developments impinge only superficially, and which derive 
ultimately from the apostles. But this is no more than saying that their 
liturgical and disciplinary character has doctrinal implications and 
significance, especially if it concerns the sacraments in the strict sense.

I say certain aspects advisedly, for clearly there are others. Here I only 
want to draw attention to certain usages of Scripture which would

i. See for example St Irenaeus, AH, III, 3, 1 (PG, 7, 848; SCh, 34; 1952, pp. 100-2 
and 47); IV, 26, 2 (PG, 7, 1053c); Tertullian, Praescr., 22-6.

2. I should like to refer here to the recent dogmatic declarations (the Immaculate 
Conception; Papal Primacy and Infallibility; the Assumption of our Lady, cf. the Con
stitution Munificentissimus}·, these do not define their dogmas independently of Scripture; 
they state that these dogmas either come from, or are based on, Scripture.

3. St Thomas Aquinas, whose thought and its expression are so lucidly aware of their 
processes, speaks, apropos of oral apostolic traditions, of familiaris instinctus, familiaris 
traditio. The idea here is of a direct, intimate instruction, but also of an order of things 
more akin to that of family education than to that of collective and public doctrina. Cf. 
my study, infra, Ch. 3, p. 86, n. 1. I should like to add that private revelations, too are 
concerned with the practical conduct of the Church, of religious families or of souls’not 
with constituting the deposit of the truths of the faith. ’

(D) Certain Aspects of the Apostolic, Patristic 
and Traditional Reading of Sacred Scripture
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appear to be particularly important for a proper understanding of 
tradition, if we remember that the liturgy represents an important 
part of this. It really needs a study of its own, which is obviously 
beyond the scope of the present work.

(i) The sapiential approach

The Bible is, for the Fathers and for all the Middle Ages, a total wisdom. 
It is not enough merely to say that it contains all the truths necessary 
for salvation (cf. Appendix, infra, pp. 83-5); it must also be recognized 
that it contains the secret of creation itself, since it expresses the thought 
of God, not of a man.1 The Fathers’ point of view is sapiential; they see 
all that God has done as dominated by a unique wisdom, unique 
because it is God himself. That is why, on the one hand, they think 
that the submission of the intelligence, through faith, to revelation 
leads to an understanding of creation; and why, on the other hand, they 
apply to the understanding of Scripture all their knowledge about man 
and the world. There is for them one understanding of God’s three 
books—each through each—: the book of creation, the book of the 
soul, and the book which resumes and explains them both, Scripture.2

1. This is the consideration which one meets in the very earliest Fathers. Cf. Van den 
Eynde, pp. 109-31.

2. I give below some of the key references which, it seems to me, demonstrate the 
logical connexions of this great patristic and medieval synthesis:

(a) God created everything with due order, number, measure and wisdom: Wis 11.20; 
Is 28.17; 40.12; Job 28.25; 31.15; Dan 5.27. There exists a harmony between the various 
“moments” of his work [St Augustine, De Civ. Dei, XI, 30 and XII, 19 {PL, 41, 344, 368); 
St Isidore, Orig. (Etym.), Ill, 4, 1; St Bernard, De Div. Serm., 76, 1; St Bonaventure, 
Breviloq., Prol., 2, 4]. In the classical environment of antiquity, there is, of course, the 
role of the Stoic conviction about the universal presence of Reason (cf. M. Spanneut, Le 
Stoïcisme des Pères de l’Église de Clément de Rome à Clément d’Alexandrie, Paris, 1957). 
The work of God is coherent; it provides, from beginning to end, a reflection of the face 
of God, and constitutes in some way the presence of his Word or Wisdom. Cf. H. de 
Lubac. Histoire et Esprit. L’Intelligence de l’Écriture d’après Origène (Théologie, 16), 
Paris, 1950.

(b) Nature and the soul are as a book where man ought to discern this presence. The 
theme of the book of nature was a classical topos (E. R. Curtius, “Schrift u. Buchmeta- 
phorik in der Weltliteratur”, in Deutsches Vierteljahr., 20 [1942], pp. 359-411; La 
Littérature européenne et le moyen âge latin. French transi. Bréjoux, Paris, 1956, pp. 390ÎT.; 
K. Grunder, Figur und Geschichte. J. G. Hamanns ‘Biblische Betrachtungen , Freiburg, 
1958, pp. lôoff.; E. Garin, “Il libro come simbolo”, in Umanesimo e Simbolismo, Padua, 
1958, pp. 5iff.). The book of the soul: “It is in yourself, as in a microcosm, that you will 
see the imprint of the divine wisdom” (St Basil, Hom. inDeuter., 15, 9; npoceye creavrû: 
PG, 31, 213D-216A). Access to the knowledge of God is via the two books of nature and 
the soul or through experience (E. Gilson, L' Esprit de la philosophie médiévale, Chs. XI 
and XII). The world, said Origen, is eIkovikoj (Frag, in Joan. 6 [GCA, p. 488, 11. 13-14]; 
Frag, in Prov. [PG, 17, 153B]. Cf. M. Hari, op. cit. [Sect. A, p. 35, n. 4], p. 142); we 
read God in nature (St Anthony, Verba Seniorum, VI, 4, 16 [PL, qy, 1018]; St Augustine, 
Confess., VII, 17, 23; IX, 10, 24 (contemplation at Ostia); XIII, 34, 49 [PL, 32, 745, 774,
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The ideal, then, is that of a simultaneous penetration of all culture by 
Scripture, and of a reading of Scripture with all the resources of 
culture. This mutual penetration is such that Scripture is sovereign 
because, fully adapted as it is to the lowliness of our weakness, it is 
from heaven and makes known the absolute truth of things. The 
Fathers, and our Western Middle Ages which took this outlook from 
St Augustine and Cassiodorus, realized, with what resources they had,

867]; De Trim, II, 1 [PL, 43,845]; En. in Ps. 45,7 [PL, 36, 518]). For the twelfth century, 
M.-D. Chenu, La Theologie*au XIF siecle, Paris, 1957, p. 170; H. de Lubac, Sur les 
chemins de Dieu, Paris, 1956, p. 296, n. 7; ET The Discovery of God, i960. Also St Bernard, 
De Diversis, Sermo, IX, 1. In the thirteenth century, St Bonaventure, Breviloq., II, 12, 
and in a great many other places (cf. K. Foster, “Liber vitae bei Bonaventura ... ”, in 
Theologie in Gesch. u. Gegenwart. Festg. Μ. Schmaus, Munich, 1957, pp. 397—4I4)> St 
Thomas, In I Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, qa 2, ad 3; De Fer., q. 4, a. 2; Com. in Rom., c. I, 
lect. 6; in I Cor., c. 1, lect. 3; in Hebr., c. 1; ST, I, q. 45, a. 7; III, q. 12, a. 3, ad 2.

(c) But in the case of man, the resemblance to God has been lost by sin; instead of 
God’s being familiar to him, the now carnal man avoids and ignores God, or perverts his 
image. So the theological sense of things now has to be given back to man from without, 
as health is restored to someone who is sick from outside by means of a remedy. The 
divine meaning of the book of nature is revealed by the book of the Scriptures and by 
Jesus Christ, Servant in love, who is himself the whole content and meaning of this book. 
Origen writes: “The fields are already white with the promise of harvest, when the Logos 
of God is present, opening and illuminating all the fields of Scripture, filled with his 
presence. And it is possible that all things may correspond to these fields white for 
harvesting, for those who lift up their eyes. For such as these, the logos of all things is 
made manifest” (In Joann. Tr. 13, 12; ed. Preuschen, GCS, 10, pp. 267-8); St Augustine: 
the world is full of the Word but man could not read it there. And so God provided the 
remedy in taking on himself mortality, the form of evil; he sent his prophets and apostles 
clothed in mortal flesh, with mortal human words, but by this death of his, they have 
filled the world and illuminated the presence of the Word everywhere: En. in Ps. 103, 
Sermo 1, 8 (PL, yq, 1341-2); Ps. 8, 7-8 (PL, 36, m-12); Hugh of Saint-Victor, De 
Area Noe Morali, IV, 5 (PL, 175, 670); Hortus Deliciarum (cf. publ. of J. Walter, Stras
bourg, 1952); St Bonaventure, Hexaemeron, XIII, 12 (see E. Eilers, Gottes Wort. Eine 
Theologie der Predigt nach Bonaventura, Freiburg, 1941; W. Dettloff, “ ‘Christus tenens 
medium in omnibus’. Sinn und Funktion der Theologie bei Bonaventura”, in Wissen
schaft u. Weisheit, 20 [1957], pp. 28-43, 120-40; G. Tavard, Transiency and Permanence. 
The Nature of Theology according to Bonaventura, New York, 1954); Giles of Rome, In I 
Sent., Praef. (Venice ed., 1482, fol. B ib); Durandus of Saint-Pourgain, In I Sent., Praef. 
(Paris ed., 1515, fol. ir. Cf. P. De Vooght, Les Sources, pp. 63-4). In addition, early 
Christianity was fond of the idea of man and the world as “logical” (capable of logos, of 
being inhabited by the logos); but man has become carnal, animal: like a bewildered 
flock, he rediscovers the sense of things in following the Logos, his Shepherd. Cf. J. 
Quasten, “Der Gute Hirt in hellenischer und frühchristlicher Logostheologie”, in 
Heilige Überlieferung (Festgabe I. Herwegen), Münster, 1938, pp. 51—8.

(d) Thus the Bible is necessary for an understanding of the book of the world (and the 
book of the soul or of life); on the other hand, the knowledge of the books of the world 
and the soul allows for the penetration in all its detail (relative to Christ throughout) of 
the book of Scripture. The believer who desires to find fully the image of God, his 
revelation, must, in a life indissolubly both intellectual and ascetic (“gnostic”), train 
himself in passing easily from the one to the other, the knowledge of Scripture ever 
retaining the first place. This explains the approach found in St Augustine, Cassiodorus, 
Isidore, Rabanus Maurus, in the monastic movement, the Victorines, and wherever the 
study of the arts is associated with that of Scripture and with the discipline of contem
plation.
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a unity of wisdom, between all knowledge and life itself, under the 
sovereignty of the Bible. The preaching of the Fathers, their polemical 
works, those writings which we might term spiritual, all seek, by 
gathering together the knowledge of the soul and of the world, to be 
no more than an unfolding or an application of the texts of sacred 
Scripture.

If the Fathers formed a tradition that goes beyond Scripture, and if 
the Middle Ages lived it, it is a basically biblical tradition. Nevertheless 
it does not consist only of a textual explanation of the philological and 
historical type (although it is that too) made with resources at once 
richer and poorer than ours. It is sapiential in form and founded on a 
double conviction: First, everything is the work of the Word or 
Wisdom of God; second, God does not manifest and communicate 
himself in words alone, and so ultimately in ideas, but in realities. The 
sixteenth-century Reformation, on the contrary, tended to reduce the 
manifestation of God to Scripture and to make it the intermediary 
for every communication of God. Protestant thought, at least as 
expressed most coherently by Karl Barth, tends to forbid itself any 
access to the Logos—and this means any knowledge of the world as a 
word surely pronounced by God—which is not a christological know
ledge contained in the knowledge of salvation given to the sinner in 
Jesus Christ: theologia crucis opposed to a sapiential outlook.1

(ii) The manner of referring to Scripture
(a) The New Testament

We shall gain a better understanding of the way the Fathers referred to 
Scripture if we consider first the manner in which the New Testament, 
or rather, Jesus and the apostles, referred to the Old Testament, which 
was Scripture for them. There is some particularly fine work on this 
point.2

1. The meaning of Barth’s refusal of the analogia entis·, man at a natural level is not 
merely disabled, he is dead (see H. Bouillard, Karl Barth, 3 vols. [Théologie, 38-40] 
Paris, 1957). This can be compared with H. Vogel, Christologie, I, Munich, 1949; Gott in 
Christo..., Berlin, 1951 (cf. RSPT, 38 [1954], pp. 164-6), although the latter are less 
philosophical in treatment. Luther, in his Catholic period, still admitted that “omnis 
creatura visibilis est parabola et plena mystica eruditione, secundum quod Sapientia Dei 
disponit omnia suaviter... omnisque creatura Dei verbum est Dei. Ergo creaturas 
inspicere oportet tamquam locutiones Dei” {Diet. sup. Psalt., Ps 77 (1513-14), III, 
pp. 560-1).

2. Cf. L. Cerfaux, “Simples réflexions à propos de l’exégèse apostolique”, in ETL, 25 
[1949], pp. 565-76 (= Recueil, Vol. II, pp. 189-203); A. Gelin, “Comment le peuple 
d’Israël lisait l’A.T.”, and L. Cerfaux, “L’Exégèse de l’A.T. par le N.T.”, in L’Ancien 
Testament et les Chrétiens (Rencontres, 36), Paris, 1951, pp. 117-31 and 132-48 {Recueil,
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C. H. Dodd has shown that the apostles, including St Paul, did no 
more in their christological reading of the Old Testament than follow 
the path indicated by Jesus himself.1 It was Jesus who first saw and 
pointed out his role as the Son of Man and as the suffering Servant, 
announced in Scripture. When he opens to the disciples the meaning of 
the Scriptures (cf. Lk 24.45), this means that, beginning with Moses 
and going through all the prophets—they had spoken with him about 
his exodos (Lk 9.31)—he explains to them everything in Scripture that 
concerns him, especially in relation to his transitus. This is for the most 
part the apostolic exegesis, or, in its main doctrinal aspect, the apostolic 
tradition (cf. Acts 3.18; 8.30-5; 1 Cor 15.3; 2 Cor 3.12-18; 2 Tim 3.14- 
15). As Bellarmine2 already observed, the apostles knew Hebrew, the 
eunuch of Candace could read the text; what they lacked was the mean
ing of the events of revelation, to which these texts bore witness. Jesus 
did not give his disciples a course of philology, nor did Philip give one 
to the eunuch; they revealed to them the economy of the covenant as 
fulfilled in Christ. That is the meaning of Scripture. It has as its poles 
the two decisive qualities of the paschal mystery: an exaltation con
sequent on a humiliation, suffering and death; the representative 
character of Christ, who includes in his death and exaltation all the 
(new) People of God, to such an extent that his destiny embraces their 
existence and destiny. The meaning of Scripture is then relative to 
Christ and to the Church, as the Fathers never cease to point out, and 
as the liturgy constantly expresses and communicates it while cele
brating it.3

1. C. H. Dodd, According. .., p. no; cf. Ellis, op. cit., pp. Sjff., 113; A. Richardson, 
An Introduction to the Theology of the New Testament, London, 1958.

2. Controv. De Nerbo Dei, Lib. Ill, c. 1; Opera, Paris, 1870, Vol. I, p. 167.
3. See the collection of texts at the end of this chapter, and also L. Bouyer, referred to 

in the note following; J. Danielou, Bible et Liturgie (Lex Orandi, 11), Paris, 1951; ET 
The Bible and the Liturgy, London, 1963. Cf. infra, p. 77, n. 2.

Vol. II, pp. 205—17); C. H. Dodd, The Old Testament in the New, London, 1952; Accord
ing to the Scriptures. Substructure of the New Testament Theology, London, 1953; J. 
Dupont, “L’Utilisation apologétique de l’A.T. dans les discours des Actes”, in ETL, 29 
[t 95 3], pp. 289-327; Kr. Stendahl, The School of St Matthew and its use of the Old Testa
ment (Acta Seminarii Neotest. Upsal., 20), Upsala, 1954; J. Cambier, “Les Images de 
l’A.T. dans l’Apocalypse de S. Jean”, in NRT, 77 [1955], pp. 113-22; E. E. Ellis, Paul’s 
Use of the Old Testament, London, 1956; J. Schmid, “Die alttestamentlichen Zitate bei 
Paulus und die Theorie vom Sensus plenior”, in Biblische Zeitsch., 3 [1959], pp. 161-73.

J. Bonsirven, Exégèse rabbinique et exégèse paulinienne, Paris, 1939, does not deal with 
the questions discussed here; and I have not been able to read either A. H. McNeile, The 
Old Testament in the Christian Church, or J. Woods, The Old Testament in the Church, 
London, 1949.
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The content and meaning of Scripture was God’s covenant plan, 
finally realized in Jesus Christ (in his transitus) and in the Church. 
Consequently, the first events of Revelation and the texts which bear 
witness to them, were understood as signifying, beyond their purely 
historical or literary reality, authentic as it was, other events and 
realities which they announced as yet only obscurely, and which would 
reveal the same law or basic structure. The internal ordinance of the 
total Plan involved renewal and correspondence, in other words 
typology. True biblical typology is far more than a literary device, the 
imaginative use of a symbolism or of allegories of detail.1 It consists in 
drawing out the relation between the various realities involved in the 
history of salvation at different moments of the unveiling and accom
plishment of the plan of God. The heart of typology is not just the 
connexion in similarity, more or less real, between two things, or 
simply between two expressions, but this connexion, as it is found 
written in the plan of God, created by and founded in the unity of the 
divine intention.

1. This literary game, which the Fathers and medieval writers often carried to excess, 
can have a certain pedagogical value within the framework of genuine typology, as a 
means of making the latter familiar to the mind and vivid to the imagination, rather like 
the pithy sayings of historical characters and certain legendary anecdotes which serve to 
bring history to life. Seen in this way, it comes quite close to the role of tradition as I shall 
be explaining it in the theological part of this work. Often the Fathers and the Middle 
Ages did not sufficiently distinguish between typology and allegory (cf. H. De Lubac, 
“Typologie et Allégorisme”, in RSR, 35 [1947], pp. 180-224; “A propos de l’allégorie 
chrétienne”, ibid., rpq [1959], pp. 5-43)· These partial studies have now been developed 
and included in Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre sens de l'Écriture, 2 vols. (Théologie, 41), 
Paris, 1959. Nowadays, we make use of a variety of indications, all linking up with one 
another, to distinguish clearly between allegory and typology, and to lay down the 
constitutive elements of an authentic typology. See B. F. Westcott, The Èpistle to the 
Hebrews, London, 1902, p. 202; L. Goppelt, Typos. Die typologische Deutung des Alien 
Testaments im Neuen, Gütersloh, 1940; L. Bouyer, “Liturgie et exégèse spirituelle”, in 
M-D, No. 7 [1946], pp. 34-50; C. Charlier, “La Lecture spirituelle de la Bible”, in M-D, 
No. 12 [1947]; see also his Christian Approach to the Bible, London, 1958; “Typologie ou 
Évolution. Probl. d’exégèse spirit.”, in Esprit et Vie, 1 [1949], pp. 578-97 (a favourable 
review by P. Benoit, in RB, [1950], p. 633); J. Coppens, Les Harmonies des deux 
Testaments (Cahiers de la NRT, 6), 2nd ed., Tournai-Paris, 1949; G. von Rad, “Typo
logische Auslegung des Alten Testaments”, in Evangelische Théologie, 12 [July-August 
1952], pp. 17-33 (a favourable review by P. Barthélémy, in RB, 60 [1953], pp. 143-5); 
A. Gelin, referred to supra, p. 67. n. 2, who shows how the principle is already applied 
in the O.T.; as also in the Jewish tradition (supra, Ch. 1). Cf. further G. Auzou, La 
Parole de Dieu. Approche du mystère des saintes Écritures, Paris, 1956.

If I may add my own comment, it seems to me that the distinction between the literal 
sense and the spiritual sense is often misleading. There is only one literary sense, but the 
facts of revelation have a richness of meaning which transcends their reality as historic 
events, and consequently the texts which present them can indicate a content of reality 
which goes beyond what such facts constitute simply as natural history. One wonders 
sometimes in what category the strict interpreters of the “literal sense” would place 
Lk 24.44. St Thomas, as is known, recognized a sense of the/acz^ of revelation which 
goes beyond the words. ST, I, q. 1, a. 10; Quodl., VII, 14.
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It would not be difficult to show that this dynamic ordering of the 
work of God is fundamentally in accordance, on the one hand, with 
the genius of Hebrew thought, with which providentially revelation is 
bound up, and, on the other, with the idea of the Word of God, as 
Scripture, linked to that genius, knows it. For the Bible the events of 
history are the realization of a Word that is all dynamism; they bear a 
significance that tends towards its “accomplishment”, if need be, in a 
sphere beyond themselves.1 The/ù// truth of these events is on the same 
level as their “accomplishment”, and corresponds to the realization of 
the plan God has for them; it is eschatological, or at least, if I dare 
suggest such a barbaric neologism, “eschatic”. The Word (or the 
witness) is, of itself, dynamic, charged with a meaning, and therefore a 
future, orientated towards an accomplishment, in a word, as R. Asting 
put it, on the basis of an exhaustive study of the texts, vorwärtsgerichtet.2 
The Word, and even the witness, are an affirmation of God’s plan 
which tends unceasingly towards its accomplishment, today and in the 
future, until its final consummation.

i. Cf. C. Tresmontant, Essai sur la pensée hébraïque, Paris, 1953, p. 65.
2. R. Asting, Die Verkündigung des Wortes im Urchristentum, dargestellt an den Begrif

fen "Wort Gottes”, "Evangelium” und "Zeugnis”, Stuttgart, 1939.
3. For St Paul, cf. Ellis, op. cit. (supra, pp. 67—8, n. 2), pp. loff.

Obviously one could not attribute all the Old Testament references 
in the New Testament to typology; there are some which correspond 
to other associations. However, we can link to it a great number of 
quotations which, without involving a strict typology, see in an act of 
our Lord or of Christians the realization of a detail of God’s plan 
expressed in Scripture. But it is important to note that these quotations 
or allusions do not correspond to a search for proof-texts, in the way 
a juridical argument is conducted, backed up, phrase by phrase, by 
some reference to an Act of Parliament or to the case law on the 
question; or in the way theology, Catholic as much as Protestant, 
often justifies each maxim by a reference to normative texts. The 
biblical quotations or allusions of which we speak are references to 
the plan of God, to its great constants, to an earlier manifestation of his 
will, in texts which make it known to us. This is a further reason why it 
is difficult to distinguish formal quotation from simple allusion.3 This 
is doubtless one of the reasons why the New Testament sometimes 
fuses into an organic whole texts from very different contexts, as, for 
example, Rom n.8 makes use of Deut 29.3 and Is 6.9; and compare 
the case of Jn 7.38. Finally, this is why the references which were made 
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into the collections of Testimonia often seem, as Dodd has shown, 
geared to evoke a whole theme and not just a particular point.1

The main examples are obviously the reference by Christ and the 
apostles to the type of the Messiah. This reference draws, with great 
flexibility, on allusions to:

Daniel 7
Isaiah 52—3 and 61
Psalm 8.4—6

: the Son of Man.
: the Servant.
: the link between glory and temporary 

humiliation.
Psalm 22 (21) : the account of the Passion.2
Psalm 118 (117).22-3 : the rejected stone.
Hosea 6.2-3.

Under this heading of messianism, even when a particular text is 
considered, the reference is usually to a fairly wide zone of texts. This is 
the case, notably, with the key affirmation: “Christ died and rose on 
the third day, according to the Scriptures” (cf. Lk 24.46; 1 Cor 15.4). 
It is clear that the Hosea 6 text could not in itself furnish the scriptural 
support claimed by Jesus and the apostles. In reality they were referring 
by means of particular texts and perhaps by giving to “the third day” 
the widish sense of “a very brief interval”, to a constant factor of 
God’s plan, borne out without exception in the destiny of his people: 
the sequence of humiliation, torment, disaster or death, then deliver
ance, restoration, prosperity and glory. Some of the psalms express the 
awareness that such is really the destiny of Israel in a transition via 
prayer from complaint to a song of hope.3 But besides such statements 
of the idea there are the innumerable events which stand out all through 
the history of Israel and represent a constant in the Bible, events which 
follow our sequence: humiliation, suffering (death), restoration, salva
tion, glory (resurrection).4 It is understandable that if the death and

I. C. H. Dodd, The Old Testament in the New, p. 7; According .. ., p. 126; Ellis, op. 
cit., pp. IO4ÍF., 126. St John does not make use of the Old Testament as a source of proof
texts either; rather, he considers it as a whole which supports and animates all the 
themes of his gospel. Cf. C. K. Barrett, “The Old Testament in the Fourth Gospel”, in 
/TS, 48 [1947], PP· 153-6o.

2. Biblical usage: cf. E. Hoskyns and N. Davey, The Riddle of the New Testament, 
London, 1931, pp. 61, 75m, 3rd ed., 1947; A. Gelin, the study referred to above (p. 67, 
n. 2). Liturgical and patristic usage: J. Daniélou, “La Ps. 21 dans la catéchèse patristique”, 
in M-D, No. 49 [1957], pp. 17-34; “Le Ps. 22 (21) dans l’exégèse patristique”, in Collec
tanea Bíblica Latina, 13 [1958].

3. Pss 8; 16.10 (where Westcott locates the reference in Jn 2.22); 22; 31; 34; 69; 80; 
118 (cf. Dodd, According. .. , pp. 88-114).

4. These, I think, are the chief ones among these facts of revelation:
The birth of Seth, who is given to replace Abel who had been killed (Gen 4.25. Cf. St 

Augustine, De Civ. Dei, XV, 18; PL, 41, 461).
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resurrection of Jesus, as the guiding principles of a new people, were 
the centre of the whole Economy, and thus of the whole of Revelation, 
it was fitting that there should correspond to it, in the events of 
Revelation and in Scripture, a kind of perennially repeated constant, 
characteristic of God’s plan. That is why “to open the meaning of the 
Scriptures” was to show that in their entirety they announced the first 
Easter, the principle of our Easter and of the Church. The Fathers and 
the Middle Ages took up in different ways the idea according to which 
Christ communicates to us the meaning of Scripture in his Passion and 
Resurrection.1

i. See for example St Ambrose, In Ps., 40 (PL, 14, 239; to open the meaning of the 
Scriptures = “aperire sacramentum suae passionis”); St Gregory, In E^ech., Lib. II, 
Hom. 4,19 (PL, 76, 9844); Rupert of Deutz, De S. Trin. et Operibus eius, Pars III, Lib. I, 
31 (PL, 167, 1604); St Bernard, De Diversis Sermo 57, 2 (PL, 183, 68 ic); St Bonaventure, 
Feria sexta in Parasceve Sermo 2 (Opera, IX, p. 265b); St Albert the Great saw in the 
cross the key with which the new and true David opens the Scriptures (In Apoc., 3, 7; 
Borgnet, XXXVIII, 533). Cf. also the theme explaining “velum templi scissum est” 
(when Christ died) = tbe mysteries have been revealed: for example, St Augustine, 
Sermo, 352, 1, 6 (PL, 39, 1555), and cf. H. de Lubac, Catholicisme, Paris, 1938, p. 130, 
nn. 3 and 4; Eng. tr. Catholicism, reprinted 1958.

Deluge and safety through the ark of Noah.
The birth, and, particularly, the sacrifice of Isaac (cf. Heb 11.19; Rom 4.17-21).
Joseph sold by his brothers, imprisoned, freed, and becoming the means of saving his 

brothers.
The passage through the Red Sea.
The whole period of the history of the Judges, with its constant recurrence of the same 

process: a conquered people, persecuted and scattered, and then pardoned and re
established (cf. Tob 13.2).

The prophecy of Nathan (2 Sam 7.12, 14-16).
The sickness and cure of Hezekiah: Is 38. The announcement by Isaiah of a punish

ment, though merciful, and which will spare a bud from which life will spring again 
(compare Deut 32.36-42; 1 Sam 22.18-20; Ps 118 [1 I7].i8).

The theme of the Remnant.
The destruction and restoration of Jerusalem; and of the temple.
The dry bones in Ezek 37 (v. 26 is quoted in Heb 13.20).
The Servant and the corresponding psalms (cf. infra, p. 77, n. 1): an essential theme.
Jonah (the “sign of Jonah”!).
Daniel in the lions’ den; the three servants of God in the furnace. The story of Susanna 

(Dan 13).
Esther (cf. 13.9-18).
Ps 118.22-3: the theme of the stone, rejected and then becoming the foundation or 

principle of a magnificent reality (cf. Is 28.16; Zech 3.9; 4.7; Dan 2.34-5).
Many exegetes recognize that there is no reason to think that there is a particular verse 

of the Old Testament which corresponds to Lk 24.46: thus Dodd, According. . ., pp. 76 
and 88-102; Fr Lagrange (Ev. de S. Luc, p. 615), who writes: “In this statement of the 
general scriptural sense, we should not be trying to discover whether it predicts precisely 
the resurrection on the third day, not at least with literal precision; yiyparrrai has the 
sense of a divine ordinance, a divine counsel, as was understood by those MSS. or versions 
which have added eSst or even replaced yiypaTrrai by eSei.”

It may be noted that a good number of these facts are found in the earliest Christian 
iconography: the deluge and the ark, the sacrifice of Isaac, Jonah, Daniel, the three 
children, Susanna. They were part of the traditional catechesis.
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That was, of course, a particularly important example. We might 

just as well have taken the second element in the messianic mystery of 
redemption: the inclusion of “the many” in “the one”. It is just as 
clearly marked throughout the history of Israel. Here, however, we 
shall make do with two other cases, minor and particular, but signifi
cant in themselves:

Acts i.20:' Peter and the apostolic group find themselves in an 
unexpected position: there is a gap in the Twelve created by the 
treachery and death of Judas, and a need to determine what course of 
action to take. Peter refers to two imprecatory psalms against the 
enemies of David, or of the faithful Israelite, Ps 69 (68).25 and 109 
(io8).8 (LXX). His intention is to find in the history of Israel some 
indication of what is to be done. Living in an analogous situation it was 
possible to apply, with sufficient liberty of adaptation, a mode of action 
attested to in the history of the People of God.

St Paul: 1 Cor 9.9-10; 1 Tim 5.18 referring to Deut 25.4: “You shall 
not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain.” There seems to 
be no indication that the Talmud or the midrashim made the applica
tion which St Paul makes to the preacher of the Gospel. Strack- 
Billerbeck (Vol. 3, pp. 385!!.) provides a considerable documentation 
on the moral interpretation of certain legal provisions. But we are not 
precisely concerned with this. St Paul is referring to the type of 
behaviour God wishes us to have towards a worker; “the extreme limits 
of typology”, as Bonsirven puts it.1

In a methodical study of “citations de l’A.T. dans le N.T.” 
{DBS, 2 [1934], col. 23-51), L. Venard several times makes 
observations similar to the above. He is concerned with the “con
nexion between the quotation and the original from the point of 
view of the meaning”. There is, I think, something more than a 
purely literary reminiscence in the cases of Rom 10.18 quoting 
Ps 19 (i8).4 or Rom 10.15 quoting Is 52.7. There is the use of a text 
to clarify an analogous case occurring within a plan which is funda
mentally one. For a passage like Rom 11.8 where St Paul joins 
Is 29.10 and Deut 29.3 with an echo of Is 6.9 Venard adopts an 
expression of Lagrange, “figurative accommodation”, and he 
writes: “In such cases there is not an argument based directly on the 
authority of Scripture ..., but there is implied a kind of reasoning 
by analogy based on the persistence of the divine plan and the 
similarity of the ways of action of Providence, as these are known 
through Scripture” (col. 40). Agreed.

1. Op. cit., p. 330.
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Then, grouping the quotations “according to their greater or 
lesser conformity with the original sense”, Venard enumerates first 
the cases where the quotation reproduces the exact sense of its 
original, then he gives the cases where the original is given an 
extended sense which it did not have, often, he says, “by application 
to other persons, events or circumstances” (col. 43). He provides 
examples and then writes: “In quite a number of these quotations 
the adaptation of the text quoted is not made in virtue of a directly 
figurative exegesis, but implies a reasoning by analogy. The sacred 
writer sees in the Old Testament event which he quotes a principle 
of the divine government which he applies to present circumstances” 
(col. 44). These examples follow: Rom 9.7-13; 11.3-4; 9.25-6.

The fact that the New Testament, or the early Church, seeks in its 
references to the Old an indication of God’s plan—for that is what it is 
—has been pointed out by many exegetes.1 Wondering whether the 
practice of infant baptism could be backed up with biblical support, 
Professor Oscar Cullmann wrote recently: “I admit with G. Wohlen- 
berg that the people who handed on the account of the blessing of the 
children wished to recall to the Christians of their time an episode in 
Jesus’ life which would enable them to resolve the problem of infant 
baptism.”2 Cullmann was not the first to quote the episode in this 
sense. It was done in Tertullian’s time;3 St Bernard did the same in the 
twelfth century against the followers of Henry of Lausanne or the 
dualists,4 and Calvin admitted the reference.5 In the absence of a 
proof-text, this amounts to looking in Scripture for an indication of 
the type of action that would be agreeable to God’s plan. Did not the

1. For example, Westcott, op. cit., p. 481: “The use which the author makes of Holy 
Scripture is... not dialectic or rhetorical but interpretative. The quotations are not 
brought forward in order to prove anything, but to indicate the correspondence which 
exists between the several stages in the fulfilment of the Divine purpose from age to age.” 
The Epistle to the Hebrews is a special case: Westcott links the way it refers to Scripture 
with that of Clement or the epistle attributed to Barnabas. But J. A. T. Robinson writes, 
speaking generally: “It is becoming recognised that the function and purpose of Scriptural 
quotation by the N.T. authors was not simply to provide snappily convincing prooftexts. 
It was much more to expose the profound harmony of the events that had been witnessed 
in these latter days with certain ‘typical’ dealings of Yahweh with His people in the past 
and to demonstrate their authenticity as saving acts of God by their congruity with what 
was already known of the peculiar characteristics of His working. There was a certain 
divine pattern which, like a watermark, they believed could be detected repeating itself in 
any genuine piece of Heilsgeschichte” (Theology, October, 1948 p. 373).

2. “Traces d’une vieille formule baptismale dans le N.T.”, in RHPR, 17 [1937], 
pp. 424-34 (p. 431); Urchristentum u. Gottesdienst, Basle, 1944, pp. 85 if.

3. See De Baptismo, 18, 5 (PL, 1, 1221; Kirch, 197).
4. De Baptismo,!., 7-8 (PL, 182, 1035!.); Epist., 241, 1 (PL, 182, 434); In Dominica 

Palmar. Sermo, 1, 3 (PL, 183, 255).
5. Inst., IV, XVI, 7 and 31: Jesus was thus making it clear that he was including 

children in his covenant relationship. Cf. Confession defoi de Geneve, 27 April 1537, a. 15. 
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first Reformers (Zwingli, Theodore Beza) look at it the same way when 
they found a favourable scriptural indication for infant baptism in the 
fact that baptism was the Christian parallel to circumcision?1 St 
Augustine had already had recourse to this argument, but also to the 
episode of the Holy Innocents—a sign of God’s intention to bring even 
infants into his kingdom.2

A certain number of biblical references quoted by the Fathers, or 
nowadays by Catholics in sacramental and Marian theology, are, I 
think, of the type we have just instanced. They constitute an inter
mediate area between an exegetical tradition properly speaking, which 
the Protestants have always been ready, in principle, to admit, and an 
exclusively oral tradition, without biblical reference. This could be 
called, subject to what has been explained, typological tradition.

This way of referring to Scripture is far from that fundamentalism, 
which stands for a naïve, altogether indiscriminating use of “It is 
written”. Fundamentalism takes the text, as it stands, as an absolute. 
In doing this it fails to recognize both its truly human nature and its 
truly divine nature.3 It fails to recognize the first in not taking account 
either of the historicity of Scripture or of the limits this historicity 
imposes on the textual expression of Scripture (vocabulary, the limita
tions of any given language, historical circumstances of composition, 
traces of “mentality”, literary forms, etc.). On the contrary, the truly 
human nature of Scripture makes legitimate, and gives a very positive 
place to, the historical, philological and critical work of exegetes. But 
this work alone does not exhaust the content of Holy Scripture, for it is 
also truly divine. The literary meaning of a text, its meaning as an 
event (événémentier), does not exhaust its content because it is witness
ing to events of revelation which have their place in a plan at the heart of 
which they have something more to say, something that goes beyond 
their immediate meaning, in a history which, while fully historical, is 
equally divine, the history of salvation: a history which is made by 
men and the Holy Spirit, together. Typological tradition is the fruit of 

i. Zwingli, De Baptismo, 27 May 1525 (cf. DTC, Ydl, 3822ff.: V. M. Pollet); Theodore 
Beza at the Colloquy of Poissy, 1561 (cf. Beza, Histoire ecclésiastique des Églises réformées 
au Royaume de France [1580], ed. P. Vesson, Toulouse, 1882, Vol. I, p. 317); P. Polman, 
L'Élément historique ... , Gembloux, 1932, p. 127.

2. Circumcision: De Bapt. c. Don., IV, 24, 31 {PL, 43, 174); the Holy Innocents: De 
Genesi ad Litt., X, 23, 29 {PL, 34, 426).

3. The parallel between the Word of God and the Incarnate Word is a traditional 
theme (which Luther preserved): J. H. Crehan, “The Analogy between Verbum Dei 
incarnatum and Verbum Dei scriptum in the Fathers”, in JTS, New Series 6 [1955], 
pp. 87-90.
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this collaboration. It means starting with the events of revelation, great 
or small, attested to in Scripture, in order to develop from them 
applications in the full human historicity of the Church which the 
Holy Spirit guides, but without making his own all the human effort 
of even the most faithful Christians.

To return to the level of the Gospel and the apostles we can grasp 
better, along the lines I am endeavouring to define, that, on the one 
hand, they refer to events as well as to texts or statements of ideas,1 and 
on the other, that they do not hesitate to make a synthetic reference to 
the economy of salvation with verses borrowed from very different 
texts and historical contexts, in a way which no critical exegete of our 
day would dare to envisage for a moment.

Clearly in these conditions there is, in one sense, more in the new 
application than in the event of revelation or the scriptural attestation 
by which it is nevertheless justified. The scriptural reference is then 
less a literal and literary justification than an authentication, an author
ization taken from the intentions of God as these are unveiled at the 
normative moment in the history of the People of God, of which 
Scripture is the memorial. The Jews refused this progressive applica
tion in the name of the letter of the ancient writings, while Jesus and 
the apostles appealed to the authority of the text in this same applica
tion. The paradosis of the Church, heir to that of the apostles, continued 
this process, with of course the benefit of a mere assistance from the 
Holy Spirit, not the benefit of inspiration in the strict sense, and taking 
as its norm (absolute at least from the negative point of view) the 
apostolic and prophetic witness. Frequently the Fathers and the Middle 
Ages accused those who advocated a purely literal reading of Scripture, 
exclusive of progressive typological application, of a Judaizing 
attitude.2 They might well have recalled that the Jews knew and 
practised something analogous to the typological application in the 
midrashic exegesis. The point is that Scripture is not a dead document 
to which one refers in order to reproduce its content artificially and 
materially. It is a witness of the plan of the living God, “who is, who

i. A point noted by Westcott in reference to the Epistle to the Hebrews: op. cit., pp. 
475 and 477. This epistle clearly is a unique case, employing the technique to the maximum, 
of referring to the Old Testament as a typical outline of the Christian reality.

2. Cf. C. Spicq, “Pourquoi le moyen âge n’a-t-il pas davantage pratiqué l’exégèse 
littérale?” in RSPT, 1941—2, pp. 169-79. One could add many references, make a similar 
study among the Fathers, and even trace the reproach of a Judaizing treatment of the 
Scriptures made by the anti-Protestant polemicists; as for example Cochlaeus (cf. Tavard, 
Holy Writ, p. 126).
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was and who is to come'd Jesus and the apostles do not appeal to 
Scripture from the outside, like an apprentice looking up the instruc
tions in his manual, step by step, or a cook preparing a dish and 
following carefully the recipe in a cookery book; they live Scripture 
because they live the history of salvation, under the guidance of that 
same Spirit “who spoke by the prophets”.2

(b) The Fathers (and the liturgy)

Unfortunately study of the history of patristic exegesis is still in its 
infancy.3 When there is available more and better information it will

i. To be compared with the comment of J. Hempel, who in turn acknowledges his 
debt to H. W. Wolff, with reference to the appeal made by Jesus to the type of the 
Suffering Servant of Is 53. He writes: “Dieser sein Schriftgebrauch ist nicht zupflückend, 
sondern zusammenfassend. Er benutzt nicht die Schrift, er lebt die Schrift” (Zeitsch. f. 
die alttestl. Wiss., 60 [1944], p. 159).

2. We list here some of the monographs which have appeared so far (up to December

G. Wuttke, Melchlsedech der Priesterkönig von Salem. Eine Studie ^ur Gesch. d. Exegese 
(Beihefte z. Z. f. alttl. Wiss., 5), Berlin, 1927; P. Lund, La Typologie baptismale dans 
l’ancienne Église, Leipzig-Upsala, 1942; D. Lerch, Isaak’s Opferung (Beitr. z. histor. 
Theol., 12), Tubingen, 1950; J. Daniélou, Sacramentum futuri. Étude sur les origines de la 
typologie biblique, Paris, 1950; Bible et liturgie (Lex Grandi, 11), Paris, 1951 (ET 1963); 
“La Fête des Tabernacles dans l’exégèse patristique”, in Studia Patristica, Berlin, 1957, 
Vol. I, pp. 262-79 (and cf. supra, p. 71, n. 2); F. Keienburg, Die Geschichte der Auslegung 
von Römer 13. i-y, Gelsenkirchen, 1952; R. Koolmeister, “Selbstverleugnung, Kreuzauf
nahme und Nachfolge”, in Charisteria Johanni Kopp, Stockholm, 1954, pp. 64—94; K. H. 
Schelkle, Paulus, Lehrer der Väter. Die altkirchliche Auslegung von Römer, t—t i, Düssel
dorf, 1956; J. Kremer, Was an den Leiden Christi noch mangelt (Col Bonn, 1956; 
R. Μ. Wilson, “The Early History of the Exegesis of Gen 1.26”, in Studia Patristica, 
Berlin, 1957, Vol. I, pp. 420—37; P. Prigent, Apocalypse XII. Histoire de l’exégèse, Tübin
gen, 1959. A programmatic study by L. Vischer and D. Lerch, “Die Auslegungsgeschichte 
als notwendige theologische Aufgabe”, in Studia Patristica, pp. 414-19. It will be seen 
that French studies here are less advanced, with the admirable and substantial studies of 
Mlle A.-Μ. La Bonnardière on the biblical preaching of St Augustine providing a distin
guished exception.

3. By way of completing the references given elsewhere in this section, we give a 
select bibliography: L. Diestel, Die Geschichte des Alten Testaments in der christlichen 
Kirche, Jena, 1868; F. W. Farrar, History of Interpretation, London, 1886; G. H. Gilbert, 
Interpretation of the Bible. A Short History, New York, 1908; G. Heinrici’s article “Her
meneutik” in Hauck’s Realenc., 1899, Vol. VII, pp. 718-50; an article by E. von Dob- 
schütz, “Interpretation”, in Hastings’ Encycl. of Relig. and Ethics, Vol. VII, 390-5; I. R. 
Darbyshire, article “Typology”, ibid., Vol. XII, 500-4; art. by G. Bardy, “Interprétation 
chez les Pères”, in Initiation biblique, ed. by A. Robert and A. Tricot, Paris, 2nd ed., 1948, 
pp. 400-19.

Monographs: R. Devreesse, “La Méthode exégétique de Théodore de Mopsueste”, in 
RB, 53 [1947], pp. 207—41 (and Essai sur Théodore de Mopsueste, Vatican, 1948, pp. 53— 
93); J. Guillet, “Les Exégèses d’Alexandrie et d’Antioche. Conflit ou malentendu?”, 
in RSR, 34 [1947], pp. 257-302; Μ. Pontet, L’Exégèse de S. Augustin Prédicateur 
(Théologie, 7), Paris, 1947; J. Woods, The Old Testament in the Church, London, 1949; G. 
Jouassard, “Les Pères devant la Bible”, in Études de Crit. et d’Hist. rel. dédiées à L. 
Vaganay, Lyons, 1948, pp. 25—33; H. de Lubac, cited supra, p. 66, n. 2(b) and p. 69 n. 1; A. 
Penna, Principi e carattere del!esegesi di S. Girolamo, Rome, 1950; W. Burghardt, “On 
Early Christian Exegesis”, in Theological Studies, il [1950], pp. 78-116; P. Camelot 

G
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be possible to make a full and precise study of patristic tradition as 
exegetical tradition and typological tradition. Several studies I am 
familiar with are either limited to the history of the interpretation of a 
brief pericope or remain over-dominated by what I think to be the 
wrongly posed question of the literal sense and the spiritual sense. The 
problem which interests us here, the attempt to determine the position 
and sense of the Schriftbeweis (proof from Scripture) in the Fathers, 
has to my knowledge hardly been tackled (save in the short article by 
S. L. Greenslade quoted infra, p. 79, n. 4).

Other things being equal and within conditions of validity which 
clearly require precision, the Fathers employed the same technique, 
with the whole of Scripture, New Testament as well as Old, as Jesus 
and the apostles had used with the Old Testament, which was Scripture 
for them. I shall not emphasize their christological exegesis, the heart 
of their exegetical tradition; it is, of course, of the utmost importance 
and worth, but it has been carefully studied and is becoming well 
known. Here I shall give some examples of typological tradition and 
try to find out what ideas peculiar to the Fathers furnish its roots.

As Westcott remarked in reference to Clement of Rome and the 
Epistle of Barnabas^ the Fathers follow the lead of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews which hardly ever quotes texts or proofs or arguments to 
support its statements, but takes events reported in the texts and con
siders them as models still being realized in the present. At least this 
aspect is found in the Fathers—but let us not forget the pages and 
pages of close literal commentary that abound, not only in the Antio
chene Fathers and the Cappadocians, but also in the Alexandrians, 
Athanasius and Cyril for example. But it is not this particular, well- 
known, use of Scripture that I want to pin down.

The ordo of the early Church is based on the idea of imitating, 
reproducing, honouring, a model given before itself and from higher 
than itself. Read again, for example, Clement of Rome (Cor., 40, 42, 
44) or Ignatius of Antioch (Magn., z, 6). This is why the Gospel is

I. Op. cit., p. 478.

“L’Exégèse de l’A.T. par les Pères”, in L’Ancien Testament et les Chrétiens (Rencontres, 
36), Paris, 1951, pp. 149—67; A. Kerrigan, St Cyril of Alexandria, Interpreter of the Old 
Testament, Rome, 1952; Id., in Studia Patristica, 1957, Vol. I, pp. 354—74; C. H. Turner, 
The Pattern of Christian Truth . . . , London, 1955, pp. 258-306; J. Huhn, “Bewertung u. 
Gebrauch d. Hl. Schrift durch den Kirchenvater Ambrosius”, in Hist. Jahrbuch, 77 [1958], 
pp. 387—96; G. Strauss, Schriftgebrauch, Schriftauslegung und Schriftbeweis bei Augustinus, 
Tübingen, 1959; J. Daniélou, From Shadows to Reality. Studies in the Biblical Typology of 
the Fathers, London, i960.
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effective as a law, as a commandment, as a disposition to be reproduced 
and realized.1 The reality to be imitated and therefore honoured is 
often taken from higher up still, in the mystery of God and his eternity. 
Ignatius of Antioch, in particular, never ceases to turn to this order of 
considerations even for such details as the silence of the bishop.2

Tertullian (De baptismo, 18, i) wants to support with biblical author
ity the view that baptism should not be administered lightly. He dis
counts as too literal the application of Lk 6.30: “Give to every one who 
begs from you”, but invokes indiscriminately Mt 7.6: “Do not give 
dogs what is holy”, or 1 Tim 5.22: “Do not be hasty in the laying on 
of hands.” What Tertullian is arguing for is of little importance here; 
what does interest us is the way in which he refers to Scripture, in this 
case the New Testament.3

A very interesting study by S. L. Greenslade shows that this is not 
something peculiar to Tertullian. He considers the use of Scripture by 
the ante-Nicene writers, Clement of Rome, Ignatius, Cyprian, and 
Tertullian himself, when they speak of the ecclesiastical ministry or 
of the episcopate.4 They do not base what they have to say on Scripture 
after the manner of a Schriftbeweis-, if they quote it, and they do indeed 
quote it, it is rather as an illustration of what they are affirming than 
as a textual argument. Their real foundation is the reality of the Church, 
that is to say, the Church’s tradition as a living transmission of lived 
realities. But they like to point out that these realities respect a model 
indicated from the beginning.5

There is in the Fathers a textual reading of Scripture which their 
dogmatic, ascetical, catechetical or polemical writings only seek to 
defend or comment upon; there is a christological reading of Scripture, 
and the double reading forms their exegetical tradition. This is the 
most important, but also, I repeat, the best known, and I shall not go

1. See the references in Van den Eynde, p. 33, n. 7 (Ignatius), p. 54 (the Didache). This 
value would be disregarded by Luther, who saw in the Gospel nothing but the promise.

2. Eph., 6.1; Phil., 1.1 (cf. H. Chadwick, “The Silence of Bishops in Ignatius”, in The 
Harvard Theol. Rev., 43 [1950], pp. 169-72). Read especially, in this connection, Magn., 
6; Smyrn., 8; Eph., 5; Trail., 3.

3. The New Testament itself “fulfils the figures”, i.e. the models or types of the Old: 
“figuram implere sanguinis” {Adv. Marc., IV, 40; PL, 2, 490), with reference to Lev 23 
and Is 53; “Christo confirmante figuras suas” {De Fuga in Pers., XI, 4; PL, 2, 13 5a), 
quoting Jn to and Ex 32.32, to establish the law binding the pastor to his people.

4. “Scripture and other Doctrinal Norms in Early Theories of the Ministry”, in JTS, 
44 [i943], PP· 162-76.

5. Lessing, whose patristic documentation is quite good here, had already noted that, 
for the first four centuries, the New Testament served less to demonstrate the Christian 
religion than to explain and confirm it (cf. infra, Ch. 6, p. 192, n. 2). E. Flesseman-Van 
Leer has some similar remarks on this subject, as for example on Aristides and Justin: 
Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church, Assen, 1954.
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back to it. There is also in the Fathers an ecclesial reference to Scripture 
as the record of the wishes and plan of God. What we are trying to 
define is this typological or exemplarist tradition they developed. “In 
his omnibus libris [the canonical books of Scripture] timentes Deum 
et pietate mansueti, quaerunt voluntatem Dei.”1 The Fathers are 
convinced that the sacred history of the past is allegorical, or rather 
typical,2 and that the guide to the life of the Church is found in it: 
“Res gesta, aliquid in sancta Ecclesia signât gerendum.”3 The Fathers 
are convinced that all Scripture refers not only to Christ, but also to the 
Church^ and that it contains, under the form of a type, all that is useful 
to its historical life.

i. St Augustine, De Doctr. Christiana, II, 9, 14 {PL, 34, 42).
2. We use tile word “allegorical” with reference to St Augustine, De Vera Relig., 50, 99 

{PL, 34, 166): “Quid sit modus interpretandae allegoriae, quae per sapientiam dicta 
creditur in Spiritu Sancto: utrum a visibilibus antiquioribus ad visibilia recentiora earn 
perducere sufficiat...” For St Augustine, that was not sufficient.

3. St Gregory, Hom. 21 in Evang., 2 {PL, 76, 1170c).
4. See, in this connection, in addition to the appendix at the end of the chapter: St 

Gregory, In Er^ech., Lib. II, Hom. 10 {PL, 76, 1063A). Glossa ordinaria in Psalmos, 
Prol. {PL, 113, 844BC); Hugh of Saint-Victor, De Sacr., Lib. I, Pro!., c. 2 {PL, 176, 183); 
De Area Noe Morali, I, 2 and II, 8 {PL, 176, 622, 642).

5. See for example the way in which Clement of Rome {Cor., 42, 5) and Irenaeus {AH, 
IV, 26, 5; PG, 7, 1055) quote Is 60.17, the second according to the LXX, the first accord
ing to another version.

6. Thus Paul the Deacon, Ep. ad Senarium {c. 500) {PL, 59, 4O3ff.).
7. St Isidore, De Eccles. Off., II, 7 {PL, 83, 787!^): “Presbyterorum ordo exordium 

sumpsit, ut dictum est, a filiis Aaron.” The texts in Isidore {op. cit., II, 4ff.; PL, 83, 779!!.) 
have had all the more influence as a result of their being taken up by Amalarius {De Eccl. 
Off-y II, c· *3 and 14; PL, 105, 1091), by the council of Arras of 1025 (c. 6, Mansi, XIX, 
443BE), by Ivo of Chartres {Sermo, 3; PL, 162, 526), by Gratian (C. I, D. XXI; C. I, D. 
XXV, Friedberg, col. 67 and 89!.), and by Peter Lombard {Sent., Lib. IV, d. 24, 11).

8. Cf. A.-M. La Bonnardière, “L’Épître aux Hébreux dans l’œuvre de S. Augustin”, in 
Rev. des Etudes augustin., 3 [1957], pp. 137-62; “Les Livres de Samuel et des Rois . . .”, 
ibid., 2 [1956], pp. 335-63; “S. Augustin et les Libri Regnorum”, in Studia Patristica, 
Berlin, 1957, Vol. I, pp. 375-88,

This explains—without perhaps justifying all its applications— 
something which at first troubled me personally, the tranquil ease with 
which the Fathers and the theologians of the Middle Ages link Christian 
ecclesiastical institutions to those of the Old Testament. It began very 
early, and not only to support rules of moral conduct, as in Clement of 
Rome, and then in St Cyprian and in the Apostolic Constitutions, but 
as a basis for the institution itself,5 particularly the degrees and differ
ences in the priesthood.6 The Ordo presbyterorum, it is said, has its 
origin in the sons of Aaron.7 St Augustine, speaking of Christ the 
Priest, quotes the Epistle to the Hebrews comparatively rarely; he 
refers to the Libri Regum, where he finds the types for a theology of 
the Anointed par excellence? There is more in these facts (and many 
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more could be quoted), than, I think, a very live sense of the deep 
unity between the two Testaments and of the antiquity of the Church; 
there is a typological and exemplarist reading of Holy Scripture.

Let me quote yet another example: the very considerable role played 
in the theology of penance by the biblical legislation on leprosy, and 
by the Gospel narratives of the healing of the leper and the resurrection 
of Lazarus.1 Though no insistence was laid on the probative value of 
the reference, a scriptural indication for the sacrament of confirmation 
was often sought in Jesus laying his hands on the children. The Lord 
had done this. . . . Simply the fruit of an imaginative and symbolical 
state of theology? There is that, I admit, but also something else, the 
development of a typological tradition.

i. The case of the lepers: it was God who cured them, but it was necessary for them to 
show themselves to the priests to establish the cure. The Pseudo-Augustinian document 
De Vera et Falsa Paenitentia (PL, 40, 1113-30), which dates probably from the beginning 
of the eleventh century, did much to orientate the theology of the twelfth century in this 
direction. This is the golden age of these discussions (see F. Russo, “Pénitence et excom
munication”, in RSR, 33 [1946], pp. 257-79, 431-61; P. Anciaux, La Théol. du sacrement 
de Pénitence au XIP siècle, Louvain, 1949; ET The Sacrament of Penance, London, 1962). 
But the use of analogy or type dates from before De Vera et Falsa Paen.

The case of Lazarus: Jesus raised him from the dead, but it was necessary for someone 
to release him from his winding-bands. Cf. as early as Origen, Comm, in Joan., 28 (PG, 
14, 693); St Ambrose, En. in Ps. I, (PL, 14, 951); De Paenit., 2, 7 (PL, 16, 511); St 
Augustine, Sermo, 67, 1, 2 (PL, 38, 434); 98, 6 (594); In Joan. Tr., XLIX, 24 (PL, 35, 
1756); for the twelfth century, the same references as above.

2. Prospects of the Anglican Church, 1839. [The quotation appears in H. Bremond, 
Newman, Paris, 1905, Vol. I, p. xxix.—Translator s note.]

In this same general line, the Fathers, as Christ and the apostles had 
already done, sometimes quote Scripture in a synthesized form, bring
ing together in an unexpected way texts a purely scientific exegesis 
would not dream of juxtaposing, so that, by bringing them together 
(as does the liturgy), the point in question is made remarkably clear, 
and deep insights are opened up for contemplation by a faith seeking to 
understand the work of God.

Newman saw this very well. He related it to what some would call 
the Platonism or Alexandrianism of the Fathers, but which could be, 
more profoundly, their very biblical sense of the mystery of revelation. 
He wrote:

We lay greater stress than they on proofs from definite verses of 
Scripture, or what are familiarly called texts, and we build up a 
system upon them; they rather recognised a certain truth lying hid 
under the tenor of the sacred text as a whole, and showing itself in 
this verse or that as it might be. We look upon the letter of Scripture 
more as a foundation, they as an organ of the truth.2
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When treating of the Church, sacraments, holiness, Scripture— 
realities which all come under the category of “mysteries”—the 
Fathers think in terms of the manifestation of the things of heaven. 
They are for their eyes “epiphanies” of God and his Wisdom. The 
God who manifests himself is also the condescending God who stoops 
down to us in order to raise us up to himself, in a word, the God of 
the Covenant and of Salvation, the God of the Incarnation. From 
beginning to end, for the Fathers, it is all a manifestation of this 
Reality. When W. Schweitzer sees the christological reading of revela
tion by Catholics dominated by the idea of the unity between Christ 
and the Church, he is on the right track and touches upon an essential 
point.1 He could have said the same of the Fathers and of the liturgy, 
that is to say, of tradition.

I do not deny that the Fathers brought in here a certain exemplarist, 
and even essentialist spirit, which to a certain extent hid from their eyes 
the full historicity of Scripture and the Church. For us a text has a date, 
a meaning, and witnesses to an event fixed in space and time. We look 
for truth both in the text and in the event and this truth is historical. 
We think of the Church as having been founded, of the sacraments, 
Holy Orders, for example, as having been instituted at a particular 
moment. The Fathers, and for a long time the Middle Ages, were less 
interested in this reference to historical origin than in the exemplary 
relation of this visible part of the “mysteries” to their invisible, heavenly 
part. The historical fact of the manifestation of a mystery was less 
important for them than its homogeneity with the heavenly reality. 
For us a text from Isaiah, for example, was inspired as a piece of 
literature to give a message to the Israelites of the eighth century B.C., 
and after that it may also conceivably have a typological sense. For the 
Fathers, inspiration, even literary inspiration, bore on a supratemporal 
content, a suprahistoric content, whose truth derived its value pri
marily from the fact that it was the manifestation of the heavenly 
mystery. The text could just as well, just as directly, reveal the truth of 
a Christian reality.2

The principle of all progress beyond time, space, the multiplicity

i. Schrift und Dogma in der Ökumene . . . , Gütersloh, 1953, pp. 37—47.
2. In the same way, the medievals were satisfied when they had established the connec

tion of a fact—a literary fact, for example—not with its historical context, but with 
rationes in se, of a non-temporal, ideological order, with a harmony of abstract motives. 
St Thomas is, in this respect, at the meeting-point of the ancient and the modem world; 
he is an outstanding exegete of St Paul and St John, but it is with the old mentality that he 
proposes, for example, a list of St Paul’s epistles with no regard for chronology. The same 
applies to his plan for the Lamentations of Jeremiah, and in countless other cases.
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and differentiation of spirits, is always in Christian theology the Holy 
Spirit, whose “characteristic property”, indeed, all this is. Instances 
abound which attribute to him this actualization and understanding of 
the “mysteries” throughout the life of the Church. A certain number 
of these will be dealt with in Excursus B.

APPENDIX TO CHAPTER II, SECTION D, 
(SEE P. 68, N. 3 AND P. 80, N. 4)

I have set out below a short anthology of patristic texts expressing the 
idea that the Old Testament is relative, not only to Christ (which is 
generally recognized, as witness the extensive documentation that is 
available), but to Christ and the Church, that is to say, to the Christian 
mystery. With reference to this in the Book of Revelation, cf. J. 
Cambier, quoted supra, pp. 67-8, n. 2.

Following the witness of Anastasius the Sinaite, Papias and the first 
Christian exegetes interpreted the whole work of the Six Days in terms 
of Christ and the Church, referring to the Church particularly what is 
said of paradise (cf. Funk-Bihlmeyer, Die apostolischen Väter, Tübin
gen, 1924, Vol. I, pp. 137-8, “Papiasfragmente”, 6 and 7). St 
Irenaeus sees the Church prefigured all over the Old Testament (cf. 
AH, IV, 22, 2: PG, 7, 1047B; 32, 2: 1071B; 34, 2: 1084B, etc.). St 
Hippolytus of Rome applies to Christ and the Church the promises 
made to the patriarchs (cf. Hippolytus of Rome, Sur les bénédictions 
d’Isaac, de Jacob et de Moïse, PO, XXVII, 1/2 [1954], French transi, 
and notes by Μ. Brière, L. Mariés, B. Ch. Mercier). For Origen, the 
Church with Christ is what the spiritual sense of Scripture looks 
towards (cf. H. de Lubac, Histoire et Esprit. L’ Intelligence de l’Écriture 
d’après Origène (Théologie, 16), Paris, 1950, pp. 175fr.). The Fathers 
constantly interpret the Old Testament in this way. See J. Daniélou, 
Sacr amentum futur i . . . , Paris, 1950.

In the West, St Hilary uses the same exegesis (e.g. In Ps. 14: PL, 9, 
302); St Ambrose also, for example, In Ps. 118, Sermo j, 22-3 {PL, 15, 
1258) (J. Rinna, Die Kirche als Corpus Christi mysticum beim hl. 
Ambrosius, Rome, 1940), and Bachiarius wrote, in his Professio fidei, 6: 
“Qui tarnen sensus [spiritualis] ad typum Christi Ecclesiaeque per- 
tineat” {PL, 20, 1033). But it is St Augustine who used most exten
sively, and who has the most developed theory of, the scriptural 
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interpretation de Christo et de Ecclesia. There are numerous texts, e.g.:
De Cat. rudibus, 3, 6 (PL, 40, 313; ET ACW, 2): “Neque enim ob 

aliud ante adventum Domini scripta sunt omnia quae in sanctis Scrip
turis legimus, nisi ut illius commendaretur adventus, et futura prae
signaretur Ecclesia, id est populus Dei per omnes gentes, quod est 
corpus Ibid., 19,33 (PL, 40,335): “In his tamen omnibus mysteria
spiritualia significabantur, quae ad Christum et Ecclesiam pertinerent.”

Contra Faustum, XXI, 94 (PL, 42, 463): “Christum igitur sonant 
haec omnia, caput illud quod jam ascendit in caelum, et hoc corpus ejus 
quod usque in finem laborat in terra.”

Epist., 105, 4, 14-15 (PL, 33, 401-3): “In Scripturis discimus 
Christum, in Scripturis discimus Ecclesiam.” Augustine shows this by 
reference to some of the better known texts of the apostolic 
kerygma and of the lists of Testimonia. See further Ep'tst., 185, 
De correctione Donatistarum, 1, 2—3 (PL, 33, 793).

En. in Ps. 30, En. II, Sermo 2, 8-9 (PL, 36, 244): “Coepit Spiritus 
Dei, coepit Deus ab Abraham praedicare velle Ecclesiam .. . Christum 
figurate praedicabat, Ecclesiam aperte praedicavit... ”; Ps. 79, 1 
(PL, 36, 1021): “Totum omnium Scripturarum mysterium Christus et 
Ecclesia.” Ps. 84, 4 (PL, 37, 1070).

De fide rerum quae non videntur, 3—4 (PL, 40, 174—8): always the 
proclamation of the Church accompanies that of Christ.

Sermo, 46, 33 (PL, 38, 289): “Prope omnis pagina nihil aliud sonat 
quam Christum et Ecclesiam toto orbe diffusam.” 129, 4-6 (PL, 38, 
722-3), where he shows that the same texts speak of the Church after 
having spoken of Christ.

De Civ. Dei, XVI, 2, 3 (PL, 41, 479): “Haec Scripturae secreta . . . 
neque nisi ad Christum et ejus Ecclesiam, quae civitas Dei est, esse 
referenda.” There are any number of examples of this préfiguration 
given in Books XVI and XVII; see also Book XVIII, c. 29 (Isaiah, 
PL, 41, 585), c. 33 (Jeremiah and Zephaniah, col. 591), c. 34 (Daniel 
and Ezekiel, col. 592).

The christological and ecclesial typology of Augustine is very rich 
(cf. T. Specht, Die Lehre von der Kirche nach dem hl. Augustin, Pader
born, 1892, pp. 9!!.; M. Pontet, EExégèse de S. Augustin prédicateur, 
Paris, 1945); he goes in for a good deal of allegory, but retains in its 
essentials the import of “tradition” and the apostolic kerygma. To get 
some idea of the immense influence which this typology exerted on 
Scripture reading in the West, it would be necessary to lay down here 
again Augustine’s main principles of exegesis: Christus totus, caput et 
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corpus, Sponsus et Spons a, vox una . . . Then reference would have to 
be made to the whole range of medieval exegesis (cf. B. Smalley, The 
Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, Oxford, 1940, 2nd ed., 1951; C. 
Spicq, Esquisse d’une histoire de l’exégèse latine au moyen âge [Biblio
thèque thomiste, 26], Paris, 1944. But above all, H. de Lubac, Exégèse 
médiévale. Les quatre sens de l’Écriture, 2 vols. publ. [Théologie, 41-2], 
Paris, 1959).

The Fathers brought together texts which were not apparently 
relevant and in a way which would not be done if simply following the 
rules of philological exegesis; they put together texts which were not 
of the same literary context. But their priority was the Christian 
Reality, which necessarily involved that of the Church. Bearing in 
mind this Christian reality, the association of texts is often both 
brilliant and profound, and their exegesis definitely authentic tradition.



Chapter 3

THE MIDDLE AGES

(A) In the West1

i. For all this, cf. F. Kropatscheck, Das Schrlftprinfp der lutherischen Kirche ... I. Die 
Vorgeschichte. Das Erbe des Mittelalters, Leipzig, 1904; J. Beumer, “Das katholische 
Schriftprinzip in der theologischen Literatur der Scholastik bis zur Reformation”, in 
Schol, 16 [1941], pp. 24—52; P. De Vooght, Les Sources de la doctrine chrétienne d’après les 
théologiens du XIVe siècle et du début du XVe, Paris, 1954; G. H. Tavard, Holy Writ or 
Holy Church . .., London, 1959, pp. 12-66; Y. M.-J. Congar, “Traditio und Sacra 
doctrina bei Thomas v. Aquin”, in Kirche und Überlieferung. Festgabe J. R. Geiselmann, 
hrsg. v. H. Fries u. J. Betz, Freiburg, i960, pp. 170-210.

2. Some examples in Kropatscheck, p. 7. I would add: Jerusalem the geographical 
centre of the world because “operatus est salutem in medio terrae” (Ps 74(73]. 12); the 
frequent use of the rod in the education of children, with reference to the numerous 
biblical texts which recommend it; the monastic rule of not spitting or clearing one’s 
nostrils in front of one in choir because “in conspectu angelorum psallam tibi” (Ps 138 
[137].!); clerical congregations limited to twelve or to seventy-two members because of the 

(1) The, basic biblical orientation of the Middle Ages

The Middle Ages extend from the end of the patristic period—which 
we can date from the death of St Gregory (604) and St Isidore (636) in 
the West; and from that of St John Damascene (c. 749) in the East—to 
the outbreak of the Reformation (1517). The men of the Middle Ages 
lived in the Bible and by the Bible. They believed that the book of 
Scripture could be read in the light of what was written in the book of 
the world and the book of the soul; but, even more so, that the book 
of Scripture was alone capable of bringing out the full significance of 
the other two. The world, man, salvation, the communion of saints, 
formed a harmonious whole, all of them the work of the same divine 
Wisdom. Or it was a hierarchy, with Scripture as its summit. There 
was a desire, not merely to bring all this together into a single work of 
knowledge, expression and praise (Summas, cathedrals, and the 
encyclopaedic programme of the twelfth century), but also to regulate 
everything according to the sacred text. There is a whole study needed 
here on the forms taken by the biblical fundamentalism of the Middle 
Ages.2

86
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Everything was found in Scripture, all the more easily because the 

processes of interpretation included the use of symbolism, obligingly 
accommodating to all needs; and also, more seriously, because extend
ing by reasoned argument the field of application of a statement was 
not looked upon as overstepping the limits of the original statément.1 
It was generally held that Scripture contained all the truths of faith 
necessary for salvation. If a question was put concerning a non
scrip tural doctrinal formulation, attempts were made to provide some 
scriptural reference which was at least equivalent or indirect.2

(2) Unwritten traditions

The idea that there might be Christian realities transmitted without 
any attestation in Scripture was not unknown, but in the work of the 
great medieval theologians it played a comparatively limited role, 
conditioned as this work was by the appeal to auctoritates, that is, to 
texts? Everyone, however, knew, and stated quite happily, that many 
things, plura, multa, were held and observed by the Church, which 
were not to be found in Scripture; 2 Thess 2.14(15); 1 Cor 11.34; Acts 
16.4 were cited as examples. When they got down to particular 
instances, it could be in reference to the celebration of a feast,4 or 
perhaps to the words mysterium fidei introduced into the formula for 
the consecration of the chalice,5 or a particular rite used in the celebra-

1. A point often made, particularly in the fourteenth century (“. .. vel bona con
sequentia”); it is explicitly stated by the author who, at the beginning of the twelfth 
century composed the De Assumptione B. Mariae Virginis, put under the name of St 
Augustine: c. 1 (PL, 40, 1143-4). The author does not claim for himself “tradition” but 
an invention of the “mysticus intellectus” above and beyond the “sola littera”, by the 
(Christian) “ratio”.

2. The most frequent examples: the Filioque, the institution of certain sacraments 
(confirmation, anointing of the sick).

3. This is the explanation proposed by G. Geenen, “The Place of Tradition in the 
Theology of St Thomas,” in The Thomist, 15 [1952], pp. no-35.

4. Cf. St Bernard, on the subject of a feast of the Immaculate Conception which was 
not supported by antiqua traditione·. Epist., 174, 1 (PL, 182, 333A).

5. Innocent Ill’s letter Cum Marthae, included in the Decretals, c. 6, III, 41 (Fried
berg, II, 636-9; cf. D. 414), has become by the beginning of the fourteenth century the 
authority quoted in favour of unwritten traditions (cf. P. De Vooght, “La Décrétale 
Cum Marthae et son interprétation par les théologiens du XIVe siècle”, in BSP, 42 [1954], 
pp. 540-8). It also includes the “raising of the eyes” of the liturgical account of the Last 
Supper. Compare St Thomas, ST, III, q. 83, a. 4, ad 2.

number of the apostles or the disciples; the rite of the “sedes stercoraria” at the coronation 
of the pope, because it is written: “Et de stercore erigit pauperem” (Ps H3[ii2].7), etc. 
It would be interesting to study to what extent and how the Middle Ages was or was not, 
fundamentalist.
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tion of the sacraments,1 or even the institution of certain sacraments 
(such as confirmation and the anointing of the sick),2 or again, the 
veneration of images.3 These were matters of worship; but in the same 
attitude were included customs and practices in use in the Church since 
early times,4 and even, since the word tradere also had the comprehen
sive sense of teaching, transmitting or communicating some theoretical 
or practical conclusion,5 the word traditiones was often used for the 
canons and decretals.6 But there was no hesitation in calling on an 
oral tradition for some point of Catholic doctrine whose formula could 
not be found in Scripture, for example, the Filioque clause or the 
descent of Christ into hell, but at the same time it was stated and 
demonstrated that the doctrine so expressed was found in Scripture 
under some other form.7

It can be seen that we are not really concerned here either with the 
apostolic tradition, as understood by the ante-Nicene Fathers, or with 
what constitutes a problem in our consideration of tradition at the 
present day. For us this problem is primarily the problem of a chain of

i. Innocent III, De sacra alt. myst., IV, 4 {PL, 217, 858); the Roman Church received 
the essential rite of the Mass from the apostles Peter and Paul; St Bonaventure, In IV 
Sent., d. 8, pars 2, a. 1, q. 2 (Quaracchi, IV, 196); rites of the Mass: St Thomas, In IV 
Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qa 2, ad 1; d. 25, q. 1, a. I, qa 3, ad 1; ST, III, q. 64, a. 2, ad 1; De Div. 
Nom., c. 1, lect. 2: “ . . . et aliorum dogmatum quae apostoli et eorum discipuli tradiderunt, 
quae non continentur in Sacra Scriptura, ut puta quae pertinent ad ritus sacrorum myster
iorum.” See also Gabriel Biel (the form and institution of the sacraments: Tavard, op. cit., 
p. 62).

2. See De Vooght, Sources, pp. 29-30 and especially pp. 153-5. Deals particularly with 
comparatively second-rate theologians of the fourteenth century.

3. Cf. St Bonaventure, In III Sent., d. 9, a. 1, q. 2, ad 6, (Quaracchi, III, 205); St 
Thomas, In III Sent., d. 9, q. 1, a. 2, qa 2, ad 3; ST, III, q. 25, a. 3, ad 4: “Apostoli 
familiari instinctu Spiritus Sancti quaedam Ecclesiis tradiderunt servanda, quae non 
reliquerunt in scriptis, sed in observatione Ecclesiae per successionem fidelium.”

4. Cf. R. Wehrl6, La Coutume dans le droit canonique . . . , Paris, 1928, pp. 34(1. With 
Peter the Cantor, traditiones = monastic and liturgical customs {Verbum abbreviatum, 
c. 79; PL, 205, 233—9); f°r Praepositinus, traditiones = institutiones ecclesiasticae, that is 
to say, the different practices. For the most part they derive from the apostles, or can be 
drawn from our Lord’s words {The Summa contra Haereticos ascribed to Praepositinus of 
Cremona, Notre Dame, 1958, c. XI, pp. i6iff); when Praepositinus is treating of them in 
particulari, he is concerned with the rites of baptism (c. XII). But see Thomas Netter, 
infra, p. 98, n. 4.

5. A fact that can be illustrated by innumerable examples (We have given some of them 
in the study referred to supra, p. 86, n. 1). This fact escaped J. N. Bakliuizen van den 
Brink (“Traditio im theologischen Sinn”, in Vigiliae Christianae, 13 [1959], pp. 65-86), 
who, for this reason, uses out of context several texts of St Thomas in support of his 
thesis, criticized already supra (Ch. 2, Sect. A, p. 26, n. 2), according to which traditio, 
in the theological sense = revelation by God.

6. Thus St Thomas, In Matth., c. 15: “Canones sunt traditiones hominum” (Parma ed., 
Vol. X, p. 145); Dante, De Monarchia, III, 3; Wycliffe (cf. Kropatscheck, op. cit., pp. 331, 
n. 6; 348, n. 1; 382, n. 2), etc.

7. Strictly speaking, the invocation of “multa tradita sunt quae non sunt expressa in 
Evangelio” is not really sufficient in such cases, except for a rather slack and disreputable 
class of theologian. Cf. De Vooght, Sources, pp. 150-3.
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witnesses down through history linked together and demonstrating 
the continuity of Catholic belief throughout the course of a history 
that can be clearly seen as a process of development. The Middle Ages 
were much in the habit of referring to auctoritates, and even compiled 
patristic dossiers for or against a particular thesis, as in the fourth and 
fifth centuries, but they had little idea of the argument from tradition 
in the modern sense of the word.1 How could they? They lacked a 
critical interest in history as such. But, above all, living naively accord
ing to tradition, this medieval, pre-critical period did not have to 
prove to itself that it was right. The problem of tradition is closely 
linked, again for us, to that of the rule of faith; it tends to be identified 
with that of the magisterium. Under the two aspects which we have 
just described, the problem of tradition today almost merges with that 
of the Church considered in the indefectibility or continuity of its 
faith throughout time. But the realities in question have their place in 
the life and synthesis of the great medieval thinkers, as I have shown 
with reference to St Thomas, (cf. p. 86, n. 1)—but not under the title 
of Tradition.2

i. Cf. J. de Ghellinck, “Patristique et argument de tradition au bas moyen âge”, in 
Aus der Geisteswelt des Mittelalters (Festgabe Μ. Grabmann), Münster, 1935, Vol. I, 
pp. 403—26.

2. Note, however, that in James of Viterbo, traditio (apostolica) includes the full scope 
of the Christian deposit, including doctrines: De Regimine Christiano, Pars I, c. 5, ed. 
H. X. Arquillière, Paris, 1926, p. 132. This can be compared in the ninth century, with 
Ps.-Lucius: Jaffe, 123 (XClIl), in the Decretals of Ps.-Isidore (ed. Hinschius, p. 179), 
reproduced in Gratian, c. 9, C. XXIV, q. 1 (Friedberg, col. 969): “A recta fide ergo et 
apostolico tramite propter ullam perturbationem nolite recedere scientes, quoniam iuxta 
Salvatoris sententiam beati sunt qui persecutionem patiuntur propter iustitiam. Hec est 
apostolorum viva traditio; hec vera karitas, que predicanda est et precipue diligenda ac 
fruenda ac fiducialiter ab omnibus tenenda; hec sancta et apostolica mater ecclesiarum 
omnium Christi ecclesia, que per Dei omnipotentis gratiam a tramite apostolice traditionis 
numquam errasse probatur. ...”

3. On this idea of auctoritas, we can refer, on the one hand, to juridical studies (Roman 
law), and, on the other, to studies in patristic (Tertullian) and medieval lexicography 
(cf. Μ. D. Chenu—summarizing previous work—Introduction à l'étude de S. Thomas 
d'Aquin, Paris, 1950, pp. 109!?.,· La Théologie au douzième siècle, Paris, 1957, pp. 351 fT.). 
The auctor is not the author in the literary sense of the term we use today. He would then 
have been called the editor. The auctor is the one responsible, the subject to whom should 
be attributed the credit for the value of something: Christ is the auctor of grace, of the 

(3) The focus of interest

Interest centred on the present reality of transcendent causalities, rather 
than on the occasional causes at some time in the past of the historical 
appearance of some idea or institution. The medieval point of view can 
be appreciated if we consider its concept of auctoritas^—an extremely 
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rich concept, often employed. This significant word indicated the value 
that some thing or statement derived from its source, considered less 
historically as a factor of temporal genesis, than according to its place 
in the great hierarchy of the world, and thus for the part of infallible 
truth it represented in virtue of its function or status. There was 
clearly only one true auctor, one absolute auctoritas, God; but all that 
to which God gave the gift of being true, as expressing his truth and his 
will, became thereby an auctoritas whose exact position in time there 
was no need to plot with exactitude; the essential thing was that part 
of divine truth that it incorporated for us.1

These ideas found application in the realm which concerns us here, 
and which is itself dominated by the idea of the communication to man 
of the uncreated divine Truth.2 This communication or manifestation 
is first and foremost the revelation made to the prophets and apostles, 
and recorded in the canonical Scriptures. God is the one personally 
responsible for it, its auctor, not without human cooperation, but with 
the latter completely subordinated to him, to such an extent that it 
benefits from the absolute guarantee attached to the first Truth. But 
the communication or manifestation to men of the thoughts and wishes 
of God continues via a human cooperation which is coextensive with 
the duration of the Church, and which devolves principally on the 
majores·, the doctors and leaders constituted as heads of the Churches. 
This is the place of the Fathers, expositores (tractatores) S. Scripturae, 
the councils and the popes in the whole of that activity by which they 
determine the life of the Church, on the three levels of belief, worship

i. Confirmatur, and other applications of these ideas: I. The concept of vices agere, 
vicarius remained for a long time associated with that of ministerium and meant a visible 
representative of the transcendent cause who was the real agent responsible for a spiritual 
reality (auctor). It was under the influence of the development of juridical concepts con
sequent on the Gregorian Reform that vicarius came to indicate, to a steadily increasing 
degree, a delegated assistant himself possessing an authority handed over by a founder in 
the past. For a long time foundation of the Church sms considered less as an act in the 
past than as another name for the permanently actual quality of an auctor (gratiae, sacra
mentorum, ministeriorum). 2. The Middle Ages had little or no interest in the ancient 
authors, Plato or Augustine, for example, qua authors of the past, that is to say, from an 
historical point of view; they sought in their writings the permanent value of truth, which 
could be lived here and now. See E. Gilson, “Le Moyen Age et le naturalisme antique”, in 
Archives d’Hist. doctr. et littér. du moyen âge, 7 [1932], pp. 5—37-

2. The global presentation given here is that of St Thomas, which excels all others by 
reason of its distinction and lucidity. Cf. Congar, ref. supra, p. 86, n. 1; also “Traité de la 
connaissance de foi”, and “Introd, à la Théol.”, in Manuel de Dogme, Paris, 1961, Vol. I. 

sacraments; the Holy Spirit (God) is the auctor of all truth, and above all of spiritual 
truths: it is in this sense, primarily, that he is the auctor of the canonical books, and only 
secondarily in the sense of a form of literal dictation of words. Auctor indicates the origin 
more in its qualitative and spiritual aspect than in its genetic aspect as an event.
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and practice; and then the lesser doctors and masters of the sacra 
doctrina which is the teaching of salvation. Again, God is the auctor of 
whatever they say that is true, and it is this fact that confers an auctor
itas on their dicta. This auctoritas is not absolute; it is not the auctoritas 
of God himself, unlike that which establishes the canonical Scriptures. 
Considered in itself, it depends on the action of the Holy Spirit, and 
also, from the point of view of an external and public criteriology, on 
the approval of the Ecclesia^ on its conformity with the teaching of the 
Ecclesia^ expressed in those instances when the Ecclesia takes personal 
and concentrated form: in the deliberations of the councils and in the 
popes. But these dicta or auctoritates of the Sancti (Patres) or of the 
Magistri do in fact involve an action of God, and share, to a lesser 
degree, in the sanctity possessed by sacra Scriptura. It is a much- 
quoted principle in the Middle Ages, that Scripture must be explained 
under the guidance of that same Spirit who dictated it.1 But the holy 
Fathers and doctors who benefited from this influence so that they 
were able to explain the Scriptures properly, must also be shown a 
respect analogous to that which we owe to Scripture.2 We could say 
that, if the books of creation and the soul only reveal their full meaning 
in relation to the book of Scripture, the latter cannot reveal its own 
significance except in the Church, with her teaching, life, and the 
writings of the doctors she has approved.

It is in the context of this comprehensive synthesis that we must 
place two series of statements, typical of the Middle Ages.

First, the attributing of all true (and holy) determinations of the life
i. Abelard, Sic et Non, Prol. (PL, 178, 1339B); Stephen of Tournai, Epist., 251 (PL, 

211, 517: just before 1200); St Thomas Aquinas, Comm, in Rom., c. 12, lect. 2; Quodl., 
XII, 26; ST, II—II, q. 173, a. 2, sol.; q. 176, a. 2, ad 4; CG, III, 154 § Post gradum; Scotus, 
Opus Oxon., IV, d. 11, q. 3, n. 15 (ed. Vives, XVII, 376); Alphonsus de Castro, Adv. 
Omnes Haereses, Lib. I, c. 4; Catharinus, Claves Duae ad Aperiendas Scripturas (Tavard, 
op. cit., p. 183).

2. St Thomas (who nevertheless makes a clear distinction, cf. ST, I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2): 
“Ea quae in Sacra Scriptura sunt posita oportet nos custodire sicut quamdam optimam 
regulam veritatis, ita quod neque multiplicemus addentes, neque minoremus subtrahentes, 
neque pervertamus male exponentes, quia dum nos custodimus sancta, ab ipsis custodi
mur, et ab ipsis confirmamur ad custodiendum eos qui custodiunt sancta. Oportet enim 
non solum servare ea quae in Sanctis Scripturis sunt tradita, sed et ea quae dicta sunt a 
sacris doctoribus, qui Sacram Scripturam illibatam conservaverunt” (De div. Nom., c. 2, 
lect. 1); and cf. art. cit. supra, p. 86, n. 1. On the continuity between the Fathers and the 
scriptural texts, on which they do no more than comment, cf. Hugh of Saint-Victor, De 
Sacr., prol., c. 7 (PL, 176, i86d); Alain of Lille Liber in Dist. Theol, Prol. alter (PL, 
210, 687!?.: Theology is “sacra pagina”, “intellectus s. Scripturae”); John Gerson, 
Contra Haeresim de Communione Laicorum sub Utraque Specie, 1417; “Scriptura sacra non 
ita accipienda est nude et in solidum, contemptis aliis traditionibus hominum, quin debeat 
ad intenigentiam veram ipsius habendam, Juribus humanis et Canonibus et Decretis et 
Glossis sanctorum Doctorum frequenter et humiliter uti” (Opera, ed. Ellies du Pin, Vol. 
I, col. 458c).
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of the Church, to a revelatio, inspiratio, suggestio, of the Holy Spirit. 
(Here I refer the reader to the special appendix at the end of this 
chapter.) These three words are very closely linked in meaning: 
inspiratio signifies the action of the Spiritus·,1 suggestio introduces the 
nuance of the interiority of this action; revelare, revelatio has a fairly 
wide sense: to discover, make known or understood. The expression 
can be applied to an activity of the intellect which we should call 
natural, all the more easily because the Augustinian theory of illumina
tion was held fairly widely.2

Second, the practice of including the Fathers, the conciliar canons, 
and even the pontifical decrees and (more rarely) the more outstanding 
treatises of theologians, in the Scriptura sacra,3 or again, without 
distinguishing, in the divina pagina.4. This is a practice of long standing; 
there seems no doubt that it arises from the Decretum Gelasianum, 
which, slightly modified by Formosus, had passed into the canonical 
collections, and into those chapters which deal with sources and rules

i. For “Spiritus est qui revelat”, St Bernard, De Conversione ad Clericos, 13 (JPL, 182, 
848).

2. See J. de Ghellinck, “Pour l’histoire du mot revelare”, in RSR, 6 [1916], pp. 149-57.
3. Examples: Lanfranc refers to Leo, Augustine and Gregory: Liber de Corpore et 

Sanguine Domini, c. 17 (PL, 150, 429A, 435c); Anselm of Laon cites St Augustine as 
“Scriptura”: Anselmi Laudunensis et Randulphi fratris ejus Sententiae, ed. G. Lefèvre, 
Évreux, 1895, p. 29; Serlon (f 1158) writes: “In lectione autem loquitur Deus nobiscum, 
sicut in oratione loquimur Deo, dicente Scriptura: Qui orat loquitur cum Deo; qui legit, 
loquitur Deus cum eo”: the text is St Jerome’s (Ep., 22, 25; PL, 22, 411). Cf. A. Wilmart, 
“Le Recueil des discours de Serlon, abbé de Savigni”, in Revue Mabillon, 12 [1922], pp. 
26-38, p. 36; Hugh of Saint-Victor, De Scripturis et Scriptoribus Sacris, c. 6 (PL, 175, 
15-16); Didascalion, IV, iff. (PL, 176,777!?.); De Sacramentis, prol., c. 7 (PL, 176, i86d): 
the scripta Patrum “in textu divinarum Scripturarum non computantur”, “non scribuntur 
in canone”, and yet are included in sacra Scriptura in its wide sense; Gratian (C. 6, D. 
XIX; Friedberg, I, 61-2) transfers to the papal Decretals a text of St Augustine speaking 
of the canonical Scriptures: something to be challenged by Marsilius of Padua (Defensor 
Pacis, Dictio II, c. 19, n. 6; ed. Scholz, p. 388); St Thomas Aquinas himself on occasion 
(in his earlier works) put the dicta sanctorum in with sacra Scriptura·. In I Sent., d. 33, 
q. i, a. 5, obj. 3; In II Sent., d. 24, Expos, textus; Jean du Mont Saint-Éloi, c. 1312: 
Sacra Scriptura = Biblia + Glossae Sanctorum + Decreta et Decretales. Cf. J. Leclerq, 
“L’Idéal du théologien au moyen âge”, in RSRUS, 1947, pp. 121—48, p. 125.

One still finds the Fathers quoted in Scriptura by John Huss (cf. Tavard, Holy IPrit, 
p. 50), and also the papal decrees, by Jean Testefort, in 1626! (Cf. A.-G. Martimort, Le 
Gallicanisme de Bossuet, Paris, 1953, p. 29). So we must not be astonished to find that 
St Bernadine (f 1444), preaching the necessity for each to know the Scriptures according 
to his state and office, distinguishes three Scriptures, all mentioned in the creed: the New 
Testament, by the words secundum Scripturas·, the Old Testament, by locutus est per 
prophetas; and all that the holy Roman Church has defined in her decrees, decretals and 
extravagantes, covered by Et unam sanctam . .., (1st Lent, sermo 2, n. 3, c. 1: Opera, ed. 
Jean de la Harpe, Paris, 1635, Vol. I, p. 16).

4. From the early Middle Ages onwards, the word included, besides Scripture itself, 
its explanations and even its theology. Cf. J. de Ghellinck, “Pagina et Sacra Pagina. 
Hist, d’un mot et transformation de l’objet primitivement désigné”, in Mélanges A. 
Peiner, Louvain, 1947, pp. 25—59. $ee also H. de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre 
sens de l'Écriture, I/i (Théologie, 41), Paris, 1959, pp. 831?.
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(as, for example, in Hugh of Saint-Victor, Didasc., IV, 12). Scriptura 
signified a “text”; sacra, the value it derived from the activity of the 
Spirit. The canonical Scriptures, the Bible, were the Scriptura sacra 
and divina pagina par excellence·, but the influence of the Holy Spirit 
had been felt in the patristic texts, and those of the councils, popes and 
theologians, which, in any case, were only produced as an explanation 
of Scripture. In the simplicity and force of its Catholic faith, the Middle 
Ages never thought of them as anything else (cf. p. 90, n. 2; p. 91, n. 2; 
p. 98, n. 4).

St Thomas Aquinas had reacted, in his usual discreet but firm way, 
against the vagueness of categories which were too comprehensive. 
On the one hand, he reserved, with increasing precision, the words 
revelare, revelatio, inspiratio to biblical revelation and to scriptural 
inspiration;1 on the other hand, he distinguished clearly, though with
out opposing or separating them, the auctoritas of Scripture from that 
which is due to the Fathers and doctors.2 Unfortunately, St Thomas 
did not then command the attention he has as a doctor of Catholic 
theology in modern times; apart from his own school, who generally 
took up more satisfactory positions than those of other disciplines, his 
following was negligible. As a result, this lack of precision pervades 
most of the theological work of the time, despite the reaction of 
reforming elements (Lollards, Hussites), right up to the outbreak of 
the Protestant Reformation.3

It is clear that the preference given to the consideration of the 
transcendent, and real, cause of a truth, envisaged in itself and apart 
from time, tended, perhaps not to abolish, but at least to diminish the 
difference between the Church of the time, or of the post-apostolic 
period, and the Church of the apostles; the difference, in short, between 
what will come to be called much later the traditio conservativa (et 
explicativa) and the traditio constitutiva. Here, again, the teaching of 
St Thomas would have been a sure guide; after all, he has any number 
of texts which link and completely subordinate the whole post-apos
tolic Church to the given fact of the prophets, Christ and the apostles.4

1. Cf. J. de Guibert, “Pour une étude méthodique des loca parallela de S. Thomas”, in 
BLE, 1914, pp. 472ff. (reprinted in Les Doublets de S. Thomas, Paris, 1926, pp. 55ft.); 
P. Benoit, Somme Théol., IP-IPe, q. 171-4, La Prophétie, 1947, p. 278.

2. Cf. ST, I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2; Congar, loc. cit. supra (p. 86, n. 1).
3. Abundant documentation in Tavard, op. cit. Cf., for example, as regards the use of 

revelare, revelatio, pp. 52-4 (Gerson), 145 (Albert Pighi), 120 (Johann Eck), 199 (Claude 
Lejay, at the Council of Trent).

4. See for example St Thomas, In IP Sent., d. 17, q. 3, a. 1, sol. 5; d. 27, q. 3, a. 3, ad 
2; ST, III, q. 64, a. 2, ad 3; Durandus of Saint-Pourçain: “Credimus Scripturam esse 
inspiratam, quia Ecclesia, quae regitur a Spiritu Sancto, hoc approbat [quotes the famous

H
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But one can also cite more than one case, right up to the Council of 
Trent, where the distinction is inadequately expressed and which 
favours a theology of the permanent action of the Holy Spirit in the 
Church.

(4) The onset of critical problems

Henry of Ghent (f 1293) may well have met St Thomas Aquinas in 
Paris; nevertheless, there ensues with him an age of theological criti
cism, where the various key stages are marked by such names as 
Scotus, Ockham, and then Wycliffe and Huss.

Instead of a consideration of divine authority, which tended to view 
historical or human causalities from so great a height as to be unable to 
make them out, the need is felt, in the last decades of the thirteenth, 
and the first decades of the fourteenth centuries, for distinctions and 
precise definitions. Questions of theological criteriology and of the 
critique of religious knowledge took on a new development: Duns 
Scotus, Henry of Ghent and Gerard of Bologna (who followed his lead 
as much to criticize as to find inspiration).1 With the advent of the 
critique the distinctions began: with Scotus it was the distinction be
tween metaphysical knowledge and knowledge by faith; for Henry of 
Ghent, that between Scripture and the Church. It was just at this time 
that the conflicts between the papacy and the temporal powers revived. 
While, on the one hand, the curial canonists and theologians are 
exalting the papal power to an extreme where the expressions used are 
almost blasphemous,2 the supporters of the emperor—Dante with

1. The first twelve questions of Gerard of Bologna (f 1317) have been edited by P. De 
Vooght (pp. cit., pp. 167-483): they should be studied, in reference to the links with 
Henry of Ghent, in conjunction with G. H. Tavard, op. cit., and B. M. Smalley, “Gerard 
of Bologna and Henry of Ghent”, in RTAM, 22 [1955], pp. 12.5—9.

2. Numerous texts are quoted in W. Ullmann, Medieval Papalism . . . , London, 1949 
(e.g. pp. 26-32, 47ft'.); G. H. Tavard, Holy JPrit, pp. 38ff., 47ff. Ockham provides the 
following testimony: “Quidam, qui modo magister in theologia, me praesente, asseruit 
quod si papa contradiceret Evangelio, magis crederet papae quam Evangelio. Et quidam 
asseruit, quod quidquid affirmaverit papa tenendum est et credendum, quia propter 
assertionem eius debet quilibet suum captivare intellectum” (Breviloq., II, 13; ed. L. 
Baudry, Paris, 1937, p. 42). The Pope, said Bazianus, could, at least “inspiratione et 
revelatione Sancti Spiritus” and with the consent of Christendom, change the Church’s 
statute and direct the setting aside of St Paul in favour of Roman law (quoted by A. M. 
Stickler, in Salesianum, 15 [1953], p. 608).

Such statements seem unbelievable to us. They are explained historically, I think, by 
the following sequence of thought: the first four ecumenical councils are equal in dignity 

text of St Augustine], Hoc autem quod dictum est de approbatione Scripturae per Eccles- 
iam, intelligitur solum de Ecclesia quae fuit tempore apostolorum. .. . Unde Evangelia, 
quae per Ecdesiam illam approbata sunt, non possunt nunc reprobari” (In III Sent., d. 24, 
q. 1, quoted by J. Beumer, Schol, 1950, p. 53, n. 60).
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moderation, and Ockham with a radical intensity that was less impar
tial—challenge this power and reaffirm the primacy of Scripture. 
However, seen in retrospect, the critique appears conditioned by a 
certain ecclesiastical fideism.1 In any case, there was a tendency to intro
duce a split between “the Church” and the objective references of faith.

Ockham, as a result of his personal conflict with John XXII, was 
led to elaborate the category of veritates catholicae {catholicae is here 
used in the familiar sense of “orthodox”, “conforming to the rule of 
faith”). For Ockham, and subsequently, Marsilius of Padua and 
Louis of Bavaria, John XXII was a heretic, and therefore had forfeited 
his authority. The question was: Who is in a position to judge whether 
the pope is a heretic or not? If he explicitly contradicted Scripture or 
some truth already defined as dogma, then it would be sufficient to say 
so, and anyone could do that. But the sphere of veritates catholicae 
extends beyond that of Scripture and defined doctrine. It can be 
summarized under five headings:

Quinque sunt genera veritatum quibus non licet christianis aliter 
dissentire. Primum est earum quae in Scripturis sacris dicuntur vel 
ex eis argumento necessario possunt inferri. Secundum est earum 
quae ab apostolis ad nos per succedentium relationem vel scripturas 
fidelium pervenerunt, licet in Scripturis sacris non inveniantur insertae 
nec ex solis eis possint necessario argumento concludi. Tertium 
est earum quas in fide dignis chronicis et historiis relationibus fidelium 
invenimus. Quartum est earum quae ex veritatibus primi generis et 
secundi tantummodo, vel quae ex eis vel alterius eorum uno cum veri
tatibus tertii generis possunt manifeste concludi. Quintum est earum 
quas Deus praeter veritates revelatas apostolis, aliis revelavit vel etiam 
• · · 2inspiravit.

i. Quite definitely in the case of Ockham, especially before his break with John XXII 
(cf. Kropatscheck, op. cit., p. 321); for Scotus, cf. E. Baudin, in RSRUS, 1932, pp. 246(1., 
3 2Sff.; Durandus writes: “Cum talia complexa [objecta fidei] sint plura, puto tamen quod 
inter ea est aliquod primo creditum quod est ratio credendi alia et ad quod fit ultima resolu
tio credibilium; hoc est: credere ecclesiam regi a Spiritu Sancto” (Joc. cit., No. 8. There is a 
critical appraisal of the passage by Cajetan, In Iam IIae, q. 1, a. 1, No. XII). See, however, 
to complement Durandus’ thought, supra, p. 93, n. 4. Cf. first Scotus, In III Sent., d. 
23, q. 1, then later, Gabriel Biel; Scotus makes faith in Scripture dependent on faith in 
the Church (R. Seeberg, Die Theologie des Joh. Duns Skotus, Leipzig, 1900, pp. 1191!.). 
Cf. also C. Michalski, Les Sources du criticisme et du scepticisme . . . , Cracow, 1924, p. 51; 
Les Courants critiques et sceptiques dans la philosophic du XIVe siecle, Cracow, 1927, 
pp. 202, 227ff.

2. Dialogus, Pars I, Lib. 2, c. 5 (Goldast, Monarchia, Vol. II, p. 415).

to the four gospels (St Gregory, followed by St Isidore, etc.); the pope has authority over 
the councils, since he summons and approves them (the False Decretals of Ps.-Isidore, 
to a large extent embodied in the Gregorian Reform); the pope, therefore has authority 
over the Scripturae sacrae. (For the theme of the four councils, see my study in Le 
Concile et les Candles, Paris-Chevetogne, i960, pp. 75-109.)
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This elaboration of the veritates catholicae was taken up fairly 
generally after Ockham: by Henry Totting of Oyta (f 1397),1 who in 
any case has been shown to have followed Ockham generally,2 then 
Gerson,3 John Courtecuisse [alias de Brevi Coxa] (J 1423),4 John of 
Turrecremata,5 Gabriel Biel,6 etc. This was not because of any excep
tional theological value: from the point of view of formal distinctions, 
this theory is backward in failing to perceive the differences in level 
that St Thomas was already beginning to grasp. However, it would 
not have survived the Ockhamist crisis if it had not, in its own way and 
on a purely logical plane, answered two vital questions posed or at 
least sensed as needing to be posed by the Middle Ages, without having 
had the good fortune to solve them.

i. Quaestio de S. Scriptura et de Peritatibus Catholicis . . . , ed. A. Lang, Münster, 
1953·

2. Cf. B. Decker, in Wissenschaft u. Weisheit, 18 [1955], p. 219.
3. Declaratio Peritatum, written just after 1416: Opera, Vol. I, col. 22-4 (cf. Tavard, 

op. cit., pp. J2ff.). He distinguishes six forms of Catholic truth.
4. De Fide, Ecclesia, Romano Pontif. et Concilia Gener., a. 1, §3 (in Gersoni Opera, Vol. 

I, col. 829fr.).
5. Summa de Ecclesia, Pars 2, Lib. IV, c. 9; Venice ed., 1562, fol. 381 vff. He distinguishes 

seven kinds of Catholic truth, and an eighth connected with these. One has the impression, 
with Turrecremata, that the authority of the Church (pope, council, and the universal 
Church), which is assisted by the Holy Spirit, and is therefore infallible, has become its 
own justification.

6. In III Sent., d. 25, q. 1, dub. 3: “Aut veritas dicenda est catholica quia est divinitus 
revelata aut in Scripturis contenta, aut quia ab Ecclesia recepta, aut quia a Summo Ponti- 
fice approbata, aut quia ex aliquo praedictorum sequitur in consequentia necessaria.” 
Biel adds: “Alius modus non'est dabilis. ” But, there is! Precisely those unwritten traditions 
which he forgets to mention... .

7. Cf. In III Sent., d. 25, q. 2, a. 1, qa 4, ad 3. Cf. Cajetan, ref. supra, p. 95, n. 1.
8. The conclusion of A. Van Leeuwen, “L’Église, règle de foi dans les écrits de Guil

laume d’Occam,” in ETE, 11 [1934], pp. 249-88.

First, What is the “rule'' of belief? Opinion oscillated between the 
preferred idea of objective rules, and that of the Church as rule. St 
Thomas restricted the title of régula, understood in an absolute sense, 
to the doctrina of God revealed through the prophets and apostles;7 
Ockham was concerned to subordinate “the Church” strictly to the 
objective sources of its faith.8 But it was not possible, without ignoring 
the whole of Catholic tradition, to refuse the Church a certain quality 
of rule of faith; all the more so because, in the Middle Ages, there 
could be no thought of questioning the normative and obligatory 
character of the conclusions endorsed by the Church. However, what 
must we understand by the word “Church”? The pope? The council? 
Gerson thought so. The doctors taken as a whole? On all these points 
there was still no clearly worked out doctrine, still no agreement among 
theologians.



IN THE WEST 97
Second, How was the connexion to be determined between the “extra” 

held, and held as normative, by the Church, over and above what was 
attested by Scripture? The Middle Ages had little appreciation of the 
historical, and a very imperfect documentation; they had some idea of 
development, but as yet this was not worked out in detail. On the 
other hand, the infallibility of the Church was unquestioned; the very 
real biblical orientation was not yet critical: Scripture was not envisaged 
as outside and above the Church. Consequently, it was with great 
freedom and supreme confidence that—in order to justify this “extra” 
which the Church held in addition to Scripture, and whose normative 
character was uncontroverted—the theologians invoked, either the 
transmission of certain data apart from Scripture, or an activity of the 
Holy Spirit (revelatio'), enabling the Church to understand the particular 
will of God at a given time. Ockham indicated these two possibilities, 
without adding anything definite in the way of precision.

However, critical questions were beginning to be raised. They were, 
as always, posed by dissatisfied minds. Already, anti-ecclesiastical 
currents, which had been increasing since the beginning of the twelfth 
century, had obliged the doctors to defend the value of the traditiones 
against a first exclusive biblicism, and against other challenges to the 
historical Church.1 The question was to be posed anew and more 
rigorously as a result of the action taken by John Wycliffe (J 1384) and 
John Huss (J 1415).

Their principles of theological criteriology were no different from 
the principles of their predecessors or their orthodox contemporaries2 
—at least, in theory. In practice, however, Wycliffe and Huss were 
working in an atmosphere of criticism, in reaction against certain 
exaggerated developments in the importance attached to the eccle-

1. Thus the reply to Henry of Lausanne was: “Quod cornicaris inepte, tanquam si 
necesse sit cuncta reperiri in evangelio, que fideliter servat christianae religionis institutio, 
ac non multa fecerint et instituerint apostoli eorumque successores, que in evangelio non 
reperiuntur, cum veritas dicat. . . (Jn 16.12-13).” R. Manselli, “11 monaco Enrico e la 
sua eresia”, in Boll, dell’1st. storico ital., 65 [1953], pp. 1-63 (p. 51, Manselli doubts 
whether the treatise from which this text is taken is in fact that of William of Saint- 
Thierry, as suggested by M. Esposito). Peter the Venerable argued against Peter de 
Bruys, on the basis of the continuity between the Church and the apostles or Christ, and 
outlined an application of this to traditions, Patrum traditiones (Contra Petrobrusianos, 
PL, 189, 738-9). Alexander III had made his permission, originally granted to Peter 
Waldo, to preach should he be invited by priests to do so, dependent on a promise that 
Waldo should follow the four doctors, Ambrose, Augustine, Gregory and Jerome 
(Moneta de Cremona, Summa adv. Catharos et Valdenses, Lib. V, c. 1, ed. Ricchini, p. 402).

2. This is shown very well by De Vooght, op. cit., Ch. VIII, pp. i68ff. and IX, pp. 
2i8fE; with a certain amount of reservation,’•Tavard, op. cit., pp. 4off. (Wycliffe), 48-9 
(Huss). Huss treats as a lie the thesis, attributed to him, of a pure Scriptura sola (De 
Ecclesia, c. 16; ed. Thomson, Cambridge, Mass., 1956, pp. 13iff.). 
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siastical element; they wanted to restore the primacy of God’s activity 
and of the role of the apostles. And so the use of the principle of the 
primacy of Scripture, healthy in itself, is for them largely anti-eccle- 
siastical.1 Wycliffe the reformer sets himself up to judge the traditiones 
humanae, an expression already made use of before him (cf. supra, 
p. 88, n. 6, and ST, II—II, q. 92, art. 2, ad 3), but which from then on 
becomes a polemical category: for Wycliffe, it refers particularly to the 
inordinate development of the religious Orders and of papal interven
tions.2 He prosecuted his demands for reform so radically that they 
constituted in effect the principle of Scriptura sola and the separation of 
Scripture from the Church. As a result, his orthodox critics felt 
obliged to defend the unwritten traditions by arguing from the in
sufficiency of Scripture, and therefore, to a certain extent, by opposing 
them to it—something which we can only regret, while recognizing 
that it was more or less inevitable. This is what was done, rather 
clumsily, by William of Waterford, Wycliffe’s opponent at Oxford.3 
This, a little later, would be the line taken by a theologian and pole
mical writer of some note, Thomas Netter, known as Waldensis 
(f 1431), who, however, presented the question of tradition in a fuller 
and more adequate form.4 Thus a gradual moving away from the 
traditional position began: from holding that all the truths of faith are 
connected in some way with Scripture, to a position the newness of 
which is characterized by the facility with which it admits the existence 
of truths of faith not found in Scripture.5

1. This is clear from the texts quoted by Kropatscheck, pp. 326-59 for Wycliffe, and 
7off, 378-81 for Huss. Huss demanded that the content of Scripture should not be 
destroyed by a human interpretation or by the formal and unchecked authority of the 
pope. However, his De Pernicie Traditionum Humanarum (in Historia et Monumenta J oh. 
Huss atque Hieronymi Pragensis . . . , Nuremberg, 1715; an old German text re-edited by 
C. v. Kugelgen, Leipzig, 1905: Von Schedligkeit der menschensatpungen oder Tradition) is 
both basically negative and weak.

2. Supra, p. 88, n. 6; De Vooght, op. cit., pp. i85ff.
3. Cf. De Vooght, op. cit., pp. zooff; the article in RSR, cit. supra, p. 87, n. 5, 

p. 547; Tavard, op. cit., pp. 42-3.
4. Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei Ecclesiae Catholicae (Venice ed,, 1571, 1757; cf. 

Tavard, pp. 56-9). He admits a tradition, even a dogmatic one, transmitted orally by 
means of succession. One text seems to link this tradition with the interpretation of 
Scripture: “Cum mandarent [apostoli] fidelibus observare Scripturas canonicas, manda
bant eis cum iis observare sermones suos vivos et traditiones, quas scribere non vacabat. 
Sed viva voce alter alteri et senior traderet iuniori, qui semper ad verum intellectum 
ducerent Scripturae” (Pars I, Lib. 2, c. 23).

5. A fact very well analysed by De Vooght, (art. cit. supra, p. 87, n. 5) and by Tavard.

Third, Scripture and the Church: two authorities forced into competi
tion. The result of the situation we have just analysed in its preoccupa
tion with critical questions and divisions, was the posing of the problem 
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of the relation between the Church and Scripture in terms of the 
primacy of one over the other. Henry of Ghent initiated this regrettable 
step by posing the question in these terms: Must we believe the 
auctoritates ( = the dicta, the texts) of sacred Scripture rather than 
those of the Church, or vice versa?1 His only answer was to distinguish 
various acceptations of the word “Church”. It was all very well for 
Gerard of Bologna, who both followed and criticized Henry, to reject 
even the hypothesis of such an opposition; he could not but acquiesce 
in the new formulation of the problem.2 And everyone comes across 
the well-known text of St Augustine: “Ego evangelio non crederem nisi 
me catholicae Ecclesiae commoveret auctoritas.”3 Guido Terrena inter
preted it in favour of the “Church”, whose authority is vested in the 
pope.4 He was writing in the reign of John XXII, at a time when the 
exalting of pontifical authority was at its peak. For the conciliarists, it 
is the council, rather than the pope, that constitutes the supreme court 
of appeal, but the question is still couched in the following unfortunate 
terms: For us, it is the Church’s authority which is the basis for the 
authority of Scripture, because “eas ita recipit et approbat”. Thus Pierre 
d’Ailly,5 and Alfonso Tostato.6 Others replied that “auctoritas papae 
ex Scripturarum auctoritate pendet, non contra”.7 Consequently, when 
the time came for the outbreak of the Reformation, the question was 
often posed in terms of this false alternative, which ought to have been 
rejected, but which was seized upon by the Reformers: Is the Church 
above Scripture, or Scripture above the Church?8 Many subordinated

I. In Sent., prol., a. io, q. i (Tavard, p. 23).
2. Summa, q. 5, a. 1, ed. De Vooght, op. cit., pp. 3$6ff.
3. Contra Epist. Manichaei quam vocant Fundamenti, I, 4, 5 ÇPL, 42, 175). One could 

write the whole of this history seeing the part played by this text as a point of departure 
for the various authors. It has not always played a happy role.

4. Questio de magisterio infallibili Romani Pontificis (Opusc. et Textus, 2), ed. Xibcrta, 
Münster, 1926.

5. Epistola ad novos Hebraeos, ed. Tschackert, Gotha, 1877, p. 11; pp. 7, 27ff.
6. Defensorium, 2a pars, c. 23 (in the vol. Opera Varia, Venice, 1615, col. i and 2): 

“Apparet igitur quod Ecclesia universalis, non solum dat fidem libris factis, sed etiam dat 
illis certum gradum fidei et firmitatis et illum tenent, et non ampliorem.” Calvin had a 
point, opposing texts such as these.

7. Thus Reginald Pecock, Bishop of Chichester, deposed in 1457: The Book of Faith, 
ed. J. L. Morison, Glasgow, 1909 (cf. Tavard, op. cit., pp. 63fr.); Wessel Gansfort (c. 
1470), cf. A. Humbert, Les Origines de la théologie moderne, Paris, pp. 84—90; or John 
Rucherat of Wesel (f 1481), cf. Kropatscheck, op. cit., pp. 407fr.

8. See Sylvester Prierias, Dialogus de Potestate Papae, Rome, 1518, A II: “Quicumque 
non innititur doctrinae Romanae Ecclesiae ac Romani Pontificis tanquam infallibili, a qua 
etiam sacra Scriptura robur trahit et authoritatem, hereticus est”; Conrad Träyer, Paradoxa 
centum ..., Strasbourg, 1524: “Non igitur quia Johannes, Matthaeus, Lucas, Marcus, 
Petrus, Paulus et ita de reliquis Novi Testamenti scriptoribus, fidei nobis mysteria tradi
derunt, pro inde id credere cogimur” (Parad., XV). “Quo plane constaret omnibusque 
palam fieret sacrosanctam Ecclesiam sicuti omnibus supereminere, ita apud eam omnium 
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Scripture to the Church: even Nicholas of Cusa said of Scripture: “Non 
est de essentia Ecclesiae”; Christ set up the Church sine littéral Alphon- 
sus de Castro would be able to say to the Council of Trent: “Quae 
Ecclesiae auctoritas tanta apud nos est, ut aliqui earn maioris roboris 
quant sacros libros esse sentiant.”2 Others subordinated the Church 
to Scripture (cf. p. 99, n. 7), but these are more usually people whose 
orthodoxy is suspect. Either way, the two realities are conceived of as 
separate from, and competing with, each other.

It has been noted—and it is significant—that ecclesiastical authority 
had been called in question precisely at the time when it had reached its 
apogee. It is a fact that the prestige of “Holy Church”, the affirmation 
of her power and privileges, have never been as strong as they were in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, which were simultaneously 
times of acute crisis. The Scotist critique on the one hand, and the 
nominalist, Ockhamist critique on the other, encouraged the spread of 
a fideism under whose influence many drew the conclusion that at 
least one article stood firm (some people even setting it up as a prin
ciple on which to base the certainty of all others): the Church, guided 
by the Holy Spirit, could not be deceived in what related directly to 
salvation.3 The Middle Ages had little historical or critical equipment;

1. Epist., VII (Opera, Basle, 1565, p. 857).
2. Sessio IV, 18 February 1546; CT, I, 484, 16-17.
3. Cf. supra, p. 95, n. 1. John of Ragusa, at the end of his De Ecclesia, discussed the 

point whether we can say that the first principle of theology is belief in the Catholic 
Church as not being able to make mistakes in what is necessary for salvation (cf. G. Thils, 
“Le Tractatus de Ecclesia de Jean de Raguse”, in Angelicum, 17 [1940], pp. 219-44, 
p. 235). See supra, p. 96, nn. 5 and 6. Towards the end of the fifteenth century, an 

doctrinarum etiam Apostolicarum judicium fore, ut quod ipsa non approbasset nullius 
roboris vel momenti esset” (XXVI), quoted by G. Bavaud, La Dispute de Lausanne 
( 1536) . . ., Fribourg, 1956, p. 62, nn. 4 and 5. Actually in this Disputation, the officially 
delegated defensor of the Catholic tradition, Dominic de Montbousson, said: “The Church 
takes priority over, and is of greater authority than, Scripture” (ibid., p. 62); Francis de 
Vitoria said at Salamanca in 1526: “Ubi est major auctoritas circa ilia quae sunt fidei, an in 
Ecclesia, an in Sacra Scriptura? Quaestio est quae multoties venit in scholas” (Leet, in 
Ham jjae. Beltran de Heredia, Salamanca, 1932, Vol. I, p. 53); at Oxford, in 1535, 
Robert Croft asked the same question: “Is the Church superior to Scripture?” Cf. P. 
Janelle, L'Angleterre catholique à la veille du schisme, Paris, 1935, p. 224. See also the 
articles of the Paris Faculté de Théologie against the “Lutherans”, 10 March 1543, 
Introd. (Geneva ed., 1941, p. 10).

To what an extent, for some, the absolute value of the apostolic writings had undergone 
an eclipse, can be appreciated from this curious text, where one can also see just how vague 
and ambiguous was the notion of traditio humana. An anonymous treatise, Contra lacobum 
de Missa Bohemum, de Communione Laicorum sub Utraque Specie, 1415. Tract, specialis, 
I, c. 7: “Et quando dicitur quod Decretum est traditio humana. Respondetur: Modo 
Epistolae Pauli et Libri Sententiarum et Psalterium, Biblia sunt humanae traditiones. 
Similiter epistolae Pauli sunt correctoria: quia epistola et correctorium apud Rhetores idem 
valent” (in von der Hardt,Magnum (Ecumenicum Constantiense Concilium, Vol. 3, Frank
furt-Leipzig, 1698, col. 700).
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on the other hand, they enjoyed a healthy confidence in the faith, the 
Church, and her indefectibility. Not being of a historical and critical 
turn of mind, they did not insist on the objective and documentary 
guarantees of the faith. Vigorous in their religious convictions, their 
attention was focused on the indefectibility of faith as a subjective 
virtue, an indefectibility which had been promised and which remained 
permanently guaranteed to the Church. They were convinced that the 
Church could not be mistaken, animated as she was by the Holy Spirit 
continuously at work in her, to make known (revelare) to her the 
truth. So that what she approved would carry the same force as 
sacred Scripture or the creed.1

We shall see this same self-assurance in the Catholic reaction to the 
protest of the Reformers, for whom such a position was tantamount to 
attributing to men an infallibility and authority which should be 
reserved exclusively to God.

(B) In the East

We have seen how, in order effectively to oppose the trinitarian and 
christological heresies, the doctors (St Athanasius and St Cyril of 
Alexandria) and the councils (Ephesus) had appealed to the patristic 
argument, i.e. to the argument from tradition in the modern sense of 
the word. The Fathers themselves had only wanted to draw out the 
content of Scripture. The Church continues ever faithful to this content 
by maintaining its fidelity to the Fathers.

Following in the footsteps of the holy Fathers who have expressed 
the truth, we ourselves profess ... Επόμενοι ούν άγίοις πατράσιν 
αλήθειαν λαλοΰσι... .2

Nos igitur maximam habemus sollicitudinem circa vera Dei 
dogmata et circa sacerdotum honestatem.. .. Hoc autem futurum 
esse credimus si sacrarum regularum observatio custodiatur, quam 
juste laudati et adorandi inspectores et ministri Dei verbi tradiderunt 
Apostoli et sancti Patres et custodierunt et explanaverunt.3
i. So say Gerson, Jean Courtecuisse and Pierre d’Ailly. Cf. Tavard, op. cit., pp. 52ft'. 

53, n· 55·
2. Eustathius, Epist. de Duabus Naturis (c. 530), PG, 86, 940A.
3. Justinian, Novel VI, 10 March 535; Corpus Juris civ., ed. Schoell-Kroll, III, 3jff., 

Berlin, 1895.

Austrian Dominican was asking: “Utrum magis sit assentiendum vel Ecclesie vel Sacre 
Scripture?” Like a good Thomist, he replied with the principle of the sovereignty of 
Scripture (cf. M. Grabmann, “Der Kommentar eines Wiener Dominikanertheologen aus 
dem 15. Jahrh. zur Summa contra Gentiles (Cod. lat. 3784 d. Wiener NationalbiblJ", in 
Mittelalterliches Geistesleben, Munich, 1956, Vol. Ill, pp. 433-48.
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The only means of entering into the full understanding of Christian 
truth, wrote Pope Agatho to the emperors at the time of the Third 
Council of Constantinople, in 680, is to take up loyally the tradition of 
the apostles and the apostolic Fathers, and to preserve what has been 
made clear before us.1 The Eastern Church, right up to our own day, 
has always thought of itself as a Church of tradition, a Church of the 
Fathers. Its reference to them is not so much critical—they provide a 
documentary justification—as mystical—they are an expression of its 
own mystery, which is that of the manifestation and communion of God.

Today the significance of iconoclasm, as the last of the chris tological 
heresies, is properly appreciated. The victory of the iconophils was 
considered to be a victory both for orthodoxy and for tradition, the 
two things being more closely identified than ever both with each other 
and with the Church. It is remarkable that the only place where St John 
Damascene speaks explicitly of the Church in his Source of Knowledge, 
connects the Church and tradition.2 “Everything that is done in the 
Church is tradition,” said Nicephorus, the iconophil patriarch of 
Constantinople (deposed in 815; f 829), “including the Gospel; for 
Jesus Christ wrote nothing, planting his word in men’s hearts.”3 It is 
certainly no mere chance that the Second Council of Nicaea, the 
seventh ecumenical council, formulated, as doctrine and as a canon, 
a short but effective theology of tradition.

Sequentes divinitus inspiratum sanctorum Patrum nostrorum 
magisterium, et catholicae traditionem Ecclesiae—nam Spiritus 
Sancti hanc esse novimus, qui nimirum in ipsa inhabitat—defini- 
mus... .4 Si quis omnem ecclesiasticam traditionem, sive scriptam 
sive non scriptam, reicit, A. S.5

In 518, Byzantium introduced the feast of the Council of Chalcedon; 
at the end of the eighth century, that of the Council of Nicaea;6 in 843,

1. Mansi, XI, 233 (Greek) or 234 (Latin).
2. “He who does not believe in accordance with the tradition of the Catholic Church 

is without faith”, De Fide Orth., IV, 10 (PG, 94, 1128). Compare Or at. II de Cultu Imag., 
16: “I do not recognize the right of imperial decrees to rule the Church. The Church has 
its own law in the traditions of the Fathers, both written and unwritten” (PG, 94, 1304).

3. Antirrheticus III (against Constantine Copronymos), n. 7; PG, 100, 385CD.
4. Actio VII (Mansi, XIII, 378; D. 302; ET infra, p. 127).
5. Actio VIII (Mansi, XIII, col. 415; D. 308; ET TCT, 93).
6. Cf. S. Salaville, “La Fête du concile de Chalcédoine dans le rite byzantin”, in Das 

Konfil von Chalkedon ..., hrsg. v. A. Grillmeier u. H. Bacht, Würzburg, 1953, Vol. II, 
pp. 677-95; C. Korolevski, “Les Souvenirs du concile de Nicée dans les Églises byzan
tines”, in Stoudion, 2 [1925], pp. 70-7; P. de Meester, “Il concilio di Nicea nella liturgia e 
nell’iconografia dell’Oriente cristiano”, in Bolletino per la Commemorarione del XVI. 
centenario del concilio di Nicea, 4 [1925], pp. 128-32. The Greek liturgy also celebrates 
a feast of the Seventh Council (the Second of Nicaea, 787).
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that of Orthodoxy (the First Sunday of Lent). In the course of this last 
feast, all the “heretics”, from Origen to John Italos, Barlaam and 
Akindynos, are anathematized. Orthodoxy took on the guise of a 
victory over error, and of a conservation of tradition; it is the Church 
of the Fathers, the Church of the Seven Ecumenical Councils.1 For a 
long time, Orthodox dogmatic theology was to be conservative rather 
than creative. The Panoplia Dogmatica of Euthymius Zigabenus, 
composed at the request of the Emperor Alexis Comnenus, at a time 
when St Anselm was Archbishop of Canterbury, can be taken as 
characteristic. The work is composed of texts of the Fathers, set out 
logically, and is introduced as follows: “Wise and competent men 
have chosen out some of the pronouncements of the blessed Fathers, 
defenders of the true faith, and have grouped them together. It has 
been my responsibility carefully to set out the sentences of the Fathers, 
taking pains to set them in their proper place.”2 Then Euthymius 
presents the Fathers as the surest of ramparts against all error.

Euthymius also produced some exegetical writing. Theophylactus 
of Achrida (beginning of the twelfth century) was the great authority 
in exegesis up to the time of St Thomas, who, moreover, refers to him. 
However, the post-patristic Byzantine dogmatic more usually referred 
directly to the Fathers, rather than to Scripture, and even then read 
anthologies and extracts rather than the original and complete works of 
the Fathers.3 St John Damascene used anthologies.4

Over the centuries, the Orthodox Church not only remained the 
Church of tradition and the Fathers, but maintained this mystical, 
absolute attachment to these references,5 and in so doing projected an 
image of immobility. This was to some extent a fiction. The intention 
of excluding the νεωτερισμοί or innovations with which the Latins 
were taxed, did not hinder the Orthodox Church from recognizing

I. “The Byzantine Church wanted to present the suppression of iconoclasm as a 
general victory for Orthodoxy. We must also add, as a definitive victory for the true faith. 
This is confirmed by the witness of contemporaries like Photius: since the victory over the 
iconoclasts, and strong in the decisions of the Seven Ecumenical Councils, the Church is 
in possession of the plenitude of the knowledge of the Orthodox faith. Nothing whatever 
can be added to it, nothing taken away from it, without altering its perfection, as har
moniously proportioned as a beautiful face.” A. Grabar, L’Iconoclasme byzantin, Dossier 
archéologique, Paris, 1957, p. 204.

2. PG, 130, 24.
3. Cf. G. Jouassard, “De quelques conséquences et particularités qu’a entraînées en 

patristique grecque l’adoption du genre Florilège pour traiter l’argument de tradition”, in 
Problemi scelti di Teologia contemporanea (Anal. Gregor., 68), Rome, 1954, pp. 17—25.

4. See B. Studer, Die theologische Arbeitsweise des Johannes v. Damascus, Ettal, 1936, 
p. 12, n. 31, 92-3.

5. This is the point that caused the collapse of the relations Melanchthon had formed 
with the Greeks. G. E. Zachariades, Tübingen und Konstantinopel, Göttingen, 1941, pp. 43ÎF. 
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and accepting certain new disciplinary provisions, even certain doctrinal 
developments (Palamism, for example).1

I. A point well explained by L. Müller, “Die Bedeutung der Tradition in der ortho
doxen Theologie u. Kirche”, in Kirche und Kosmos. Orthodoxes u. Evangelisches Chris
tentum (Studienheft, Nr. 2), Witten, 1950, pp. 77-97 (pp. 90fr.).

2. I refer particularly to: 1. Texts: A. S. Khomyakov, EEglise latine et le protestantisme 
au point de vue de l’Église d’Orient, Lausanne-Vevey, 1872; L’Église est une, Transi. R. 
Tandonnet (Unam Sanctam, 25), Paris, 1953, §5; S. Boulgakov, L'Orthodoxie, Paris, 1932 
[ET The Orthodox Church, London, 1935]; the (Russian) symposium Zhivoe Predante— 
Living Tradition,Paris, 1936 (reviewed in Orient. Christ. Per., 3 [1937], pp. 671-3); Procès- 
verbaux du Ier Congrès de Théol. Orthod. à Athènes, 26 November to 6 December 1936, 
Athens, 1939; G. Florovski, “La Bible et l’Église,” in Dieu Vivant, No. 21 [1952], pp. 
95-105; D. Slijepcevic, “Die heilige Schrift u. die heilige Tradition nach dem Standpunkt 
der Orthodoxen Kirche,” in Intern, kirchl. Zeitsch., 42 [1952], pp. 154-68. 2. Catholic 
Studies: I. Nov, “Recentissimorum theologorum Russorum doctrina de traditione sacra 
ejusdemque doctrinae critica”, in Bessarione, 1912, pp. 145-55, 250-65; B. Schultze, 
“Problemi di Teologia presso gli Ortodossi”, in Orient. Christ. Period., 1942, pp. 144-82.

3. On the influence of Schelling: W. Setschkareff, Schellings Einfluss in der russischen 
Literatur der yoer Jahre des XlX.Jahrh., Leipzig, 1939; A. Gratieux, Alexis St. Khomiakov 
et le Mouvement slavophile (Unam Sanctam, 5), Paris, 1939, Vol. I, p. 71. The influence of 
Hegel: D. Cyzevskij, Hegel hei den Slaven, Reichenberg, 1934; B. Jakowenko, Zweiter 
Beitrag’. Gesch. d. Hegelianismus in Russland. Hegel u. die Anfänge des Slawophilentums, 
Prague, 1935; A. Koyré, “Hegel en Russie”, in Le Monde slave, May—June 1936, pp. 215- 
48, 321—64 (reprod. in Études sur l’hist. de la pensée philosophique en Russie, Paris, 1950). 
On the links and affinity between Khomyakov and Möhler: N. von Arseniew, “Chomja- 
kov und Möhler”, in Die Ostkirche (Una Sancta, 1927), pp. 89—92; M.-J. Congar, “La 
Pensée de Möhler et l’ecclésiologie orthodoxe”, in Irénikon, 12 [1935], pp. 321—9; S. 
Bolshakoff, The Doctrine of the Unity of the Church in the IVorks of Khomyakov and 
Mohler, London, 1946.

4. Cf. E. von Ivânka, “ ‘Geisteskirche’ und ‘Gotträgervolk’. Zum Kirchenbegriff der 
Ostkirche”, in ZKT, 71 [1949], pp. 347-54.

However, in modern times—indeed, in our own day—Orthodox 
theologians, the Russians especially, have presented a much more 
comprehensive and dynamic conception of tradition.2 This trend owes 
most to A. S. Khomyakov, the theologian among the Slavophils 
[j· i860]. Khomyakov expressed the soul or mind of Orthodoxy in a 
new way, in contrast to a West whose Roman and Protestant forms 
were, he thought, only superficially opposed to one another while 
being both equally and similarly surpassed by the dynamic synthesis of 
Orthodoxy. In fact Khomyakov incorporated various influences and 
inspirations besides those of his native Orthodoxy, in particular those 
of Schelling’s, if not Hegel’s, idealism, and those too of German 
romanticism, already assimilated in a Catholic mode by J. A. Möhler 
and the Tübingen school.3 In interpreting tradition, therefore, he was 
able to use the ideas of organic, dynamic totality, of historical con
tinuity, of the people and the Volksgeist. Not without an element of 
Slav messianism—not that this need in any way be despised—Khom
yakov saw, in the Orthodox faithful, the vehicle of the Spirit, and in 
this vehicle the very principle itself of tradition.4
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Thus “tradition is something more than just continuity”;1 it is a 

dynamic, living continuity. It is not reducible to its external aspects, as 
these could be constructed by scientific proof; it is not attainable 
except from within, by living in the communion of the Church, by the 
principle of that communion, the Spirit of God who interiorizes for 
each individual, both in the sharing and in the appreciation of the gifts 
given to each and to all, the truth which God has revealed to our fathers 
and whose revelation he unceasingly brings about in the Church. 
Tradition can only be understood as the work of the Holy Spirit, who 
guides the Church in the plenitude of truth.

i. Fr George Florovsky, in Actes de la conference de Foi et constitution . . . Edimbourg, 
août 1937, Paris, 1939, p. 194· Orthodox endorsement of a non-static idea of tradition: the 
Council of Moscow in 1666 against the Old Believers; V. Lossky, Der Sinn der Ikonen, 
Bern-Olten, 1952, p. 17.

2. Thus S. Bulgakov, L’Orthodoxie, pp. 13, 38-50 [ET The Orthodox Church, pp. 15, 
35—47]; Mgr Cassien, in Procès-verbaux.. . Cong. Athènes, p. 186.

3. Thus Khomyakov writes {L'Église est une, pp. 221—2): “What we call sacred 
Scripture is the collection of the books of the Old and New Testaments which the 
Church recognizes as her own. But there are no limits to Scripture, for all Scripture which 
the Church recognizes as her own is sacred Scripture. Such, for example, are the profes
sions of faith of the councils, and in particular that of Nicaea-Constantinople. As such, 
sacred Scripture has continued to be written up to our own times, and, please God, it will 
continue to be written in the future.”

A theology of tradition constructed on the sole basis of the Holy Spirit living in the 
Church results in an excessive interiorization of the rule in the Church herself. A theo
logian of Slavophil inspiration like V. Lossky only follows these ideas after subjecting 
them to a substantial corrective, the result of a better view of the relations between the 
(external) work of Christ and the action of the Holy Spirit, who interiorizes and applies 
this work to individuals {Essai sur la théol. myst. del’Église d’Orient, Paris, 1944): also, as 
opposed to Khomyakov, he admits the authority of the councils.

For Russian Orthodox theologians at the present day, this extremely 
comprehensive notion of tradition takes to itself and expresses the 
Church’s values of historicity, spiritual experience and dogmatic 
understanding. It corresponds to the sensus Ecclesiae, to the consensus 
Ecclesiae.2 It is in fact very close to the Catholic idea as it is developed, 
not only by Möhler and the Tübingen school (cf. infra), but also in 
Tridentine and post-Tridentine theology, with its insistence on the 
Spirit as living in and guiding the Church in its meditation on Scripture 
and its growth in understanding of the content of the gifts and revela
tion which God has entrusted to it. We even find, in this Orthodox 
theology, occasionally carried to an extreme and questionable exaggera
tion,3 the danger, inherent in this theology, of insufficiently distin
guishing between the dynamic moment of the Church’s life and the 
constitutive moment of the prophetic and apostolic revelation.

There is, however, a difference between the two theologies: not the 
concept of tradition as such, but that of the Church, which reacts on 



io6 THE MIDDLE AGES

the former all the more effectively because here the two are closely 
interrelated. The Slavophil idea of tradition is basically only an 
application of Slavophil ecclesiology, whose essence or driving force 
is the extremely profound concept of sobornost' J Sobornost' is com
munion in an organism simultaneously one and multi-personal, and 
whose nature is spiritual rather than juridical. It is the type of unity 
which corresponds to a pure communion of persons realized by the 
Spirit of God, who is the Spirit of love; a unity realized, not by sub
mission to a regulating force, but by a communion, one with another, 
in grace, by mutual understanding and obedience, with respect for the 
growth in Christo proper to each member.

The positive element in this profound theology must be included in 
any Catholic synthesis of tradition, linked to an ecclesiology of the 
Communion of Saints. But, as it is formulated by Khomyakov and 
many of his modem disciples, this theology neglects the role of the 
divinely instituted magisterium.2 This role—which the Protestant 
denials, then the Modernist crisis and the internal development of 
Catholicism in the modem world, have led Catholic theologians to 
describe more clearly—is to ensure the authenticity of the sensus 
Ecclesiae itself, and to declare, if need be, that certain elements of it 
have the force of a rule of faith, as a result of charisms attached to 
the hierarchical function in the midst of the people of the New Coven
ant. Thus the episcopate, of divine right, scattered or gathered in 
council, and the Supreme Pontiff, successor of Peter, who is organic
ally its head, have, in the communion of the Church by means of a 
grace of the same Spirit who realizes this communion in space and 
time, an authority which enters as a decisive element into the active 
transmission of the deposit in which the Church finds its sustenance. 
Moreover, many Orthodox theologians reject the Slavophil disregard 
of a magisterium, and though they attribute it to the bishops and the 
ecumenical councils, not to the pope, they are at one with us in holding 
the principle.3 It will be for the Orthodox theologians to consider

i. A bibliography can be found in my Jalons pour une théologie du laïcat, Paris, 1953, 
p. 380 [ET Laity in the Church, 1957] (my own treatment no longer satisfies me); in 
addition, B. Zenkowski, “La ‘Sobornost’ dans la nature de 1’homme”, in Dieu Vivant, 
No. 27 [1956], pp. 91-104. A summary by Fr Sergius Bulgakov in Procès-verbaux. . . 
Cong. Athènes, p. 130.

2. Disregarding the distinction, made by many Catholic theologians (Scheeben, etc.), 
between guarding the faith and passing a judgement upon it, and interpreting accordingly 
the encyclical of the Orthodox patriarchs of 1848, Khomyakov makes the Christian 
people the judge of questions of faith and denies the bishops and the ecumenical council 
itself the authority of a magisterium.

3. Fr Sergius Bulgakov is very definite about the hierarchy; his critique of juridicism 
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their theses in the light of a dogmatic heritage whose principles are 
common to all of us. Our task will be to integrate the hierarchic 
affirmation in a theology of the Church and tradition as communion 
through the Holy Spirit, into which many of the developments that 
the principle of sobornost' has undergone can be incorporated.

EXCURSUS A

THE SUFFICIENCY OF SCRIPTURE ACCORDING 
TO THE FATHERS AND THE MEDIEVAL 

THEOLOGIANS

The Fathers

The Rev. D. Van den Eynde sums up the position of the ante-Nicene 
Fathers as follows: “The Fathers derived from the New and even from 
the Old Testament all that can be properly called the doctrine of the 
Church, all those points included in what they describe as ‘the rule of 
faith’ or ‘the preaching of the apostles’. Certainly Irenaeus often 
invokes the words of the presbyters or elders in reference to the faith 
of the Church; but he uses them to confirm, not to complete the truths 
of Scripture, as he points out on numerous occasions. Irenaeus and 
Tertullian even lay down that gnosis itself should not go beyond 
Scripture. Clement of Alexandria and Origen are not of the same 
opinion. [... But] Origen, who agrees with Clement in admitting a 
‘superscriptural’ knowledge, nowhere makes it the object of a tradi- 

puts him midway between a Khomyakovian position and a really satisfactory conception. 
The Slavophil position is rejected, for example, by Macaire Boulgakov {Introd, a la thiol, 
dogm. orth., French tr., Paris, 1857, pp. 549^.), who attributes to the council an infallible 
doctrinal authority, a position taken by the Orthodox Council of Jerusalem in 1867; I. 
Filevsky, Teaching of the Orthodox Church on Holy Tradition, p. 5 57 (in Russian); Filaret 
Gumilevsky, Bishop of Chernigov, and A. von Maltzew (both quoted by J. Tyciak, 
Zwischen Morgenland u. Abendland, p. 163, n. 67); Platon Levcin, Metropolitan of Mos
cow (f 1812); among the Greeks, 0. Androutsos (cf. F. Gavin, Some Aspects of Contem
porary Greek Orthodox Thought, Milwaukee, 1933, pp. 248-9 and 210 n.); other references 
to Greek theological authorities are given in Gavin, pp. 255—7 and in J. A. Douglas, The 
Relations of the Anglican Churches with the Eastern Orthodox . . . , London, 1921, pp. i2iff. 
Defining four points on which an unambiguous statement from the Anglicans seemed to 
be necessary in order that the Orthodox Church could recognize “by economy” (κατ’ 
οίκονομίαν) the validity of their orders, Androutsos included the recognition of an infallible 
authority as belonging to the ecumenical councils (Douglas, op. cit., pp. 02f., 114). 
Similarly, in a report of December 1949 to the Department of Studies of the World 
Council of Churches, Professor Karmiris (Faculty of Theology, Athens) referred to the 
authority of the councils jure divino, infallible exsese. See also Mgr Gennadios, Archbishop 
of Heliopolis, in the symposium Christianskoe voisoedinenie: Ekumeniceskaja problema v 
Pravoslavnom so^nanii—Christian Reunion. The Ecumenical Problem in the Orthodox 
Consciousness, Paris, n.d. (1932), pp. 38-9 (quoted in Irinikon, 1933, p. 307). Compare 
M. Jugie, Theol. dogm. Christian. Oriental, diss., Paris, 1931, Vol. IV, pp. 485 ff.
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tion” (op. cit., pp. 274-5). Indeed, “for Tertullian, a doctrine is false by 
the very fact that Scripture does not speak of it (Adv. Hermog., 22, ed. 
Kroymann, 151; ET ANL, 15, II): ‘Adoro scripturae plenitudinem, 
qua mihi et factorem manifestat et facta.... An autem de aliqua 
subiacenti materia facta sint omnia, nusquam adhuc legi. Scriptum 
esse doceat Hermogenis officina. Si non est scriptum, timeat vae illud 
adicientibus aut detrahentibus destinatum’ (De came Christi, 6, Oehler, 
901-2; ET ibid.'). ‘Si non probant, quia nec scriptum est. — Sed nihil 
de hoc constat, quia scriptura non exhibet’ (Adv. Praxean, 29, ed. 
Kroymann, 285; ET ibid.). ‘Sufficiat Christum, filium Dei, mortuum 
dici, et hoc, quia ita scriptum est’ ” (id. op., p. 274, n. 4).

“The apologists present the Scriptures of the Old Testament as the 
source of all truth. Theophilus of Antioch urges Autolycus to apply 
himself to the reading of the prophetic Scriptures.... He compares 
them to springs and streams of truth and virtue.... The author of the 
Cohortatio ad Graecos exhorts the Greeks to study the divine histories 
of the prophets so that they may know the true religion: c. 35, ed. 
Otto, III, 112” (Van den Eynde, p. 119, summarizing pp. 109-31).

“Irenaeus, Tertullian and Hippolytus put up against the heretics 
with whom they were disputing, the two Testaments, revelations or 
Scriptures, as the sole criterion of truth. Irenaeus describes the written 
gospels as ‘the pillars of the Church’ (quoted from AH, III, 11, 11; 
Harvey, II, 46-7; ET ANL, 5).... The Scriptures, he says elsewhere, 
are ‘divine’ and ‘perfect’, seeing that they were uttered by the Word 
of God and his Spirit (II, 41,1; Harvey, I, 349 = PG, q, 804; EP, 203: 
AH, II, 28, 2). Hence their ability to ‘demonstrate’ and to ‘confirm 
the faith’. The whole of Scripture acts as a witness to the preaching of 
the Church. The Adverses Haereses has no other aim than to illustrate 
this point” (in n. 5 various texts are quoted: op. cit., p. 120).

Tertullian presents “the faith as inseparable from Scripture: altera
tion of the one involves alteration of the other, and it is impossible to 
maintain the doctrine intact without preserving the integrity of the 
means or sources which serve to present it [there follows a quotation 
from De Praescr., 38,1-2, which contains, among others, these words: 
‘Quod sumus, hoc sunt Scripturae ab initio sus; ex illis sumus’].... This 
passage expresses forcibly the identity between Christian doctrine and 
the real and total teaching of Scripture” (pp. 122-3). “Christian 
learning, if it has some problem to face, proceeds according to ‘the rules 
of God’ or ‘the divine letters’; ‘for it is better to be ignorant when God 
has not spoken, than to acquire knowledge from man and be dependent
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upon his conjectures’ (De Anima, 1, ed. Reiff, p. 300).... In principle, 
Tertullian only knows of one method: to support Christian doctrine 
with scriptural witness; to discuss the texts misinterpreted by his 
adversaries, and to submit difficulties to what he calls ‘the rule of the 
Scriptures’ (Adv. Marc., Ill, 17; Kroymann, pp. 404-5, etc.; ET ANL, 
18)” (Van den Eynde, p. 124).

“Hippolytus of Rome wishes to draw from the Scriptures as from a 
sacred fountain-head. ... Following Tertullian, he sees the Christian 
faith as dependent upon the integrity of the holy letters . ..” (Van den 
Eynde, p. 125).

“The Alexandrians emphasized the absolute authority of Scripture, if 
possible, even more strongly than the Western writers” (Van den 
Eynde, pp. i25f.). “Clementproposed to build on ‘the divine Scriptures’ 
an ecclesiastical gnosis.... Scripture or the voice of the Lord is there
fore the source of all truth about God and divine matters, and the sole 
criterion which enables us to draw a distinction between heresy and 
truth” (ibid., pp. 126-7).

For Origen, Jesus Christ is the truth; this truth is found in the words 
of the prophets, of Jesus Christ himself and of his apostles, that is to 
say in the Scriptures: De Principiis, I, praef., 1 and IV, 14 (PG, 11, 115 
and 372-3; Koetschau, pp. 7-8 and 318!.; ET ANL, 10). Reacting 
against those who call for a third Scripture after the Scriptures of the 
two Testaments, he elaborates as follows on a passage from Leviticus 
where Israel is invited to eat the sacrifice on two days and to burn what 
is left over on the third: “In hoc biduo puto et testamenta posse 
intelligi, in quibus liceat omne verbum quod ad Deum pertinet. . . 
requiri et discuti; atque ex ipsis omnem rerum scientiam capi; si quid 
autem superfuerit, quod non divina Scriptura decernat, nullam aliam 
tertiam Scripturam debere ad auctoritatem scientiae suscipi” (In 
Levit., horn. V, n. 9; PG, 12,460. And see Van den Eynde, pp. 128-9). 
See also a fragment of the Hom. In Jeremiam, 21, 2, preserved through 
the Philocalia·. GCS, Origenes Werke, 3, ed. Klostermann, pp. 195-6.

The early Fathers did not reserve this omniscience of Scripture 
exclusively to the truths of salvation. It is well known that, from the 
apologists onwards, they liked developing the theme of the thefts from 
Scripture made by pagan philosophy (see Van den Eynde, p. no, and 
Arnou, “Platonisme des Pères”, in DTC, Vol. XII, col. 2294).

“In all his writings, Cyprian based himself on the magisteria divina 
et dominica or on the ‘authority’, ‘the faith’ and ‘the truth of the Scrip
tures’. For ‘it is of little use’, he thought, ‘to quicken the people of God 
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by the trumpet-call of our word, if we do not strengthen by holy writ 
the faith of believers and their virtue, consecrated and vowed to God.’ 
His colleague, Dionysius of Alexandria had such a veneration for the 
word of God that he refused to use the term homoousios, because it was 
not to be found in sacred Scripture (Elenchus, 4, ed. Feltoe, 188-9)” 
(Van den Eynde, pp. 129-30).

St Athanasius (c. 318): “The sacred and inspired Scriptures suffice 
for the defence of the truth” (Orat. I contra Gent., 1; PG, 25, 4A). But 
he did not separate these Scriptures from the “blessed doctors”.

St John Chrysostom: “Await no other master; you possess the Word 
of God, and no instruction compares with that” (Az Epist. ad Col., ), 
1; PG, 62, 361: ET LF, 14). “Everything in the divine Scriptures is 
clear and straightforward; they inform us about all that is necessary” 
(In Epist. 2 ad Thess., 3, 4; PG, 62, 485: ET ibid.). If one wants to 
know the truth on a particular point, it is the Scriptures which should 
be consulted (In Ep. 2 ad Cor., 13, 4; PG, 61, 497: ET LF, 27).

St Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 348), says, in his Catech. IV De Spiritu 
Sancto, n. 17: “The certitude of our faith does not depend on reasoning 
based on whim, but on the teaching drawn from the Scriptures.” 
“Nothing must be taught without the sacred Scriptures” (PG, 33, 476— 
7: ET LF, 2).

St Jerome’s commentary on Isaiah is the greatest he ever wrote. It 
is entirely christological (for him, knowledge of Christ and knowledge 
of the Scriptures are identical: “Ignoratio Scripturarum, ignoratio 
Christi est”, In Is., prol.; PL, 24, 17B). He writes: “Quid loquar de 
physica, ethica et logica? Quidquid sanctarum est Scripturarum, 
quidquid potest humana lingua proferre, et mortalium sensus accipere, 
isto volumine continetur” (there follows a quotation from Is 24.11-12), 
PL, 24, 18B-19A).

Theophilus of Alexandria writes in his Paschal Letter of 401: “It 
would be acting according to demoniac inspiration to follow the 
thinking of the human mind and to think that there could be anything 
divine apart from the authority of the Scriptures” (Inter op. St Jerome, 
Epist., ^6, 6·, PL, 22, 778).

St Cyril of Alexandria, commenting on Jn 21.25, writes: “Not all 
that the Lord did was written down, but only what was deemed suffi
cient, either from the point of view of morals, or from the point of view 
of dogmas, in order that we might come, adorned with good works 
and virtues, to the heavenly City, and be reunited to the Church of the 
First-Born” (In Joann., XII; PG, 74, 756). Cyril also asks, in his
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Glaphyra on Genesis (lib. II, n. 2; PG, 6% 53c): “How can we prove 
and certify as true something which sacred Scripture does not attest?”

St Augustine: His De doctrina Christiana (PL, 34, 15—122: ET 
D. W. Robinson, 1958) is essentially a theory on the explanation of the 
Scriptures. These contain all truth: “Quidquid homo extra [divinam 
Scripturam] didicerit, si noxium est, ibi damnatur; si utile est, ibi 
invenitur” (II, 42, 63; coi. 65k). “In eis enim quae aperte in Scripturis 
posita sunt, inveniuntur illa omnia quae continent fidem, moresque 
vivendi, spem scilicet atque caritatem” (II, 9, 14; coi. 42). Compare 
Epist., 137, 5 (PL, 33, 524); De Civ. Dei, XIX, 18 (PL, 41, 646), and 
see H. I. Marrou, Saint Augustin et la fin de la cidture antique, Paris, 
1938, repr. 1958, p. 381, n. 1; 403 and n. 1; 496k; also a shorter work in 
English: St Augustine and his Influence, 1957.

St Vincent of Lerins, in 434, proposed two ways (to be applied 
concurrently) of strengthening one’s faith: “Primum scilicet divinae 
legis auctoritate, tum deinde Ecclesiae catholicae traditione”; and he 
raised this question: “Cum sit perfectus scripturarum canon sibique ad 
omnia satis superque sufficiat, quid opus est ut ei ecclesiasticae intelli- 
gentiae jungatur auctoritas?” He answered the question, but did not 
deny the sufficiency of Scripture from the point of view of the objective 
content of truths to be believed (Commonit., 2; PL, yo, 640).

St Gregory (f 604), whose primary concern was edification, wit
nesses that Scripture provides an answer to all questions, and to all 
needs (Moralia in Job, XXIII, 19, 34; PL, 76, 271 cd). A great number 
of similar texts can be found in all the spiritual writers. St Gregory also 
wrote: “... quamvis omnem scientiam atque doctrinam Scriptura 
sacra sine aliqua comparatione transcendat, ut taceam quod vera 
praedicat, quod ad caelestem patriam vocat” (Moralia in Job, XX, 1; 
PL, 76, 135). Sacred Scripture, for him, was quite simply the nourish
ment of the Christian mind.

The Middle Ages

In the Carolingian period, Rabanus Maurus wrote: “Fundamentum, 
status et perfectio prudentiae, scientia est Scripturarum”, for, “quidquid 
veri a quocumque reperitur, a veritate verum esse per ipsam veritatem 
dignoscitur.” All truth is from God; though all will not be known until 
God is glorified. But this begins here below with the revelation of the 
Scriptures (De cleric, inst., Ill, 2; PL, 107, 379—80)·

John Scot Eriugena is the first to attempt a metaphysical explanation 
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of the Christian faith, to the extent that he has been accused of rational
ism. However, the prayer he addresses to Christ is absolutely Christian: 
Jesus suffices for all things and he is found in Scripture (De divis. 
naturae, V; PL, 122, 1010).

For the men of the Middle Ages, all knowledge comes from Scripture, 
because in it is contained what God has told us of the conditions, the 
end, and the laws of our life (see H. de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale, 
I/i, Paris, 1959, pp. 56ff. and yéff.). More than one theologian develops 
the theme in which the book of nature and the book of the soul cannot 
be truly deciphered and understood except in relation to the book of 
the Scriptures (cf. supra, Chapter 2, Section D, pp. 65-6, n. 2). All 
theology flowed from sacred Scripture: not only epistemologically, for 
that is only an intellectual interpretation and construction of divine 
revelation, but through the actual organization of teaching; the masters 
commented on the sacred text. “It is not just one Scholastic in isolation; 
all the Scholastics from Anselm right up to well beyond the first half 
of the fourteenth century, based their whole approach to theology on 
the fundamental principle that Scripture is the source whence we draw 
our knowledge of what has been revealed” (P. De Vooght, Les 
Sources, p. 149).

Nevertheless, these theologians were faced with a number of articles 
imposed on all Catholics, but which cannot be found to be stated in 
Scripture. They found no difficulty in saying that these articles origin
ated either in unwritten traditions, or in decisions taken by the Church 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. They were also able to find fairly 
easily some suggestion or some equivalent in Scripture; but this clearly 
did not worry them. “If they were asked whether the whole Christian 
truth were revealed in the Bible, they would reply with a unanimous 
Yes. Nevertheless, they recognized that the rule did not always apply. 
For the Scholastics of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, what the 
Council of Trent has since described as the sine scripto traditiones, are 
confined to a few ‘exceptions’ ” (ibid., p. 32; cf. pp. 148, 25411.). Let us 
now look at some of the statements about what can be called the 
sufficiency of Scripture.

St Anselm, De concordia praescientiae Dei cum lib. arb., q. 3, c. 6 
(PL, 158, 5 28b): “Nihil utiliter ad salutem praedicamus, quod sacra 
Scriptura, Spiritus Sancti miraculo fecundata, non protulerit aut intra 
se non contineat.... Sic itaque sacra Scriptura omnis veritatis, quam 
ratio colligit, auctoritatem continet, cum illam aut aperte affirmai, aut 
nullatenus negat” (528c).
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An unknown author at the beginning of the twelfth century, accord
ing to Fr Barré a disciple of St Anselm, composed the famous Tractatus 
de Assumptione which, under St Augustine’s name, had a great influence 
on the development of the doctrine of the Assumption of our Lady. 
Practically speaking he reduces this doctrinal development to Scripture, 
by the way of Christian contemplation (ratio), which reads into the 
facts a meaning that goes far beyond the facts themselves (PL, 40, 
1143-4). Medieval writers had no difficulty in finding everything in 
Scripture, since their principles of exegesis provided them with the 
necessary means. See on this works by Frs Chenu, H. de Lubac, C. 
Spicq, by Miss B. Smalley, etc.

Rupert of Deutz is full of statements such as this: “Let us search for 
wisdom, let us consult sacred Scripture itself, apart from which 
nothing can be found, nothing said which is solid or certain” (In Apoc.·, 
PL, 169, 1085; cf. 1203, 1493: quoted by C. Spicq, Esquisse d’une 
histoire de ! exégèse latine au moyen âge, Paris, 1944, p. 65. See also M. 
Magrassi, Teología e Storia nel pensiero di Ruperto di Deuti, R°me, 
1959, pp. 66ff.). “All that God has said or promised in sacred Scripture 
can be found reaffirmed in the creed ... as for anything that is outside 
the rule of holy Scripture, belief in it may not be demanded of a 
Catholic” (De Omnipotentia Dei, ip, PL, 170, 477-8). Fr Spicq (op. 
cit., pp. 65—6) quotes other similar texts from Arnold of Bonneval and 
Honorius Augustodunensis.

Hugh of Saint-Victor, De Sacramentis, prol., c. 7: “Scripturae 
Patrum in corpore textus non computantur, quia non aliud adjiciunt, 
sed idipsum quod in supra dictis [Scripturis] continetur explanando 
et latius manifestiusque tractando extendunt” (PL, 176, i86d). “Solum 
hoc quod legimus [in the Bible] credere sine dubitatione debemus” 
(lib. I, pars 2, c. 18: col. 200c).

An anonymous writer at the beginning of the thirteenth century, 
published under the name of Anselm of Laon, writes: “Per hoc sig
natur nobis Evangelium, quod est fons et summa totius fidei nostrae” 
(En. in Apoc., c. 8; PL, 162, 1531).

Roger Bacon wrote, in 1267, a little testily, against the success of the 
new masters who gave such a large place to philosophy: “Tota 
sapientia utilis homini continetur in sacris litteris, licet non totaliter 
explicatur...” (Opus tertium, ed. Brewer, p. 81).

St Bonaventure, Breviloquium, prol. (Quaracchi, V, 201); De reduc
tione art. ad theol., 7 (Quaracchi, V, 322): “Et sicut omnes illae ab una 
luce habebant originem, sic omnes istae cognitiones sacrae Scripturae 
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ordinantur, in ea clauduntur et in illa perficiuntur, et mediante illa ad 
aeternam illuminationem ordinantur. Unde omnis nostra cognitio in 
cognitione sacrae Scripturae debet habere statum.” Com. in Luc., c. 
19, n. 28 (VII, 224): All Christian doctrine is to be taken “ex funda
mento sacrae Scripturae”. Opusc. 13: Determinationes circa regulam 
Frat. Min., p. 1, q. 3 (VIII, 399): “Veritas fidei et vitae sanctitas non 
aliunde quam ex Scripturarum fonte hauritur.” In Circumcisione 
Domini Sermo 1 (IX, 138): “Omnis veritas salutaris vel in Scriptura est, 
vel ab ipsa emanat, vel ad eam reducitur.” And see P. De Vooght, 
Les Sources, pp. i7ff.

St Thomas Aquinas: (1) Scripture is the rule of faith, to which noth
ing can be added, from which nothing can be deleted. The Dedication 
of the Catena aurea on Matthew, addressed to Urban IV, runs as follows: 
“In Evangelio praecipue forma fidei catholicae traditur, et totius vitae 
regula christianae”; from the fact that extreme unction and confirma
tion are not explicitly attested by Scripture, St Thomas concluded that 
they were not necessary for salvation (In IV Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 1, 
qa 1, ad 1). De div. nom., c. 2, lect. 1: “Ea quae in sacra Scriptura sunt 
posita oportet nos custodire sicut quamdam optimam regulam veritatis, 
ita quod neque multiplicemus addentes, neque minoremus subtra
hentes, neque pervertamus, male exponentes”; In Joann., c. 21, lect. 
6, n. 2; In I Sent., d. 2, a. 2, qa 1; ST, II-II, q. 1, a. 9, obj. 1. This rule 
applies even to the preaching of bishops: “Successoribus eorum 
[apostolorum] non credimus nisi in quantum nobis annuntiant ea quae 
illi [the prophets and the apostles] in scriptis reliquerunt” (De Ver., q. 
14, a. to, ad 11). Scripture contains all the truths necessary for salvation 
(Quodl. VII, a. 14). (2) In divinis: say nothing more than sacred 
Scripture, and avoid any other form of speaking de facili—an idea 
often linked with the name of Dionysius, De div. nom. 1, 1 (PG, 3, 
587); so also In Boetli. de Trin., q. 6, a. 1; De ver., q. 14, a. 9; In I 
Sent., d. 3, q. 1, a. 1; d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, qa 1; In IV Sent., d. 8, q. 2, a. 1; 
De Pot., q. 9, a. 9, ad 7, and q. 10, a. 4; ST, I, q. 29, a. 3, obj. 1; q. 32, 
a. 2; T 35? a· 2; q· 3d, a. 2, obj. 1; q. 39, a. 2. St Thomas applies this 
to the creed (In III Sent., d. 25, q. 1, a. 1, sol. 3, ad 2; II-II, q. 1, a. 9, 
ad 1 and a. 10, ad 1; C. err. Graec., c. 1 and 32), to the Filioque clause 
(I, q. 36, a. 2, ad 1), to Dionysius (De div. nom., c. 1, lect. 1), etc.

This same text of Dionysius was also cited by St John Damascene 
(De fide orth., I, 2; PG, 94, 793). The same idea is found in St Irenaeus 
(AH, II, 28, 3; PG, q, 806-7: Harvey, I, 350), in Basil (?) (Hom. adv. 
calumn. S. Trinitatis, 4; PG, 31, 1493), in St Cyril of Jerusalem (Catech., 
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XVI, 24; PG, 33, 952; EP, 834), in St Augustine (De Pecc. Mer. et 
Remiss., II, 36, 59; PL, 44, 186), etc.

Duns Scotus, In IV Sent., prol., q. 1, n. 1 and 14 (Paris ed., Vol. 
VIII, 1893, pp. 74—5, 112-13). The 2a pars of the Prologus of the 
Ordinatio (Opera, Vatican ed., Vol. I, 1950, pp. 59!!.) is entitled “De 
sufficientia S. Scripturae”, but, apart from the title, does not deal 
precisely with what we are concerned with here.

William of Ockham (Dialogus, I, lib. 1, c. 2: Goldast, II, pp. 410!!.), 
expresses an opinion which surely represents only one aspect of his 
thought, and which must be complemented by a second opinion, 
disposed to accept the existence of truths transmitted exclusively by 
word of mouth. He writes: “Verbis divinis, quae in divina Scriptura 
habentur, nihil penitus est addendum, tamquam necessarium ad 
credendum. . . . Illae solae veritates sunt catholicae reputandae et de 
necessitate salutis credendae, quae in canone Bibliae explicite vel 
implicite asseruntur.... Omnes autem aliae veritates, quae nec in 
Biblia sunt insertae, nec ex contentis in ea consequentia formali et 
necessaria possunt inferri, licet in scripturis Sanctorum et definitionibus 
S. Pontificum asserantur, et etiam ab omnibus fidelibus teneantur, non 
sunt catholicae reputandae, nec est necessarium ad salutem eis per fidem 
adhaerere vel propter eas rationes vel intellectum humanum captivare.”

Petrus Olivi, In I Sent. (cf. J. Koch, in RTAM, 2 [1930], p. 306).
Robert Holcot, O.p. (f 1349), Super sapientiam Salomonis, Prol., 

Cologne, no date, fol. A 1.
Gregory of Rimini (f 1358), In Sent., I, prol., q. 1, a. 2 (Tavard, 

op. cit., p. 42).
Gerson, De examinatione doctrinarum, IIa pars princip., consid. Ia 

(in 1423): Opera omn., Antwerp, 1576, Vol. I, col. 12: “Attendendum 
in examinatione doctrinarum, primo et principaliter, si doctrina sit 
conformis Sacrae Scripturae, tam in se quam in modi traditione. De
claratur ex auctoritate beati Dionysii dicentis in sententia: Nihil au
dendum dicere de divinis, nisi quae nobis a Scriptura Sacra tradita sunt. 
Cujus ratio est, quoniam Scriptura nobis tradita est tanquam regula 
sufficiens et infallibilis pro regimine totius ecclesiastici corporis et 
membrorum usque in finem saeculi.”

For Kaspar Schatzgeyer, all the truths necessary for salvation are 
contained in Scripture, but Scripture can be adequately understood 
only in the Church. Cf. H. Klomps, Kirche, Freiheit und Gesetz bei 
dem Frampskanertheologen Kaspar Schatzgeyer, Münster, 1959, pp. 
103-4 and IJ5, n· IO°·
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John Driedo was, at the time of the Reformation, one of the best 
theologians on tradition; he is also one of the best studied. His energies 
were directed against the Scriptura sola of Luther. And yet he writes: 
“Concedamus quod doctrina Christi et apostolorum in libris canonicis 
expressa sufficienter nos doceat, continens omnia dogmata ad salutem 
humani generis necessaria” (De Ecclesiast. Scripturis et Dogmat., lib. 
IV, c. 6, Louvain ed., 1556, fol. 265B). It is doubtful whether this 
statement coincides with the Protestant Scriptura sola, if one takes the 
work of this Louvain theologian as a whole. Many other passages 
clarify or complete his thought, from which it emerges that Scripture 
is not self-sufficient, that it must be read in the Church and in the 
tradition of the Church, guided by the Holy Spirit. Driedo, of course, 
also knew about unwritten traditions, but, as they were not founded in 
Scripture, these really do seem to concern only rites and customs, belief 
in which is not necessary for salvation (cf. G. Tavard, Holy Writ, 
p. 137; J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, pp. 237, 
24 iff.)

Conclusion
That is the end of this little dossier on the sufficiency of Scripture. It 
makes no attempt to incorporate all the texts cited by the Protestant 
polemicists, many of which are rather less ad rem than those we have 
chosen.

There is a “fact of tradition” which it is essential to take account of. 
Personally, I find no difficulty, and not a little joy, in discovering there 
the positive affirmation that Scripture contains, at least in the form of 
suggestion or principle, the entire treasury of truths which it is neces
sary to believe in order to be saved (provided there is an adequate 
presentation of the Gospel message).

To say that, in the sense in which the Fathers and the medieval 
theologians held it, does not in any way amount to a profession of the 
principle of Scriptura sola demanded by the Reformers. They were 
reacting against a sovereignty of the Church’s power, more precisely 
of the papal power, over the word of God contained in Scripture, a 
sovereignty which they considered exorbitant, as indeed it would have 
been if in fact it had corresponded to the image they had formulated 
of it. It was with the intention of restoring the sovereignty of God alone 
that they presented that of Scripture as exclusive. In order to do this 
effectively, they affirmed the sufficiency of this Scripture, not uniquely 
in a material sense, that is to say as the object quod creditur, but in a 
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formal sense, that is to say as the means whereby we know, the constitu
tive light by which we understand, the principle of the rule of faith, in 
short, using scholastic terminology, as the object quo. Not only was the 
whole of faith contained in Scripture, but the Christian, benefiting 
from the interior witness of the Holy Spirit, could find it there.

Now, the Fathers and the medieval theologians, whom we have cited:
(1) Admit the material sufficiency of Scripture. They stress that the 

explanations of the doctors and the council definitions only clarify what 
is said, more or less clearly or obscurely, in Scripture. They are also of 
the opinion that God has communicated to us certain important aspects 
of the covenant relation, by a way other than that of Scripture. There 
exist unwritten traditions. This without prejudice to the fact that these 
mainly, though not exclusively, concern worship and Christian moral 
behaviour.

(2) Ever since they began discussing these matters, consistently 
affirmed that Scripture by itself cannot adequately present its true 
meaning; it is only understood correctly in the Church and in its 
tradition. If there is one position which the Fathers consistently 
maintained, it is the position that links inseparably Scripture, the 
Church and Tradition. Far from considering these three realities to be 
in opposition, they saw them as united and inseparable.

(3) Often expressed their convictions in reference to a special 
occasion, in a particular context. Very few of the texts to which we have 
referred can be considered as declarations of principle or as theses of 
theological criteriology. This can easily be seen merely by referring to 
their original context. Bellarmine, and then, nearer to our own day, 
Franzelin, re-established the significance and bearing of many of these 
texts, merely by recalling their context and scope: Bellarmine, Controv. 
de Verbo Dei, lib. IV, c. 11 (Opera, Paris, 1870, Vol. 1, pp. 223-8; 
Franzelin, De div. Trad, et Script., th. XIX (2nd ed., Rome, 1875, 
pp. 236ffi). Although Bellarmine came very close to accepting the 
sufficiency of Scripture for what is necessary for all men (see op. cit., c. 
3, p. 197: “Nos asserimus in Scripturis non contineri expresse totam 
doctrinam necessariam”), I am inclined to think that both he and 
Franzelin treated in too negative a fashion both the idea itself of the 
sufficiency of Scripture and the ancient texts which present it, because 
of an atmosphere too charged with polemic.

Newman, on the contrary, for the benefit of his old friend Pusey, 
succeeded in formulating a more favourable Catholic position, such as 
could have been held by those Fathers whose teaching he had
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so well assimilated. We cannot do better than finish by quoting here 
this irenic and Catholic extract from his writings:

You have made a collection of passages from the Fathers, as 
witnesses in behalf of your doctrine that the whole Christian faith is 
contained in Scripture, as if, in your sense of the words, Catholics 
contradicted you here. And you refer to my Notes on St Athanasius 
as contributing passages to your list; but, after all, neither do you, 
nor do I in my Notes, affirm any doctrine which Rome denies. 
Those Notes also make frequent reference to a traditional teaching, 
which (be the faith ever so certainly contained in Scripture), still is 
necessary as a Regula fidei^ for showing us that it is contained there; 
vid. pp. 283, 341;* and this tradition, I know, you uphold as fully 
as I do in the Notes in question. In consequence, you allow that 
there is a two-fold rule, Scripture and Tradition; and this is all that 
Catholics say. How, then, do Anglicans differ from Rome here? I 
believe the difference is merely one of words. . . . Catholics and 
Anglicans (I do not say Protestants), attach different meanings to 
the word “proof”, in the controversy as to whether the whole faith 
is, or is not, contained in Scripture. We mean that not every article 
of faith is so contained there, that it may thence be logically proved, 
independently of the teaching and authority of the Tradition; but 
Anglicans mean that every article of faith is so contained there, that 
it may thence be proved, provided there be added the illustrations 
and compensations supplied by the Tradition. And it is in this latter 
sense that the Fathers also speak in the passages which you quote 
from them. I am sure at least that St Athanasius frequently adduces 
passages in proof of points in controversy, which no one would see 
to be proofs, unless Apostolical Tradition were taken into account, 
first as suggesting, then as authoritatively ruling, their meaning. 
Thus you do not say, that the whole revelation is in Scripture in 
such sense that pure unaided logic can draw it from the sacred text; 
nor do we say, that it is not in Scripture, in an improper sense, in 
the sense that the Tradition of the Church is able to recognize and 
determine it there. You do not profess to dispense with Tradition; 
nor do we forbid the idea of probable, secondary, symbolical, 
connotative, senses of Scripture, over and above those which 
properly belong to the wording and context. I hope you will agree 
with me in this. {Certain Difficulties felt by Anglicans in Catholic 
Teachings considered in a Letter addressed to the Rev. E. B. Pusey, 
D.D., on the occasion of his Eirenicon of 1864^ Vol. II, §2, 2.)

[*Oxford Edition]
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EXCURSUS B

THE PERMANENCE OF “REVELATIO” AND 
“INSPIRATIO” IN THE CHURCH

I gratefully acknowledge the help I have found in the documentation 
already provided by:

J. Fr. von Schulte, Concilien, Päpste und Bischöfe vom historischen u. 
canonist. Standpunkte u. die päpstl. Constitution v. 18. Juli i8po, 
Prague, 1871, pp. 45-58 (any number of texts relating to the 
councils; for the sixteenth century, p. 47, n. 36a).

R. Sohrn, Kirchenrecht, I, Leipzig, 1892; II, Munich-Leipzig, 1923 
(=W

T. de Ghellinck, “Pour l’histoire du mot revelare”, in RSR, 6 [1916], 
pp. 149-67 ( = RSR).

J. de Ghellinck, Le Mouvement théologique du XIIe siècle, 2nd ed., 
Brussels-Paris, 1948.

G. Le Bras, “La Doctrine, source des collections canoniques”, in 
Recueil d’études sur les sources du Droit (Mélanges F. Geny), 
Paris, 1934, Vol. I, pp. 69-96.

E. Rosser, Göttliches und menschliches, unveränderliches und veränder
liches Kirchenrecht von der Entstehung der Kirche bis ^ur Mitte 
des neunten Jahrh., Paderborn, 1934, pp. noff.

G. Bardy, “L’Inspiration des Pères de l’Eglise”, in RSR, 40 [1952 = 
Mélanges J. Lebreton, 2], pp. 7-26.

H. Bacht, “Sind die Lehrentscheidungen der ökumenischen Konzilien 
göttlich inspiriert?” in Catholica, 13 [1959], pp. 128—39.

However, I shall add a number of texts noted as a result of my own 
reading, and I shall be considering a question which, with the exception 
of Sohm as regards the Church, the above authors have not dealt with: 
what bearing do these texts have on the notion of tradition, and, more 
basically, on that of ecclesiology?

We know how, up to and including the Council of Trent, the 
expressions revelare, inspirare, illuminare, and others analogous to them, 
are continually applied to the Fathers, councils, canons, even to the 
elections or particular acts of secular authorities. The texts can con
veniently be distributed under these various headings of Fathers, 
councils, etc., and this I have done, following more or less their 
chronological order, but within the more formal limits of the various 
terms used: revelare, revelatio·, inspirare.
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Revelare, revelatio

These words are sometimes used apropos of the Fathers, though com
paratively rarely and, mostly, in the later period: thus St Bonaventure, 
speaking of such doctors as St Gregory, “cui multa divinus Spiritus 
revelavit” (In IVSent., d. 44, pars 2, a. 2, q. 1, Quaracchi, IV, p. 926); 
St Albert the Great, who said, in reference to the same question (the 
fire of hell): “In hoc standum est dictis illorum qui revelationem a 
Sancto Spiritu acceperunt. . . . Forte quod Augustino non fuit plene 
revelatum, aliis sanctis plene revelatum fuit” (In IV Sent., d. 44, a. 38; 
Borgnet, XXX, 594); so also Gauthier of Bruges (f 1307): “ . . . licet 
haec scientia [theology] a modernis habeatur per studium, a patribus 
tamen habita sit per revelationem desursum factam: Spiritu Sancto 
inspirati locuti sunt sancti Dei homines (2 Pet 2.21)” (In I Sent., q. 4, 
sup. prol.; ed. L. Amoros, in Archives d’Hist, doctr. et litt. du moyen 
age, 9 [1934], p. 281). Speaking of a religious vocation in the case of a 
married woman, Innocent III says that she would not be able to break 
the marriage bond, “nisi forte secus fieret ex revelatione divina, quae 
superat omnem legem, sicut a quibusdam sanctis legitur esse factum” 
(C 14, X, III, 32; Friedberg, 584).

In a great many medieval texts, revelare, revelatio are used to relate 
decisions taken by authority to an action of God: “Ut revelante 
Domino . . . rescribamus”, said St Leo (Epist., 6, 5; PL, 54, 619); 
Peter, said Innocent III, transferred his see from Antioch to Rome “by 
divine revelation” (letter to the patriarch of CP; PL, 214, 760). Such 
expressions are used in reference to new determinations of doctrine or 
discipline achieved by the Church in the course of her history, especi
ally by means of the councils.

On the subject of the Nicene creed, Vigilius (540—55): “Sciant. .. 
nos illam fidem praedicare, tenere atque defendere, quam ab Apostolis 
traditam et per successores eorum inviolabiliter custoditam, 
reverenda Nicaena Synodus CCCXVIII Patrum Spiritu Sancto sibi 
revelante suscipiens redegit in symbolum” (Ep., 15; PL, 69, 56). 
Cf. Liber Diurnus, form. LXXIII and form. LXXXIV; ed. Sickel, 
Vienna, 1889, pp. 70 and 95.

On the subject of the doctrine of the Assumption of Mary, at first 
misunderstood, then denied, Abelard, Sermo 26 in Ass. B.M. (PL, 
178, 543; de Ghellinck, RSR, p. 152, text 12); Gerson, Sermo de 
Conceptione V.M. (Opera, IV, 589); Anthony of Cordova, Opera, 
Venice, 1569, 149-50 (quoted by C. Dillenschneider, Le Sens de la 
foi, Rome, 1954, p. 286).
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On the subject of the doctrine of transubstantiation: thus Ockham: 
“Hoc constat Ecclesiae per aliquam revelationem, ut suppono, et 
ideo sic determinavit” (Quodl. IE, q. 35; Strasbourg ed., 1491); 
“Quamvis in Scriptura canonica expresse tradatur quod corpus 
Christi realiter convertitur vel transubstantiatur, in canone Bibliae 
non invenitur expressum. Sed hoc sanctis patribus creditur divini
tus revelatum vel auctoritatibus Bibliae diligenti et sollerti inquisi
tione probatum” (De Sacram. Altaris, c. 4; ed. P. Bruce Birch, 
Burlington, 1930, p. 174).

On the subject of the decision according to which a single priest 
suffices to administer the anointing of the sick: thus Peter the 
Cantor and Robert Curson (H. Weisweiler, “Die letzte Olung 
in der Frtihscholastik”, in Schol, 7 [1932], pp. 334 and 335, n. 60): 
“Credimus quod divina inspiratione fuit revelatum Ecclesiae.”

On the subject of the determining of the baptismal formula: 
Guy d’Orchelles (de Ghellinck, RSR, p. 153, text 16). Compare St 
Thomas, ST, III, q. 66, a. 6, ad 1: “Ex speciali Christi revelatione, 
apostoli.. ..”

On the subject of the Greek rite of celebrating the Eucharist with 
leavened bread: Gandulphus, John the Teutonic, Huguccio, quoted 
by de Ghellinck, RSR, p. 154, texts 24-26.

On the subject of the judgement arrived at in the case of the 
patriarchs Ignatius and Photius: Nicholas I, Epist. 46 to the Emperor 
Michael (863): “Spiritu Sancto revelante, venerandae synodo quae a 
nobis collecta est, claruit” (PL, 119, 852B).

On the subject of the case, referred to above, where Innocent III 
admitted the possibility, for a married woman, of entering religion: 
such a decision presupposes a “revelation” (Stephen Langton, in 
de Ghellinck, RSR, p. 154, text 23). In the same way, Peter the 
Cantor takes issue with a decision of Alexander III concerning a 
matrimonial difficulty arising from a husband’s return from the 
Crusade; however, the pope, basing himself on the promise of 
Christ, asks, in prayer, “ut ei matrimonium reveletur” (cited by A. 
Landgraf, Dogmengesch. der Fruhscholastik, Ratisbon/Regensburg, 
1952, Vol. I/i, p. 32).
This comprehensive application of the term revelatio is also found 

in the authors of the period of the Reformation and the Council of 
Trent. For Cajetan, who as legate had to interrogate Luther, for John 
Driedo, the “revealing” action of God included, in addition to sacred 
Scripture and the apostolic tradition, what had been acquired through 
the teaching of the doctors and the decisions made by papal authority.1

1. Cajetan, De Comparatione auctoritatis Papae et Concilii (1511), ed. V.-L Pollet, 
Rome, 1936, No. 166, p. 81: “Quod datus sit ei [Ecclesiae] a Deo ... per revelationem in 
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Actually, at the Council of Trent, Claude Lejay, procurator of the 
Cardinal of Augsburg, said, in a written statement on the subject of the 
apostolic traditions: “In the general councils, the Holy Spirit has 
revealed to the Church, according to the needs of the time, numerous 
truths which were not explicitly contained in the canonical books” 
{CT, Vol. XII, Tractatus, p. 253).

One comes across other similar expressions, with the same meaning 
and applications: “Instruente Spiritu Sancto” (St Leo, Epist., 104, 3 
and 144; PL, 54, 995-6 and 1113); “Dictante Spiritu Sancto” (St 
Augustine, Epist., 82, 2 to St Jerome; PL, 33, 276); the council of 
Macon, held in 585, preface; “Spiritu Sancto praedicante” (Gregory 
VII, Reg., II, 67; ed. Caspar, p. 223, 1. 23); illustrare (Anselm of 
Havelberg, Dial., II; PL, 188, 1202), etc. But the words revelare, 
revelatio are the most frequent, and it is an exact interpretation of these 
that is most important. Fr de Ghellinck has shown that, in the usages 
which concern us here, they involve, either in a formal way or as a 
general framework of thought, the idea of a divine illumination, 
active in all knowledge, even in what we should regard now as coming 
under the heading of purely natural knowledge. He makes particular 
reference to five texts from St Augustine in which revelare has this 
sense.1 We live in a world in which all the effects that result in true 
knowledge, and particularly those that rise above ordinary mundane 
matters, are attributed to God and seen as coming from on high. But 
they would just as readily be attributed to reason, or to that interior 
illumination bestowed on us by the Word. “Quando ratio mentibus 
infixa moveat eas, et revelet iis, quoniam est unus Deus, omnium 
Dominus” is a good example from the Latin version of St Irenaeus 
{AH, II, 6, 1; PG, 7, 724; Harvey, II, 4, 5, Vol. I, p. 263; EP, 197). In 
cases such as these, the verb revelare is best translated as: to make known

1. In Joan. Ev. Tract., XXVI, 6, 7 (PL, 35, 1609-10); De Gratia Christi et Pec. Or., 
I, 24, 25 (PL, 44, 373); De Bapt., II, 5, 6 (PL, 43, 129-30); De Praed. Sanct., I, 1, 2 and 
4, 8 (PL, 44, 962 and 966).

sacra Scriptura, vel traditione Apostolorum, vel in sanctis doctoribus aut determinatione 
apostolica contentam ...”

John Driedo: “Et quamvis ecclesia non possit aut definire aliquid contra scripturas 
sacras, aut extra scripturas sacras condere novum fidei articulum, qui non antea fuerit de 
veritate fidei, nec discernere quodlibet pro suo arbitrio, nec augere evangeliorum nume
rum: utique tamen potest per spiritum veritatis semper in se habitantem, docere id quod 
pridem occultum erat et ad fidei veritatem pertinebat declarare et manifestare, vel ex 
scripturis sacris iam manifestatis, vel etiam traditionibus apostolicis ad nos serie tracta 
devolutis, vel alias divinitus revelatis” (De Ecclesiasticis Scripturis et Dogmatibus, II, 3, 
Louvain ed., 1550, fol. 6iv).
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or understood, to discover.1 The usage can be entirely secular, without 
reference to the divine Agent—thus Tertullian, referring, moreover, 
to a pagan saying: “Tempus omnia revelat, testibus etiam vestris 
proverbiis atque sententiis” {Apol., PL, 3, 362A, which, in a note, 
refers to Agellius, lib. XII, c. 2), but it can also be used in the sense of 
a reference to God, who is the auctor of all comprehension in the 
spiritual order, as in this text from the Rule of St Benedict, often 
quoted during the Middle Ages: “Saepe iuniori Deus revelat quod 
melius est” {Reg., y PL, 66, 287B). It is often by the mouth of a child 
or of one commanding little respect that God makes known his will. 
Let us now trace this usage of the word in various examples, up to the 
precise distinctions of the Scholastics:

1. Apropos of the bodies of the martyrs of Agaunum, it is said: “Theodoro eiusdem 
loci episcopo reuelata traduntur” (fifth century). P. Lejay (in Rev. Hist, littér. rei., 11 
[1906], p. 265) opposed the interpretation of A. Hauck which attributed this discovery to a 
revelation, and he wrote: “In the Latin of the period, the word signifies ‘discovered’:...” 
One could even take it quite simply as an exhumation. Cf. the fourth meaning given by 
Du Cange, s.v.

In his epistle introducing the Acts of the Seventh Council (c. 
870), Anastasius Bibliothecarius writes, with regard to the venera
tion of images: “Quae ... praesens synodus docet... et universalis 
Ecclesia semper venerata est et hactenus veneratur, quibusdam 
dumtaxat Gallorum exceptis, quibus utique nondum est harum 
utilitas revelata” {MGH, Epp., VII, 418).

Confronted with the problem of simoniac ordinations, Leo IX 
besought the Council of Rome in 1051 to pray to God “[ut] 
nitentibus revelaret”, to make known the truth to those who 
hesitated (Peter Damian, Liber gratissimus, prol., Libelli de Lite, 
Vol. I, p. 18, 1. 17).

St Anselm, Cur Deus Homo?, I, 2: “ ... non alia certitudine 
accipiatur, nisi quia interim mihi ita videtur, donec mihi Deus 
melius aliquo modo revelet” {PL, 158, 363).

Abelard attributed to certain pagan philosophers a knowledge of 
the true God, in unity and trinity, “Deo revelante”, at least in his 
Theologia, that is to say, at the beginning {Theologia, IV; PL, 178, 
1288A); cf. I, c. 2; 1126c: “Quam [Trinitatis distinctionem] quidem 
divina inspiratio et per prophetas Judaeis et per philosophos gentibus 
dignata est revelare.” It is difficult to say whether Abelard is 
referring to a special illumination (cf. J. Cottiaux, in RHE, 28 [1932], 
pp. 280-7). At the time of Abelard, the distinction between what we 
should call natural knowledge and supernatural knowledge was not 
clearly drawn, on the level of the objects or spheres of knowledge. 
See Hugh of Saint-Victor: “Accedit ad haec, Spiritu Sancto sugge- 
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rente, ratio” {De sacram., I, to, 4; PL, 176,333). There was the same 
embarrassment in dealing with the knowledge of God, because of 
the text of Rom 1.19, which in their version, read: “Deus enim 
illis revelavit” (see even St Thomas, ST, II—II, q. 167, a. 1, ad 3). 
An attempt was made to distinguish,1 but a sufficiently clear and 
satisfactory distinction was only really arrived at in the scholasticism 
of the thirteenth century, after the “third arrival” of Aristotle; thus 
Albert the Great,2 Eudes Rigaud, about 1245,3 and above all St 
Thomas Aquinas, who, in a clearly conscious and reasoned manner, 
prefers to reserve the word revelatio to what we know as super
natural revelation,4 and also other authors, taking up the insights 
of those just mentioned.5

However, both then and subsequently, the words revelare and 
revelatio continued to retain rather more vague or general applica
tions: either as a consequence of the perennially held theory of 
illumination, as in the case of Roger Bacon,6 or because of the more

i. Hugh of Saint-Victor distinguishes: “Modi duo et viae duae et manifestationes duae, 
quibus a principio cordi humano latens proditus est et iudicatus occultus Deus: partim, 
scilicet ratione humana, partim revelatione divina”; in each of these one can distinguish 
an interior and an exterior action: “Similiter et revelatio divina duplici insinuatione eum, 
qui nesciebatur vel dubie credebatur et non cognitum indicavit, et partim creditum 
asseruit. Nam humanam ignorantiam nunc intus per aspirationem illuminans edocuit, 
tunc vero foris vel per doctrinae eruditionem instruxit vel per miraculorum ostensionem 
confirmavit” {De Sacram., I, 3, 3; PL, 176, 217). Revelatio is here reserved to the know
ledge or manifestation of himself in which God has the initiative and which man, in a 
certain way, receives. The Summa Sententiarum seems to me to express very concisely this 
doctrine: “Revelatio divina autem fit duobus modis: interna inspiratione et disciplinae 
eruditione, quae foris fit per facta et dicta” (Tr. 1, c. 2; PL, 175, 45D-46A).

2. “Duo sunt modi revelationis: unus quidem modus est per lumen generale nobis. Et 
hoc modo revelatum est philosophis; hoc enim lumen non potest esse nisi a primo lumine 
Dei, ut dicit Augustinus.. . . Aliud lumen est ad supermundana contuenda, et hoc est 
elevatum super nos” {Sum. theol., Pars I, Tr. 1, q. 4, ad 3; Borgnet, XXXI, 20).

3. “Ad illud quod dicitur quod aliae scientiae sunt per revelationem, dicendum quod 
esse per revelationem est dupliciter: aut per revelationem, quae est per lumen naturae, et 
sic aliae scientiae sunt per revelationem, unde Rom 1.19, ‘Deus illis revelavit’ (Glossa): 
‘id est opus condidit per quod illos ad hoc adiuvit’; aut per lumen gratiae, at haec revelatio 
est proprie revelatio.” Cf. B. Bergamo, “De Quaestionibus ineditis F. Odoni Rigaldi, 
Fr Guilelmi de Melitona et Codicis Vat., lat. 782 circa naturam theologiae ...”, in Arch. 
Francise. Hist., 29 [1936], pp. 3—54 and 308-64 (p. 26).

4. This point comes out in the study by Fr J. de Guibert, “Pour une étude méthodique 
des loca parallela de S. Thomas”, in BLE, 1914, pp. 472ff. (reprod. in Les Doublets de S. 
Thomas, Paris, 1925, pp. 55!?.). St Thomas: 1. tended more and more to take revelatio in 
the objective sense, rather than in the sense of an interior illumination; 2. reserved it rather 
to supernatural and public revelation. Hence ST, I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2.

5. Thus William of Meliton (quoted in art. cit., n. 3, p. 316): “Ad quintum dicendum 
quod est revelatio per lumen naturae et est revelatio per lumen gratiae. In aliis ergo scientiis 
est revelatio per lumen naturae, in theologia vero per lumen gratiae, unde Rom 1.19 ‘Deus 
illis revelavit’ (Glossa): ‘Secundum opus suum per quod eis adiuvit’.”

6. “Sapientia philosophiae est tota revelata a Deo et data philosophis, et ipse est qui 
illuminat animas hominum in omni sapientia” {Opus tertium, c. 23; ed. Brewer, p. 74). 
Cf. St Bonaventure, Hexaemeron, II, 20 and V, 22 (Quaracchi ed., Vol. V, pp. 339, 357), 
and numerous similar texts. This point of view of illumination is decisive in Bacon’s 
synthesis.
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general semantic value of words which continued to have the mean
ing of “make known, say”,1 or “make understood, explain”: 
revelatio can in these cases sometimes be translated as “explanation”.2

Inspirare, inspiratio, suggestio

These expressions are applied to much the same realities as the above, 
but they are so applied more frequently, particularly in the case of 
councils and their decisions. We shall examine a little later what nuance 
and relation can be established between the two groups of words.

I leave on one side the use made of these words, together with others 
such as illuminatio, interior vocatio (motio} in the theology of the 
approach to faith and justification.3 I also set aside those texts in which 
the early theologians on occasion attributed to pagans (Hermes 
Trismegistus, Mercury) a kind of knowledge of the Trinity per 
inspirationem,* just as they saw the salvation of the non-evangelized 
to be ensured by a minimal knowledge of the truths of the faith, 
obtained through revelation or inspiration (e.g. St Thomas, In III 
Sent., d. 25, q. 2, a. 2, sol. 2: “Per internam inspirationem revelaret”). 
Let us confine ourselves to our limited field of enquiry.

The Fathers are described as θεόπνευστοι (St John Damascene, 
De fide orthod., IV, 17; PG, 94, 1176B). They were “inspired” to 
determine the rites of baptism, for example: “Sancti Patres nostri, qui

i. Thus in Albert the Great, In Physic., Lib. II, Tr. 2: “Mittit servos ad eumdem locum 
.. . et non revelat eis causam quare vadant illuc, nec revelat uni quod alter veniret ad 
locum, sed revelat divisim eis ire ad locum per diversas vias” (Borgnet, III, p. 139).

2. Thus in these texts: St Bonaventure, In I Sent., d. 11, art. 1, q. 1, concl.: “In scripturae 
auctoritate, Graeci et Latini conveniunt, quae dicit Spiritum Sanctum esse Filii et mitti a 
Filio, sed in ratione et revelatione differunt.. . . Graeci vero . . . arctaverunt Scripturam 
ad intelligendum de processione temporali et ideo sibi viam revelationis clauserunt” 
(Quaracchi, Vol. I, pp. 211-13); Matthew of Aquasparta, Tract, de Aeterna Process. Spir. 
S., n. 34, in Quaest. Disp. Sei., Quaracchi ed., 1903, Vol. I, p. 448 (de Ghellinck, RSR, p. 
157, text 32); John Driedo, op. cit., Lib. II, ed. cit., fol. 42*: “In primordiis fidei nonulla 
erant christianae religionis dogmata quae vel nondum erant elucidata vel nondum in 
quaestionem venerant, quae accedentibus haereticorum quaestionibus agitata sunt et 
declarata apertius. Rursus quaedam vel ignoravit vel in dubiis habuit prisca Ecclesia, quae 
post sunt explanata per concilia, et ex scripturis recentioribus theologis revelata, quae 
fugerant veteres.” St Thomas distinguishes visio and revelatio, in that the second implies 
“intellectus et significatio visionis” (Com. in 2 Cor., c. 12, lect. 1).

3. For St Augustine, cf. H. Jonas, Augustin und das paulinische Freiheitsproblem, 
Gottingen, 1930, pp. 59-60 (inspiratio is an act of God that follows vocatio and corres
ponds to an effective exercise of this vocatio}·, for St Thomas, cf. R. Aubert, Le Probleme 
del’acte defoi. . . , Louvain, 1945, pp. 59, 65-6; M. L. Guerard des Lauriers, Dimensions 
de la Foi, Paris, 1949, Vol. II, pp. 253!!. For the Middle Ages, compare A. Landgraf, Dog- 
mengesch. d. Fruhscholastik, Ratisbon/Regensburg, 1952, Vol. I/i, pp. 132-3.

4. See for example the texts of Praepositinus and Hugh of Saint-Victor, quoted in the 
Quaracchi edition of the Summa Fratris Alexandri, Vol. I, p. 19, n. 6: Praepositinus: 
“occulta inspiratione adiuvante”; Hugh: “per inspirationem”.

K



120 EXCURSUS Β

Spiritu Dei ista instituerant” (Bruno of Segni, Tract, de sacr. Eccles., 
PL, 165, 1096A), and above all in their exposition of Scripture: 
“Expositiones eorum quae a sanctis patribus Sancto Spiritu afflatis . . . ” 
(Jonas of Orleans, De cultu imag.', PL, 106, 317B); “Ecclesiastici viri, 
Spiritu illustrati” (Honorius Augustodunensis, De lib. arb., 3; PL, 172, 
1224B. The reference is probably to St Augustine, and also to St 
Anselm, a contemporary of Honorius); “gratia Spiritus Sancti”, says 
Gratian in his famous Dictum on the sources of law.1

i. Dictum ante D. XX, c. i (Friedberg, col. 65): “I Pars. Decretales itaque epistolae 
canonibus conciliorum pari iure exequantur. Nunc autem queritur de expositoribus S. 
Scripturae, an exequentur, an subiciantur eis? Quo enim quisque magis ratione nititur eo 
maioris auctoritatis eius verba esse videntur. Plurimi autem tractatorum, sicut pleniori 
gratia Spiritus Sancti, ita ampliori scientia aliis praecellentes, rationi magis adhesisse 
probantur. Unde nonnullorum Pontificum constitutis Augustini, leronimi atque aliorum 
tractatorum dicta eis videntur esse preferenda.”

2. Besides the text of Gratian quoted in the preceding note, cf. Albert the Great: “In 
theologia locus ab auctoritate est ab inspiratione Spiritus Sancti” (Summa Theol., I, q. 5, 
n. 2; Borgnet, XXXI, p. 24); “Si tamen ab aliquo Patrum sancto vel Domino Papa in hac 
quaestione determinari invenitur, magis judicarem illius sententiae standum quam meae: 
quia magis in hac parte credendum est inspirationi Ecclesiae quam rationi conjecturanti ex 
incertis” (In IV Sent., d. 23, a. 21, sol.; Borgnet, XXX, p. 29); “In hac quaestione [the 
causality of Christ’s resurrection] ... sanctis divinam inspirationem habentibus, omnino 
consentiendum esse videtur” (ibid., d. 43, a. 5; XXX, p. 513).

3. For example, Ambrose Autpert, for his commentary on the Apocalypse. And cf. 
Bardy and Bacht, loc. cit.

4. Thus Victorinus, Adv. Arium, III, 6 (PL, 8, 1102D): “Extolle te igitur atque erige, 
spiritus meus, et virtute qua a Deo mihi es inspiratus, agnosce .. . St Gregory ap
proaches the explanation of the Book of Kings “spe divinae inspirationis” (In Ium Reg. 
Expos., proem., 5; PL, 2ib).

This is why the Fathers carry authority in the Church or in theo
logical doctrine.2 All auctoritas is, in the last resort, God’s, for he alone 
is truly auctor.

It did not need the canonization of their authority in their reception 
by the Church nor the express declaration of a council or a pope 
for “inspiration” to be attributed to the Fathers. St Gregory of 
Nyssa, for example, describes the commentary of his brother Basil, on 
the work of the Six Days, as την Θεόπνευστον Θεωρίαν (In Hexaemeron, 
proem.; PG, 44, 61; Bardy, p. 13). The writers of the patristic and 
Middle Ages often expressed their conviction that they had been 
inspirati, enlightened by the Holy Spirit,3 or their hope that they would 
be, a hope entirely expressed in prayer.4 See Bardy, art. cit., pp. 8—12; 
Bacht, art. cit., pp. 133-4.

Various equivalents of inspiratio exist: “Quia sanctorum qui cum 
Domino regnant documenta Spiritus munere prolata ... ”, said Jonas 
of Orleans (De inst. regia, c. 3; ed. J. Reviron, p. 140). Compare 
Walafrid Strabo, De exordiis, pr. {PL, 114,919; MGH, Capp., II, 475).
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And again, at the time of the Reformation, St John Fisher wrote: 
“Quis ambigere potest, quin priores patres, quibus imperatum fuit ut 
docerent, quique a Spiritu Sancto constituti fuerant in id munus, 
certissimam ab ipso Spiritu veritatem edocti sint, praesertim in his 
dogmatibus, de quibus nulla fuit unquam inter eos controversia” 
(Sacri sacerdotii defensio c. Lutherum, 1525, ed. H. Klein-Schmeink, 
Corpus Cathol., 9; Miinster, 1925, p. 20). See infra, Chapter 5, p. 170, 
n. 1.

The texts that speak of the “inspiration” of the councils are without 
number. Even before Nicaea, and in reference to the information given 
by the New Testament itself (Mt 18.19-20; Acts 15.28), the councils 
had expressed their awareness that they were working with the Holy 
Spirit present and active among them: “Placuit nobis, Sancto Spiritu 
suggerente ...” (Council of Carthage in Cyprian, Ep., ¿7, 5; Hartel, 
p. 655); “Placuit ergo praesente Spiritu Sancto et angelis eius” (Council 
of Arles, 314; Mansi, II, 469). But the Council of Nicaea appeared as 
something definitely fundamental for the faith of the Church, truly 
divine. The witnesses to its “inspired” character are innumerable.1 
According to St John Damascene (De Haeres., 6; PG, 94, 744A), the 
Fathers of Chalcedon are classed as θεόπνευστοι. The Council of 
Epao stated: “Quocirca haec quae inspiratione communi consensu 
placuerunt” (c. 40; Mansi, VIII, 564); likewise that held at Orleans in 
549: “Manente concordia, quae divina inspiratione. .. definita sunt” 
(c. 24; Mansi, IX, 135). Eulogius of Alexandria called the Fifth Ecu
menical Council ή θεόπνευστος σύνοδος (PG, 86, 2944c, and cf. Ch. 
Mceller, in RSPT, 34 [1951], pp. 413-23); the Third Council of 
Toledo, 589, said: “Quod sancti patres Spiritu Dei pleni sanxerunt” 
(c. 1; Mansi, IX, 992E). “The Fathers of Nicaea spoke by the Holy 
Spirit, the 140 Fathers of the Council of CP [the third, that of 680] are 
theopneustoi,” said Sophronius in his Synodica (Mansi, ΧΪ, 497A). 
Finally, the Second Council of Nicaea, the Seventh Ecumenical Coun
cil, proclaimed, in its Actio VIP. “Proceeding as it were on the royal 
road [ = where one deviates neither to right nor to left] and following 
the divinely inspired teaching of our holy Fathers, and the tradition of 
the Catholic Church (for we know that this tradition is of the Holy 
Spirit which dwells in the Church) ...” (ET Documents of the Christian

i. St Cyril of Alexandria, Letter to the Monks of Egypt (PG, ηη, i6b, 17c), see other 
texts in Bardy, pp. 23ff.; H. du Manoir, “Le Symbole de Nicee au concile d’fiphese”, in 
Gregorianum, 12 [1931], pp. 104-37; St Isidore of Pelusium, Epist., IV, ep. 99 (PG, 78, 
1165a); G. Lampe, in Scripture and Tradition. Essays, ed. F. W. Dillistone, London, 1955, 
PP· 2I-52·
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Church, ed. H. Bettenson, O.U.P., 2nd ed., 1963, p. 130; Mansi, XIII, 
378; D. 302).

This attribution of “inspiration” to the councils continued in the 
Middle Ages, and is still found frequently in the sixteenth century.1 
Very often its application is to the canons of the councils. St Leo says: 
“Regulae, quae ex divina inspiratione prolatae sunt” {Ep., 145, 1; PL, 
54, 1114), “sanctorum patrum divinitus inspirata decreta” {Ep., 6, 5; 
PL, 54, 654). An expression in one of his letters to Anastasius of 
Thessalonica (c. 446) was destined to have a great success: “Secundum 
sanctorum patrum canones Spiritu Dei conditos” {Ep., 14, 2; PL, 54, 
672A: Jaffe, 411). It is found in the False Decretals of Pseudo-Isidore 
(Pseudo-Damasus; ed. Hinschius, p. 21), in John VIII {Ep., 207 to the 
emperors of CP, August 879, Jaffé, 3271; MGH, Epp., Vol. VII, p. 
172) and in Hincmar, who seems to be fond of it.2 In the form Hincmar 
gives it, it is found in the third of the IV Gallican Articles of 1682 (cf. 
D. 1324; ET Bettenson, op. cit., p. 381). Hincmar also makes use of 
other, equivalent expressions: “Sacri canones Spiritu Sancto decreti” 
{Ep., 19 to Louis III, c. 7; PL, 126, 115c), etc. Towards the end of the 
tenth century, Arnulph of Orleans, at the Synod of Saint-Basle (991), 
said: “Statuta sacrorum canonum diversis locis, diversis temporibus, 
sed eodem Dei Spiritu conditorum” {PL, 139, 312c), and Gerbert: 
“Canones Spiritu Dei constituti” {ibid., 268b). Again, at the First 
Vatican Council of 1869-70, a bishop could still speak of conciliar 
canons as “a Spiritu Sancto dictatos” {Coll. Lacensis, VII, 1621).

If this inspiratio includes the canons and councils, it is basically 
because it applies to all those acts which represent a determination 
affecting the life of the Church. Innocent IV invokes it for his decisions: 
“Summus Pontifex non humanae adinventionis studio, sed divinae 
potius aspirationis instinctu leges statuens” {MGH, Epp. sel. XIII 
saec., Vol. II, p. 41). Albert the Great insists on the infallibility guaran
teed to the Church by the inspiratio of the Holy Spirit (cf. In IV Sent., 
d. 3, a. 2; In Luc., 12, 12; ed. Borgnet, Vol. XXIX, pp. 66ff., and Vol. 
XXIII, p. 216); for example, he applies the idea to the conclusions 

i. The Middle Ages: very frequently, for example, in Gregory VU. Sixteenth century: 
Julius II, at the Fifth Council of the Lateran (ref. in W. Ullmann, Medieval Papalism . . . , 
London, 1949, p. 32); St John Fisher (supra, p. 127); John Faber, bishop of Wiener- 
Neustadt (De Primatu Papae, in Rocaberti, Bill. Max. Pontif., Vol. XIV, p. 324b); 
Sadoleto (De Christiana Ecclesia, in A. Mai, Spicilegium Romanum, Vol. II, pp. 118—19). 
Cf. G. Tavard, Holy IPrit, pp. 1531F. And see J. F. von Schulte referred to at the beginning 
of this Excursus.

2. Pro Eccl. Libertate (PL, 125, 1038A); Ep. 19 to Louis III, c. 5 (PL, 126, 113c), and 
cf. PL, 126, 189A, 190c, 199D, 232A, etc.
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arrived at by the Church with regard to the impediments to marriage 
(Tn IVSent., d. 40, a. 8; Vol. XXX, p. 452). This inspiratio operates in 
more contingent determinations. The designation of bishops (and 
also, occasionally, of kings and emperors) is frequently attributed to 
the intervention of God himself: a pope is elected “divina inspiratione et 
beati Petri intercessione” {Pactum Hlodovicianum, 817; MGH, Capp., 
I, p. 354). Compare, for bishops, the Gallican ritual for their consecra
tion, about 800: L. Duchesne, Orig. du culte chrétien, Paris, 1908, 4th 
ed., p. 381; ET Christian Worship, London, p. 373. In an age when 
monastic foundations and reforms were seen as important episodes in 
the history of salvation, the Exordium Parvum of Citeaux calls St 
Benedict and the founders of the monastic way of life “sancti Patres, 
organa Spiritus Sancti”; it presents the first monks of Citeaux to us as 
leaving Molesmes “Dei gratia aspirati” (c. 3; cf. Vita S. Roberti, c. 10; 
PL, 156, 1007). The whole life of the Church is, in its successive stages 
of development, guided by the Holy Spirit. Ratherius of Verona, in the 
tenth century, placed canons and decretals in line with sacred Scripture, 
as inspired by God {De contemptu canonum, i, and Discordia inter 
Ratherium et clericos, in d’Achery, Spicilegium, I, 35 ia and 364“).

Further, like revelatio, inspiratio is extended in application to the 
activities (which we should term natural or secular) of reason, emperors 
and kings.1

What precisely is the sense of inspiratio, and what connexion is there 
between it and revelatio? In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
revelatio appears to be more comprehensive than inspiratio·, the latter is 
a modality of the former, which can include others.2 Inspiratio is an 
intimate mode of the action by which God makes something known or 
understood: “familiari inspiratione”, said Anselm of Havelberg {Dial., 
II; PL, 188, 1202); it belongs to the realm of the intimacies of the 
spiritual life. See St Thomas, ST, III, q. 84, a. 1, ad 2. It is strictly 
reserved to God (“Solus Deus illabitur menti”). Sometimes the 
nuance between revelatio and inspiratio concerns the direction in which 
the divine action is applied: to the intelligence or to the will.3 Pascal

i. Numerous examples in E. Rosser, op. cit., pp. 115-16 and 117, n. 37. Also, towards 
the end of the thirteenth century, John Peckham said, of the leges·. “Plurimae videantur 
divinitus inspiratae” (quoted by J. Leclercq, “Le Magistère du prédicateur”, in Archives 
d’Hist. doctr. littér. du moyen âge, 15 [1946], p. 141).

2. See Hugh of Saint-Victor cited supra, p. 124, n. 1; supra, p. 121, the texts of Peter the 
Cantor and Robert Curson, worded thus: “Divina inspiratione fuit revelatum ecclesiae.” 
In St Bonaventure, inspiratio and revelatio were interchangeable: J. Ratzinger, Die 
Geschichtstheologie d. hl. Bonaventura, Munich-Zurich, 1959, p. 65.

3. This comes out in a text such as that of Richard of Saint-Victor, Benjamin Major, 
III, 24 (PL, 196,133): “Ipso revelante, veritas agnoscitur, ipso inspirante, bonitas amatur.”
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appreciated this nuance, replacing the word “revelation” with “inspira
tion”, in this Pensée: “There are three ways to belief: reason, habit, and 
inspiration. Christianity which alone has reason, does not admit as its 
true children those who believe without inspiration” (Frag. 245; see 
supra, p. 125, n. 3).

What can be concluded from this line of study?
The Fathers and the medieval writers saw all that happened in the 

Church and could be described as the history or realization of salva
tion, as what we can call the ever active presence {actualisme) of God. 
An initiative of God is implied in all activity which has some bearing 
on salvation.1 Everything is seen as dependent on that initiative, 
habitually attributed to the Holy Spirit. The phrase of Ambrosiaster, 
thought to be St Ambrose’s, was often quoted. “Omne verum, a 
quocumque dicitur, a Spiritu Sancto est.”2 The fact that St Thomas 
(ST, I-II, q. 109, a. i, ad 1), and, in effect, Albert the Great (IniSent., 
d. 2, 5: “An omne verum scitum sit a Spiritu Sancto inspiratum”; 
Borgnet, XXV, 39) felt the need to qualify this auctoritas, is certainly 
an indication of a new awareness on their part of the distinction be
tween the natural and the supernatural, but does not prevent their 
referring to, and admitting, such an auctoritas.

So, God must be acting continuously, and in actual fact he is. The 
Fathers and the Middle Ages took very seriously our Lord’s statement, 
as part of his testament: “The Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring 
to your remembrance all that I have said to you.” “I have yet many 
things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit

i. A witness to the understanding of this truth is St Cyprian, Epist., 59, 5 (Hartel, p. 
672): “Nisi si ita est aliquis sacrilegae temeritatis ac perditae mentis ut putet sine Dei 
iudicio fieri sacerdotem, cum Dominus in euangelio suo (Matth. 10.29) dicat: nonne duo 
passeres asse ueneunt et neuter eorum cadit in terram sine patris uoluntate? cum ille nec 
minima fieri sine uoluntate Dei dicat, existimat aliquis summa et magna aut non sciente 
aut non permittente Deo in ecclesia Dei fieri, et sacerdotes ... erunt non de eius sententia 
ordinati? hoc est fidem non habere qua uiuimus, hoc est Deo honorem non dare cuius 
nutu et arbitrio regi et gubernari omnia scimus et credimus.”

2. PL, 17, 245. Quoted, for example, by Peter Lombard {Coll, in Ep. 1 ad Cor., c. 
12; PL, 191, 1650); Hervé de Bourg-Dieu {In Epist. I ad Cor., c. 12; PL, 181, 939ÎT.); 
Peter the Cantor, Peter of Tarentaise {Dilucidatio, Antwerp ed., 1617, 215a); John de la 
Rochelle, etc. (quoted by Z. Alszeghy, Nova Creatura. La noJone della grafia nei com
mentari medievali di S. Paolo, Rome, 1956, p. 196); by St Thomas, In 2 Tim., c. 3, lect. 3; 
In Joan, c. 8, lect. 6; In 1 Cor., c. 12, lect. 1; ST, I—II, q. 108; q. 109, a. 1. On the Holy 
Spirit, principle of all true knowledge, cf. also St Isidore, Sent., I, 15, 4 {PL, 83, 569); 
Beatus, In Apocalypsim, Lib. I (ed. H. A. Sanders, Rome, 1930, p. 44); Walafrid Strabo, 
De Exordiis, pr. {PL, 144, 919; MGH, Capp., II, p. 475); Pope Zacharias, in 743 (Jaffé, 
2270); Pope Zosimus, quoted by Prosper, Contra Collatorem, 5 {PL, 51, 228A); Abelard, 
Theologia {PL, 178, 1221c), etc.
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of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (Jn 14.26; 16.12- 
13). Christ had expressed the essential in the Gospel, and that is why 
this contains, at least in nuce, all the truths necessary for salvation (cf. 
supra, pp. loyff.). But there was still much to be made explicit, in 
order that salvation might be realized in history, and it was to achieve 
this that Jesus had promised to send the Spirit. This conviction, as we 
have outlined its main aspects here, rests on a lively and realistic 
appreciation of the truth of that promise.1

It follows that the work of manifestation or revelation of himself and 
his plan, which God initiated through the prophets, and then accom
plished in Jesus Christ, to whom we have access through the witness of 
the apostles—this manifestation continues in the Church, through the 
action of the Holy Spirit. I have already briefly demonstrated how St 
Thomas, for example, saw this continuity, while distinguishing within 
it different qualitative levels (cf. p. 93; also p. 124, n. 4). I note here 
some more expressions of this awareness of continuity in the mani
festation of the truth of salvation, as this is realized, according to the 
requirements of each particular age, during the course of the Church’s 
history, under the action of the Holy Spirit “revealing” the intention 
of God, and “inspiring” for this the Fathers, councils, canons, and the 
major events of the life of the Church.

Novatian, De Trinitate, 29 {PL, 3, 943-6), a very remarkable 
text.

1. There are others that could be given; particularly in the whole of the sacramental 
sphere! Indicative of this: St Irenaeus, cited supra, Ch. 2, Sect. A, p. 33, n. 2; Tertullian, De 
Virg. Vel., 1 {PL, 2, 889-90; Oehler, p. 884): “Cum .. . Paracletum miserit Dominus, ut, 
quoniam humana mediocritas omnia semel capere non poterat, paulatim dirigeretur et 
ordinaretur et ad perfectum perduceretur disciplina ab illo vicario Domini, Spiritu 
Sancto . . . ”—Anselm of Havelberg {Dial., II; PL, 188, 1201): “Ecce a Filio, qui adhuc 
multa se ad dicendum habere dicit, promittitur, ut videlicet ipse congruo tempore dicat, 
quod Filius adhuc ad dicendum se habere dicebat. . . ”—Duns Scotus, Opus Oxon., IV, 
d. 11,q. 3, n. 15 (ed. Vives, XVII, p. 376): “Etsi quaeras quare voluit Ecclesia eligere istum 
intellectum ita difficilem huius articuli [the doctrine of transubstantiation, proclaimed at 
the Lateran Council of 1215], cum verba Scripturae possent salvari secundum intellectum 
facilem et veriorem secundum apparentiam de hoc articulo, dico quod eo Spiritu expositae 
sunt Scripturae quo conditae. Et ita supponendum est quod Ecclesia catholica eo Spiritu 
exposuit quo tradita nobis est fides, Spiritu scilicet veritatis edocta, et ideo hunc intellectum 
elegit quia verus est. . . Intellectum a Deo traditum Ecclesia explicavit, directa in hoc, ut 
creditur, Spiritu veritatis.” For the idea of the explanation of Scripture by the same Spirit 
as dictated it, cf. supra, Sect. A, p. 91, n. 1, John Driedo, De Ecclesiasticis Scripturis et 
Dogmatibus, II, 3 (Louvain ed, 15 50, fol. 61v): “Et quemadmodum Ecclesia regitur in fide 
et moribus secundum scripturas sacras, sic et scripturae sacrae intelliguntur non secundum 
sensum quem sibi unusquisque praesumpserit, sed secundum sensus quos Spiritus Sanctus 
hactenus per Ecclesiam docuit, docet et suggerit, dicente magistro Ecclesiae Christo: 
Paracletus quem mittet Pater in nomine meo, ipse vos docebit omnia, et suggeret omnia 
quaecumque dixero vobis, cum venerit ipse Spiritus veritatis: manebit vobiscum in aeter
num, et docebit vos omnem veritatem.” For other texts of the sixteenth century, cf. infra, 
Ch. 5, p. 170.
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St Ambrose, In Luc., VI, 33 (PL, 15, 1763): “Intellige quemad
modum corpus Filii unguentum oleat. . . . Corpus ejus traditiones 
sunt Scripturarum. Corpus ejus Ecclesia est. Corporis ejus odor 
sumus.”

St Cyril of Alexandria, Epist. de Symbolo (PG, qq, 293); “It is 
essential that we accept the teaching of those who are responsible 
for safeguarding the purity of doctrine, in conformity with the 
sacred preaching which, under the Holy Spirit, has been transmitted 
to us by those who, from the beginning, were eye-witnesses and 
ministers of the Word (Lk 1.2): our glorious Fathers have been 
concerned to follow in their footsteps, these Fathers who but 
recently assembled at Nicaea to define this Creed of the Faith, at 
once ecumenical and worthy of veneration. Christ, who said: 
‘Where two or three...’ (Mt 18.20), was seated with them.” 
Compare this with any number of texts cited supra, where the 
definitions of the Church are presented as simply formulating the 
faith transmitted from the prophets, Christ, and the apostles.

Ratherius of Verona, referred to above, p. 129; see also pp. 125—6.
Gerbert (Sylvester II), Epist. to the Archbishop of Sens, Séguin 

(PL, 139, 268b): “Sed lex communis Ecclesiae catholicae Evan
gelium, Apostoli, Prophetae, canones Spiritu Dei constituti et 
totius mundi reverentia consecrati, decreta Sedis Apostolicae ab 
his non discordantia.”

Gebhard of Salzburg, Epist. to Hermann ofMetz (PL, 148, 851D- 
852A): “Si inquirimur unde, a quibus didicerimus, certe multos et 
nequaquam obscuri nominis doctrinae nostrae adstipulatores 
habemus. Apostoli nos docuerunt, apostolorum successores, 
apostolicae Sedis pontifices; praeter illos, imo secundum illos, 
aliorum Patrum copiosa multitudo, qui notae sanctitatis et auctori
tatis sunt, quorum doctrina fulget Ecclesia et qui cum Deo regnant 
in caelis et in terris miraculis coruscant; quorum sanctionibus non 
ignorantia vel negligentia, sed studio reluctari, quid aliud est quam 
Spiritum, qui per eos locutus est, blasphemare?”

Peter the Venerable, Epist., 1, 28 to St Bernard (PL, 189, 148): 
“Divina vero mandata diximus, non solum ea quae per seipsam in 
carne divinitas apparens hominibus tradidit, aut ea quae per aposto
los teneri constituit, sive illa quae ante susceptam carnem per 
patriarchas vel prophetas mandavit, sed etiam illa quae post apostolos 
apostoli[ci] viri apostolica vestigia secuti, unanimi multorum 
catholicorum consensu, servari praeceperunt. Idem enim divinus 
Spiritus, qui priorum Patrum cordibus se infundens, humanae 
saluti congruentia per eos dedit praecepta, per hos quoque qui 
recentiores videntur, hominum salutem operari, salubria jubendo, 
non destitit. Per diversos igitur praecones Domini verba edita
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veneramur, in diversis organis ejusdem Spiritus flatum agnoscimus.”
Anselm of Havelberg, Dial., II (JPL, 188, 1200-1): “Dominus 

sciens tam multa adhuc addenda ad instaurationem catholicae fidei, 
postquam discipulis suis universa quae illi tempori congruebant, 
dixerat, adjecit ita dicens: ‘Adhuc multa habeo vobis dicere, sed non 
potestis portare modo; cum autem venerit ille Spiritus veritatis, 
docebit vos omnem veritatem.’. . . Siquidem Spiritus Sanctus . . . 
postea sanctorum Patrum conciliis auctor et doctor veritatis... 
interfuit. Fidem quam idem ipse in Evangelic breviter condiderat, in 
conciliis sanctorum Patrum explanavit et quae Filius adhuc dicere 
habuit... veraciter edidit et pleniter docuit.”

Henry of Ghent, Summa, p. 1, a. 8, q. 6, nos. 13 and 14: “Doctrina 
apostolica ad doctrinam evangelicam nullo modo se habet ut eius 
impletiva, sed ut explanativa .. . Christus enim non omnia obscura 
litteraliter.. . nec in sua evangelica doctrina exposuit, sed aliqua 
tantum et ad exempla eorum reliquit apostolis cetera exponenda.” 
“Per illum etiam modum quo doctrina apostolorum se habet ad 
evangelicam et ad doctrinam Veteris Testamenti, se habet doctrina 
doctorum Augustini, Ambrosii, et ceterorum ad doctrinam canoni
cam, licet non aequale pondus auctoritatis obtineat” (quoted by 
J. Beumer, Schol, 1941, p. 41, n. 86).

John Gerson, De sensu litterali S. Scripturae (Opera, Vol. I, pp. 
if.): “Sensus Scripturae litteralis iudicandus est prout Ecclesia 
Spiritu Sancto inspirata et gubernata determinavit, et non ad 
cuiuslibet arbitrium vel interpretationem. Unde Augustinus. .. . 
Nota quod resolutio saltem declarativa est ad Ecclesiam et ad con
cilium eam repraesentans.... Sensus litteralis S. Scripturae fuit 
primo per Christum et apostolos revelatus et miraculis elucidatus 
.. .; postmodum sacri doctores per rationes suas diligenter contra 
haereticos diffusius elicuerunt praedictum sensum litteralem et 
conclusiones ...; postea successit determinatio sacrorum concilio
rum, ut quod erat doctrinaliter discussum per doctores fieret per 
Ecclesiam sententialiter definitum.... Sensus litteralis S. Scripturae si 
reperitur determinatus et decisus in Decretis et Decretalibus et 
codicibus conciliorum, iudicandus est ad Theologiam et S. Scrip
turam non minus petinere quam Symbolum Apostolorum; propterea 
non est spernendus tamquam humana seu positiva constitutione 
fundatus. Et in hoc errant paene omnes haeretici.... Dicunt 
omnes tales scripturas apocryphas esse vel falsas, nisi ostendatur 
quod sint expresse in Scriptura Sacra.”

This action of God (the Holy Spirit) operates in the Church. More 
forcibly expressed: without prejudice to the free initiatives of God— 
their role is recognized; there is the lex Spiritus Sancti, which may 
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override the lex canonum1—, this perpetual activity of the Holy Spirit is 
inserted into the very structures of the Church: councils, papacy, 
bishops, elections, etc., not to mention (yet again!) the sacramental 
order. This is why what is done in the Church is holy; it must be seen 
as the will and activity of God. The Nicene creed is, according to St 
Athanasius, ρήμα του Κυρίου {Ad Afros, 2; PG, 26, 1032; EP, 7^·, 
such is the attitude of St Cyril of Alexandria, St Leo, etc. (texts supra). 
Constantine’s reply to the Donatists, who were protesting to him 
against the decision of the Council of Arles, was: “Sacerdotum judi
cium ita debet haberi, ac si ipse Dominus residens judicet” (Mansi, II, 
478). According to the Council of Ephesus, our Lord Jesus Christ had, 
through the council, excluded Nestorius from the dignity of the priest
hood (Actio I: Mansi, IV, 1211). A council held at Meaux in 845 like
wise says: “Quidquid ordine ordinato a sacerdotibus in Ecclesia 
operatur, per gratiam Spiritus Sancti ab illo operator [and there follows 
Mt 28.20: Ego vobiscum sum ...]” (Mansi, XIV, 8130). John VIII 
declares that papal and episcopal decrees have their force judicio Dei 
omnipotentis, and that to disobey them is to disobey God himself 
(Ep. 8 and 54; MGH, Epp., Vol. VII, p. 235,11. 22ff.; p. 308,11. 3-4). 
For his part, St Agobard states: “Receptum est non aliud esse agere 
cuiquam adversus canones quam adversus Deum et adversus eius 
universalem Ecclesiam” (Ep., c. 4; MGH, Ερρ.,ΝοΧ. N, p. 167,11. 29!!.). 
Sohm quotes a text, making the same point, from Zonaras, a Greek 
contemporary and rival of Gratian (cf. KR, Vol. II, p. 86, n. 40). 
Statements such as these could be multiplied indefinitely; so many 
patristic texts could be introduced here: Saints Ignatius of Antioch, 
Cyprian, Augustine, etc. The conviction of the early Church is clearly 
expressed in the formula which P. Nautin sees as the original version 
of the baptismal profession of faith: “I believe in the Holy Spirit in the 
holy Church.”

God acts in the Church, and thus what is there legitimately done is 
from him. This is the conviction of the whole of Catholic tradition. 
It has nevertheless been conceived of in two ways, roughly spread over 
two periods which, in the West, hinge at the twelfth century. I say 
“roughly” because one can find, in the first period, various indications 
of the spirit underlying the second, particularly in Rome; just as, in the

1. Urban II, Epist., 278 {PL, 151, 538), included in Decret., C. 1, C. XIX, q. 2 
(Friedberg, col. 839-40); Stephen of Tournai {PL, 211, 362, 366!?.); Innocent Ill’s letter 
to the Prior of Durham, included in Decret., C. 18, III, 31 (Friedberg, II, 575) and cf. his 
Reg., II, 141; VIII, 195; XI, 1, 62 and 182; XII, 195 (and H. Tillmann, Papst Innocent III., 
Bonn, 1954, pp. 28-31).
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second period, one finds considerable survivals from the spirit of the 
first. However, ten years’ close study of the texts has convinced me 
that the following facts are true: the Gregorian Reform and its influence, 
decisive for an epoque as full of life as the twelfth century in the West, 
marked a definite turning-point: the transition from an appreciation of 
the ever active presence of God to that of juridical powers put at the 
free disposal of, and perhaps even handed over as its property to, “the 
Church”, i.e. the hierarchy. For the Fathers and the early Middle Ages, 
the sacred actions are performed in the Church, according to the forms 
of the Church, and are rigorously sacred as such. But their subject is 
God, in an actual and direct way. Ecclesiastical structures are much 
more the manifestation and form of God’s action than a subject whose 
internal quality or power could constitute an adequate basis for the 
certain production of the expected effect. The categories of thought 
are less those of (efficient) causality than those of the manifestation of 
the invisible via the visible, and a symphony of the two—the invisible 
retaining a primacy of presence and operation. From the beginning of 
the twelfth century, a double process comes into operation, which will 
take nearly two centuries to have its full effect: a process of interpreta
tion in terms of juridical realities and powers, a process of translation 
or construction of the Christian realities in terms of form or nature and 
of causality, within the scholastic context, with its “physicism” and its 
ontology.

The first period abounds in formulas in which the action of God 
and ecclesiastical activity appear to coincide and are identified with each 
other. Such formulas should, however, be read with an appreciation of 
the rAeo-logical ethos of the period: the emphasis is on the action of 
God (the Holy Spirit). It is he who continues, in the Church, that 
manifestation of himself, his truth, and his plan, which he initiated, 
through the prophets, and realized definitively in Jesus Christ and his 
Gospel. This is also the reason why the action of God is not seen as 
totally committed to the regular structures of the Church. This period, 
which links the two things so closely together, never ceases, besides 
these regular structures, to allow for the possibility of the unforeseen 
intervention of God or his Spirit. There are the theses on the salvation 
of non-Catholics (“Deus eis revelaret... ”), on unjust excommunica
tion,1 on this freedom of the Holy Spirit, which men such as Innocent 
III so amply allowed for (supra, p. 134, n. 1), etc. The possibility of a

1. See, among a great many other texts, Innocent III, writing to the Abbot of St 
Andrew’s (Potthast, 690), included in C. 28, X, V, 39 (Friedberg, II, 899).
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false or unjust judgement, insufficient information, an error of fact, 
was never lost sight of (cf. Rösser, op. cit., pp. i26f.). On the other 
hand, the Fathers had already adverted to the problem, at least as 
regards the Scriptures, of certain contradictions or divergencies be
tween one statement and another: how could this be possible, if all 
came from the same Holy Spirit?1

1. See H. de Lubac, “A propos de la formule: Diversi, sed non adversi”, in RSR, 40 
(1952 = Mel. J. Lebreton, 2), pp. 27-40.

The question was to be posed even more explicitly for the other 
sacred writings, the patristic and canonical texts. The well-known 
problem of their concordia, hinted at by Hincmar, and tackled by Ber
nold of Constance, gave, as is known, its title to the work of Gratian, 
only a few years after Abelard had faced up to this same difficulty in 
the texts of the Fathers (Sic et Non). A human element in ecclesiastical 
decisions had always been recognized, and used to explain such errors 
and divergencies as might arise in the texts: this was the line taken by 
the African bishops when they replied to Pope Celestine I (in Coustant, 
Epist. RR. Pontif., Paris, 1721, Vol. I, p. 1191; Rösser, op. cit., p. 116); 
similarly, an anonymous author of the twelfth century wrote, apropos 
of the Fathers: “Spiritus Sanctus non semper tangit corda sanctorum” 
(Cod. Vat. lat., 10754, quoted by Landgraf, op. cit., p. 35, n. 17). We 
already know that if, at the beginning, the tendency is to consider 
things globally and as far as possible from a supernatural point of view, 
the process of reflection moves towards a precision, progressively more 
detailed and distinct, of the role of secondary causes and of history. 
From the end of the thirteenth century, with Henry of Ghent, Scotus, 
Ockham, and then under the pressure of the criticisms of Wycliffe and 
Huss, there emerges a clearer perception of the human and historical 
modalities. In a rather haphazard way, possibly even a slightly anarchic 
way, the elements of a theological criteriology are being worked out.

Melchior Cano, who provided us with the first really complete and 
erudite synthesis here, sets himself to provide precisely these distinc
tions (De locis, lib. V, c. 5, 3a q.). Considering that everything done 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit is sacred, the texts of councils 
and popes were often included under the heading of Scriptura sacra. 
But it is necessary to distinguish between an immediate impulse 
bestowed by the Holy Spirit on the authors of Scripture, in virtue of 
which they were inspired in everything, and an assistance given to the 
human work of the councils and popes, which is only guaranteed in so 
far as it relates to what is necessary for salvation.
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These necessary distinctions having once been made, the established 
principle, which gave life to the themes whose expressions we have 
been reviewing, will continue to be maintained unchanged and 
unassailable in the future: the Holy Spirit is at work in the Church to 
explain, throughout the course of history, the revelation once for all 
given to the saints. The action of God, by which he makes known his 
mystery and his plan of salvation, and by which men are effectively 
guided towards him, continues in the Church. Between the time of the 
Church and the time of the prophets, of Christ and of the apostles, 
there exists a far-reaching continuity by reason of the fact that a single 
principle is active, working towards a single, unique term: the Holy 
Spirit.



Chapter 4

THE REFORMATION 
PROTEST

The common denominator in a series of religious movements in the 
West, dating from the twelfth century, was criticism of the ecclesiastical 
system in the name of an ideal of the Christian life, and often even in 
the name of Scripture.1 The disciples of Peter Waldo, for example, 
appealed to the letter of the Gospel, whereas Alexander III in 1179 
tried to reunite them to the communion of the Church by asking them 
to read Scripture in the tradition of the Fathers.2 Although the succes
sive movements from the end of the eleventh century onwards were 
very different from one another, they have in common one demand, 
often sounding like a protest: less of the Church and more of Christ! 
Let religious life be less subject to canon law, to the pope, and more 
effectively subject to God! The law of Christ, given in the Gospel, is 
an absolute which must be preferred to laws introduced by ecclesiasti
cal action, for these are human.3 From one movement to another, right 
up to the Reformation of the sixteenth century, there is a certain con
tinuity, not only of inspiration, but of contact and influence; though it 
would be false to suggest that Luther is explained by Huss, Huss by 
Wycliffe, etc.

During the Middle Ages these movements had lacked the basis in

1. Each movement needs its own bibliography. See H. Grundmann, Religiose Bewegungen 
im Mittelalter . . . , Berlin, 193 5; F. Kropatscheck, op. cit., supra, p, 86, n. 1; L. Spatling, 
De Apostolicis, Pseudoapostolicis, Apostolinis, Munich, 1947; R. Manselli, Studi sulle eresie 
del secolo XII, Rome, 1954; E. Werner, Pauperes Christi. Studien . . . , Leipzig, 1956; 
Rela^toni delX Congresso intern, di Science Storiche, Vol. Ill: Storia del Medioevo, Florence, 
1955, pp· 309-541.

2. Cf. the Additional Note to my study quoted in Ch. 3, Sect. A, p. 86, n. 1.
3· Two examples: 1. From the De Ecclesia of John Huss: “Aliter creditur Deo, qui nec 

falli nec fallere potest, aliter papae, qui falli et fallere potest, et sic aliter Scripturae sacrae et 
aliter bullae humanitus excogitatae . . .” (c. 8, ed. S. Harrison Thompson, Cambridge, 
1956, p. 56). 2. The Paradoxa attributed to John Rucherat of Wesel (f 1481) diese state
ments: “Contemno Papam, Ecclesiam et concilia. Amo Christum. Verbum Christi 
habitet in vobis abundanter (in Brown, Fasciculus return expectandarum et fugiendarum, 
London, 1690, p. 326, et cf. DTC, XIV, col. 146).
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theology or the political support which would have been needed to 
shake the powerful structure of the Church. But now the situation was 
different: Wycliffe already had the theology and John Huss the national 
support. Luther was to have the support of the princes and an excep
tionally vigorous religious thought.

In addition, a fairly wide diffusion of culture among the laity, 
together with the invention of printing, profoundly altered the condi
tions for a religious movement appealing to Scripture.1 The possibility 
of referring directly to the text gives the printed book a new aura and 
prestige. A personal judgement can be made. Criticism of the traditional 
religion in the name of the purity of a deposit, witnessed to by a text, 
has, for the first time in history, every chance of success. The powerful 
humanist movement is a natural ally in this. Not only does it offer the 
technical means of fulfilling the attractive Erasmian programme, “Ex 
fontibus praedicare Christum”: editions, philology, independence of 
authority; it has itself attacked and dared to question a certain number 
of “human traditions”: the donation of Constantine, celibacy, fasting, 
feasts, and nothing less than the text of the Latin Vulgate. Once again, 
it is not possible to explain the Reformation by this context of a critical 
return to the sources, for its religious attitude is very different from that 
of the humanists; but this context played a very important role.

Scripture and Tradition for the Reformers2
The debate between the Protestants and the champions of the ancient 
faith soon reached the question of the rule of faith. This, however, was

I. For the rise of an informed group outside clerical circles: R. Guelluy, “L’Évolution 
des méthodes théologiques à Louvain d’Érasme à Jansenius”, in RHE, yq [1941], pp. 31— 
144 (pp. 122-3). Respect for printed books: G. Atkinson, Les Nouveaux Horizons de la 
Renaissance française, Paris, 1935, p. 57; E. Curtius, La Littérature européenne et le moyen 
âge latin, Paris, 1956. On the link between the Reformation and printing (education), see 
G. Gusdorf, La Parole, Paris, 1953, pp. io6ff. The fact of a wholesale production and 
dissemination of texts: about 1500, nearly 5000 publications had been printed in Italy, 300 
in Florence and Bologna, over 600 in Milan, over 900 in Rome, and 2835 in Venice 
(J. E. Sandys, A History of Classical Scholarship, 3 vols., 1903-8, Vol. II, p. 97). Zwingli 
wrote: “Today, when Scripture has found, through printing, especially at Basle, access to 
the world and to the light, it is possible for every pious Christian, provided he knows 
Latin, to educate himself and come to know the will of God” (CA, I, 562, 5; cf. II, 448, 22, 
quoted by J. V. Μ. Pollet, art. “Zwinglianisme”, in DTC, XV, 3767). Soon, vernacular 
texts appeared (ibid.'). So Zwingli wrote in 1524: “The faithful no longer ask questions of 
their priests, and the cowherds and gooseherds know more than the Roman theologians; 
the home of every peasant is a school, where one can read the Old and the New Testament” 
(CR, III, 463, 3, quoted, col. 3768).

2. For what follows one can consult H. Preuss, Die Entwicklung des Schriftprinfps bei 
Luther bis yur Leipziger Disputation, Leipzig, 1901; O. Scheel, Luthers Stellung yur hl. 
Schrift, Tübingen, 1902; P. Polman, L’Elément historique dans la controverse religieuse du 
XVIe siècle, Gembloux, 1932; L. Cristiani, art. “Réforme”, in DTC, XIII, 1937, col. 2039- 
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not the point of departure for the Reformers. Luther, of course, early 
on was very strongly convinced, as a result of his teaching (Trutvetter), 
of the absolute primacy of Scripture over all other authority,1 and in 
that he was completely Catholic. Luther’s personal problem, his 
interior struggle which ended with the affirmation of the exclusiveness 
of faith against the impossibility of attempting to achieve sanctity 
through good works, led him to push the sovereignty of Scripture to 
an extreme, to make it exclusive. His first claims did not bear on the 
formal principle (^wo), but on the content (quod), which for him is 
contained in the one word “Gospel”, or the phrase, “Jesus Christ, my 
Saviour”. It is because this content excluded, in Luther’s eyes, a certain 
number of practices, and even doctrinal affirmations, which Catholic 
theology justified either by dicta or auctoritates of the magisterium 
(councils, popes, Gratian’s Decretum, etc.), or by “traditions”, that he 
was led—from opposition to opposition, from discussion to discus
sion—to make explicit the formal principle of his doctrinal reform: 
everything must be judged according to the criterion of Scripture.2 In

L. Smits, S. Augustin dans l’œuvre de Jean Calvin. I: Ét. de critique littér., Assen-Louvain- 
Paris, 1956; J. K. Reid, The Authority of Scripture. A Study of the Reformation and Post
Reformation Understanding of the Bible, London, 1957; A. Sperl, “Zur Geschichte des 
Begriffes Tradition in der evangelischen Theologie”, in Das Wort in Geschichte u. Gegen
wart. Theol. Aufsätze v. Mitarbeitern an der Augustana-Hochschule in Neuendettelsau, 
hrsg. v. W. Andersen, Munich, 1957, pp. 147-59; G· Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church, 
London, 1959, pp. 80-97 (Luther) and 98-110 (Calvin); A. Sperl, Melanchthon zwischen 
Humanismus und Reformation. Eine Untersuchung über den Wandel des Traditionsver- 
ständnisses bei Melanchthon und die damit zusammenhängenden Grundfragen seiner Theo
logie (Forschungen zur Geschichte und Lehre des Protestantismus, Reihe X, Band XV), 
Munich, 1959; Μ. Reveillaud, “L’Autorité de la tradition chez Calvin”, in Revue réformée, 
34 [1959L PP· 25—445 F· ]· Taylor, “Scripture and Tradition in the Anglican Reformation”’ 
in Scripture and Tradition, ed. by F. W. Dillistone, London, 1955, pp. 55-107.

i. For example, this marginal gloss on the Sentences of Peter Lombard (1509-10): 
“Ego autem, licet multi inclyti doctores sentiunt, tarnen quia non habent pro se scripturam 
sed solum humanas rationes, et ego in ista opinione habeo scripturam ...” {W, IX, p. 46).

2. This followed on his appearance before the legate Cardinal Cajetan (Augsburg, 
October 1518) (W, II, pp. i8ff.). It was Eck who, at the Disputation of Leipzig (1519), 
forced Luther to formulate the principal implications of his position: it is only necessary 
to hold what is proposed in Scripture or by an explicit revelation (Disputatio . . . 
Lipsiae habita, W, II, pp. 279, 303; Resolutiones super propositionibus Lipsiae disputatis, 
ibid., pp. 399, 404, 415. Cf. Polman, op. cit., pp. i4ff.). The Disputation of Leipzig was 
decisive for Melanchthon also, A. Sperl, op. cit., pp. 73fr. See also Luther, Pon den neuen 
Eckischen Bullen u. Lügen, 1520, W, VI, p. 586; De Captivitate Babylonica, 1520, W, VI, 
pp. 540, 550, 560, 570-1 (apropos of the number of the sacraments), p. 508: “Quod sine 
scripturis asseritur aut revelatione probata, opinari licet, credi non est necesse.” Similar 
statements at the Diet of Worms, 1521, W, VII, p. 853; Assertio omnium articulorum Μ. 
Lutheri per bullam Leonis X novissimam damnatorum, January 1521, W, VII, pp. göff.:

47 (with the limitations and defects of the polemical genre); R. Stupperich, “Schriftver
ständnis u. Kirchenlehre bei Butzer u. Gropper”, in Jahrbuch f. westfäl. Kirchengesch., 
1950, PP· 100—28; J. Bakhuizen van den Brink, Traditio tn de Reformatte en het katholtctsme 
in de XVIe eeuw, Amsterdam, 1952; P. Y. Emery, “La Réforme du XVIe siècle et les 
conciles œcuméniques”, in L’Eglise et les Églises, Chevetogne, 1955, Vol. II, pp. 263-81;
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opposition to him are cited the Fathers, the practice of the Church, the 
rules laid down by popes and councils; but his reply is, “The Gospel”.1 
He hardly uses the word traditio·, only very occasionally do we find it, 
in the form traditiones hominum, in reference to Mk 7.8 and Col 2.8.2 
From the start, traditions are for him “traditions of men”, with all the 
depreciative value this implies. His words are polemical, and he treats 
the traditional ceremonies as “buffoonery”;3 for him, what is not from 
God is fathered by the devil, but he does not even ask the question 
whether besides Scripture there are other things given by God.4 It is 
more or less against precisely this position that the Council of Trent 
reacted.

This extreme view of Luther’s shows what he felt to be at stake. For 
him, as also for Zwingli, and above all for Calvin, it is a question of 
restoring to God—not just to God first, but to God alone—the full 
determination of religious existence. They give the alternative in the 
manner of the prophets: God who alone is absolutely true, or his 
creature which is false, transitory and empty.5

1. Op. cit., p. 182: “Ita fit ut ego clamem: Evangelion, Evangelion, Christus, Christus, 
ipsi respondeant: Patres, Patres, usus, usus, statuta, statuta.”

2. Ad dialogum Silvestri Prieriatis . . . , 1518, W, I, p. 659, 37; Operationes in Psalmos, 
1519, V, p. 32, 23. In the Confession of Augsburg, art. 7 and 26, traditiones humanae 
indicates the ceremonies used in the Church. The same sense is found in Zwingli (CR, I, 
p. 150, 34) and Calvin {Inst, chr., IV, 10, 18, ed. Barth-Niesel, Opera Sel., N, p. 180). 
And perhaps there is a precedent in Huss: see supra, Ch. 3, Sect. A, p. 98, n. 1.

3. Sermon of 1520, W, IX, p. 457, 32.
4. De Abroganda Missa, 1522, W, VIII, p. 418: “Quod in Scripturis non habetur, hoc 

plane Satanae additamentum est.”
5. For Luther, cf. supra, p. 140, n. 1, and p. 141, n. 4. For Zwingli, cf. Pollet, art. cit. 

(p. 139, n· 0, c°l- 3765ff·: either God or man. Calvin said: “It was necessary for us to 
separate ourselves from them in order to draw near to Jesus Christ.” In the Inst. chr. (1560 
text), IV, viii, 13, Calvin writes: “When they [the papists] say that the Church cannot err, 
this is how they understand it: that in so far as she is governed by the Spirit of God she can 
make her way safely without the Word, and wherever she goes she cannot but sense and 
speak the truth. So in so far as she decides on something beyond the Word of God, it is 
necessary to hold this as certain and coming from Heaven. For us, if we allow them this 
point that the Church cannot err on matters necessary for salvation, it is with the sense 
that she cannot fail provided that, abandoning her own wisdom, she suffer herself to be 
taught by the Holy Spirit through the Word of God. Here then is the difference between 
us: they attribute authority to the Church without the Word: we, on the contrary, 
inseparably unite the one with the other” {CR, Opera Calvini, IV, col. 736). In his Interim 
Germano-Adulterum. La vraye façon de réformer l’Église chrestienne . . . , Calvin writes: 
“[In papistry] Preeminence is stolen from God to be given to mitres and croziers” 
(limited edition of 1882, p. 93).

“Oportet... Scriptura iudice hic sententiam ferre, quod fieri non potest nisi Scripturae 
dederimus principem locum in omnibus quae tribuuntur Patribus, ut sit ipsa per sese 
certissima, facillima, apertissima, sui ipsius interpres, omnium omnia probans, indicans et 
illuminans.... Nemo ... mihi opponat Papae aut Sancti cuiusvis auctoritatem nisi 
Scripturis munitam.. . . Nolo omnium doctior iactari, sed solam Scripturam regnare” 
(pp. 97, 99). See further Contra Henricum Regem Angliae, 1522, W, X, 2, pp. 182,185-6, 
193, etc.

L
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The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had unfortunately bequeathed 
to an age marked all at once by religious crisis, the spread of the printed 
word, humanism and a desire for freedom and novelty, the false 
option between the primacy of Scripture and the primacy of “the 
Church”. This option became with the Reformers a choice between 
submission to God and submission to some human bidding. Put in 
such a way, the issue was never in doubt. The whole Reformation 
movement flowed from this. To say “God alone* was to deny that 
God had made us dependent upon other men or upon a power of the 
Church to bring about the spiritual relationship in faith and intimate 
union or covenant between God and man. It was an attempt to per
sonalize and interiorize this spiritual relationship in its essentials as a 
relationship. It was the refusal to make it subject to a collective Church 
structure representing, as the early Church had affirmed, a public order 
of faith, worship and salvation. If God’s plan is to communicate faith, 
worship and salvation by and in a public divine institution, it is under
standable that an ecclesiastical authority of magisterium and priesthood 
enters, with authority from God himself, and by this authority, into the 
constitution of the spiritual relationship. As against this, their claims 
involved the Reformers in the necessity of placing in the personal, or 
even individual, religious subject, all the elements of this spiritual 
relationship, of denying a hierarchic priestly title and a hierarchic 
teaching authority and of affirming the priesthood of each and every 
one and the personal interpretation of Scripture under the interior and 
personal influence of the Holy Spirit. This supposed a repudiation or a 
real ignorance of the ancient sacramental conception of the Church. 
This conception allowed for the Church’s being, in a certain way, 
constitutive of the spiritual relationship; whereas for the Reformers 
the Church is consequent on the relationship which itself is a thing 
exclusively spiritual and personal.1

1. These specifically ecclesiological aspects of the Reformers’ fundamental option have 
not yet been properly worked out. See W. Wagner, “Die Kirche als Corpus Christi 
mysticum beim jungen Luther”, in ZKT, 61 [1937], pp. 29-98; Congar, Fraieet Fausse 
Reforme dans I'Eglise, Paris, 1950, the whole of Part III, on the pattern of an “associa- 
tionist” ecclesiology. Luther applies to the Church as such the status which is, for him, 
that of each of the faithful—“simul justus et peccator”; but is this not to confuse 
the Church as a transpersonal mystery and as a sacramental reality?

Confessio Helvetica de 1562: “Non alium sustinemus in causa fidei iudicem quam ipsum 
Deum per Scripturas pronuntiantem quid verum sit, quid falsum” (E. K. Müller, Bekennt
nisschriften d. reform. Kirche, Leipzig, 1903, p. 172). All the protestant credal documents 
state that they recognize Scripture as the only rule of faith: Formide de concorde, n. 1 
(DieBekenntnisschriften d. evang. Luther. Kirche, Göttingen, 1952, p. 767); Conf, defoidite 
de La Rochelle, 1559, art. 5 (E. K. Müller, op. cit., p. 222). Compare this with the sixth 
article of the Anglican XXXIX Articles.
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It is in this perspective, allowing for the different emphases of various 
authors, that the Reformers elaborated a theology of Scripture as the 
purely divine principle governing Christian existence. They are not 
content to say that Scripture has God for its author; they affirm that it 
has, as sacred and saving Scripture, Jesus Christ as its objective content, 
and his Holy Spirit as its subjective principle of understanding.1 All 
Christian existence is constituted as coming from God acting as the 
word of salvation, in Jesus Christ.

This is not to say that the Fathers, the councils and the Church had 
no place in the Christianity of the Reformers. All, even Luther, who 
was probably the most radical here, retained the early councils, at least 
the first four and, possibly, the sixth also.2 All retained the practice of 
infant baptism, which was considered to be an instance of unwritten 
apostolic tradition.3 Zwingli, Calvin, Theodore Beza, as well as 
Melanchthon after 1527, and particularly during the eucharistie con
troversy, quote the Fathers. Calvin did so more and more after 1534.4 
The Calvinists do the same, even though they draw on themselves 
charges of inconsistency from the Catholics.5 They even produce 
editions of the Fathers,6 and the study they make of them provokes 
quite a number of conversions.7 In a general way the Protestants 
recognize the purity of the early Church, which represents, for them 
also, a privileged moment in history. For more than a century after

i. Jesus Christ, content of Scripture; Jesus Christ in me, Jesus Christ my salvation 
(my justice) as the principle of the objective interpretation of Scripture: a text typical of 
Luther, W, XL/i, pp. 458—9; cf. A. Humbert, Orig. de la thiol, mod., final chapter; H. 
Strohl, La Pensée de la Réforme, p. 63; K. Holl, “Luthers Bedeutung für den Fortscbritt 
der Auslegungskunst” (1920), in Ges. Aufsätze, Vol. I, pp. 544-82, especially pp. 560fr.

The Holy Spirit, and his interior witness as the subjective principle of understanding: 
O. Scheel, op. cit., pp. 34fr.; K. Holl, op. cit., pp. 292fr., 43 iff., J. Pannier, Le 
Témoignage du Saint-Esprit, Paris, 1893; B. B. Warfield, Calvin and Calvinism, London, 
1931, pp. 29—130; Th. Preiss, “Le Témoignage intérieur du Saint-Esprit”, in Études théol. 
et relig., 1943, pp. 134-48 (and as a pamphlet, Neufchâtel-Paris, 1946); Μ. Neeser, 
“Raison, révélation et témoignage du Saint-Esprit dans la tradition protestante”, in 
Rev. de théol. et de philos., 1943, pp. 129-44.

2. Cf. P. Y. Emery quoted above (pp. 139—40, n. 2); Luther, Ron den Konfliis u. Kirchen, 
1539, IF, L, pp. 524fr., 546,606; Calvin, Inst., IV, ix, 8 (CR, Opera Calvini, Vol. II, col. 862). 
Cf. Confessio Gallicanapî 1559, a. 6; Confessionhelvétiquepostérieure, 1566,3. XI, conclusion.

3. On this point Luther, writing to Melanchthon, on 13 January 1522, attributes a 
certain value to the “concors totius orbis confessio” and states: “Quod ergo non est 
contra Scripturam pro Scriptura est, et Scriptura pro eo.” This is a principle which could 
go a very long way . . . (IF, Briefwechsel, II, pp. 426, 1. 21, and 427, 107-8).

4. See Polman, op. cit., pp. 45fr. (Zwingli), 34 (Melanchthon), 72 and 74fr. (Calvin, 
and cf. Smits, quoted supra, pp. 139-40, n. 2), 126 (Theodore Beza). For Luther, cf.pp. 220’. 
For Melanchthon, A. Sperl, op. cit., pp. 171!!., 183.

5. Cf. Polman, op. cit., pp. 270!!., 312!!., 539, 543 (their use of the Fathers, mostly a 
polemical one, was very limited and cautious, when preaching was involved).

6. Polman, op. cit., pp. 248fr.
7. Polman, op. cit., pp. 272fr.
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the rupture of the Reformation, the consensus of the first five centuries 
was accepted by many as an empirical criterion of authenticity, and a 
possible basis for the restoration of Christian unity.1

Is this inconsistent, a betrayal of the principle of Scriptura sola? 
No, because, in quoting such authorities, all make the condition that 
they quote such writings in so far as these are in accord with the word 
of God, Scripture. Melanchthon, who most readily accepted the witness 
of tradition, especially at the time of his dialogue with Constantinople, 
is perhaps the most explicit: we must take notice of these witnesses 
and follow the Church, when their teaching conforms to that of 
Scripture.2 We have seen that, because of the insufficient value he put 
upon tradition, the attempt to reach agreement with the Orthodox 
proved abortive (supra. Chapter 3, Section B, p. 103, n. 5). The 
contribution of tradition has no value in isolation from Scripture, still 
less if it contradicts Scripture. In obedience to this criterion, a number 
of observances, customs (ritus) or “traditions” are rejected or abro
gated, which “Rome” is accused of having introduced and put on an 
equal footing with divine institutions—four or five of the sacraments, 
purgatory, prayer for the dead, the cult of images, ceremonies and 
feasts, fasting, monastic vows, etc.3 Here again, however, the

1. Calvin writes in his Responsio ad Sadoleti epistolam, 1539: “Nihil aliud conari quam 
ut instauretur aliquando vetusta illa Ecclesiae facies, quae primo ab hominibus indoctis et 
non optimis, deformata et foedata, postea a Romano Pontifice et ejus factione flagitiose 
lacerata et prope deleta est.... In sacramentis nihil tentavimus, nisi ut in nativam puri
tatem, unde deciderant, restituta, dignationem quoque suam reciperent.... Neque vero in 
doctrina dubitamus ad veterem Ecclesiam provocare” (CR, Opera Calvini, Vol. V, coi. 
394). In his preface dedicating the Institution to Francis I, he wrote: “If the debate 
between us were to be decided on the authority of the Fathers, the better part of the 
victory should be ours” (CR, Opera Calvini, Vol. Ill, col. 30; ed. Bude, Vol. I, p. 19). The 
definitive importance of the first centuries (up to the seventh, St Gregory, and indeed 
later) was admitted by Melanchthon (Polman, op. cit., p. 34), by the humanist Protestants, 
by the Anglicans and also by numerous Calvinists right up to the second half of the 
seventeenth century: Polman, op. cit., pp. 377ft’. A. von Harnack, “Uber den sog. 
'Consensus quinquesaecularis’ als Grundlage der Wiedervereinigung der Kirchen”, in 
Die Eiche, 13 [1925], pp. 287-99 (republished in Aus dem Werkstatt des Eollendeten, 
Giessen, 1930, pp. 65-83).

2. Melanchthon, De Ecclesia et Auctoritate Eerbi Dei, 1539, CR, Vol. XXIII, col. 598: 
“ubi Deus restituit doctrinam”; col. 640, an assembly is truly the Church when the pure 
doctrine of the Gospel illumines it. In die same sense, the reply on 31 May 1541 at the 
Conference of Ratisbon. Cf. Th. Hergang, Das Religionsgesprach ru Regensburg, 1858, p. 
244 (Tavard, Holy (Erit, p. 188). And cf. A. Sperl, op. cit., p. 92. Similarly Luther, Eon 
dem Papstthum ^u Rom, 1520, W, VI, p. 322 (Polman, op. cit., p. 16, n. 1); Eon den Kon- 
[iliis u. Kirchen, 1539, W, L, pp. 524ff., 546, 606, 621. Zwingli, cf. Pollet, art. cit., DTC, 
XV, col. 37, 66-7. Calvin reproaches his Catholic opponents for dissociating traditions 
and Scripture and giving the former an autonomous value: texts in Polman, op. cit., pp. 
72-3. Compare Preface dedicating the Institution to Francis I (quoted above, n. 1). 
Theodore Beza, Polman, op. cit., p. 126.

3. Thus Luther, De Captivitate Babylonica, 1520, W, VI, pp. 497-573; De Abroganda 
Missa Privata, 15 21, W, VIII, pp. 411-76; De Eotis Monasticis, 1521, pp. 573-669;
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Reformers insist on the content of Scripture, rather than on a particular 
text, as the criterion for judging. They blame these “human traditions” 
for leading souls into a Judaizing attitude of mind, for preventing them 
from seeking their salvation and their assurance in Christ alone by faith, 
and for depriving them thereby of the freedom which Christ 
guarantees.1

In all this the principle of tradition is not denied, but its applications 
are rigorously submitted to the sovereign criterion of Scripture, taken 
as much in its material aspect (the content) as in its formal aspect. A 
door remained open, or at least ajar. It remained so even after the 
Tridentine decree, but in an atmosphere getting progressively more 
and more awkward. Martin Chemnitz, one of the founders of Lutheran 
orthodoxy (f 1586), distinguished seven types of tradition to start 
with, which he allowed as scriptural or in conformity with Scripture, 
Scripturae consentaneae, viz. (1) The message of Christ and the apostles 
as a whole. (2) The transmission of Scripture. (3) The primitive form 
of the creed. (4) The apostolic exegesis. (5) Dogmas taken from 
Scripture. (6) Consensus of opinion among the Fathers. (7) Ancient 
rites.2 We can see that Chemnitz’s position was not radically negative. 
But it became radically so in reference to an eighth type of tradition 
asserted by the Council of Trent. In affirming the normative value of 
apostolic traditions not contained in Scripture the council in effect 
made tradition a formal principle different from Scripture, if not 
autonomous. Chemnitz could not admit this. With the Council of 
Trent and its Protestant critic the question of apostolic traditions had 
definitely become an article in the decisive chapter on which con
troversy would continually bear, that of the regula fidei.

But in fact, over and above this question, it was the actual idea of 
what constituted the spiritual relationship between God and man which 
was at stake.

i. For Luther, cf. for example De Votis Monasticis, and Von den Konamis, p. 621 
(criterion of justification by faith). Melanchthon, cf. Apologia, art. 15 and 28. Calvin, 
Inst., 1560 ed., IV, x, 1 and 11, (CR, Opera Calvini, Vol. IV, col. 757, 769).

2. M. Chemnitz, Examen Concilii Tridentini (1567—73), Berlin, 1861, ed. E. Preuss; 
Loci Theologici (pubi, in 1591). Locus II: De Traditionibus (Cf. A. Sperl, op. cit. 
pp. 15iff.; R. Mumm, Die Polemik des M. Chemnit^ gegen das Konrjl v. Trient, 1905. 
Chemnitz disputed moreover the apostolic origin of the traditions appealed to by the 
Catholics (cf. Polman, op. cit., pp. 236/?.). Calvin acknowledged a certain value in the 
criterion proposed by St Augustine but wanted to limit its application and to avoid 
recognizing all the ceremonies as apostolic! Inst., IV, x, 19-20 (CR, Opera Calvini, 
Vol. IV, 78iff.).

Zwingli, De Vera et Falsa religione commentarius, 1525, {CR, Vol. XC, pp. 628—912);
Calvin, texts quoted by Polman, op. cit., p. 82.



146 THE REFORMATION PROTEST

The Fundamental Question: Man’s Spiritual 
Relationship with God

(a) Its nature and significance

We must note here a point of very great importance. In this question 
on which the Reformers and the ancient Church are opposed, they 
both want essentially the same thing, to emphasize their dependence on 
the apostles, and through them on God’s sovereign gift made to us in 
Jesus Christ. Catholicism does not criticize the Reformation for 
affirming the unique and normative character of the apostolic basis of 
the Church. The Reformers were doubtless victims of the bad formula
tion of the question prevalent in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
itself the fruit of excessive exaggeration of ecclesiastical machinery and 
especially of papal authority. Many thought, or at least expressed them
selves in such a way as to give the impression, that “the Church”, in 
practice the pope, gave Scripture its “authority” by approving it and 
declaring it canonical. Luther believed, wrongly, that he could extract 
from the Decretal Cunctaper modum the affirmation that the pope gives 
Scripture robur et auctoritatemd This is not the true Catholic tradition. 
Throughout the Middle Ages, and up to and including the teaching 
Luther himself had received, the Church affirms the submission of the 
magisterium, including that of the pope, to God’s institution and the 
apostolic norms.2 It is not on this point, in fact, that the disagreement 
turns.

I. Luther, Varum des Papstes u. seiner Jünger Bücher von Dr. Μ. Luther verbrannt sind, 
1520, IV, VIII, p. 175; Von den Schlüsseln, 1530 (XXX/2, p. 489); Vorrede ^u J. Kymäus, 
Ein alt christlich Konsilium, 1537 (L, p. 47); preface to the edition of the Consilium of the 
Cardinals to Paul III annotated by Luther, 1538 (L, p. 289). Note that the text of the 
decretal (C. 17, c. ix, q. 3; Friedberg, col. 611), which in its substance goes back to Pope 
Gelasius, asserts the sovereign privileges of the Prima Sedes, but there is in it no question 
of Scripture, even less of what Luther read into it. Catharinus had taken him to task on 
this point {Excusatio . . ., 4“ Pars, c. 29fr., in Rocaberti, Bibi. Max. Pontif., Vol. Ill, 
pp. 299fr.), but Luther was not a man to take notice of such corrections.

2. What Luther himself said, that the pope has not the power to “novos condere 
articulos fidei, sed secundum conditos judicare” (Disputation of Leipzig, 1519, H, 
279), was a traditional statement. Cf. Excursus C, infra, pp. 221-9.

For the Reformation, the only bond—not perhaps de facto, but the 
only certain, normative one, divinely guaranteed at least to a certain 
extent—which links the Church of today, and every believer in any 
age, to the unique fact of the apostles, is Holy Scripture. The sacra
ments themselves only fulfil this role if they are properly administered, 
i.e. celebrated in conformity with Scripture. There is, further, in the 
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Reformation a tendency, particularly explicit and powerful in Zwing- 
lian and Calvinist theology, to reduce the sacraments to the role of 
a mere sign or confirmation of the Word, and to deny their proper role, 
their special, unique quality and modality in the communication of 
salvation, and so, therefore, to lose something of their realism. That the 
Word itself should be conceived of in a way we may call realist and 
sacramental, that it should be actualized in each one by the inner witness 
of the Holy Spirit, is of course a very great thing, but does not alter 
the point I want to make here.

In the mind of the early Church, God’s gift to the world, since the 
redemptive Incarnation, the Cross and Pentecost, had been made by 
the apostles. Realities derived from the redemptive Incarnation were 
present in the midst of the world as the body of God’s gift. This body 
did not possess its soul automatically; it had to receive it; but at the 
same time the Spirit of the risen and glorified Christ, who was that soul, 
had on earth a body to which he was bound by ties of covenant and 
espousal, though not of incarnation or substantial unity.1 Thus, the 
gift of God, which we can describe summarily as the supernatural, was 
offered to men in two moments intended to constitute one single event 
of grace: a heavenly moment of the gift promised, and an earthly 
moment of the gift given. All the ecclesiology, and all the liturgy of the 
early Church, was a search for and an affirmation of the unity of this 
event of grace. The unity, in which salvation is realized, lies in the 
meeting of two “supernaturals”: the transmitted supernatural linked 
to the historical institution of the Church with its sacraments, and the 
promised personal supernatural, the Spirit of Christ. Thus, in a way, 
the unique events of revelation and salvation were always present in the 
Church, with a real objective presence, according to an historical 
continuity which is sometimes expressed, with questionable aptness, 
in the phrase, “continued incarnation”. “The Church”, said Bossuet, 
“is Jesus Christ poured out and communicated.”

One could not reasonably accuse the early Church of confusing the 
distinction between natural and supernatural. However, its affirmation 
of a certain historical and earthly existence of the supernatural presup
poses an initial proportion, a possibility of sympathetic vibration be
tween this supernatural and the natural creation. Remember what was

i. See “Le Saint-Esprit et le Corps apostolique, réalisateurs de l’œuvre du Christ”, in 
Esquisses du mystère de l’Église, Paris, 2nd ed., 1953, pp. 129—79 [ET The Mystery of the 
Church, London, i960]; “Dogme christologique et Ecclésiologie. Vérité et limites d’un 
parallèle”, in Das Konfil von Chalkedon. Geschichte u. Gegenwart, Würzburg, 1954, Vol. 
III, pp. 239—68.
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said above about the sapiential outlook of the early Church. The work 
of God was ultimately the work of a single Wisdom: Christ was both 
king of the world and of the history in which his redemption is 
inserted.

That is why Catholicism speaks of an historical continuity between 
the unique events (ecpcnra^) of the history of salvation. This continuity 
is founded historically in a divine institution, and ultimately in the act 
of the covenant. It exists, positis ponendis, in the sacraments with 
reference to our Lord’s transitus, in the hierarchical ministries with 
reference to the apostles, and in Tradition with reference to Revelation. 
In these different cases, the time of the Church is not that of a purely 
human history during which the faithful would have to refer back to 
the ephapax of the incarnation and the apostles, as to a moment that 
was normative for them but separated from their history. The gift of 
revelation and of salvation made by God in Jesus Christ and by means 
of the apostles is the source of a life in the Church, in the history of this 
Church on earth, a life of which the Holy Spirit is the divinely effica
cious principle. That is why an instituted magisterium founded on the 
unique and normative fact of revelation, ruled objectively by it, can, 
in its turn, be a rule for the faith of the Church in history. Regula 
regulata, yes, but also regula (regulata et) regulans.

The Protestant Reformation tended to restrict the presence of the 
supernatural on earth to Scripture, just as it tended to restrict the action 
of God (God active for me} to his Word. We say “tended”, to allow a 
place for the Reformers’ statements on the sacraments. In actual fact, 
one way and another, and especially with the theology called “re
formed” (Zwingli, Calvin, Barth) the sacraments no longer constitute 
a genuine and original title to the corporal presence of the super
natural; the entire terrestrial moment of the supernatural is equated with 
Scripture. The unique events of the history of salvation have no other 
presence in our history than their appropriation by faith in the con
sciousness of each believer. They were once historical, at the time of 
the incarnation; the possibility of their exercising a direct action from 
heaven is always real; but they have not that existence recognized by 
the early Church, in areal historical continuity from the incarnation and 
the apostles. There is an appropriation, by faith (and, certainly, by an 
act of God), of the salvation gained in Jesus Christ on the cross, and 
now hidden with Christ in God, but promised.

We have to be on our guard against over-simplified formulas. To 
say that, for Catholicism, there is an ontological continuity and
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presence of the facts of revelation and redemption in the Church would 
be ambiguous. However, the difference between the early Church and 
the Reformation is doubtless to be found somewhere in the direction of 
an opposition between objective-ecclesial on the one hand, and spiritual- 
personal on the other.1 In establishing that the opposition is not rigor
ous, one can sense that there must be in this, as in so many matters, a 
great deal of misunderstanding, which must be overcome, of unfortun
ate quarrelling which must be re-examined, and a great number of half
truths which will only find in a complete integration a remedy for their 
insufficiencies and their distortions. The spiritual and the objective are 
not really opposed, any more than the ecclesial and the personal; 
though it is unfortunately true that our expressions are so often 
inadequate.

1. This is the gist, it seems to me, of certain recent and penetrating studies; on the 
Catholic side, Th. Sartory, Die ökumenische Bewegung u. die Einheit der Kirche, Meitingen, 
1955, pp. 194fr.; on the Protestant side, G. Ebeling, “Die Bedeutung der historisch
kritischen Methode für die protestantische Theologie u. Kirche”, in Zeitsch. f. Theol. u. 
Kirche, 47 [1950], pp. 1-46; partly, F. Hubner, “Die Prinzipien der römischen Lehre von 
der Kirche”, in Viva Vox Evangelii. Festschrift f. H. Meiser, Munich, 1951, pp. 348-55; 
Μ. Thurian, “Mariology. (d) Reformed”, in IVays of Worship. The Report of a Theol. 
Commission of Faith and Order, ed. by P. Edwall, E. Hagman, W. D. Maxwell, London, 
1951, pp. 289—323; R. Mehl, Du Catholicisme romain. Approche et interpretation (Cahiers 
theol., 40), Neuchätel-Paris, 1957; H. Bruston, “Point de vue protestant”, in Lumiere et 
Vie, No. 40, December 1958, pp. 4-18.

2. My expression is couched in Western, and even scholastic, categories. But the same 
basic position is expressed in the Oriental tradition in a different way—seriously different 
—where the unity is emphasized even more.

3. Contemporary Christian reflection has grasped afresh and underlined the union 
between creation on the one hand and revelation, incarnation and redemption on the 
other. See, for example, apart from the Catholic contribution in both the East and the 
West, Anglican·. W. S. Boycott, “Creation and Christology”, in Theology, 52 [1949],

There remains at least one thing in common, an objective link with 
the unique events of revelation and salvation: holy Scripture. But it is 
not used in the same way by both sides. It is, on one side or the other, 
exclusive or not exclusive, and to this there are two aspects: either on 
the level of knowledge, or on the level of our life in Christ.

(b) More particularly with reference to religious knowledge

In the mind of the early Church, the work of God is one. Its funda
mental unity is not broken, either by the distinction between natural 
and supernatural,2 or by the dislocation brought about through sin, 
which calls for the remedy of the redemptive incarnation. The world, 
human nature, reason, all are the work of the same Wisdom as the 
redemptive incarnation and our adoption in grace.3 There is only one 
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world, the Father’s, reconciled and re-created in the incarnate Son. 
Ever since the second century when the Church condemned the 
Marcionist heresy, all other forms of dualism which make for separa
tion and opposition have been rejected. Consequently, though revela
tion provides the supreme light, it is not the only one that counts. One 
cannot hold the principle of Scripture alone, in a sense which would 
exclude any other way of knowledge—and, after all, we all use our 
reason; it is the only thing that enables us to speak, to conceive a logos. 
Nor can one hold the principle of a purely and exclusively christological 
synthesis (Karl Barth’s quixotic wager). Scripture must be the object 
of a sapiential reading that endeavours to search out by means of the 
text, but without excluding other subordinate means, what God’s 
work really is. An analogia entis, properly understood, combines with 
the analogia fidei, which presupposes it and includes it before confirming 
and completing it; whereas, in the Protestant perspective, the spiritual 
relationship of religious or Christian knowledge is strictly limited to 
Scripture.

For the early Church, the Scriptures are a gift from God, but not the 
only one. They are one of the means by which the faithful seek, in the 
Church, to find the fullness of saving reality or communion with God, 
in order to live it. They are not the only means, and even if the Church 
herself cannot ignore them, it has happened, and often happens even 
now, that the faithful find God, in the Church, without making a 
personal use of the Scriptures. When the Church uses Scripture she 
treats it with infinite respect, as a means of reaching, through know
ledge, the reality of God’s gift and will. That is why an exegetico- 
historical reading, a strictly textual or philological study of the words, 
although a necessary means, does not give a full Christian under
standing. The reality of God’s gift is transmitted in a far more compre
hensive and richer way than textual statement. And even in the texts it 
is often what is intended and present even where the words do not

pp. 443-8; “Creation and the Church,” ibid., 53 [1950], pp. 455-60; H. P. Owen, “Crea
tion and Incarnation. Some Further Thoughts”, ibid., 54 [1951], pp. 411-16; L. S. Thorn
ton, Revelation and the Modern World (The Form of the Servant), 2 Vols., Westminster 
i95off.; The Dominion of Christ, Westminster, 1952; J. Marsh, The Fullness of Time, 
London, 1952, Ch. 5; A. D. Galloway, The Cosmic Christ, London, 1951. Congregationa
list·. C. H. Dodd, God and the Law, 1952. Lutheran: J. Jeremias, Jesus als Weltvollender, 
Gütersloh, 1930; M. Goguel, “Le Caractère et le rôle de l’élément cosmologique dans la 
sotériologie paulinienne”, RHPR, 15 [1935], pp. 335-59; W. Stâhlin, “Das Heil der 
Welt”, in Schriften d. theol. Konvents Augsburg. Bekenntnisse, No. 3, Berlin-Spandau 
1951, PP· 5-26; G. Wehrung, Welt und Reich, Stuttgart, 1952. Calvinist: W. A. Visser 
’t Hooft, La Royauté de Jésus-Christ, Geneva, 1948. Also cf. J. Ph. Ramseyer, “Significa
tion de la création”, in Verbum Caro, 6 [1952], pp. 97-107.
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present it literally. The reality of that love of God which is the very life 
of Christians cannot be adequately reached by an exegetico-historical 
study of the word “agape”, although such a study would prove 
wonderfully enriching. Similarly, the reality of the Church far surpasses 
the use of the word “ekklesia”, which is not to be found, for example, in 
the First Epistle of Peter, steeped though this is in the idea. The word 
“charis”, grace, is not found in the gospels of Matthew and Mark, 
and even in the other gospels never on Jesus’ lips. Examples similar 
to these could be multiplied indefinitely.1

i. See Fraie et Fausse Réforme dans l’Église, Paris, 1950, pp. 499!^.
2. H. Asmussen, Die Kirche und das Amt, Munich, 1939, pp. 139, 161. Compare M. 

Carrez, “Le Principe scripturaire et l’exégèse actuelle”, in Foi et Fie, March 1959, pp. 
5-24 (p. 6).

3. Primauté de Pierre dans la perspective catholique et dans la perspective protestante 
Paris, 1953.

Now if, on the one hand, the Protestant principle of Scripture alone 
has provoked an extraordinarily fruitful study of the sacred text, on 
the other hand, it tends not only to reduce the relationship between God 
and man to one of faith and knowledge, but also to restrict this know
ledge itself to what can be gained from the text. By no means do we 
belittle, or wish anyone else to belittle, the reality of the communion 
with God found by the Christian in reading Scripture in a spirit of faith, 
especially when we consider faith in its fullness as absolute confidence 
in, and obedience to, God, and not as pure metarational knowledge. 
God himself then speaks to the soul, or rather he brings about, through 
his Word, a communion between the soul and himself. But this com
munion is spiritual, in a theological sense analogous to what we mean 
when we speak of a “spiritual communion”, when the real reception 
of the sacrament is impossible, and the soul unites itself to our Lord in 
intention. Some Protestants, having achieved a more complete sacra
mental experience, have themselves criticized the Reformation for hav
ing intellectualized Christianity, and for having put the notional 
understanding of the reality above its actual possession.2

To Catholics as a whole, and especially to converts from Protestant
ism, the Reformation gives the impression of having, in the main, 
substituted for the traditional spiritual relationship (still lived in the 
Church), which is a real communion here and now with God’s gifts 
actually present, an intentional relationship of faith with promised 
realities. This is what [Cardinal] Journet means when he opposes 
Catholicism and Protestantism as “ontological” and “mnemic” 
conceptions of Christianity.3 The same difference impressed W. H. 
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van de Pol, who could refer to his personal experience of the two forms 
of religious life.1 This is borne out by other converts, for example A. 
von Ruville,2 or F. de la Rive, who writes:

I. Cf. Das reformatorische Christentum in phänomenologischer Betrachtung, Einsiedeln— 
Cologne, 1956, p. 259: “Der Hauptunterschied liegt gerade darin, dass die Offenbarung 
für die reformatorischen Christen im Hier und Jetzt den Charakter einer Wortoffen
barung hat, für die katholischen Christen hingegen, der einer Wirklichkeitsoffenbarung.” 
ET The Christian Dilemma. Catholic Church—Reformation, London, 1952, Ch. 4.

2. See Retour à la sainte Église, French transi., Paris, 1911, pp. tyff, 42 (“Église de 
réflexion”), or the preface of G. Goyau, pp. xii-xiv. In La Marque du véritable anneau, 
French transi., Paris, 1912, von Ruville shows that ever since the Temptation and Fall 
pride has taken the way of learning, and at the same time destroyed the true way of reli
gious knowledge. This latter is the transmission of a revelation from father to son (after 
the model of the Blessed Trinity), and the consequent acceptance of this transmission with 
humility. Thus the mark of the true Church is humility, acceptance, tradition. Ruville, 
who wrote at the time of the hegemony of the great critics of German religious scholarship, 
reproaches Protestantism with being a science and not a religion (pp. zzöff): it has no life, 
is not in living communion with the supernatural world, but only makes an attempt at it 
by the way of learning (pp. 213fr.), whence incomprehension of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
(pp. 159ff, 172) and its opposition to the theme Christus in Ecclesia (pp. zojff). In my 
opinion the development of Protestantism since the 1920s demands a substantive revalua
tion of this judgement. But it is interesting as diagnosing a malaise, the germ of which the 
Reformed religion has been shown to bear.

3. De Genève à Rome, Paris, 1895, p. 197. Remember too the passage where Newman 
reproaches Protestantism for having put faith in the place of Christ {Lectures on Justi
fication, Leet. XIII, §5, pp. 324!^.); this is certainly not true in the particular case of Luther, 
but have those who came after him preserved his Christian realism?

On becoming a Catholic I experienced a feeling similar to that of 
meeting someone, and having direct contact with him, after having 
often read his life. I recognized, in the Jesus Christ of the Church, 
the Jesus Christ of the Gospel; but I saw that if the Gospel is the 
account of his life, the Church is that life itself. I saw that I had 
passed from a relationship that was already one of affectionate 
regard and assured salvation to a higher degree of relationship, one 
of utter intimacy and greater activity.3

There is no question here of trying to score a point in apologetics. 
I realize that I could quote similar examples the other way: “On coming 
into contact with the Reformation I found the Gospel in its purity and 
freedom. I passed from the suffocating encumbrances of human 
practices to the reign of God alone.” But perhaps this opposition 
manifests what is basically common to the two conceptions of this 
spiritual relationship: the will to remain in union with the apostles—

With the purity of the apostolic witness, says the Reformation.
With Ûve fullness of the apostolic heritage, says the Catholic Church. 

And this is precisely where the Church situates tradition when con
sidered as representing something different from Scripture. More than 
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one of the careful studies made in recent years of the oppositions be
tween Catholicism and the Reformation, have summed up the difference 
in a similar way—purity and plenitude.1 On the one hand, there is 
reference to a model given in the written Word, a model, entirely trans
cending history, to which, in the course of history the Christian Church 
seeks only to conform itself, criticizing by perpetual reforms her 
tendency to a synthesis, to a distorting syncretism.2 On the other hand, 
there is affirmation of the self-gift of God, truly entered into history, 
and consequently a logic of incarnation, of life, of assimilation. It must 
be recognized that this has to be constantly examined from the point 
of view of the demands of its essential purity, but not so as to sterilize 
the spontaneity and richness of its life. The Protestant procedure, 
involving a critical search for purity in terms of Scripture, seems to 
Catholics to run the risk of becoming an intellectual, even a donnish, 
reconstruction of the realities of the Church, and of decrying the living 
sense of tradition. This is easily illustrated from the history of the 
doctrines of the Eucharist, as seen by the Reformation. But, in the 
same line of thought, have not scholars often been seen to criticize 
Scripture itself, in the name of what they consider to be purity?3

1. Thus J. Guitton, Difficultés de croire, Paris, 1948, pp. 23off.; L’Église et l’Évangile, 
Paris, 1959, pp. 328-65; J. Hessen, Luther in katholischer Sicht, Bonn, 1946, pp. 39ff.; 
Platonismus u. Prophetismus . . . , Munich, 1939, p. 178; J. Hamer, “Protestantisme et 
Catholicisme”, in Études et Recherches, No. IX (Montreal-Ottawa, 1955), pp. 21-36, 
cf. pp. 34f.

2. A. Nygren thus sees Christian history as an alternation of synthesis and reform: 
Agape and Eros, SPCK, Vol. II, 1938, pp. 24-8.

3. The typical case, in the strict sense of the word, is that of Marcion, in whom modern 
Protestant thought has often shown interest. But Luther’s attitude with regard to the 
Epistle of St James, the Epistle to the Hebrews, and the Apocalypse is also remarkable. 
Nygren finds in St John elements of eras foreign to the purity of the New Testament. 
There has been similar criticism of the “metaphysics” of the prologue of St John, etc.

4. In a way, in fact, more literary and academic, if not actually polemic, than real.

Protestantism becomes the “Religion of the 
Book”

In the early days of the Reformation, Protestantism was not the “reli
gion of the Book” it became in its orthodoxy. The Reformers, above 
all, Calvin, still had a place for the witness of early tradition.4 Apart 
from the force of the principle appealed to from the beginning as the 
justification of the Reformers’ position, two things helped to alter the 
situation: in the first place, the controversy with the Catholics; secondly,
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the difficulties inherent in arguing from the Fathers and the consensus 
of the early Church. In arguing for the precedence of Tradition over 
Scripture, and its necessity as a means of interpreting the latter, the 
Catholic apologists led the Protestants, Grotius, for example, to the 
point where many with a humanist background almost seemed pre
pared to embrace the criterion of the consensus quinquésaecularis.1 The 
Catholics looked like scoring points in the debate. The same danger, on 
the other hand, moved even the Protestants who were the most eager 
to claim the witness of the Fathers—for example, a Jean Daillé2— 
to stress the gaps or contradictions in this witness. It was on this very 
point, however, that the Catholic critics, led by Petau (Petavius), 
raised difficulties which were to worry Bossuet later on.3

It is in these circumstances that the spokesmen of Lutheran ortho
doxy, A. Calov and J. Gerhard, organized certain indications already 
given by the Reformers, and even before them, in the doctrine of the 
affectiones Scriptural Once this was done, the text of the Bible be
came the essential support of the Christian life, and Protestantism a 
religion of the Book. Scripture, said the theologians, bears witness to 
itself; it develops its own auctoritas; it explains itself—that is its 
perspicuitas·, it is adequately identified with the Word of God, which 
apart from Scripture does not exist—its sufficientia·, it has the saving 
efficacy traditionally attributed to the Church, as the Body of Christ— 
and that is its efficacitas.

This Lutheran “scholastic” position remained true to the line of the 
Reformers’ protest. In effect the question at issue was: What means did 
God choose by which men could know revealed truth? The Catholic 
thesis is that Scripture by itself does not furnish us with the complete 
and authentic meaning of the text. That is why God saw to it that its 
explanation should be given in the Church, that is, in her tradition and 
magisterium. The moment these instruments were rejected, as being 
human, it became necessary, even allowing for the interior witness of 
the Holy Spirit, to attribute to Scripture itself a perfect transparence. 
Moreover, in the orthodox Protestant system of the seventeenth

I. For the history of this, cf. J. Ranft, Ursprung des kathol. Traditionsprinfips, pp. 3 off.
2. De usu Patrum ad ea definiendo religionis capita quae sunt hodie controversa, libri duo, 

Geneva, 1631.
3. Cf. P. Hazard, La Crise de la conscience européenne, Paris, 1935, Vol. I, pp. 264fr. 

(ET The European Mind (i68o-iyi5), London, 1953, pp. 198fr.); Vol. Ill, pp. 8off.; O. 
Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman. Theldea of Development, Cambridge, 1957, pp. 49fr.

4. A. Calov, Systema Locorum Theologicorum, Wittenberg, 1655; J. Gerhard, Loci 
Communes Theologici, Hamburg, 1656. Already in nuce, Luther, cf. supra, pp. 140-1, n. 2, 
and Holl, op. cit. (supra, p. 143, n. 1), p. 559; Zwingli, Von der Gewissheit u. Klarheit des 
göttlichen (Portes, 1522.
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century, there is hardly any mention of the interior witness of the 
Spirit, and the Book, the text, is credited with an absolute value.1

For Catholic theology, too, the problem presented itself in a new 
light, or at least in such a way as to call for a new development of one 
of its elements. If we take the dogmatic content of Scripture, we can 
say that it had been the object of a virtually unanimous interpretation. 
A kind of objective magisterium had been sufficient: that of tradition, 
objectively considered—although not without active intervention on 
occasion by the magisterium of the councils and the pope. But from 
now on, that unanimity is damaged. It will be necessary to pass from 
this objective magisterium to a magisterium of authority, I mean, to an 
insistence on the active role of the magisterium, and indeed it is just 
this direction that Catholic theology will take in the period after Trent. 
The duality of Scripture-Tradition has become a duality of Scripture- 
Church, with the emphasis, under the word “Church”, very much on 
hierarchical authority, vested principally in papal authority.

i. Present-day Protestant theology denounces this way of nailing the Word of God to 
the text as such. See, for example, H. Ruckert, Schrift, Tradition, Kirche, Lüneburg, 1951, 
and, of course, K. Barth with his reaffirmation of the absolute primacy of the Act of God.



Chapter 5

THE COUNCIL 
OF TRENT AND 

POST-TRIDENTINE 
THEOLOGY

The Tridentine Decree

There are excellent studies on the decree of the Council of Trent 
relating to the question of Scripture and Tradition, on its preparation, 
meaning and bearing.1 Their conclusions are in agreement, and can 
be considered certain; I am going to set them out here supporting them 
with some new references, and endeavouring to grasp the significance 
of the expression sine scripto traditiones as well as the problem of 
tradition at the time of Trent.

i. Texts·. CT·, D., Nos. 783-4, in conjunction with the profession of faith of Pius IV, 
No. 995; ET, TCT, 95—6, 9.

Studies: R. Seeberg, “Beiträge z. Bestehungsgesch. der Lehrdekrete des Konzils v. 
Trient. Die Verhandlungen über die Schrift u. die Tradition” in Zeitsch.f. kirchl. Wiss. u. 
kirchl. Leben, 1889, pp. 546—59, 604-15; A. Maichle, Der Kanon der biblischen Bücher u. das 
Konzil v. Trient. Eine quellenmässige Darstellung (Friburg. theol. St., 33), Freiburg, 1929; 
R. Hull, “The Council of Trent and Tradition”, in The Eccles. Rev., 81 [1929], pp. 469— 
82, 602—15 (and in Medieval Theories of the Papacy, pp. 131—75); A. Deneffe, op. cit., 
pp. 62ÍF.; J. Ranft, Der Ursprung, 1931, pp. 1—16; P. Polman, L’Élément historique dans la 
controverse religieuse du XVIe siècle, Gembloux, 1932; G. Μ. Giuriato, Le Tradifioni nella 
IV Sessione del Concilio di Trento, Venice, 1942; J. Salaverri, “La tradición valorada como 
fuente de la Revelación en el Concilio de Trento”, in Estudios ecles., 20 [1946], pp. 33—61; 
E. Ortigues, “Écritures et Traditions apostoliques au concile de Trente”, in RSR, 36 
[1949], pp. 271-99; W. Koch, “Der Begriff traditiones im Trienter Konzildekret der 
Sessio IV”, in TQ, 132 [1952], pp. 46-61, pp. 193-212; R. Geiselmann, “Das Konzil v. 
Trient über das Verhältnis der Heiligen Schrift u. der nicht geschriebenen Traditionen 
. . .”, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, hrsg. v. Μ. Schmaus, Munich, 1957, pp. 123—206; 
for a detailed record of the Fourth Session, H. Jedin, Geschichte des Konzils v. Trient, 
Freiburg, 1957, Vol. II, pp. 46b; ET A History of the Council of Trent, 1957. The studies 
of Ortigues and Geiselmann, among so many, are the most incisive and definitive; G. 
Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church, London, 1959, pp. 195-209, and H. Holstein, “La 
Tradition d’après le C. de Tr.”, in RSR, 47 [1949], pp. 367-90, confirm their findings on 
all points. Reference should also be made to J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in 
John Driedo, Milwaukee, 1959.

156
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The theologians of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had been 
led to admit fairly generally a division into three categories of the 
normative factors in the Church’s life: sacred Scripture (and what can 
be directly derived from it), apostolic traditions not recorded in 
Scripture, and those ecclesiastical decisions which can also be described 
as ecclesiastical traditions or traditions of the Church.1 For a long 
time, owing to a comprehensive concept of “inspiration”, the councils 
and even the Fathers had been classed after, or rather, as the continua
tion of, sacred Scripture whose sense they had, by God’s grace, faith
fully interpreted. Many included them in Scriptura^ though not in 
Scriptura canonica. The canonists were not such great innovators as 
they are credited with being, and not really scandalously so, when they 
put papal decrees on the same footing as Scripture.2

Taking their place in the long series of protests against the multi
plication of papal pronouncements, against their blatant character, 
against the way their authority was for ever being increased by the 
curialists and canonists, the Reformers of the sixteenth century had 
emphatically denied the normative value of these pronouncements in 
matters of faith, and even as concerns the spiritual relationship by which 
salvation is achieved, subordinating this to the sole and exclusive Word 
of God. This radical approach deeply wounded the Church’s conscious
ness of the fact that its life and its guide were the Holy Spirit. Con
sequently, the Fathers who had come together at Trent proceeded 
with a double preoccupation: to define and affirm the principles which 
had always governed the life of the Church, and to eliminate the 
abuses present here as elsewhere.3 The decree De canonicis Scripturis 
was promulgated in the Fourth Session, on 8 April 1546.

This decree provides its own terms of reference: it was concerned to 
conserve in the Church the essential elements of the Gospel in all their 
purity. This Gospel had been promised by the prophets, then promul
gated by Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who had charged his apostles 
with the task of preaching it to every creature, as the source ofall saving 
truth and of all moral discipline. Thus the council affirms first and fore
most that there is but one source and that the Gospel as that source has 
full and complete value. The fountain-head of this vital force is the 
mouth of Jesus, the Son of God. The council makes no explicit

1. See supra, p. 96, the texts of John Courtecuisse, Turrecremata, Gabriel Biel.
2. For the councils and the Fathers, see supra, Excursus B, pp. i2off. For the canonists, 

cf. W. Ullmann, Medieval Papalism. The Political Theories of Medieval Canonists, 
London, 1949, pp. 26-32, 47ff.

3. See Cardinal Pole’s speech, 26 February 1546, CT, V (Acta, II), p. 21.

M
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reference to the means by which it reaches out to every creature, that is 
to say, to the apostolate continued on after the apostles; it is content 
here to make it clear that the saving truth and moral code, whose source 
is the Gospel of Jesus, are contained in the sacred Scriptures and the 
unwritten traditions which, received by the apostles from the mouth of 
Christ or transmitted by the apostles themselves under the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit, have come down to us as though passed on from 
hand to hand.1

1. “Quasi per manus traditae”: this image had been used by Ambrosius Catharinus (cf. 
supra, Ch. 2, Sect. C, p. 56, n. 6), then by Henry VIII in his Assertio VII sacrament, 
adv. M. Lutherum, 1521 (1562 ed., p. 36; ed. O’Donovan, 1906, p. 355), and again by 
Thomas More (cf. Ranft, op. cit., p. 64); one also finds it in the Apologia indicti a Paulo III 
R. Pontif. concilii of Albert Pigge, Cologne, 1538 (Ranft, op. cit., p. 22, n. 15); it was so 
familiar to people’s minds that Seripando unconsciously introduced it into a quotation 
from St Augustine (De Traditionibus, CT, XII, p. 518, 11. 48—9).

“Ad nos usque pervenerunt” reduced the relevant traditions to those which had been 
preserved, to the exclusion of those which had fallen into desuetude (such, for example, 
as the prohibition against eating meat which had been strangled). Cf. the speech of the 
Legate Cervini, 26 February, CT, V/2, p. 18; I/i, p. 33.

2. Sess. IV, Const, dogmatica de Ecclesia Christi Pastor aeternus (D. 1521).
3· The Council says: “Traditiones ipsas, turn ad fidem, turn ad mores pertinentes.” Do 

these mores correspond to moral laws? J. L. Murphy (op. cit., pp. 292-300, App. Ill, 
“Faith and Morals” at Trent) shows that, following the Acts of the Council, mores stands 
for the practices and customs of the apostolic Church, with some of them relating to 
points of doctrine, others constituting points of discipline or liturgy: in short, almost 
exactly what is covered by the phrase “unwritten traditions” (cf. supra, Ch. 2, Sect. C, 
pp. joff.). While taking note of this result of a study which I find entirely convincing, I 
must, nevertheless, point out that fides et mores was a classic expression among the canonists 
and theologians of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (see several examples in Excursus C, 
pp. 22iff.); for them, and thus generally, it seems to me to correspond fairly closely with 
what we understand today as “faith and morals”. This is something that will have to be 
gone into very thoroughly.

It is not until the First Vatican Council, in 1870, that we have an 
explicit affirmation of a continuity of apostolate: the ministerium of 
teachers and pastors is, in the “Ecclesia” as a whole, the vehicle of this 
continuation of the work of Christ, the eternal Pastor of our souls. The 
opus redemptionis of which the Vatican Council speaks2 corresponds to 
the Evangelium which Trent proclaimed to be the “fons omnis et 
salutaris veritatis et morum disciplinae”. The Council of Trent con
siders the Gospel under its aspect as the revelation of the divine rules 
of belief and behaviour,3 rather than as the active power of salvation: 
an aspect which is recognized as Pauline, which dominates the thought 
of Luther, and which is present to a certain extent in the Catholic 
theology current at the time.

To my knowledge, no monograph has been written on the notion 
of “Gospel” in the Fathers and the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, when 
the Council Fathers at Trent used this expression, they gave it a 



THE TRIDENTINE DECREE 159

comprehensive meaning reflecting a strong tradition. According to 
this, “Gospel”, in the singular, meant primarily, not the text of the 
four gospels, but a certain salvific content·, essentially the content 
relating to the saving event of Christ. As such, the “Gospel” was 
clearly different from the “Law” and the “Prophets”. Origen, in 
my opinion, sums it up well when he defines the Gospel: “In a 
general way, all that establishes the coming of Christ and achieves 
his presence, rendering it effective for those souls who are really 
willing to receive the Word of God when he stands at the door and 
knocks, desiring to enter in to them” (Com. in Joann., I, 4 (6), 26; 
GCS, p. 9, 11. 18-22, quoted by M. Hari, Origène et la fonction 
révélatrice du Verbe incarné, p. 150). I feel justified in quoting 
Origen here, for the traditional idea of the Gospel is definitely 
connected with that of the theology of the Word, and its various 
forms of active presence.

This “Gospel” combines various qualities: a doctrine (what will 
in time be called Evangelium de Christo'), a promise, a vital presence, 
and finally a challenge, and in this last respect the Gospel is a com
mandment or a new law (but in which grace is given equivalent to 
the obligation). It is often referred to in theology under the title of 
“De Lege Evangelii, quae dicitur lex nova”, as, for example, St 
Thomas, ST, II—II, q. 106, Prol. But St Thomas was careful to 
insist that the chief thing, in this “new law”, is the grace of the Holy 
Spirit, and in this way he showed that it was also necessary to look 
up what he had written on this subject in the treatise on grace, the 
principle of justification and sanctity.

The Gospel content was felt as being a source, the source of 
salvation and of new life. This image of a source or spring, often so 
represented in art (the four streams of paradise flowing from be
neath the Lamb’s hoof, or in association with the Christ in majesty 
of the traditio legis), is certainly the predominating image in early 
Christianity. It can be traced in the liturgy for the feasts of evangel
ists and throughout the whole of theological tradition.

Two witnesses, both prior in time to the Council of Trent, and 
in the case of the second of them, exercising a certain influence 
there by his writing, Nicholas Herborn (j* 1535) and John Driedo 
(who published his De ecclesiasticis scripturis et dogmatibus in 1533), 
can give us valuable information as to what was understood by the 
word “Gospel” at the time of the council. It is primarily the Gospel 
written, not in ink as a document, but in men’s hearts, by the 
Spirit of God. It is, says Herborn, a saving power, the revelation 
of grace, the spiritual law of the vita in Christo (see Tavard, op. cit., 
p. 165). It is, says Driedo, the content of the apostolic preaching, 
the efficacious word of salvation through faith in Christ Jesus (cf.
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Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, 1959, p. 52; p. 53, 
n,· p. 73, n. 1; pp. 74Q. It is precisely along these lines that the 
Council of Trent saw, in the Gospel, the Word pronounced by 
Christ and communicated to the Church by the apostles, at first in 
an exclusively oral way, a living word, the vehicle of the power of 
the Holy Spirit (see, for example, the speech of the legate, Cardinal 
Cervini, CT, V {Acta}, p. 11). Since the time of the apostles, we 
have been able to receive this content, on the one hand by the 
traditions deriving from their preaching, and on the other, by their 
writing. So the canonical Scriptures and the traditions are for us the 
two channels by which the water from the source of the one and only 
Gospel reaches us.
Two points need to be cleared up if we are to determine the meaning 

of the decree of 8 April 1546: (1) What is the content of the sine scripto 
traditiones whose authority it proclaims? (2) As far as the council is 
concerned, are Scripture and tradition two distinct sources, independent 
of, and complementary to, revelation, and if so, in what sense?

(1) The sine scripto traditiones as seen by the council
One fact dominated the discussion: the diversity of opinion among the 
Fathers and theologians, the lack of any definite idea of “tradition”. 
This was a legacy from medieval theology which, while recognizing a 
certain sufficiency of Scripture, had continued to regard as normative 
certain “traditions”, without any effective distinction between those of 
them which derived strictly from the apostles, and those which the 
Church had established in the course of time. The council itself speaks 
of “traditions” in the plural, but a study of its deliberations shows that 
the word was used in both singular and plural forms indiscriminately.1

One group of theologians wanted to include ecclesiastical traditions 
in the decree, that is to say, to preserve for those “traditions” whose 
value the council was about to proclaim, the full extension that “tradi
tions” had been credited with by the Middle Ages. Such was the posi
tion taken up by Campeggio, Bishop of Feltre, by Angelo Pascal, 
Bishop of Motula,2 and by Alphonsus de Castro. The “authorities” 
invoked all supported this position. This was particularly the case with

1. See W. Koch, art. cit.; H. Jedin, op. cit., pp. 47 and 457, n. 12; J. L. Murphy, op. cit., 
pp. 289—91; the council generally says traditiones·, if there is traditio, it is in the sense of the 
act or fact of transmission. Compare for Driedo, infra, Ch. 6, p. 182, n. 3. Bellarmine 
does not distinguish between tradition and the traditions; the word, used by him equally in 
singular and plural, essentially corresponds, for him, to something not written. Cf. Beumer 
cit. infra (p. 166, n. i), pp. 7, 14.

2. Cf. Maichle, op. cit., pp. 31-3.
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the famous text of St Basil, which Sirleto had passed on to Cardinal 
Cervini,1 and to which the latter refers, via Gratian, and under St 
Augustine’s name;2 the text played a considerable part in the drawing 
up of the decree:3 it provided the expression [part] pietatis affectu. Now, 
this text made no distinction between apostolic traditions and eccle
siastical usage. Moreover, the Reformers, on their side, challenged and 
rejected, as purely human traditions or institutions not sanctioned by 
Scripture, doctrines considered as belonging to revelation, the cere
monies of the Church4 and certain Christian practices, such as feast 
days, fasts, prescriptions concerning food, etc.5 Thus, favoured by the 
Protestant denial—which it was most important to counter—the 
acceptation of the idea of “traditions” in its wide sense was so general 
that even those who, like Seripando and Claude Lejay, called for the 
acceptance of distinctions, nevertheless submitted to the council brief 
treatises De traditionibus, backed up with patristic texts, where eccles
iastical usages appeared mixed in together with dogmatic traditions.6

i. He made it known to him in January 1546, CT, X, pp. 933-4. Driedo was already 
making use of this text, attributing it to St Basil, De Eccles. Script., Louvain, 1550, fol. 
259 r and 259’. Cf. Murphy, op. cit., pp. 60 and 132, n.

2. CT, I, p. 492 (= C. 5, D. Xi, Ecclesiasticarum, Friedberg, col. 24); St Basil, De 
Spir. Sancto, 27, 66; PG, 32, 188; cf. supra, p. 47.

3. CT, N, p. 14.
4. A frequent meaning of traditiones in Zwingli; see R. Schmidt-Clausing, Zwingli 

als Liturgiker, 1952, p. 43.
5. Cf. The Confession of Augsburg, art. 26: the word traditiones (humanae) appears 

sixteen times in the Latin text of this article (with the equivalent observationes five times); 
compare art. 15 (twice) with the same meaning, the Apology, art. 15, and the Schmalkaldic 
Articles, 15, speaking of “Menschensatzungen”. Cf. supra, Ch. 4, p. 141, n. 2.

6. Seripando, De traditionibus, CT, XII, pp. 517-21; compare his intervention on 23 
February 1546 (CT, I, p. 491). Having distinguished, according to content, between 
dogmatic and non-dogmatic traditions, Seripando confined himself to the latter, which 
are the customs of the Church. His treatise is full of quotations from St Augustine.

Claude Lejay, s.j., the procurator of the Cardinal of Augsburg, De Traditionibus 
Ecclesiae, CT, XII, pp. 522-4. He combines dogmatic traditions with ecclesiastical prac
tices. This fact even led V. Schweitzer (ibid., p. 522, n. 2) to doubt whether this small 
treatise was in fact the work of Lejay, who, during the discussion of 23 February 
1546, had intervened to make the distinction between the two types of traditions. 
But it seems to me that the contradiction here is no more flagrant than in the case of 
Seripando. J. Salaverri (art. cit., p. 41, n. 36) is not convinced either by Schweitzer’s 
argument.

7. See P. Polman, op. cit., pp. 304^ For Driedo, using the singular and plural indis
criminately, cf. Tavard, op. cit., p. 137; J. L. Murphy, op. cit., pp. 49!?. and 55.

8. In the same way, the Legate Cervini answers the criticisms directed by Nachianti 
against the pari pietatis affectu, by asking him whether the canon of the Mass could not be 
held pari pietatis affectu with the Scriptures. CT, V/2, p. 71.

This way of thinking was fairly common among the first Catholic 
apologists: John Fisher, Wicelius, Cochlaeus, Albert Pigge, Driedo.7 
Other examples can be found in the Council of Trent itself, both in the 
course of this Fourth Session,8 and in the discussions on other points, 
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as for example the chapter on the Eucharist.1 The same juxtaposition is 
also found in other official declarations2 and in the writing of the 
controversialists,3 and, finally, in the profession of faith of Pius IV 
(infra, p. 164, n. 2). So that in fact we are faced at that time with a 
notion of traditiones which is at once extremely comprehensive and 
rather vague.4

1. Meeting of theologians on 11 February 1547, speech by Fr Jerome Lombardellus, 
CT, N, pp. 914,11. 29—33.

2. See, for example, the Council of Sens, 1528, deer. 5 (Mansi, XXXII, 1165); the 
Provincial Council of Edinburgh, 1559 (Mansi, XXXV, 538D; cf. Deneffe, op. cit., p. 58).

3. For example, Stanislas Hosius, Confessio Fidel Christianae . .., Vol. II, c. 32, Paris, 
1560, fol. 2oovff.; and cf. Polman, op. cit., p. 312.

4. This comes out in Deneffe’s studies (op. cit., pp. 67-9), in W. Koch (art. cit.') and 
G. Tavard.

5. CT, I, p. 491, 11. 37ff.; p. 13, 33!?.; p. 14, 6ff. The Bishop of Bertinoro spoke in the 
same sense.

6. CT, I, p. 523, 10; V, p. 39.
7. CT, I, p. 525, 21; cf. V, p. 35, 20.
8. CT, I, p. 40, 19; V, p. 40, 38; p. 41, 1. Cf. J. Salaverri, art. cit., pp. 4^-6.
9. CT, V, p. 74.

10. Someone as early as Albert Pigge (f 1542)· See Polman, op. cit., pp. 236f. (Chemnitz 
saw this very clearly), 310!}'., 339; J. Turmel, Hist, de la thiol, positive du concile de Trente 
au concile du Vatican, Paris, 1906, pp. 2-23 (Cano, Stapleton, Bellarmine).

There was, however, another tendency apparent in the council. 
During the course of the Particular Congregation on 23 February 
1546, Seripando and Claude Lejay intervened in order that a distinction 
might be made between those traditions involving the faith and those 
merely concerned with ceremonial.5 The former were immutable, 
possessing an absolute value, the latter subject to change, and some had 
in fact been abrogated. A request along the same lines was made 
apropos of the paripietatis affectu by the Bishop of Fano,6 and by the 
General of the Servites,7 with whom the Bishops of Worcester and 
Termoli associated themselves.8

Other Fathers again demanded that the council should be content to 
affirm the value of apostolic traditions: thus the Bishops of Castellamare 
and Astorga. After 23 February, several Fathers and the Legate del 
Monte began drawing a clearer distinction between apostolic and 
ecclesiastical traditions. The council thus found itself in the presence of 
various currents of opinion, and, under the circumstances, it seemed to 
the Legate Cervini that the essential thing was simply to state that 
traditions do exist and that it is necessary that they should be received.9 
And this is precisely the line Catholic apologists were to take sub
sequently.10 Faithful to its intention of proclaiming the belief of the 
Church without entering upon any domain where Catholics them
selves were divided, the council finally confined itself exclusively to 
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the discussion of apostolic traditions, written or unwritten. If the 
adjective “apostolic” is not actually to be seen in the decree itself, the 
traditions referred to are expressly related to the apostles, and the pro
gress of the discussions shows beyond all possible doubt that, in the 
end, they were confined to apostolic traditions and that all mention of 
ecclesiastical traditions was excluded.1

Some Fathers would have liked to see a list drawn up, others thought 
that at least the more important should be mentioned, but the council 
sidestepped the difficulties of such a plan, and decided simply to affirm 
the existence of apostolic traditions by bracketing them wholesale with 
the canonical books in a single decree, so that it would be necessary to 
receive both paripietatis affectu.

It is not easy to determine just exactly what this pietatis affectus 
means. Pietas is one of the richest words in the ecclesiastical vocabulary, 
covering a great variety of meaning. To take it as “faith”, as Fr 
Tavard does,2 seems to me to be forcing the sense; to translate it as 
“respect” or “piety”, on the other hand, would be to weaken it: the 
council rejected reverentia or any analogous word. In fact, pietas, 
ευσέβεια, is the suitable attitude to have towards that which brings or 
conditions, or serves, salvation (cf. 1 Tim 4.8): a welcoming acceptance 
full of respect and trust.

The “equality” of the affectus pietatis which is demanded, is to be 
understood from the habit of classing Fathers of the Church, councils, 
and papal decrees all under Scriptura, as well as from the tradition of 
assimilating the respect due to the councils to that which was given to 
the gospels.3 From the formal point of view, it was justified by the fact 
that traditions and the sacred books came “ab uno eodemque Spiritu 
Sancto.”4 We shall see later on that the Catholics were in fact seeking,

1. It can be seen by the debates, at least from 23 February onwards (W. Koch, pp. 5 >
1931?.), by the letter of 5 April from the Legate Cervini to the Cardinal Nephew (CT, X, 
pp. 463-4), by the latter’s reply on 6 April to the Bishop of Belcastro (CT, V, p. 76,19-77, 
3o),hythe diaries ofMassarelli and Severoli (Koch, p. 211), that the council had wanted to 
speak exclusively of apostolic traditions.

2. Tavard, op. cit., p. 207. On the other hand, according to the translation of W. Koch, 
either “Ehrfurcht”, or “Pietat”.

3. See, infra, p. 169, n. 2. St Leo said: “Christianae pietatis est, dilectissimi, ut quae 
apostolicis sunt traditionibus instituta perseveranti devotione serventur” (Sermo, 8; PL, 
54, 159c). Nicetas, the Greek partner in discussions with Anselm of Havelberg, con
cluded, on the subject of councils: “Ideo pari veneratione cum Evangelio ipsa concilia 
veneramur” (PL, 188, 1202). Even Marsilius of Padua, who in the Middle Ages comes 
nearest to the Protestant position, admits that the definitions of articuli made by the 
councils are to be believed with the same credulitas as the Gospel (Defensor Pads, Dictio 
II, c. 19 and 20).

4. Decree: D. 783; TCT, 95. Cervini declared, on 15 February: “There is no difference 
between the sacred Scriptures and the apostolic traditions, except that the former are 
written, the latter not; both derive in the same way from the Holy Spirit” (CT, N, p. it,
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in this principle, a theological justification, not only for the apostolic 
traditions with which we are exclusively concerned in this decree, but 
also for all the normative decisions taken since the composition of the 
New Testament by the authority of the Church.

The decree of 8 April 1546, may have spoken only of apostolic 
traditions, but the theologians of the time and even those who took 
part in the council had a wider and less precise idea in mind; they were 
also thinking of ecclesiastical traditions. At Rome, what was wanted 
was that the council should affirm all the rights of the pope, without 
exception.1 The profession of faith promulgated by Pius IV on 13 
November 1564, mentions the “apostolicas et ecclesiasticas traditiones 
reliquasque ejusdem Ecclesiae observationes et constitutiones”:2 it 
shows that Rome was not in a hurry to abandon this idea. But the 
council confined itself to the apostolic traditions; whatever the personal 
opinions of its various members were, I cannot suggest, as does J. B. 
Bakhuizen van den Brink (Chapter 4, pp. 139-40, n. 2) that the real 
intention of the council coincided here with that of the pope.

(2) As far as the council is concerned^ are Scripture and Tradition two 
independent and complementary sources of revelation?

The projected decree submitted to the council on 22 March 1546 
included the following statement: “Perspiciensque hanc veritatem 
partim contineri in libris scriptis, partim sine scripto traditionibus.”3 
The expression partim . . . partim ... is already found in the speech of 
Cardinal del Monte on 12 February4 and in the declaration made on 15 
February by Cardinal Cervini, the second legate.5 There were, there
fore, grounds for believing—and fearing—that the council might 
proceed to present the unwritten traditions and Scripture as two 
independent and parallel sources of the rule of truth which is the 
Gospel.

1. Thus the Cardinal Legate del Monte, CT, I, p. 494, 2; II, p. 380, 5. Cardinal Farnese 
sent a dispatch to the legates that His Holiness would have liked to see added to the three 
principal objects of faith—the creed, Scripture, unwritten traditions—the ecclesiastical 
traditions and the councils approved by the Holy See, CT, X, p. 406.

2. D. 995 (TCT, 11). Here can be found the second and third of the three categories of 
normative data more or less generally recognized in the fifteenth century.

3· CT, N, p- 3b 25· 4· CT, N, p. 7, 33. 5. CT, I, p. 485.

18; cf. I, pp. 484-5)· On 18 February, the very day of Luther’s death, he said: “We have 
received the Scriptures, we must also receive the traditions, for they were dictated by the 
same Holy Spirit as inspired the Scriptures” (CT, V, p. 10, 29; cf. I, p. 484 8). At the 
General Congregation of 27 March, the Bishop of Bitonto replied again to the attack of 
the Bishop of Fano on the part pietatis affectu, by invoking a similar inspiration by the 
Holy Spirit, CT, N, p. 40, 22.
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Perhaps as a result of the protest voiced by the General of the Ser
vites, Angelo Agostino Bonucci,1 the final text of the decree did not 
include the partim .. . partim . . . , and presented the Gospel, promul
gated by Jesus Christ and entrusted by him to the apostles, no longer 
as the regula, but as the/wi of all saving truth and moral conduct; 
it did not say of this Gospel that it is contained partly in Scripture, and 
partly in oral (apostolic) traditions, but that it is contained both in the 
written books and in the (apostolic) traditions transmitted from hand 
to hand.

i. i April 1546: “Non placere veritatem Evangelii partim in scriptis partim in 
traditionibus contineri” (CT, I/2, p. 67,11). J. R. Geiselmann has shown (op. cit., pp. i4off.) 
that the expression partim . . .partim . . . was taken from the translation of Dionysius by 
Ambrose Traversari; one can see the use made of it by Johann Eck, John Fisher (p. 
140), and others (p. 147).

2. Die mündliche Überlieferung, p. 163. Compare J. Beumer, reference infra, p. 166, 
n. i.

3. Thus Thomas More, taking up the partim .. .partim ... of Henry VIII (Tavard, 
op. cit., p. 132), Driedo (ibid., p. 139); but the partim . . .partim . . . of Driedo has not the 
sense understood by post-Tridentine theology, Murphy, op. cit., pp. 243, 273-7), Albert 
Pigge (the idea of two principles, Tavard, p. 145), Gropper (p. 186).

The correction is an important one: partim . . . partim .. . was 
replaced by the conjunction et. In the course of his research—the most 
thorough I have come across—into the question of Scripture and 
tradition at the Council of Trent and in post-Tridentine theology, 
J. R. Geiselmann asks what this “et” means; and he replies, Nothing?1 
Faced with two opposing currents of opinion among the Catholic 
theologians—the one, perhaps the stronger, in favour of partim . . . 
partim . . .; the other in favour of the sufficiency of Scripture—the 
council, seeing no adequate solution and ever careful to express itself 
only where Catholics were in agreement, contented itself with affirm
ing, by juxtaposition and with no precision of their interrelation, the 
two forms under which the Gospel of Jesus Christ is communicated, in 
its plenitude and purity, as the source of all saving truth and of 
Christian discipline. This is also why the council insisted that the two 
forms should be received pari pietatis affectu.

It is possible that partim . . . partim . . . really expressed the thought 
of the Council Fathers, for they were concerned to reaffirm that truths 
existed which had not been formulated in Scripture. At this time when 
an exclusively biblicist tendency was threatening the integrity of the 
principles according to which the Church had always lived, quite a few 
Catholic apologists presented Scripture and tradition as two comple
mentary principles.3 It is, moreover, certain that the controversialists 
who wrote on the subject after the council, generally did so along the 
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lines of the partim ...partim ... distinction.1 This was so right into 
the nineteenth century, and indeed even up to our own day: the texts 
of the magisterium which I quote in the next chapter (pp. 206—8) treat 
Scripture and tradition as two sources of divine revelation. However, 
it is a fact that the Tridentine decree itself avoided such a presentation. 
Doubtless the Fathers of Trent did not see, in the option they took, 
what we can see; that option was, by God’s grace, to affirm the existence, 
not of two parallel and partial sources, but of two ways or two forms 
by which the one source of the Gospel is communicated to us in all its 
purity and plenitude, from Jesus Christ onwards. It seems right to say 
that we may think—though this introduces a development reserved 
for the second part of this study—that the totality of faith, or, if 
preferred, the truth of the spiritual or religious relationship as a whole, 
is communicated to us under each of two forms, each according to its 
own modalities, and that the plenitude of this communication calls 
for nothing less than this duality. One can still hold, as I have noted 
(Chapter 2, Section C, p. 63, n. 2 and p. 117), after the Council of 
Trent, the thesis, itself traditional, according to which all the truths 
necessary for salvation are, in one form or another, contained in 
Scripture.

1. Fr Deneffe had already (op. cit., esp. pp. 82,1 2$ff., 127!?.) explained how the concern 
to provide a basis for truths not backed up by Scripture had led the theologians of the 
sixteenth century to limit the meaning of traditio to these truths, although the ancient 
understanding of the word included all forms of the transmission of the truths necessary 
for salvation. J. R. Geiselmann (pp. i68ff.) and G. Tavard have shown how Catholic 
theology had become committed to this meaning of partim. . . . partim ... as a result of the 
classic works of Perez de Ayala (15 49), Peter Canisius and Robert Bellarmine, who under
stood the text of the council in this sense. As regards the conclusions of the last two, both 
saints and doctors of the Church, Fr J. Beumer, without denying that they did, on several 
occasions, use the expression partim . . . partim . . . , suggests that we do not attribute to 
them as a definite thesis the notion of Scripture and oral traditions as two quite distinct 
sources: “Die Frage nach Schrift und Tradition bei Robert Bellarmin”, in Schol, 34 [1959], 
pp. 1-22 (pp. 20-2 are devoted to Canisius). Canisius and Bellarmine are apologists; they 
express themselves in the way that seems be to demanded by the errors they are opposing: 
here, the exclusive and negative aspect of the Protestant scriptural principle. Canisius 
substituted [orpartim . . .partim . . . both quaedam . . . quaedam . . . and sive . . . sive . . . : 
the point of his affirmation is not concerned with a division of sources of the faith, but 
with the (equally normative) value of the determinations which the Church follows, 
irrespective of their immediate origin: writings or traditions.

Since these pages were written, I have come across several 
articles in which Fr H. Lennerz questions Professor J. R. Geisel- 
mann’s interpretation: “Scriptura sola?” (in German), in Gre- 
gorianum, 40 [1959], pp. 38-53; “Sine scripto traditiones” (in 
Latin), ibid., pp. 624—35. Fr Lennerz queries the following state
ments or suggestions:
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(1) That the intervention of the General of the Servites really 
succeeded in leading the council away from the concept of two 
sources {partim .. . partim .. .) to that of two modes. Contemporary 
witnesses have no knowledge of any such change. On the contrary, 
they show that, although partim... partim... as a form of words was 
dropped, it is the partim . . .partim ... theological position that 
the council wished to canonize. The correspondence of the legates 
shows that the council wanted to define, against the Reformation, 
the existence of unwritten apostolic traditions containing, possibly, 
dogmatic truths.

(2) That the post-Tridentine theologians, Canisius and Bellar
mine in particular, misunderstood the council’s intention in 
interpreting its text in the sense of partim .. .partim . . . and in 
admitting the existence of points of doctrine held by the Church on 
the basis of an oral tradition, and not Scripture. Moreover, the 
council itself appealed to an oral tradition in matters which were very 
definitely doctrinal. Theologians at the time made exactly the same 
assessment (the names of Luigi Lippomano, Bishop of Verona, and 
Clement Dolera, O. Min. Obs., are mentioned in this connexion).

The following remarks are in no way an attempt to judge the 
question historically; they are concerned with the theological 
conclusions to be drawn.

(1) The idea of an exclusively oral tradition, by personal contact, 
of revealed truths never written down is a figment of the imagina
tion; what was transmitted by the apostles must have been trans
mitted in something objective or exterior: either in writing, or in 
rituals or in the ordinary activity of Christian life. Beyond all 
possible doubt, many of the concrete realities of the Church and of 
Christianity, transmitted as such and without scriptural formula
tions, conveyed and still convey a doctrinal import. In the course of 
my enquiry into unwritten apostolic traditions, this is the character
istic fact I have discovered.

(2) There exists a certain theological tradition, according to 
which the truths necessary for salvation are all contained, in one 
way or another, in Scripture. Post-Tridentine theology lost sight of 
this almost entirely, since it was interested less in the content, the 
quod of dogmas, than in the formal aspect of truth become dogma, 
in the quo^ the formal motive, the light or authority which trans
forms a particular statement into an obligatory dogma. Unless I am 
mistaken, Fr Lennerz does not mention this category of truths 
necessary for salvation. It was, however, a powerful factor in the 
thought of the Fathers and the ancient theologians (see, among the 
texts quoted on pp. 110-5, those of St John Chrysostom, St Cyril of 
Alexandria, St Anselm, St Thomas Aquinas (Quodl. VII, a. 14), 
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Ockham, and the one quoted in RTAM, 21 [1954], PP· I30^· It 
existed among the theologians at the time of the council, as can be 
shown, for example, with Driedo (see Murphy, op. cit., pp. 76, 89, 
122-3, i33ff.), Schatzgeyer (cf. supra, p. 115), and yet again with 
Bellarmine (supra, p. 117). See also Calvin, infra, p. 173. This point 
would merit a monograph, yet as far as I know none exists yet.

(3) It is best to extricate oneself from the far too narrow and rather 
polemical question of Scriptura sola. It is certain that for Catholics 
any principle of Scriptura sola is untenable. Furthermore, the facts 
make it so. As Dom De Vooght has so rightly noted (in Istina, 1958, 
pp. i9iff.), there is, one might say, not a single point of Christian 
doctrine which is based exclusively on the Bible: both Scripture and 
tradition are involved simultaneously, and in a way which defies 
analysis, relating to one another in a dynamic exchange. In actual 
practice, the Church holds no truth in virtue of Scripture alone, and 
none in virtue of tradition alone. Even in the case of those dogmas 
where no formal attestation by Scripture exists, the magisterium 
affirms that they have a rapport with Scripture.

Historically, that is in the conscious intentions of the Fathers, the 
replacement ofpartim . . . partim ... by a simple et had no particular 
significance. As Fr J. Beumer has shown very recently in a most 
careful study (“Katholisches und protestantisches Schriftprinzip im 
Urteil des Trienter Konzils”, in Schol, 34 [1959], pp. 2.49—58), the 
Council Fathers did not have in mind the question which interests 
us·, in their first as in their second formulation, they had simply 
wished to oppose the exclusive and negative elements in the Pro
testant position with regard to Scripture, and to affirm the existence 
of apostolic traditions to which the faithful owed an absolute 
respect. From the theological point of view, we must take the text of 
the Council of Trent as it stands. Nevertheless, the fact that the 
expression partim . .. partim . . . was removed has some meaning 
for us in the efforts we are making to understand better the relation 
between Scripture and tradition. Why not a prophetic meaning going 
beyond what the Fathers themselves could have had in mind? The 
completely human historicity of councils does not prevent a 
transcendent Moderator from realizing his intentions in them; 
rather does he use it as his unconscious instrument. It may well be 
that the Fathers at Trent did not, after all, formulate exactly what 
they personally had in mind. Did they not limit their decree to 
apostolic traditions (though without using the word), when many of 
them read a wider application into the expression traditionesi It is 
undoubtedly true that a text of the magisterium ought to be inter
preted according to the intentions of its author or authors, but it is 
also true that we are bound by the divine intention of the Holy
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Spirit, and not the human intention of men. The latter can in fact 
be transcended by the former, whose instrument it is and which, on 
the whole, it expresses.

The Theological Argument in Favour of the 
Authority of Traditions

The great argument which is constantly invoked by Catholic theolo
gians is the “inspiration” of the Church by the Holy Spirit. He “in
spired” the councils, the Fathers, the popes, in short all those who have 
had anything to do with the Church’s determination of her rules of 
belief and conduct. This conviction is one of the most certain and 
unanimous to be found in the course of history, both of the East and of 
the West (though here, obviously, more and more frequently in favour 
of the pope). The reader can refer back to the examples I gave earlier. 
He can take as representative the declaration by which the Seventh 
Ecumenical Council of 787 introduced its definition of the veneration 
to be paid to images: “Following as it were the king’s highway and the 
divinely inspired didascalia of our holy Fathers and the tradition of 
the Catholic Church—because we know that it derives from the Holy 
Spirit, who has his dwelling in the Church ...5,1 Sanctioning the 
canons of the first four councils as laws of the Empire, Justinian had 
placed them alongside the sacred Scriptures. “ ... Praedictarum enim 
quattuor Synodorum dogmata sicut sanctas scripturas accipimus et 
régulas sicut leges sancimus.”2

It is this conviction, this doctrine—that the Holy Spirit dwells in the 
Church, that he is at work in the most decisive acts of its life—that the 
Council of Trent continually refers to as a guide in establishing the 
authority of traditions. Although the Council does not use this vocabu
lary and makes no distinction between traditio and traditiones, its 
position can be expressed as follows: the traditions are guaranteed by 
Tradition, whose principle is the Holy Spirit. The time of the Church 
and the time of the prophets and the apostles cannot be put in opposi
tion to one another; they cannot even be dissociated, since the principle 
operating in both is the same: the Holy Spirit. The Council of Trent

1. Actio VII (Mansi, XIII, col. 378; D. 302); cf. supra, p. 127. Campeggio referred to 
the Seventh Council at Trent, on 23 March.

2. Novel 131, 1 (18 March 545), ed. R. Schoell, pp. 554-5. For the progress of this 
theme, favoured in the West by Saints Gregory and Isidore, cf. “La Primauté des quatre 
premiers conciles œcuméniques ... ”, in Le Concile et les conciles (Unam Sanctam, 33), 
Paris-Chevetogne, i960, pp. 75-109.
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does not express itself in terms of duration and history: just like the 
Middle Ages, it spoke rather in terms of “authority” and asked: “Which 
has the prior authority, Scripture or the Church?” And its reply was: 
“Neither; both of them similarly and conjointly.” In a word, there is a 
single authority under two forms: that of the apostles and that of the 
Holy Spirit, auctor of both.

The whole of medieval theology linked Church and Spirit as body 
and soul; it saw the article on the Holy Spirit and that on the Church, 
in the creed, as one and the same article meaning: “Credo in Spiritum 
Sanctum unientem et sanctificantem [but also: gubernantem, illumin
antem, inspirantem] Ecclesiam.” The radical nature of the Protestant 
challenges, it seemed to those theologians faithful to the ancient 
Church, struck at the belief that the Holy Spirit had not ceased to 
guide the Church in the developments of her historical life. John 
Fisher, in 1526, developed this theology in his Assertionis Lutheranae 
Confutatio.1 The Council of Sens in 1528 referred to it, as also Sadoleto 
(in about 1536).2 Those who opposed Lutheranism, including those in 
Germany, based their refutation on it: thus the Dominican John 
Mensing,3 the Franciscan Kaspar Schatzgeyer,4 Cochlaeus,5 Gropper 
under the name of Johann Eck.6 At Louvain, John Driedo, who pub
lished in 1533 a treatise De ecclesiasticis scripturis et dogmatibus, re- 

1. In Opera, Würzburg, 1597, Ja—8a veritas, coi. 286—92. For example, the Sexta 
V'eritas, coi. 287, is introduced as follows: “Spiritus ille sacer orthodoxorum patrum 
linguis ad haeresum exstirpationem et ad plenam Ecclesiae super rebus dubiis instruc
tionem, hactenus usus est et utetur semper.” Fisher devoted himself to showing that the 
promise of the Holy Spirit is not addressed solely to the apostles, but to the Church, to the 
end of time.

2. Deer. 4; Mansi, XXXII, col. 1164. Sadolet, De Exstructione Ecclesiae Catholicae, 
Lib. I, the only one edited by A. Mai (Spicilegium Romanum, II, 1839, pp. loiff.). Cf. 
the quotation of pp. 118-19 in Tavard, op. cit., p. 154.

3. Grundtliche unterrichte. Was eyn frommer Christen von der heyligen Kirchen, von der 
Vetern lere u. heyligen schrifft halten soll. Aus Göttlichen schrifften getrogen u. beweret 
(February 1528). Cf. Tavard, p. 152.

4. Opera Omnia, Ingolstadt, 1542, pp. 253-6. He invokes Jn 14.16; i6.8ff. Cf. H. 
Klomps, Kirche, Freiheit u. Gesetz bei d. Franziskanertheologen Kaspar Schatzgeyer 
Münster, 1959, p. 92.

5. De Auctoritate Ecclesiae et Scripturae adversus Lutherum, 1524. Cf. Tavard, op. cit. 
pp. 124-30.

6. “Enchiridion Christianae institutionis,” in Canones Concilii Provincialis Coloniensis 
Cologne, 1538, fol. 33’: “ ... Non enim omnia tradita sunt manifeste in sacris scripturis’ 
sed quamplurima Ecclesiae (quae Spiritu Sancto illustratur et gubernatur et ob id a veri
tatis tramite errare nequit) determinanda relicta sunt” (Polman, op. cit., p. 304). Gropper, 
who found himself in agreement with Bucer on Article V on faith and works at the 
Conference of Ratisbon in 1541, opposed the Reformer from Alsace at Cologne, where 
the archbishop was in favour of the reform, on the article concerning tradition. The 
latter, said Gropper, carried the same weight as Scripture. Cf. R. Stupperich, “Schrift
verständnis u. Kirchenlehre bei Butzer u. Gropper”, in Jahrbuch f. westfäl. Kirchengesch. 
1950, pp. 100-28.
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affirmed the mutually immanent interaction of Scripture and the Church, 
on the basis of the complementary activity of the Spirit, who inspired 
the Scriptures, and who calls forth understanding of them in the Church, 
in such a manner that the Church is intimately linked to the Scriptures, 
but also that the faithful are equally closely associated with the Church 
in order to receive those Scriptures correctly:1 a classic position in 
Catholic theology.2 At the Council of Trent, the Bishop of Belcastro 
and his brother of Motula—this latter incidentally working from a text 
of the Franciscan Alphonsus de Castro (Adversus omnes haereticos, 
1534) who himself intervened in the Fourth Session of the Council— 
extended “revelation” and the authority which accompanied it, to 
everything that the Catholic Church received unanimously.3

The Council of Trent itself, in the text of the decree, went no further 
than to apply the assistance of the Holy Spirit to the conservation and

i. Lib. II, c. 3, in Opera, ed. Ruard Tapper, Louvain, 1556, Vol. I, fol. 5ovf. Here is 
a fine text from fol. 6ivab: “ ... ex eiusdem ecclesiae doctrina attingimus verum 
scripturarum intellectum, in his quae ad fidem et mores spectant. Horum itaque considera
tione maior est ecclesiae quam scripturae sacrae auctoritas. Eadem vero quodammodo et 
aequalis, quia utrobique est unus et idem Spiritus loquens et docens. Unde et scriptura 
nihil aliud est quam testimonium ipsius ecclesiae scriptum ex Spiritu Sancto, testificantis 
et loquentis. Et quemadmodum ecclesia regitur in fide et moribus secundum scripturas 
sacras, sic et scripturae sacrae intelliguntur non secundum sensum quem sibi unusquisque 
praesumpserit, sed secundum sensus quos Spiritus Sanctus hactenus per ecclesiam docuit, 
docet et suggerit, dicente magistro ecclesiae Christo: Paracletus .. . (Jn 14.16, 26; 16.13). 
Et quamvis ecclesia non possit aut definire aliquid contra scripturas sacras, aut extra 
scripturas sacras condere novum fidei articulum qui non antea fuerit de veritate fidei, nec 
discernere quodlibet pro suo arbitrio, nec augere evangeliorum numerum: utique tamen 
potest per Spiritum veritatis semper in se habitantem docere id quod pridie occultum erat 
et ad fidei veritatem pertinebat declarare et manifestare vel ex scripturis sacris iam mani
festatis vel etiam traditionibus apostolicis ad nos serie tracta devolutis, vel alias divinitus 
revelatis.”

2. Already Tertullian (Praescr., 28), St Vincent of Lerins, Commonit., 2 (PL, 50, 639; 
EP, 2168). The Middle Ages (and also Seripando, at the Council of Trent; cf. CT, XII, 
520-1 and V, 17, 7) quoted a number of times under the name of St Cyprian a work of 
Arnold of Bonneval, in which we read the following passage: “Ipse Summus Sacerdos sui 
est sacramenti institutor et auctor, in ceteris homines Spiritum Sanctum habuere doctorem, 
et sicut par est Spiritui Sancto et Christo divinitas, ita in eius institutis aequa est auctoritas 
et potestas” (De Cardinalibus Operibus Christi, c. 7; PL, 189, 1650). Since Trent, cf. 
Bellarmine, Controv. De Verbo Dei, Lib. Ill, c. 10 (Opera, Paris, 1870, Vol. I, p. 192); St 
Francis de Sales, Controv., Part III, Ch. 3, art. 1 (Œuvres, Annecy ed., Vol. I, pp. 2o6ff.); 
Bossuet, Refutation du catéchisme du sieur Ferry, Part II, Ch. 4 (Œuvres, ed. Lâchât, Paris, 
1863, Vol. 13, p. 476); Fénelon, Deuxième Lettre sur l’autorité de l’Église (Œuvres, Vol. 
I, pp. 223-4); De l’éducation des filles, Ch. 7; Franzelin, De Div. Tradit, et Script., Th. 
XVIII, coroll. 4.

3. Cf. infra, p. 172, n. 2. Alphonsus de Castro also wrote: “It must unhesitatingly be 
held that the traditions and definitions of the universal Church, even if they have the 
support of no single scriptural text, must constitute the object of the same faith as that 
which is due to the Scriptures themselves. For the Holy Spirit today activates their lan
guage to state what is necessary for salvation, exactly as he impelled the hand of the 
sacred writer to pen the sacred Scriptures” (Adv. Omnes Haer., Lib. I, c. 5: ed. 1534, fol. 
IXr). See also John Calvi, one of the theologians at the council, who quoted Jn 16.12; CT, 
XII (Tractatus), p. 475.
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authority of apostolic traditions. It is in this way, as we have seen 
(supra, p. 163, n. 4), that it justifies the pari pietatis affectu. At the end 
of the Congregation of 18 February (the day Luther died), Cardinal 
Cervini summed up the matter as follows: There are three principia, of 
our faith: the revelation of God in the Old Testament; the revelation 
of Jesus Christ, partly written, partly inscribed on the hearts of the 
faithful ( = traditions); the Holy Spirit sent to guide men in truth: his 
influence extends equally to what is written and what is lodged in the 
heart.1 There exists, added Fr Lejay, a private magisterium of the 
Holy Spirit: it is the interior unction which permits the understanding 
of spiritual matters. There exists an external magisterium of the Holy 
Spirit, properly ecclesial: this it is which recognizes the sacred books as 
divine Scripture, and which, by the traditions of the apostles, the 
definitions of the councils, and the agreed teaching of the doctors, 
presents the true sense of Scripture.2

1. CT, I, p. 485; X, pp. 386-7.
2. De Traditionibus Ecclesiae, in CT, XII (Acta, I), pp. 5 22-4. Compare earlier Ambrosius 

Catharinus, Apologia, 1520 (Tavard, op. cit., pp. i8iff.); after the council, Perez de Ayala: 
“Ad Spiritus Sancti publicum magisterium in traditionibus apostolicis et sensu Ecclesiae 
contentum, necessario est habendus recursus” (De Div., Apost. atque Ecclesiast. Tradi
tionibus. . ., composed in 1545, Cologne, 1560; ref. in Polman, p. 293, n. 3). At the 
council itself, the Bishop of Motula (De Traditionibus sine Scriptis, CT, XII, p. 525. But 
this short treatise is a word-for-word copy from Alphonsus de Castro. Cf. J. Salaverri, 
art. cit., p. 40, n. 32); the Bishop of Belcastro, 23 March 1546 (CT, I, p. 523).

3. Thus the Sixth Session: “Doctrinam [de iustificatione] quam . . . Christus docuit, 
apostoli tradiderunt et catholica Ecclesia, Spiritu Sancto suggerente, perpetuo retinuit” 
(ZZ 792a). Session XIII, the decree on the Eucharist: “Sacrosancta oecumenica et generalis 
Tridentina synodus,. . . etsi in eum finem non absque peculiari Spiritus Sancti ductu et 
gubernatione convenerit.. . . Itaque eadem sacrosancta synodus, sanam et sinceram illam 
de .. . doctrinam tradens, quam semper catholica Ecclesia ab ipso lesu Christo Domino 
nostro et eius apostolis erudita, atque a Spiritu Sancto, illi omnem veritatem in dies sug
gerente (Jn 14.26) edocta retinuit et ad finem usque saeculi conservabit ...” (D. 873 a; 
TCT, 718). Decree on Communion, Session XXI, D. 930, 937a; TCT, yy), 746. Session 
XXV, decree on purgatory: D. 983, etc.; TCT, 890(7.

4. Pius IX, in the Bull Ineffabilis Deus, 8 December 1854: “Catholica Ecclesia, quae a 
Sancto semper edocta Spiritu columna est ac firmamentum veritatis, tanquam doctrinam 
possidens divinitus acceptam et caelestis revelationis deposito comprehensam .. . magis in 
dies explicare, proponere ac fovere numquam destitit” (Coll. Lacensis, Vol. VI, coi. 836).

Pius XII, in the Constitution Munificentissimus, 1 November 1950: “Universa Ecclesia 
in qua viget Veritatis Spiritus, qui quidem eam ad revelatarum perficiendam veritatum 
cognitionem infallibiliter dirigit” (AAS, 42 [1950], p. 768; D. 3032).

The Council of Trent itself often mentions this awareness it had of 
being taught and guided by the Holy Spirit.3 Any legitimate council is 
in Spiritu Sancto congregata, and any dogmatic statement is made with 
the benefit of the assistance of the Holy Spirit who inhabits, directs, 
guards and instructs the Church.4

Such a theology could possibly be rejected, but it must be under
stood first, for it is this which was taken up by the council, it is from 
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this that the Catholic position derives its coherence and its force. This 
theology is closely associated with a whole conception of the Church, 
which is that of the Fathers and medieval theology, and which could 
be described as sacramental or “mysteric”. But the Reformers would 
have none of it, and hardly got beyond an individualistic and associa- 
tionistic notion of the Church, a notion that no affirmation of the 
transcendent acts of God or of events of grace could suffice to enrich 
and purify. With the traditional theology, the Church is, in a real sense, 
the Body of Christ, to which the Spirit is joined by a bond, not a 
substantial bond in the sense of an incarnation, but a covenant bond. 
The Word of God, with the sacraments of Christ, and the Spirit of 
Christ, form this Church unceasingly, according to the pattern given 
to it by the incarnate Word. There is no break between the apostolic 
and the historic moments of this Church; there is no arbitrary distinc
tion between the apostolic period and texts, as obviously normative, 
and the full scope of the Church’s life. This is why the more important 
conclusions of the magisterium have always been seen zs following on 
from the Word of Christ and the apostles in an unbroken stream.1 This 
also is why the unanimous opinion of the Church—represented, 
concentrated, and personalized in the councils—has always been 
recognized as a clear indication or mark of the Spirit, and the normative 
expression of the faith.

Firm and assured as it was, this theology nevertheless posed 
problems. The Reformers could only admit it by imposing upon it the 
condition, at once decisive and exclusive, of reference to the written 
Word of God. Calvin wrote, in 1536:

This final inference of theirs that the Church cannot err in those 
matters which are necessary for salvation, we do not contradict. 
But we are very much against what these words imply. We consider 
that she cannot fail to the extent that, setting aside her own sagacity, 
she suffers herself to be taught of the Holy Spirit by the Word of 
God. They, on the contrary, incline to this: that since the Church is

1. This is what the councils had to say: Council of Chalcedon in 451 (Actio V): “As 
the prophets have taught from the beginning concerning him, and Jesus Christ himself 
has taught us; and as has been handed down to us by the Creed of the fathers...” 
(Mansi, VII, 115c); Council of CP, 553, Coll. VIII: “This faith which our Lord Jesus 
Christ, true God, has delivered to his holy apostles, and by them to the holy Churches” 
(IX, 370); Council of CP, 680, Actio XVIII, the same formula as Chalcedon (XI, 637B); 
Second Council of Nicaea, 787, cf. supra, p. 169, n. 1; Fourth Council of GP, 869-70 
(XVI, 397Dff.; D. 336). And see the first two texts of the Council of Trent given above, 
p. 172, n. 3.

N
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governed by the Spirit of God, she can surely proceed without the 
word; and that, whatever she does, she can neither think nor speak 
other than truth.1

I. Institution, Ch. 15; ed. Budé, Vol. IV, p. 171; a similar text in the Inst, of 1560; IV, 
viii, 13 (CR, Calvini Opera, IV, col. 736). For Luther, see Ch. 6, p. 184, n. 1.

2. “However, as the doctrine of our Lord Jesus is the soul of the Church ...” {Inst. of 
1560; IV, xii, 1; CR, Opera Calvini, IV, 820): but this is said in a clearly defined and limited 
context, and I do not want to take its application too far. Compare Melanchthon: “Unus 
est idemque ut simplicissimus, ita certissimus doctor, divinus spiritus, qui sese et proxime 
et simplicissime in sacris litteris expresserit.” Loci theol. of 1521: De Peccato. Vis peccati 
Melanchthons Werke in Auswahl, hrsg. v. R. Stupperich, Vol. II/i, p. 37. ’

3. See the texts supra, p. 170, nn. 1 and 6; p. 171, n. 1; p. 172, nn. 3 (2nd text) and 4; 
and R. Draguet, L Évolution des dogmes”, in Apologétique, Paris, 1937, pp. 1174—5.

4. Eck, in his second phase, that is, from 1525 onwards, uses the idea of “the Gospel 
written in men’s hearts” and the attribution to the Church of the spirit of prophecy, in a 
way which tends to put on a level with Scripture the decisions of the councils and p’opes 
cf. Tavard, op. cit., pp. 118ff. For Cochlaeus, ibid., pp. 120-30. For John Mensing, p. 15 2:

The Holy Spirit, soul of the Church? Calvin could see him as such 
only in the activation of the Word uttered once for all; could one not 
even say that this soul is rather “the doctrine of the Lord Jesus”?2

It must be recognized that the exceptionally wide and imprecise 
way in which the Middle Ages spoke of the “inspiration” of the Holy 
Spirit or of “revelation” for the whole sphere of the historical life of 
the Church, took insufficient account either of the extensive human 
element which helps to make up this sphere, or of the qualitative differ
ence which must be maintained between the time of the prophets or 
apostles and that of the councils, Fathers or popes. Such a position, 
staking heavily on the actuality of divine causality, was too naïvely 
“divinistic”. The lack of a sufficiently elaborated doctrine of the 
development of dogma, a doctrine well informed of the facts, was 
obviously a circumstance favouring the neglect of the historical 
factors in favour of an exclusive action of the Holy Spirit. There was a 
certain idea of development apparent in the affirmation of this action,3 
but an idea with hardly any historical orientation. But above all, this 
ecclesiological pneumatology led to an excessive tendency to situate at 
the same level the apostolic moment of constitutive revelation and the 
historical moment of assistance. The former ran the risk of not appear- ' 
ing fully and supremely “situating”, normans, the latter of not being 
sufficiently “situated”, normatum. This form of devaluation of the 
apostolic moment in the range of a history “inspired” throughout its 
whole course assumed various forms. It is found, in varying degrees, 
at the Reformation period, in Johann Eck, Cochlaeus, John Mensing, 
and Alphonsus de Castro.4
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The Fathers of the Church, and then the medieval theologians, 

especially St Thomas Aquinas, had made the necessary distinction, and 
it is a fact that, in this whole business, the Thomists were most faithful 
to the normative primacy of Scripture. It was necessary to reaffirm this 
primacy, to reformulate the distinction between the various stages of 
the economy, to distinguish between inspiration and Inspiration, 
between spiritual writings and the Scriptures; and this is what a good 
many theologians had been doing before,1 at the time of,2 and after 
Trent: for example Dominic Banez who took up a Thomistic position, 
and, with regard to the Church, made use of the word assistentia, a 
more precise and happier choice than the admittedly ambiguous 
revelatio or inspiratio.3

i. Cf. Chapter 4, p. 146, n. 1; Cristoforo Marcello, De Auctoritate Supremi 
Pontificis, 1520 (in Rocarberti, Bibi. Max. Pont., Vol. VI, p. 702; cf. Tavard, op. cit., p. 
136); Nicholas Herborn (Tavard, p. 166); Jacobus Latomus, (p. 170) and his fellow 
Lovanist, John Driedo, op. cit. (supra, p. 171, n. 1): the Spirit, he says, is always at work 
in the Church, but he has not been given equally to all, he is in no one as he was in the 
apostles: “Proinde generale concilium papae, cardinalium, episcoporum, doctorum, in 
scripturis propheticis intelligendis et exponendis non est nunc tantae authoritatis quantae 
fuerat alium apostolorum collegium, quamvis etiam nunc fieri non possit ut generale 
concilium in quo residet totius ecclesiae consensus, in fide et moribus ad salutem attinen
tibus perniciose fallatur” (fol. 58c), and cf. R. Guelluy, art.cit. (Ch.4, p. 139,n. i),pp.7iff. 
Driedo often made the distinction between the Church as she is now and the Church 
when she knew the apostles alive·, only the latter had the authority to reveal (cf. Murphy, 
op. cit., pp. 78, n. 13; 94, nn. 56—8; 102, n. 10; 103, n. 12; 104, n. 16; 192, n. 51). Francis de 
Vitoria, associating himself with Driedo, wrote: “Ecclesia (capiendo Ecclesiam pro con
gregatione praesenti = the Church after the death of the apostles) non habet potestatem 
determinandi nisi ex scriptura ..., habet suas regulas ex Scriptura sacra et ex his quae 
derivata sunt ad nos ex apostolis et factis Christi” (Comm. in IIam IIae, q. 1, a. 10, ed. 
Beltran de Heredia, Salamanca, 1932, p. 5$).

2. See above the opposition to pari pietatis affectu. Peter Bertrano, o.p., Bishop of 
Fano, together with Jacopo Nacchianti, o.p., Bishop of Chioggia, and the General of the 
Servites, protested against the practice of combining with the Scriptures, immutable and 
absolute, traditions, even though of apostolic origin, which could be abolished, and in 
fact on occasion had been (CT, I/i, p. 523); he remarked further, in the Congregation of 
27 March that all truth comes from the Holy Spirit, but that not all writing contained 
truths carrying the same weight; not everything was on the same level (CT, I, p. 39).

3. “Dicet fortasse quispiam quod Ecclesia poterit veram Scripturae intelligentiam 
habere absque traditionum iuvamine propter assistentiam infallibilem quam habet Ponti
fex in definiendo res fidei, et quam etiam habent concilia generalia. Haec tamen solutio 
nullius sane momentis est. Quoniam Ecclesia, cum aliquid noviter definit, necessum est 
consulat maiorum traditiones et antiqua sanctorum Patrum monimenta: neque enim 
Ecclesia novam fidem condit in suis definitionibus, sed eam, quam olim Christus et 
apostoli Ecclesiam docuerunt, denuo nobis explicat et in lucem fideliter edit suis definitio
nibus” (Comm. in IIam IIae, q. 1, a. 10, dub. 6, conci. 4, Rome, 1586, coi. 277). At what date 
did the use of the word assistentia begin? We meet it, en passant, in Cajetan, De Com
paratione Auctoritatis Papae et Concilii, 151 (ed. V. M. Pollet, Rome, 1936, n. 178, p. 86):

on the one hand, the Fathers constituted part of sacra scriptura, and on the other, the 
prophets and apostles were only members of the body animated by the Holy Spirit. 
Alphonsus de Castro (id. op., p. 158) stressed the unity of the Church transcending time: 
existing today, she had heard Christ in the apostles, and cherished the memory of what 
she had heard.
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It must be emphasized, further, that the thoroughly incontestable 
principle of an action of the Holy Spirit coextensive with the duration 
of the Church, was liable, in actual practice, to render such a distinction 
precarious. The movement to exalt the authority of the Church, and 
even, in fact, papal authority, continued and was even strengthened by 
the theology of the Counter-Reformation. This theology is character
ized by the affirmation of the principle of authority, that is to say the 
formal principle or quo, in a way which hardly allows for its condition
ing by the content, the objective datum or quod·, authority in so far as it 
actually is authority, in other words the exact opposite of the position 
taken up by the Reformers. But medieval thought, particularly St 
Thomas Aquinas, had not reached this point.1 The progress of ideas 
was now taking a new course. For example, in the theology of Thomas 
Stapleton,2 the spirituality of St Ignatius of Loyola,3 in the orientation 
of Robert Bellarmine’s Controversies, possibly even in Suarez’s theory 
comparing the definitions of the Church to new revelations,4 the force 
of the decisions taken by authority appears as unconditioned and truly 
divine. Instead of seeing tradition as having its reference to the past, 
there is a tendency to see it in reference to the current magisterium of 
the Church expressing itself in the passing of time.

i. See “L’Apostolicité de l’Église selon S. Thomas d’Aquin”, in RS PT, 44 [i960], 
pp. 209-24.

2. Cf. Tavard, op. cit., pp. 2joff., and cf. infra, Ch. 6, p. 182, n. 4.
3. A very close identification between the kingdom of God and the Church militant, 

between the discernment of what is of the Spirit of God and the judgement of ‘‘the hier
archic Church” (was it not Ignatius who coined this expression?). Cf. H. Rahner, Servir 
dans l’Église. Ignace de Loyola et la genèse des Exercices, Paris, 1959. See in this sense the 
thirteenth rule of orthodoxy: “Linking Christ our Lord the Bridegroom and His Bride the 
Church, there is one and the same Spirit, ruling and guiding us for our souls’ good. For 
our Holy Mother the Church is guided and ruled by the same Spirit, the Lord who gave 
the Ten Commandments”. ET Thomas Corbishley, London, 1963.

4. Suarez held that revelation is closed, but said that the infallibility which this assis- 
tentia Spiritus Sancti assures to the Church “aequivalet revelation! vel consummat illam, 
ut ita dicam”, De Fide, Disp. Ill, Sect. 2, n. 11 (Opera, ed. Vivès, Vol. XII, p. 100); In 
IIFm partem> q. 27, a. 2, Disp. Ill, Sect. 6, n. 4 (Vol. XIX, p. 48). With reference to the 
thought of Suarez on the development of dogma, there are several recent studies (G. 
Martinez, J. Alfaro, O. Chadwick). It would be as well to take account of the twelve 
centuries’ general use of the words revelare, revelatio (supra, Excursus B, pp. iigfE), and 
texts such as this of Albert the Great: “Papa non potest, sicut nec Apostoli potuerunt, nisi 
per revelationem Spiritus Sancti et magnam Ecclesiae necessitatem [institute a new form 
for baptism]”, In IVSent., d. 3, a. 2, ad 7 (Borgnet, XXIX, 67).

he distinguishes the pope or council “secundum proprias naturas et vires”, according to 
which they can err, and at the same time “secundum assistendam divinae providentiae”, 
according to which they can be infallible. Scholasticism recognized formae assistentes 
(“quae non sunt partes rei, sed ei movendae praesunt, ut angelus caelo”). It is fairly 
likely that the expression has its origin here.



Chapter 6

TRADITION AND
MAGISTERIUM FROM

THE COUNCIL OF
TRENT TO 1950

The Old and the New World of Thought 
Towards a Concept of Tradition as the Teaching 

of the Magisterium

In order to understand the new development taken by the idea of 
tradition after Trent it will be useful to recapitulate a little and note, 
from a fresh point of view, the main points in the use made of tradition 
by the early Church and the Middle Ages.

In the Church of the second and third centuries there existed a 
duality, and at the same time a close contact between the paradosis, the 
content of the faith received by the Church at its origin, and the 
hierarchical ministry. The emphasis was on the objective deposit of 
truth. For St Irenaeus, the charisma veritatis is not a power by which 
the hierarchy defines doctrine, it is the doctrine itself, the precious and 
spiritual gift entrusted to the Church.1 The regula fidei also, for the 
writers of this period, means not the action of the teaching authority, 
nor a criterion of true belief other than the doctrine itself, but this 
doctrine handed down to the Church.2 The bishops, by their agree
ment, were the sign indicating that a doctrine had always been held 
and, since this meant that it obviously went back to the origins, that it 
belonged to the regula fidei, that rule which is the same thing as the 
deposit of faith. This is the position of St Irenaeus and still that of St

i. Cf. D. Van den Eynde, Les Normes de l'enseignement chrétien . . . , p. 187.
2. Ibid., pp. 281Æ, 286,291,295,301,303-4,312-13. See also St Augustine, for example, 

L)e peccato orig., 29, 34 (.PL, 44, 402; NPF, 5).
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Vincent of Lerins.1 In this line, for ten centuries, popes, bishops, 
councils, canonists and theologians never ceased to affirm that the 
role of the members of the hierarchy is to guard and apply the rules 
received and handed on: the deposit of faith, the dogmas and canons of 
the councils, the tradition received from the Fathers. There is a collec
tion of examples of this at the end of the present chapter (Excursus C).

I. J. Madoz, El concepto de la tradición en S. Vincente de Lerins, Rome, 1933, p. 192
2. See the references given in Vraie et Fausse Reforme, pp. 516fT. ’ ’

We can observe too that, if the faith of the Roman Church has 
always been the model for the whole Catholic communion, the apos
tolic see, until modern times, rarely exercised the active magisterium of 
dogmatic definition and constant formulation of Catholic doctrine in 
the way it has been exercised since the pontificate of Gregory XVI and 
especially since that of Pius IX. In the early Church it functioned as a 
supreme judiciary in a Church in which the assemblies of bishops 
usually formulated the rules of life, and in the Middle Ages as a 
moderator or sovereign judge of Christendom, in continual collabora
tion or conflict with the secular rulers—not to mention the extremely 
important role of the universities, and primarily that of Paris,2 in the 
thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Doctrinal disputes were 
launched, developed and concluded by immediate reference to Scrip
ture and to a series of patristic, conciliar or canonical texts, in short a 
kind of magisterium of tradition itself.

To this was added in the Middle Ages the idea, the ambiguity and 
danger of which we have seen, that God unceasingly “inspires”, 
“suggests” or “reveals” to the Fathers and councils in a really present 
way, by a kind of vertical contact, both the doctrinal meaning of 
revelation and even certain determinations of the sacramental or 
institutional life of the Church. This idea threatened to weaken the 
ideal of a scrupulous conservation of the ancient deposit, but oriented 
as it was to the transcendent, present action of God, it represented in 
itself a direction of thought different from that which became prevalent 
in the modern theology of the magisterium. There is, however, an 
evolution, historically demonstrable, from the one to the other.

The stages or principal factors in this seem to have been as 
follows—here I can only give the headings; to do more would 
require a book in itself:

(i) The conviction Rome herself had always possessed, the 
claim she had always exercised—(a) of the decisive authority ex
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sese of her judgements; (b) of being the fons et origo of all the 
ecclesiastical order, the fundamentum et caput of all authority; 
(c) of her right, or rather her commission to govern all. The peaks 
in the assertion of these claims occurred in the ninth century, with 
Nicholas I, and John VIII, advantageously supported by the False 
Decretals, and in the eleventh century with Leo IX and Gregory VII.

(2) The great reform movement led by these two popes, which 
in my view supports and conditions all that followed, had the follow
ing effects, important here: (a) an increase in papal authority and 
domination; (b) a development in the study of canon law and 
consequently in juridical ways of thinking in ecclesiology. In my 
opinion the most noticeable and important change affected the idea 
of vicarius, vicem agere Dei (Christi). In place of the idea of the 
manifestation and service of the transcendent, but present action of 
God, there comes the idea of a trustee of powers, the idea of an 
authority given to the hierarchic ministry. Certain texts are no 
longer understood in terms of spiritual anthropology or charismatic 
gifts but as statements of juridical prerogatives appertaining to the 
pope.1

(3) The multiplication of anti-ecclesiastical spiritual sects from 
the beginning of the twelfth century and the great conflicts with the 
kings and emperors, the two Fredericks, Philip the Fair, Louis of 
Bavaria, provoked a development in the whole matter of papal 
power. The first “treatises on the Church”, instigated by the con
flict between the King of France and Boniface VIII, are treatises 
De Potestate Papali.

(4) Various theological controversies, particularly those con
ducted by certain Franciscans about the poverty of Christ and the 
beatific vision (Ockham against John XXII), brought up all kinds 
of questions on the rule of faith and theological criteria. This fact, 
combining with the development of canonical studies, also led to 
the invasion of theology by juridical ways of thinking. The canon
ists, generally sympathetic to the Curia and inclined to overestimate 
the scope of authority, made some outrageously exaggerated state
ments on papal prerogatives and authority: the pope is above the 
law, he could alter the condition of the Church, he could decree that 
what is round is square, he is the judge of everything, even of 
Scripture, he is above Scripture.2

(5) Even outside the immediate ecclesiastical context the actual
1. The main examples I have studied, apart from vicarius, hear upon 1 Cor 2.15 (and 

6.3): “Spiritualis homo judicat omnia”,and Jer 1.10. Cf. “ ‘Ecce constitui te super gentes et 
regna (Jer 1.10)’ in Geschichte und Gegenwart”, in Theologie in Gesch. und Gegenwart 
(Festschr. M. Schmaus), Munich, 1957, pp. 671-96.

2. Cf. supra, Ch. 3, p. 94, n. 2. Further texts are given in M. Maccarrone, Vicarius 
Christi..., Rome, 1952, pp. 119(1., 132, n. 68.
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world of ideas concerning authority changed.1 The Middle Ages 
had built their politico-juridical ideas on Holy Scripture, the Fathers 
and Germanic law. On one side, they tempered the rights of the 
sovereign by community rights, and on the other, they saw the 
powers exercised by members of the hierarchy, civil or ecclesiastical, 
as subject to laws, to the common good, to justice, to right order, 
which excluded in principle the discretionary use of their power. All 
this underwent a far-reaching change, beginning in the fifteenth 
century—the renaissance of Roman law, dating from the twelfth 
century, bore its fruit slowly. In Roman law the subject of law is 
always an individual will, in the public law it is the State, conceived 
of as a person, not the people themselves. As a result there is a 
tendency to make the State absolute, and with it the princely power 
that embodies it. The modem theory of sovereignty has its roots 
much earlier than the sixteenth century, but at that time it took on a 
new absolutist form (J. Bodin, Machiavelli), rigorously subjecting 
the community to its head. These ideas were to show their full force 
in the political theories of the civil order, often hardly Christian, but 
echoes of them are found in the public law of the Church and the 
theology which translated this into ecclesiological doctrine. These 
ideas constituted, to a certain extent, part of the spiritual climate of 
the age. They favoured statements of audiority, an authority per
sonal and supreme. They are like an atmosphere that affected, but 
without causing them to deviate, the efforts of the Catholic apologists.

(6) The ancient world was the only spiritual world men knew, 
and in the post-patristic West culture was almost exclusively the 
privilege of the clergy. This began to change in the twelfth century. 
Finally, with the dawning of the modem world, to an increasing 
extent and with growing sharpness as this modem world gained 
confidence and gradually showed its characteristics, the Church 
found itself up against a secular world, non-Catholic (Reformation), 
unbelieving, intellectually and spiritually active. Newman accounted 
for the increasing intervention of the teaching authority of the 
Church, in practice reduced to that of die pope, by instancing die 
necessity of tackling die evil of rationalism, now rampant.2 A valid 
point, I think.
I. From among the very large number of titles of books •which would be necessary' 

for a complete study of these matters, we may' cite the folio-wing: J. N. Figgis, in Cambridge 
Modern Hist., Vol. Ill, pp. 736(1., and The Divine Right of Kings, Cambridge, and ed. 
1914; the six-volume A History of Mediaeval Political Theory in the ¡Test, by R. and A. 
Carlyle; A. J. Carlyle, Political Liberty. A History of the Conception in the Middle Ages and 
Modern Times, Oxford, 1941; W. Bertrams, Der neuqeitliche Staatsgedanke and die 
Konkordate des ausgehenden Mittelalters, Rome, 1950; M. David, La Souveraineté et les 
limites juridiques du pouvoir monarchique du IXe au XVe siècle (Annales de la Fac. de 
Droit et des Sc. polit, de Strasbourg, 1), Paris, 1954. And cf. infra, p. 190, n. 1.

2. Apologia pro vita sua, Ch. V.
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As soon as precise questions of law began to be asked in the matter of 
theological criteriology, it was inevitable that tradition should be 
identified with the magisterium. Antiquity and the early Middle Ages 
had avoided expressing themselves in this way since they were con
cerned with the present reality of God’s activity in “inspiring” the 
Fathers, the councils, etc. But in considering the loci theologici them
selves the accent was bound to be put on the authority of the Church 
as what gave them normative value. This is clear, for example, in the 
case of custom, obviously analogical to that of tradition. For the 
Fathers the legitimacy of a custom depends upon its being apostolic or 
very ancient. But beginning in the sixteenth century, canonists and 
theologians (especially the followers of Suárez) held the thesis, 
endorsed by the 1917 Code (c. 25), according to which custom only 
obtains the force of law by the approbation of the competent superior.1 
In a word, the consideration of content has been replaced by a con
sideration of the juridical title of authority, quod by quo, in scholastic 
terms.

i. For this question in general cf. R. Wehrlé, La Coutume dans le droit canonique . . . ’ 
Paris, 1928. We may note this earlier passage from St Thomas: “Maximam habet auctori
tatem Ecclesiae consuetudo, quae semper est in omnibus aemulanda: quia et ipsa doctrina 
catholicorum doctorum ab Ecclesia auctoritatem habet. Unde magis standum est auctori
tati Ecclesiae quam auctoritati vel Augustini, vel Hieronymi, vel cujuscumque doctoris” 
(II—II, q. 10, a. 12); but here St Thomas is speaking of the Ecclesia.

2. We may note that a comparable development took place in Protestantism. Protestant 
orthodoxy laid special emphasis on the “formal principle” of sola Scriptura, while Luther 
had given the primacy to the content, the Gospel of salvation.

That is how the characteristic position of the modern era has been 
arrived at in the question of the relation between normative determina
tions fixed at a given time and tradition, what has been inherited from 
the past. This position could be formulated thus: these determinations 
have the absolute value of truths which it is necessary to believe for 
salvation, because the Church (the magisterium), which so defines 
them, is guided and infallible.

The reduction of tradition to magisterium was not carried out by 
the Council of Trent itself, which did not even use the word magis
terium·, moreover, all it intended to do was to state that there are 
apostolic traditions. For the council, traditions constitute a norm for 
the magisterium itself, in the same way as the sensus Ecclesiae, to which 
the council often turned and which shows what the Church has always 
held and taught. However, the interpreter of Pacheco, Cardinal Bishop 
of Jaén, proposed, during the General Congregation on 18 February, 
to link the consideration of the authority of the Church to that of
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traditions.1 We see also, from other events, that for the council what 
the Church held unanimously could not but be from God.2

i. CT, V/2, p. ii. J. Bakhuizen van denBrink (cf. Ch.4, pp. 139-40, n. 2) shows that the 
Fathers and theologians of Trent included under the term traditiones all the prescriptions 
of the Church in matters of faith and ecclesiastical discipline, apart from Scripture, and 
under the influence of the Holy Spirit. The theology of the council subsequently developed 
along these lines.

2. For example, this opinion of the “minor theologians”: “Ex consensu Ecclesiae 
ponitur character, igitur a Spiritu Sancto est, cum ecclesia non possit errare” {CT, V/2, 
p. 858, 13-14).

3. Compare A. Michel, art. “Tradition”, in DTC, XV, col. 1320-1. This stage had not 
been reached with Driedo {De ecclesiasticis scripturis et dogmatibus, 1533): by traditiones 
he understood tradition in the objective sense, the “dogmata extra canonem constituta”, 
and by traditio the successive transmission of these doctrines, i.e. their promulgation by 
the Church, but not by the hierarchy alone. Cf. J. Lodrioor, “La notion de la tradition 
dans la théologie de Jean Driedo de Louvain”, in ETL, 26 [1950], pp. 27-63. Compare, 
supra, Ch. 5, p. 160, n. 1.

4. Principiorum fidei doctrinalium Demonstratio, Paris, 1582, 2nd ed. See especially 
Controv. Ill, Lib. VII, c. 12 (p. 261, where the authority the Fathers enjoyed in the Church 
is vindicated “quia episcopi aut sacerdotes in Ecclesia fuerunt”); Controv. IV, Lib. VIII, 
c. 12 (pp.. 290—3, chapter entitled: Pox docentis vel attestants Ecclesiae est medium certum 
et infallibilis regula ipsius fidei, where the whole certainty about the truth of the faith is 
made to depend upon submission to the magisterium); Controv. V, in its entirety.

5. Anton Mayr, Theologia scholastica, Ingolstadt, 1732, Vol. 7; Tr. VII, n. 207, 306 
(cf. DTC, XV, col. 1328); Card. Gotti, Theologia scholastico-dogmatica, Venice, 1763; 
dub. I, § i, n. 1: “In so far as tradition is doctrine, it is a source; but regarded as doctrine 
transmitted by the authority of the Church, it is a rule” {DTC, ibid.')·, René Billuart: the 
same position {DTC, ibidl).

The council had defined the existence of traditions and the obliga
tion of respecting them, but had hardly made precise the nature of 
tradition. If the efforts of the Catholic doctors were concerned in the 
first place with the defence of traditions, that of the post-Tridentine 
theologians can be characterized as a moving away from a conception 
of tradition as content and deposit received from the apostles, to one 
of tradition considered from the point of view of the transmitting 
organism, seen as residing above all in the magisterium of the Church.3 
The Fathers and the early canons are considered less as inspired 
organs of tradition themselves than as witnesses to a tradition which 
consists in the present teaching of the magisterium. A first outline of 
this theology can be seen in Stapleton.4 It is found stated explicitly in 
the treatises of the eighteenth century, from which many modern 
manuals of theology and apologetics derive: Anton Mayr, S.J., Cardinal 
Gotti, o.p., Billuart, o.p.5 Theology thus developed in a special way 
an aspect which did not escape the early centuries, but which they 
presented differently.

So, starting from the same idea of tradition as the East, the Catholic 
West now developed an idea—and more particularly a use—of it quite 
different from that of the Orthodox East. F. Kattenbusch makes an
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interesting suggestion.1 The oriental Church, he says, is static and 
fixed; she calls herself the Church of the Seven Ecumenical Councils, 
she has kept the same appearance since the time of the Fathers, the 
appearance of her childhood. Nevertheless, she has grown old. The 
Roman Church, to which the barbarian nations which she embraced 
brought new blood, has not ceased to increase and advance. But, while 
the East is in direct contact with its past and invokes its tradition 
naively, in the West ancient tradition is required to justify the present 
teaching of an ever active magisterium: the “proof from tradition” is 
difficult and complicated, subtle and overburdened. Indeed anyone 
who has tried it for the most recent dogmatic definitions of the magis
terium knows that Kattenbusch is telling the simple truth. This is still 
so, even granted the facility we have today—not from the point of view 
of tactical skill or apologetical argument, but from that of the truth— 
thanks to a sound theory of dogmatic development, something which 
was impossible as recently as the middle of the nineteenth century.

Opposition to this Theology in the Name ’of an 
Objective or Documentary Idea of Tradition

There was already some resistance in the Middle Ages, although the 
full extent of the question was not appreciated. For one thing, a sort of 
ecclesiological positivism or fideism made itself felt from two different 
directions at the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
amongst the theologians and amongst the canonists. In this way the 
theologians salvaged all the certitudes their critique of religious 
knowledge had destroyed. Nominalism and the Scotist criticism both 
came to the conclusion that all the articles of faith depend upon this 
one article, the first of all: “Credo Ecclesiam regi a Spiritu Sancto.” 
Those trained in the Thomist school reacted against this.2 The 
canonists ran into opposition and criticism from Dante. He accused 
them of wanting to impose a new authority, a new way of making 
normative regulations, contrary to the old way of a healthy theology 
which provided its affirmations with an objective basis by means of a 
contemplative consideration of the truth.3

Here we can recall the biblical orientation of the Waldenses, Wycliffe
1. Lehrbuch d. vergl. Confessionskunde, Freiburg, 1892, pp. 271 ff., and especially 275.
2. See supra, Ch. 3, pp. 93-4, n. 4.
3. See M. Maccarrone, “Teologia e Diritto canonico nella Monarchia III, 3”, in Riv. di 

Storia della Chiesa in Italia, 5 [1951], pp. 7-42 (fully documented). 
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and John Huss. That of the Protestant Reformers is a reaction of 
revolutionary radicalism, alas! but favouring the apostolic statements, 
an apostolic canon, of religion. And it seemed to them that Scripture 
was the only valid guarantee of this. From our point of view here, the 
Reformers made their stand for the absolute primacy of a criterion 
situated in the object over a criterion identified with the ecclesiastical 
magisterium. We have already quoted Calvin (supra, p. 141, n. 5). 
Eighteen years previously Luther had retorted to Prierias: I don t 
know what you mean by calling the Roman Church the rule of the 
faith. I always thought that the faith ruled the Roman Church and all 
Churches, as the Apostle said: ‘Peace and mercy be upon all who walk 
by this rule’ (Gal 6.16).”1 Protestant theology continues to pronounce 
the same criticism, that, as outsiders see it, the Catholic doctrine of the 
living magisterium sacrifices reference to the objective normative 
sources; the claim to respect the authority of revelation and add nothing 
to it, is in practice a mere fiction.2

1. Ad dicdogum Silvestri Prieriatis. . . Responsio, 1518, W, I, p. 662, 24—6. Compare 
Propositions! adv. totam synagogam Satanae, 1530: “Ecclesia Dei non habet potestatem 
approbandi articulos aut praecepta seu scripturas sacras more Majoris vel auctoritate 
judicial! nec id unquam fecit aut faciet.... Ecclesia Dei potius contra per scripturas 
sanctas seu articulos fidei est approbata et confirmata tanquam a Maiore et authoritate 
judiciali” (W, XXX/2, pp. 420 and 424). This makes it easy to understand why Catholic 
apologists had been taking such pains to prove the temporal priority of the Church over 
Scripture.

2. O. Cullmann, The Early Church, 1956 (ET of articles appearing originally in Dieu 
vivant, n. 23 [1953] and the Scottish Journal of Theology [1950, 1953]), pp. 84—5: “In 
practice the institution of the apostolate, which is unique in the history of salvation, seems 
to us to be devalued by the infallible teaching-office of the Catholic Church. The unique
ness of the apostolate is annulled by this teaching-norm. The period of the apostles and 
that of the Church are confused. Of course, the Catholic Church claims only to interpret, 
to explicate the apostolic witness by its decisions which constitute the tradition. But when 
the ecclesiastical interpretation assumes the same normative value for all periods as the 
apostolic norm itself, does not the affirmation that it is only interpretation become a 
fiction? Is it not the essence of a true interpretation that it has not the same definitive 
character as the norm itself? ... Moreover, does the Catholic Church not tend to abandon, 
in fact if not in theory, the fiction that tradition is interpretation of scripture, when in 
justifying the dogma proclaimed in 1950 it does not spend time giving a scriptural 
foundation, but relies on the consensus of the Church, as if collective inspiration in the 
Church has no longer any need at all to be controlled by the apostolic witness, and as if 
the infallible teaching-office of the Pope were sufficient for this purpose?”

W. Schweitzer, Schrift und Dogma in der Ökumene . . . , Gütersloh, 1953, p. 32: “Die 
Anerkennung der Offenbarungsquellen als höhere Autorität ist hier nur theoretisch 
vollzogen. Denn dadurch dass die Kirche etwas verkündet, wird es ja im gleichen Augen
blick Bestandteil der Tradition, also einer der beiden angeblich übergeordneten Offen
barungsquellen.” He adds: “Der Fall, dass ein kirchlich verkündigter Satz nicht in der 
Offenbarung gegründet wäre, kann deshalb hier gar nicht eintreten” (pp. 32-3). See also 
E. L. Mascall, “Autour du dogme de l’Assomption”, in Dieu vivant, n. 18 [1950], pp. 
104-5; Μ. Thurian, “Le Dogme de l’Assomption”, in Verbum Caro, 1951, pp. 10, 15-16; 
F. Heiler, Das neue Dogma im Lichte der Geschichte u. im Urteil der Ökumene, Munich- 
Basle, 1951, pp. 145, 222; F. J. Taylor, in Scripture and Tradition, ed. by F. W. Dillistone, 
London, 1955, pp. 85-6. Cf. infra, p. 209, nn. 3 and 4.
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This criticism, which we shall have to return to, springs from a 
radical denial of the normative value of tradition and of the existence 
of an aided magisterium possessed of authority. But there has been 
within the Church a school of thought which, without holding these 
negations and indeed even vigorously refuting them, has wanted to 
maintain the primacy of objective tradition over active tradition, to 
use modern terminology.

This was the case with the Gallicans, who made a careful study of 
history and refused to give themselves over unconditionally to Roman 
discretionary authority.1 Bossuet was strengthened in this by his pre
occupation with union, for which the chosen instrument was appeal to 
early and unanimous tradition. The same refusal had been made right 
throughout history by all those whose support and spiritual ancestry 
the Gallicans claimed and who had called for the application of the 
ancient rule by which authority is linked to regard for the canons and 
customs.2 The Gallicans shared with the Anglicans a great partiality 
for the rule of Vincent of Lerins: “Quodubique, quod semper, quod ab 
omnibus.”

We cannot even exclude the use in apologetics against the Protes
tants in the seventeenth century of the “perpetuity of the faith” from 
among the factors that turned Catholic apologists towards a docu
mentary, historical and fixist idea of tradition and away from seeing it 
as linked more to the living magisterium.3

The Jansenists went one better, even before they had reason not to 
make too much of this magisterium, obstinately and exclusively 
attached as they were to the letter of St Augustine.4 Arnauld was 
denounced on 1 June 1666 for making out “that a Catholic theologian 
must only concern himself with what it has pleased God to reveal to us

1. See my article “Gallicanisme”, in Catholicisme, Vol. IV, col. 1731-9. It was on 
the basis of just such a notion of tradition that scholars like Jean Launoy and 
Muratori, together with others less well known, opposed the possible definition of the 
Immaculate Conception and Assumption in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
Cf. C. Dillenschneider, Le Sens de la foi et le progrès dogmatique du mystère marial, Rome, 
1954, pp. 108—9, 368—9. See also the important Examen critique de la théologie de Poitiers, 
Paris, 1765, pp. 2ff.

2. See V. Martin, Les Origines du gallicanisme, Paris, 1939, Vol. I; F. Heiler, Alt- 
kirckliche Autonomie u. papstlicher Zentralismus, Munich, 1941.

3. See P. Polman, L’Elément historique . . . , p. 545; R. Snoeks, L'Argument de tradition 
dans la controverse eucharistique entre catholiques et réformés français au XPIF siècle, 
Louvain, 1951.

4. This has often been remarked on. See, for example, A. De Meyer, Les Premières 
Controverses jansénistes en France (1610-1640), Louvain, 1919, pp. 475-8.Thence derives 
the following proposition, censured by Alexander VIII, 7 December 1690: “Ubi quis 
invenerit doctrinam in Augustino clare fundatam, illam absolute potest tenere et docere, 
non respiciendo ad ullam Pontificis Bullam” (D. 1320).
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in his Scripture, the Tradition of the holy Fathers and the books of the 
Church”. The preface to Volume XXIII of Arnauld’s (Euvres, where 
this quotation comes from (p. 210), goes on: “The denouncers claimed 
that the author of the Apologie (pour les religieuses de Port-Royal) in 
going back to these sacred sources of revelation alone, showed scant 
regard for the living authority of the Church (which they called 
living Tradition), and for its sufficiency for formulating the articles of 
faith. .. . They wanted to make living Tradition independent of 
Scripture and Tradition.”1 The Jansenists took exception to what they 
called an innovation, appealing to their attachment to the Christian 
past. We know how much of value in the demands of the Jansenists for 
liturgical reform—the programme of which we are familiar with from 
the condemnation of the Synod of Pistoia2—was spoiled, even from 
the pastoral point of view, by a stubborn prejudice in favour of the 
original state of affairs (repristination). During the Synod of Florence 
(1787), which falls into the same context, Pamilini said expressly:

l. Préface historique et critique to Volume XXIII of Œuvres de . . . Arnauld, p. xix. 
Cf. A. Gits, La Foi ecclésiastique aux faits dogmatiques dans la théologie moderne (Bibl. de 
la Rev. Hist, eccl., 21), Louvain, 1940, pp. 112-13.

2. Cf. Mediator Dei, 20 November 1947; AAS, 39 [1947], pp. 543, 546.

The universality of the testimony is the essential characteristic of 
tradition; where such a testimony does not exist, tradition in its 
proper sense does not exist either. To restrict tradition to one indivi
dual would be to go contrary to its very definition. If the pope were 
its sole judge and interpreter, tradition would be constituted in 
him alone. If he alone constituted tradition, that would be the end 
of tradition since it would then be deprived of what is its essential 
characteristic.

The remarkable progress in historical science in the nineteenth 
century brought about a renewed historicist attitude, itself inspiring a 
fixist and documentary idea of tradition. Historicism, which largely 
dominated the intellectual climate of the nineteenth century, especially 
in Germany, rests on the conviction that every historical event can be 
explained historically. Dollinger’s teacher was Möhler, who had re
thought the old principle “Quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab 
omnibus”, in a dynamic and mystical view of the ecclesial community, 
whose soul is the Holy Spirit. Dollinger’s idea of tradition proposed in 
1863 in Was ist Theologie? is still that of a disciple of Möhler. Döllinger 
did not follow this theology. He was later influenced by a critical 
classicism which sought to show the identity of the doctrine proposed 
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today with that of early times after the fashion of the seventeenth
century historians and apologists. He did this the more enthusiastically 
since, like Bossuet earlier, he was sincerely concerned about union.1 
On the one hand then, the legitimacy of the Church’s actions in its 
dogmatic life was held to be dependent on history,2 and on the other, 
the principle of Vincent of Lerins taken as a positive rule, was applied 
according to the norms of critical classicism. Well versed in the early 
texts and raising objections it would be wrong to ignore, the Old 
Catholics, following Döllinger, have held too purely and narrowly 
rational an idea of tradition.3

i. On this point, see V. Conzemius, “Aspects ecclésiologiques de l’évolution de Döl
linger et du vieux-catholicisme”, in L’Ecclésiologie au XIXe siècle (Colloque de la Faculté 
de Théol. cath. de Strasbourg), Strasbourg-Paris, i960.

2. “What is in question, in the present confused situation in the Church, is a purely 
historical matter which, in consequence, ought to be investigated and judged solely in the 
light of the documents we have at our disposal, and according to the ordinary rules of 
historical research”, letter to Mgr Scherr, Archbishop of Munich, in Briefe u. Erklärungen 
von I. von Döllinger über die Vatikanischen Dekrete, Munich, 1890, p. 88.

3. See the comments of H. Hemmer, in Rev. Hist, litter, relig., 9 [1904], p. 281; F. 
Mourret, Le Concile du Vatican d'après des documents inédits, Paris, 1931, p. 73; K. Adam, 
The Spirit of Catholicism, London, Sheed & Ward, new ed., 1932, p. 156; C. Lialine, 
“Vieux-Catholiques et orthodoxes en quête d’une union depuis trois-quarts de siècle”, in 
Istina, j [1958], pp. 22-56; J. R. Geiselmann, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, p. 185. Cf. 
also my note “Döllinger”, in Catholicisme, III, col. 972-4.

4. Petau, De la pénitence publique et de la préparation à la communion, 1644; Morin, 
Commentarius historicus de disciplina in administratione sacramentipaenttentiae, 1651, in his 
Praefatio ad lectorem·. “A Deo enim praeceptum nobis est Ecclesiam hodie loquentem 
audire, non solum alterius aevi. . .. Omnes haeretici volunt Ecclesiam audire mutam non 
loquentem, doctores mortuos non vivos” (quoted by C. Baumgartner, in RSR, 41 [1953], 
p. 178).

The Protestant, Gallican and Old Catholic criticisms call for an 
effective and accurate response taking full account of all the elements of 
truth they contain. They also reveal grave gaps, two principally, which 
I shall merely outline before coming back to their doctrinal substance 
in the theological part of this book.

(1) The conception put forward in these criticisms is historical as 
regards the documentation, but does not carry this historical rigour to 
its conclusion, because, like the texts, the conception itself is static and, 
apart from the texts, admits nothing else. Petau and Morin had already 
levelled this criticism at the Jansenists.  This is to fail to see what the 
Fathers and medieval scholars grasped so perfectly—the Church’s 
vocation to guard and live the Word in history and hence to announce 
it in answer to the errors and needs that the passing of time is always 
throwing up. To give but one example, when Jean Launoy took 
Bellarmine to task for altering the ancient definition of the Church,

4
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“Societas (Congregatio) fidelium” and introducing into it a mention 
of the pope,1 he did not allow for the fact that it had become necessary 
to make more precise the visible aspect of the Church and its hierar
chical structure by reason of the ecclesiological errors of the Middle 
Ages and the Reformation.

(2) From the ecclesiological point of view two things are dissociated 
and one of them is relegated more or less seriously to the background. 
Scripture is dissociated from the Church, revelation from the People of 
God, whereas Scripture is carried by the Church, recognized, under
stood and put before men by the Church. In the Church, the Protes
tants, entirely and by dogmatic principle, and the Old Catholics, more 
in practice and up to a point, put altogether in the background the role 
of a magisterium exercising, in addition to its function of “Servant of 
the Object” (Cajetan)—this is already a charismatic function—its own 
special juridical authority in virtue of which it has the mission, com
petence and grace required for imposing its decisions on the faithful, 
with an obligatory force.2

But this said, it must be noted at once that this magisterium is not 
and cannot be, of such standing that it is autonomous with regard to 
revelation. It possesses a mission and grace only to propose and, when 
necessary, to define with the force of law what is revealed. Hence its 
rigorous obligation to find out and refer back to this revelation. It is 
only as objective normata that it is norma normans.

Modernism appeared on the scene, at one moment professing a quite 
inacceptable theory of the evolution of dogmatic formulas and institu
tions; at another calling for explicit documentary proof, not just of the 
homogeneity in development that the Catholic Church claims, but of 
the material identity of doctrines and institutions. Because they were

1. In his Epistola XIII to Nicolas Gatin: Opera, Vol. V/2, pp. 665—96.
2. This criticism was developed by Scheeben especially (see infra). For Manning, 

Gallicanism was a kind of rationalism {Pastoral Letter of 1867, p. 41); on the other hand, 
the definition of papal infallibility which he was striving to promote, would be “a 
victory of dogma over history” (according to Quirinus [= Dollinger], Romische Briefe 
vom Kan^il, Munich, 1870, p. 61). Pius IX attacked the Old Catholic notion of tradition 
in a letter addressed to the meeting of the German hierarchy at Fulda, 28 October 1870: 
“Mendaciter jactant pro more omnium, qui schismata et haereses unquam disseminarunt, 
se antiquam fidem catholicam retinere, dum ipsum fundamentale principium catholicae 
fidei ac doctrinae subvertunt. Licet namque profiteantur Scripturam et Traditionem fontes 
esse divinae Revelationis, magisterium tamen semper vivens Ecclesiae ex Scriptura et 
Traditione manifestum atque divinitus institutum sicut ad perpetuam custodiam, ita ad 
infallibilem explicationem et declarationem dogmatum, quae in Scriptura vel Traditione 
nobis transmissa sunt, iidem audire detrectant” {Pit IX P. M. Acta, Prima Pars Vol. V 
p. 259). The condemnation of Bible Societies at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
is to be seen in the same light. Cf. my note in Catholicisme, II [1949], col. 26-9.
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disappointed in this, and with an apologetic end in view, many began 
attributing too radical a relativism to exterior forms (formulas, rites, 
etc.). We need not consider here the Modernists’ religious philosophy, 
which was both vitalist and symbolist.1 What, in Modernism, provoked 
Catholic theology to a better understanding and explanation of its own 
idea of tradition is what can be called its historicism.

With or without the particular religious philosophy of the Modern
ists, the issue was still the old requirement of the historians, Dollinger 
for example, that they be shown from the texts a proof of the identity 
of belief—in eodem dogmate. The problem as it stood was concerned 
with the relationship between historical documentation and tradition 
as the Church lives it, as theology, the science of faith, can and should 
conceive of it.2 Was tradition reducible to the demands and limitations 
of history, or does it go beyond them, and if so, how and under what 
conditions?

Catholic theology’s answer, already roughed out before the 
Modernist crisis and laboriously formulated during it, did not fully 
emerge until quite recently, with the preparation and proclamation of 
the dogma of the bodily assumption of the Mother of God. It consists 
of two main components closely interlinked: first, a theology of the 
“living magisterium”; second, the distinction between “historical 
tradition” and “dogmatic tradition”, putting the latter in its own 
human-divine, “supernatural” order. Taking up the thread of chrono
logical order at the beginning of the nineteenth century, or even in the 
middle of the eighteenth, I shall now set forth the development of 
these two points both of which have very decisively marked the 
essential features of the modern Catholic idea of tradition.

The Idea of “Living Tradition”

(1) The Catholic school of Tübingen

The expression “living tradition” was not invented by the Catholic 
school of Tübingen; but it is rarely found in the Fathers or in ancient 
conciliar or papal texts.3 Writers in the Middle Ages often speak of

1. It led them, says the encyclical Pascendi, to conceive of tradition as a kind of com
munication of experience: D. 2083; or, again, as the conservative force which would 
counterbalance individual initiative: D. 2095.

2. Documentation of this debate is given in L. da Veiga Coutinho, Tradition et Histoire 
dans la controverse moderniste ( 1898-1910) (Anal. Gregor., 73), Rome, 1954.

3. We have met this already in Lucius (cf. supra. Ch. 3, Sect. A, p. 89, n. 2). Com
pare Agatho’s letter of 680 to the emperors on the convocation of the Sixth Ecumenical 

O
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princes as lex animata, not in the sense that the prince can do what he 
likes, that for them would make him a “tyrant”, or that his will has in 
itself the force of law, but in the sense that the law resides and works in 
him, that it lives in him. He is only prince on this condition.1 The idea 
of the prince solutus leglbus is denied and rejected by all Christians in 
the Middle Ages. It only became established in the modern absolutist 
ideology, under the influence of a resurrection of Roman law with its 
maxim: “Quod placuit principi habet legis vigorem.”2 Even though, 
chronologically this idea first arose in the Middle Ages (Frederick II), 
it is completely alien to the spirit of die age.

The terms “living tradition”, “living Gospel” made their appearance 
with the Catholic adversaries of the Reformation, who also made 
abundant use of the theme of the Gospel written, not with ink, but in 
the heart, to indicate a norm of belief in opposition to the verbum 
scriptum which the Protestants wanted to make the exclusive term of 
reference.3 Thomas Netter had already spoken of the Church’s ani
mated or living faith.4 It is in an analogous sense, and with a more 
marked insistence on the magisterium, that the systematic theologians 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries speak of regula animata in 
opposition to a regula inanimis.5 But the expression “living tradition” 
owes its origin to the discussion concerning the “dogmatic acts”, pro
voked by the condemnation of the five Jansenist propositions.

i. See Carlyle, op. cit. (supra, p. 180, n. 1), Vol. II, pp. 172.1!.; F. Kern, Recht u. 
Verfassung im Mittelalter, Basle, 1953, pp. 70-I.

2. J. M. Potter (in “A Political Treatise of the Early French Renaissance: the Régime 
d’un prince of Bishop Jean de Marre, 1509”, in Quantulacumque. Studies presented to K. 
Lake, London, 1937, pp. 9-22) has shown that the equation princeps = lex animata was 
there understood in an absolutist sense.

3. Albert Pigge has the phrase traditio viva, in Hierarch, eccl. Assertio, 1538 (IV, 8, 
col. 168), but not in the modern sense: it refers merely to the mode of transmission. 
Stanislas Hosius speaks of a “living Gospel” (Polman, op. cit., p. 307). St Peter Canisius 
(Meditationes seu Notae in Evangélicas lectiones, Pars I [1598]; Freiburg, 1939, p. 184) 
has this passage: “Peculiariter audiam et observabo non modo verbum scriptum quod 
omni acceptione semper dignum est, sed etiam verbum viva dumtaxat voce traditum, sive 
de fide et credendis, sive de moribus et agendis monear. Nam ejusmodi verbum in 
Ecclesia viguit priusquam verbum scriptum promulgaretur. . . . Audiam ego Dei spiritum 
non in Scriptura solum, sed etiam in ecclesia loquentem.”

4. Speaking of tradition, he wrote at the beginning of the fifteenth century: “Semper in 
consuetudine docere solebat animata fides a tempore apostolorum per successionem 
Pontificum et plebium usque ad témpora illa” (Doctrinale antiquit, fidei Ecclesiae cathol., 
Venice, 1757, Vol. II, col. 392).

5. Thus Suárez, Gabriel Antoine, s.j., René Billuart, as quoted in DTC, XV, col. 1328. 
Compare Deneffe, p. 123.

Council (Mansi, XI, 239E): “Haec est apostolorum Christi viva traditio.” At this time, of 
course, the expression had not yet the range of application it was to have later for the 
Tübingen theologians.
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The problem was to determine how much adherence should be given 
to this condemnation where it concerned a question of fact.1 Against 
Arnauld, who held the historico-documentary idea of tradition and 
saw theology as ruled entirely by what is expressly stated in its sources, 
some argued from “living tradition” or “the common and present 
teaching” of the Church, in the sense that the magisterium, justified 
and guaranteed once and for all by the institution and promises of 
Jesus Christ, is the rule of belief. It cannot only interpret Scripture and 
the witness of tradition, which must be read “with the eyes of the 
Church”,2 but can also pronounce doctrinal truth and condemn 
concrete errors throughout the course of history in the context of 
history and its concrete demands.3 Through Fénelon this idea of 
“living tradition” passed to Sailer, then to Drey and then to Möhler 
and the Catholic school of Tübingen which made it one of its main 
theses.4

It benefited too from various lines of thought which originated in 
the eighteenth century. In the first place, it gained from what one 
cannot but term the birth of the sense of history. Not that there had 
been no history previously, for example the admirable knowledge of 
the sources they possessed in the seventeenth century. But this is some
thing different. The title Scienda Nuova which G. B. Vico chose for

I. For what follows, cf. J. Turmel, Hist, de la thiol.posit, du concile de Trente au concile 
du Vatican, Paris, 1906, pp. 81-104; A. Gits, referred to supra, p. 186, n. 1 (pp. niff.). 
The expression “living tradition” is found in the denunciation of Arnauld addressed to 
the Sorbonne in 1666, referred to supra.

2. The expression is owed to Adam, s.].; see Gits, p. no.
3. Evidence for this idea may be found in Mgr de Marca (Gits, pp. 15, 27), but it was 

brought out most clearly by Fénelon, who stressed the promissory character of the end of 
St Matthew (pp. 92-3); he insisted on “the act of transmission”—our “active tradition”. 
Compare Abelly, p. 108. The mission and power of the living magisterium, rooted in the 
institution and promise of Christ, to make known, declare and defend revealed truth in 
the course and within the framework of history, form the basis for a Catholic theology of 
dogmatic “facts”. See Μ. L. Guérard des Lauriers, Dimensions de la foi, Paris, 1952, Vol. 
II, pp. 287-302, and my article “Faits dogmatiques et foi ecclésiastique”, in Catholicisme, 
iV, col. 1059-67.

4. As bibliography, there is a very full collection of texts in Geist des Christentums u. 
des Katholizismus. Ausgewählte Schriften katholischer Theologie im Zeitalter des deutschen 
Idealismus u. der Romantik, hrsg u. eingeleitet v. J. R. Geiselmann, Mainz, 1940. A first 
edition of this work had been prepared in 1937 but was destroyed by a fire (as was much 
of the 1940 edition by bombing). Fr J. Chaillet made a valuable analysis of this collection, 
using the pagination of the original edition, in “L’Esprit du christianisme et du catholi
cisme”, in RSPT, 26 [1937], pp- 483-98, 713-26. Studies: J. R. Geiselmann, “Die 
Glaubenswissenschaft der kathol. Tübinger Schule u. ihre Grundlegung durch J. A. 
Möhler”, in TQ, in [1930], pp. 49-117; Lebendiger Glaube aus geheiligter Überlieferung. 
Der Grundgedanke der Theologie J. A. Möhlers u. d. kathol. Tübinger Schule, Mainz, 1942; 
article quoted supra, Ch. 5, p. 156, n. 1; his preface to the new edition of Möhler’s works 
(cf. infra, p. 193, n. 3); H. Ranft, Der Ursprung . . . , 1931, pp. 46fr.; “La Tradition 
vivante. Unité et développement”, in L'Église est une, Paris, 1938, pp. 102-26; J. Chaillet, 
“La Tradition vivante”, in RSPT, 27 [1938], pp. 161-83.
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his book in 1725 is significant. It concerns the idea of becoming 
applied to a slice of history taken as a whole and considered as having 
a sense. Vico fired Montesquieu (f 1755) with the idea. History is no 
longer an account of heroes but of people’s habits, general conditions 
of life, the history of a people characterized by its culture, indeed even 
of the human mind, the agent and beneficiary of progress. In this 
context traditions are interesting as historical realities. Carried on by 
the people whose genius they express, they are living. The idea pene
trated into the most austere historical techniques, for example F. C. 
von Savigny laid the foundations of a new history of law which did not 
separate it from the life of the people.

Romanticism could not but draw profit from it. Its enthusiasm for 
the past, for the Middle Ages, and its religious character saw to that.1 
The idea of tradition fitted in with its hostile reaction to individualism 
and its organic and universalist idea of society (Görres, Radovitz).

I. Some titles and dates: in France, Chateaubriand, Le Genie du christianisme, 1802; in 
Germany, A. Neander, Der hl. Bernhard u. sein Zeitalter, 1813; J. Görres, Christliche 
Mystik, 1831; and cf. G. Salomon, Das Mittelalter als Ideal in der Romantik, 1922.

2. During a discussion with Pastor Göze of Hamburg, on some rationalist fragments (of 
Reimarus) which he had published, Lessing held that the “rule of faith” (in the older 
objective sense) had existed before the New Testament writings were accepted as Scripture, 
and even before they were set down. “Not only did this rule of faith suffice for the first 
Christians living in the times of the apostles, but it was thought fully sufficient also by 
the Christians of the first four centuries. It is thus this rule of faith upon which the Church 
of Jesus Christ is built, and not Scripture. In the first four centuries, the New Testament 
writings were never used to demonstrate the truth of Christianity, but only to clarify and 
confirm it. It is impossible to prove that the apostles and evangelists set down their writ
ings to provide a source from which men might draw the whole of the Christian religion 
and all of the proofs by which it is established.” G. E. Lessing’s nöthige Antwort auf eine 
sehr unnöthige Frage des Hm. Hauptpastor Goe^e in Hamburg\i']'j$\, with an Erste Folge 
and Zusätze consisting of patristic texts. See C. Gross’s edition, Lessing’s Werke, 16. 
Theil, pp. 213—18 and 219-25, with Theil 17, pp. 170—82 (and compare Harnack’s remark: 
“Kanon war ursprünglich die Glaubensregel; die Schrift ist in Wahrheit zwischeneinge
kommen”, Dogmengesch., II, p. 87, n. 3). See K. Aner, Die Theologie der Lessing reit, 
Halle, 1929, pp. 32.5fr.; J. Ranft, Der Ursprung . . . , pp. 43ff. It is obvious, however, that 
Lessing could be at the most only an occasional, distant and rather ambiguous ally. His 
notion of tradition only coincides materially with ours, which is based on the absolute 
character of revelation and of the salvation accomplished in Jesus Christ and passed on by 
the apostles.

In the theology of tradition new perspectives were opened up. Not 
only did tradition in the technical sense as something that has its place 
alongside Scripture, find in Lessing (1778 et seq.)2 an unexpected but 
effective champion for its being anterior to Scripture, but the new sense 
of history was to allow, and demand, that from now on tradition be 
lived as the continuous and living totality, as the ever increasing stock 
of the expressions of the Christian genius. Tradition, then, would be 
the living history of the Church animated by its own particular genius, 
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its own spirit. Argument from the witness of the Fathers began in the 
fourth century; its golden age was in the Perpetuities of the seventeenth 
century. It could from then on, assimilating this sense of becoming and 
totality, be presented as a development.1 Nobody previously called it 
“tradition”. But from now on one sense of the word would be precisely 
to indicate the succession of witnesses in history to a given truth, “the 
texts that make up tradition”, according to Fénelon in 1704.2 
Tradition.

I. For the birth of this idea, see J. Guitton, La Philosophie de Newman. Essai sur 
l’idée de développement, Paris, 1933, pp. i2iff.; O. Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman. 
The Idea of Doctrinal Development, Cambridge, 1957.

2. Seconde Instruction pastorale, Ch. XIII. Fénelon sometimes uses the expression “the 
literary tradition”.

3. Mohler’s thought on tradition went through a number of developing stages, as did 
his ecclesiology, with which it is almost identical. I obviously cannot make a detailed 
historical analysis of these changes, as has been done by J. R. Geiselmann. However, we 
must at least distinguish the exposition of the question contained in Die Einheit (1825) 
from that in Symbolik (1832, definitive ed., 1838).

The principal passages: Die Einheit in der Kirche, §§ 12, 16 and 28 (cf. J. Vierneisel’s 
ed., Mainz, 1925; J. R. Geiselmann’s ed., Cologne-Olten, 1957); Symbolik, §§ 38-42 (ed. 
Geiselmann, Cologne-Olten, 1958).

4. Die Einheit·, Vierneisel’s ed., p. 324 (a manuscript addition by Möhler).
5. Die Einheit, §§ 15, 17, n. 5.
6. Manuscript addition to Die Einheit, § 16, n. 7, p. 43, not printed by Vierneisel. Cf. 

Geiselmann, Lebendiger Glaube, p. 332.

I have just tried to describe a whole context, but it is not just a 
general climate, it is certain very wideawake religious personalities 
who account for the very remarkable flowering in the Catholic school 
of Tübingen with its sequence of great names: Sailer, Drey, Möhler.

There is in the work of Möhler3 a certain reaction to the theology of 
the age of Enlightenment, and in a more general sense, to the Baroque. 
He criticizes in particular the idea of a revelation handed on partly 
in texts and partly by oral tradition. Tradition for him is a mode of 
communication which covers the whole of Christianity and encompasses 
Scripture. “Tradition or the living Gospel, always proclaimed in the 
Church, extends to the whole spirit of Christianity and to all its 
doctrines”.4 Scripture and tradition are not two independent and 
parallel sources, they include, fulfil and condition one another, the one 
living in the other.5 The interpretation of the relationship between 
Scripture and tradition in terms of partim ... partim ..., which the 
Council of Trent itself did not impose, is merely a Catholic counter
proposition to the Protestant dissociation of the two, but this question
able opposition must be overcome.6 Tradition contains and preserves 
everything, it is the Gospel living in the Church.

Möhler at first saw the Church and Tradition in a sort of progress 
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from what was inside to what was outside, starting from the spirit 
within which is for ever striving to find an adequate expression. For 
the inner principle of unity is the spirit. The idea struck him then, and 
again in Symbolik? of using the Volksgeist idea analogically. But the 
spirit animating the Church is the Holy Spirit, given at Pentecost to the 
apostles, gathered in a unity of purpose, from then on to animate all the 
faithful in the communion of the Church. “This vital, spiritual force, 
which we inherit from our fathers and which is perpetuated in the 
Church, is interior tradition.”2 The theology of Die Einheit is a 
theology of communion by the Spirit given to the community, but not 
by the Spirit only. The hierarchy, which is as it were the seal of the 
community’s unity, cooperates with the Spirit to oppose the tendency 
to egoism, isolationism and personal judgement.3 In Die Einheit the 
idea of tradition is only one aspect, one application of this theology of 
communion. Tradition, made sure by the identity of the Spirit and the 
hierarchical succession, is thus the identity of the sense or understand
ing of faith. It is an identity in time, an identity between the conscious
ness of each individual believer and the consciousness of all, because it 
is the consciousness given to each one when he lives, in the communion 
of all, by the Spirit who is given to their unanimous agreement to
gether.4 This tradition is living because it is not a thing exterior to 
living souls vivified by the Spirit, but the same vital understanding of 
Christianity and the faith which they have in them and which is 
common to them and to the whole Church today and in all times.5 To 
summarize, for Mohler living tradition is what was called at the time of 
Trent “the Gospel written in men’s hearts”, but understood within the 
framework of a theology of communion, and influenced as much by 
romanticism as by German idealism.

1. §§ 37 and 38; Geiselmann’s ed., pp. 393!?., 4ozff., 416.
2. Die Einheit, § 3; Vierneisel’s ed., p. 11. Compare § 16 [Translator's note: Quotation 

from the French trans., A. de Lilienfeld, Paris, 1938, p. 49]: “Tradition is the embodied 
expression of the Holy Spirit giving life to the community of believers, throughout the 
centuries and at each separate instant. Holy Scripture is the embodied expression of this 
same Holy Spirit at the beginning of Christianity. . .. Scripture is, in this respect, the first 
element in written tradition.”

3. Cf. Geiselmann, Lebendiger Glaube, pp. 34iff., 4966;
4. See § 4 (Vierneisel, p. 13); § 71 (p. 178). This true meaning of Christianity is not 

merely an intellectual perception: it engages all a man’s powers. Cf. Die Einheit, § 4 
(Vierneisel, p. 12); TQ, 1825, pp. 457-9.

y A significant passage: “Scripture alone, and in abstraction from the meaning we read 
in it, is no more than a dead letter. It only becomes something after we have exercised our 
intellectual faculties upon it”, § 16.

In Die Einheit written texts were seen (i) as expressions or witnesses 
(the embodiment) of living tradition; (2) as necessary to permit on the 
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one hand the historical verification of continuity and on the other the 
concrete awareness of communion, which cannot develop without 
some form of expression.1

I. See §§ 12, 13 and 16.
2. See my “Note sur l’évolution et l’interprétation de la pensée de Möhler”, in RSPT, 

iq [1938], pp. 205-12; J. R. Geiselmann, “Les Aspects divers de l’unité et de l’amour”, in 
L'Église est une, pp. 127-93; Lebendiger Glaube, the whole book.

3. D. 786 and 874 (TCT, 98 and 719): Möhler refers to both these passages, Symbolik, 
§ 38 (cf. Geiselmann, in Die mündl. Überlief., p. 197); compare D. yy, (TCT, 9), 1788 
(100), 1794 (68), 1795 (75), 1800 (80), 1821 (201), 1822 (202), 1824 (204), 1826 (206), 
1832 (212), 1836 (216) and 1942.

4. “As part of an organic whole, of which he is a living cell, the individual believer only 
thinks and wills in communion with the mind and heart of all”, § 37 (Geiselmann’s ed., 
p. 392).

5. § 38 (Geiselmann, pp. 415-16).

Symbolik takes better account of the exterior authority inherent 
in revelation (exterior, that is, to the spirit) and in Christian truth seen 
as a teaching. Without denying his deep grasp of the Church as an 
organism animated by the Holy Spirit, Möhler made more allowance 
for the logic according to which the interior is conditioned by the 
exterior.2 He succeeded in showing the unity between the objective and 
subjective aspects of tradition, between the texts and the spirit which 
gives them a living significance. He no longer starts from a living 
Gospel written in men’s hearts by the Spirit of Pentecost, of which the 
gospels are simply the first embodiment. He starts from Scripture itself 
and shows how necessary it is to hold on to the Church’s understanding 
of it. In the Tridentine developments his attention is directed not so 
much to “the Gospel in men’s hearts” as to the “sensus quern tenuit et 
tenet sancta mater Ecclesia” and the “unanimis consensus Patrum” of 
the decree of 8 April 1546? The question is still that of the meaning of 
the Church, of the communion of which the Holy Spirit is the principle.4 
Corresponding to this aspect of tradition, interiorized in living sub
jects, there is its objective aspect, the body of historical witnesses which 
express the whole faith of the Church through the centuries, what 
Fénelon called “the texts that make up tradition”, the aspect which is 
commonly seen as the rule of faith, the norm to which the interpretation 
of Scripture must conform.5

What in tradition is not pure repetition of Scripture, is not for 
Möhler the simple hand to hand transmission of an element of the 
apostolic deposit either. It is a particular understanding of the whole 
primitive deposit, developing in the Church which is animated by the 
Holy Spirit. The aspect of development, still absent from the Triden
tine affirmation about apostolic traditions, is clearly marked in Mohler’s 



1^6 TRADITION AND MAGISTERIUM

idea (and already in Sailer’s), provided it is understood that Möhler is 
concerned not with a purely dialectical development, but a develop
ment arising from the demands of Christian allegiance.1

(2) Tradition and the living magisterium in Roman theology from 
Perrone ( 1824) to ig5o

The Catholic school of Tübingen is a more or less unique case of 
theological vitality during the first thirty years of the nineteenth 
century. The French Revolution and the Napoleonic Empire, coming 
after a period of relative stagnation in Catholicism at the end of the 
eighteenth century, had done away with a large number of universities 
and research centres, especially in France.2 In France the reconstruction 
of society and religion after the tidal wave of revolution was going on. 
Curiously enough the traditionalist current of thought which, mixed 
with romanticism and gaining from its élan, dominated from then on a 
large section of public opinion in the nineteenth century, especially in 
France, made no notable contribution to the theological idea of tradi
tion. It represented for the traditionalist school no more than a means 
of reducing the personal element and emphasizing instead either the 
community (Lamennais), or authority (Bonald, de Maistre). Ventura’s 
La Tradition et les semi-pélagiens de la philosophie, published in 1856, 
is an expose of Bonald’s ideas on language. For certain of these thinkers 
this tradition was not only concerned with the past. J. de Maistre has, 
probably through its usefulness in polemics, a very clear and interesting 
idea of development. But he 'is too much fascinated by the idea of 
papal authority to have any real taste and feel for tradition.

In the matter of theological doctrine Rome did not follow the 
traditionalists in their scant respect for reason, but she was closer to 
them in the practical matter of the place given to a paternalistic type of 
authority.

With the exception of Tübingen and one or two strong personalities 
amongst the apologists, the field of religious scholarship was pretty 
well deserted. The Roman schools took the place of the universities 
that had been closed down. The Roman College reopened in 1824

I. On the theology of development in Sailer and Möhler, see S. Lösch, “Möhler und 
die Lehre von der Entwicklung des Dogmas”, in AQ, 1917-18, pp. 28-59, 129-52; A. 
Minon, “L’Attitude de J. A. Möhler (1786-1838) dans la question du développement du 
dogme”, in ETL, 16 [1939], pp. 328-84; G. Voss, “Johann Adam Möhler and the Develop
ment of Dogma”, in Theological Studies, 4 [1943], pp. 420—44.

2. But there existed in Germany, before 1789, eighteen Catholic university centres; in 
1815 there were no more than five faculties of theology.
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with J. Perrone as professor of dogma, rector and prefect of studies.1 
From that time on we can speak of a Roman theology of the Church, 
and, to a lesser degree, of a Roman theology of tradition. In this latter, 
the great name is that of J. B. Franzelin, professor at Rome from 1851 
(f 1886), whose De Divina Traditione et Scriptura (1870) became 
almost a classic and largely determined modern theology on the 
question.

I. Until his death in 1876, save for two short interruptions (in 1830-4, and 1848-51). 
His Praelectiones theologicae (1842) went into 34 editions. Gregory XVI’s support 
contributed to the success of the work.

2. Thesis XI, p. 96 (in the second edition of 1875).
3. Thesis XII.
4. See O. Muller, referred to infra^. 218, n. 3. Newman had complained that Perrone had 

made no mention, in his Praelectiones of 1842, of the consensus fidelium as a locus theolo
gicus. In his De immaculato B. Mariae Pirg. Conceptu, Rome, 1847, on the other hand, 
Perrone insists on the part played by the whole body of the faithful in the preservation of 
tradition. Mariological developments in the century following this work have not allowed 
theologians to forget this point.

Mohler had distinguished an objective and a subjective aspect of 
tradition, but saw the subjective aspect rather as a reception or parti
cipation, through life in the communion of the Ecclesia. Franzelin 
makes a distinction between tradition objectively understood and 
tradition actively understood. Tradition in the objective sense is made 
up of a deposit of doctrines or institutions handed on from the begin
ning, and to which there are witnesses, the records (“monuments”) of 
tradition. According to its origin, tradition can be divine, apostolic or 
ecclesiastical. In the active sense tradition consists of the acts of trans
mission. In its plenary or cumulative sense, covering both aspects, 
tradition is “doctrina fidei universa, quatenus sub assistentia Spiritus 
Sancti, in consensu custodum depositi et doctorum divinitus institu
torum continua successione conservatur, atque in professione et vita 
totius Ecclesiae sese exserit”.2

This definition already indicates that the subject or organ of tradition 
in the full sense is not only the hierarchical magisterium. The whole 
body of the faithful guards the deposit with the bishops, only the 
faithful, taken individually or collectively, have not the charge or 
charism to teach. The function of guarding is one thing; the function of 
teaching with authority, another.3 This teaching was stressed by 
Perrone also, at least after his contact with Newman.4 It was emphas
ized still more by Scheeben, a pupil of Franzelin, who like him distin
guished the conservation or propagation of tradition, the work of the 
whole body, from its promulgation through a judgement with the 
force of law, the privilege of the hierarchy. In the order of finality the 
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life of faith is first, and the hierarchical charism is ordered to it as a 
ministry. In the order of the acts by which infallibility is assured to this 
life of faith, this infallibility is first assured to the body of pastors and 
through them to the entire body of the faithful.1 But I shall treat of 
Scheeben’s synthesis in a special section, because it seems to me to be a 
particularly successful one.

1. Dogmatik, §§ 13, 15, 23.
2. Cf. Theses IV and V.
3. Sess. Ill, cap. 4 (D. 1800; TCT, 80). Compare D. 1798 (TCT, 78).
4. This is clear from D. 1798, which employs the word “Ecclesia” twice; from Sess. 

Ill, cap. 3 (D. 1792; TCT, 66): “ ... quae in Verbo Dei scripto vel tradito continentur et 
ab Ecclesia sive sollemni iudicio sive... ”; from Sess. IV, cap. 4 (D. 1836; TCT, 216), 
where the preservation and declaration of the fidei depositum (entrusted to the Bride of 
Christ: D. 1800, TCT, 80) are attributed to the Sedes Apostolica, and to the Romani 
Pontifices. Compare Leo XIII, encyclical Satis Cognitum, 29 June 1896, D. 1958 (TCT, 
227). However, we must not extend our remark to the doctrine taught by the council: this 
recognizes in an express manner the infallibility of the “Ecclesia”.

5. Vatican I, Sess. Ill, cap. 2 (D. 1787 TCT, 99).

Though Franzelin recognized the part of the faithful in the con
servation of the deposit, he insisted above all on the transmission of 
objective tradition by the magisterium, to which the principal role 
belongs in active, tradition.2 This is the aspect of his teaching which has 
been most developed since. From him was taken the identity between 
active tradition and the rule of faith in the modern sense of the word, 
i.e. the magisterium, itself so focused upon as to be almost absorbed 
into its Roman organ.

The First Vatican Council followed the same line of thought. For 
it, too, tradition was a deposit entrusted to the care of the Church: 
“Fidei doctrina tanquam divinum depositum Christi sponsae tradita.”3 
But by “Church” the council understands here above all the magis
terium, especially that of the Roman Pontiff.4 Note too that in quoting 
the decree of Trent on the written books and unwritten traditions the 
council so cut it that it suggests the idea of two parallel and partial 
sources, the partim... partim ... not used by Trent but generally 
taught by theologians since, except at Tübingen.5

Franzelin’s work has largely inspired the modern manuals, which 
have also taken up two important ideas—the idea of dogmatic develop
ment, now an accepted fact in theology, and the extension assumed by 
the papal magisterium in the definitions (extra-conciliar for the first 
and third) of three new dogmas: the Immaculate Conception of the 
Mother of God (1854), the infallibility of the pope when he speaks as 
the highest authority on matters of faith and morals (1870) and the 
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bodily Assumption of the Virgin Mary (1950). However, the manuals 
do not all emphasize in the same way the elements making up the idea 
of tradition.

Some make objective, tradition primary. Thus, amongst others, Fr 
Hettinger,1 J. V. De Groot, o.p.,2 A. Tanquerey, p.s.s.,3 J. Pohle, 
s.j.,4 B. Bartmann,5 J. Muncunill.6 By several of these theologians,7 
and by many others too,8 as also by the nineteenth-century Romans, 
Perrone and Franzelin,9 (objective) tradition and Holy Scripture were 
presented as constituting the remote rule of faith, whilst the Church, 
or more precisely the magisterium of her pastors, was its proximate 
rule. This distinction between the remote and proximate rule of faith 
could doubtless claim the support of Suarez, but he seems to me more 
akin to the great scholastics of the thirteenth century than to the 
modern theologians.10 The word “rule” has a wide enough connota
tion. It is a “principle to which action or procedure conforms or is

i. Lehrbuch der Fundamentaltheologie oder Apologetik, Freiburg, 1879; 2nd ed., 1887, 
p. 639; 3rd ed., 1913, pp. 6o6ff.

2. Summa apologetica de Ecclesia catholica ad mentem S. Thomae Aq., Ratisbon/ 
Regensburg, 1892: “Traditio nempe, cum sit verbum Dei non scriptum, aeque et S. 
Scriptura est fons revelatae veritatis, remota regula fidei. Per se igitur argumenta certa 
theologo praebet; sed quoniam dubia oriri possunt utrum traditiones sint authenticae, aut 
quis sit verus illarum sensus, auctoritate ecclesiae opus est, per quam uti per regulam 
proximam quantum ad nos, liqueat traditionum transmissio integra verusque sensus” 
(p. 687): the magisterium does not make tradition, it interprets it in an authentic way.

3. De ver a religione, de Ecclesia, de fontibus Revelationis, Rome—Tournai, 1896.
4. Article “Tradition” in the Kirchenlexikon, XI, 1899, col. 1933fr.
5. Lehrbuch der Dogmatik, Freiburg, 190J, § 7: “Sie [die Tradition] darf aber nicht mit 

dem kirchlichen Lehramte einfach identifiziert werden, weil sie doch auch wieder den 
Überlieferungsorganen gegenüber eine eigene objektive Grösse ist, der jene Organe 
untergeordnet sind und bleiben” (Vol. I, p. 30).

6. Tractatus de locis theologicis, Barcelona, 1916, No. toy
7. Hettinger, De Groot, Pohle, Bartmann.
8. For example, Van Noort, De Fontibus Revelationis, Amsterdam, 1911, nn. 6 and 7; 

J. V. Bainvel, referred to infra. See Franzelin and W. Wilmers: cf. Deneffe, Der Tradi
tionsbegriff, pp. 117—24. Reference may also be made to Dorn Gu^ranger, who wrote: 
“Tradition, which like Scripture is the Word of God, will be consulted also. It is found in 
the writings of the Fathers bearing witness to the faith of their times, and especially in 
the practice of the Church, which is always guided by the Holy Spirit” (De la Monarchie 
pontificale, Paris-Le Mans, 1870, p. 127).

9. Perrone, Tract, de locis theol., Pars II, Sect. 2, No. 337 (Praelectiones, Paris, 1886, 
Vol. IV); Franzelin, op. cit., Thes. I, III, XIII, pp. 155 and 173; XXIII, p. 263.

10. De Fide, Disp. V, Proem.: since our faith reaches out towards God mediante a 
proposition of the Church, there must be, in addition to God, an infallible rule “ex parte 
objecti, ut applicans vel proponens”. “Ut melius intelligatur de qua re sit sermo, distin
guere possumus inter proponentes fidem, quemdam proximum et alium remotum. 
Proximum voco ipsum praedicatorem vel doctorem qui fidem docet et suadet, remotum 
appello Scripturam, concilia vel aliquid simile, in quo solet fundari verbum doctoris, ut 
suam doctrinam veram fidem esse persuadeat. ... Proximus proponens non habet de se 
auctoritatem ... in proponente autem remoto, ut in suo ordine sit sufficiens, debet supponi 
haec auctoritas et ideo illud vocatur regula fidei” (Opera, Vives ed., Paris, 1858, Vol. XII, 
PP· 137#·)·
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bound or intended to conform” (Concise Oxford Dictionary). But 
clearly the old use, where régula fidei indicated the objective, normative 
content of the faith, and its more recent use as criterion cannot be put 
into the same scheme as they stand. In the first sense rule is entirely and 
supremely the internal regulator of the whole life of the Church in the 
faith. In the second it is only rule in a derived sense. It is not the 
internal rule of faith as a theological virtue, but the rule of its profes
sion in the Church, in which the objects that faith believes are precisely 
determined in dogmata and canonical rules of the Church’s belief.1 
This distinction, or at least the vocabulary, could therefore be disputed 
from the point of view of a theology of supernatural faith.

But others have questioned it from the other side, in favour of a 
greater dependence of tradition on the magisterium. Billuart (f 1757) 
had already observed that “tradition” in itself only indicates doctrine 
communicated by the living word. To possess the quality of rule of 
faith it must be communicated by a magisterium.2 Thus the active 
tradition practised by “the Church”, the praedicatio ecclesiastica, or 
more exactly its selective proposition by a magisterium invested with 
authority, has a formal role in relation to objective tradition or the

1. Note these reactions of St Thomas: “Sicut homo debet obedire inferiori potestati in 
his tantum in quibus non répugnât potestas superior: ita etiam debet homo se primae 
regulae in omnibus commensurate secundum suum modum, secundae autem regulae 
debet se homo commensurare in his in quibus non discordât a prima régula, quia in his in 
quibus discordât, jam non est régula. Et propter hoc praelato contra fidem praedicanti 
non est assentiendum, quia in hoc discordât a prima régula” (In III Sent., d. 25, q. 2, a. 
1, qa. 4, ad 3); “Minores non habent fidem implicitam in fide majorum, nisi quatenus 
majores adhaerent doctrinae divinae. Unde et Apostolus dicit: Imitatores mei estote, sicut 
et ego Christi (1 Cor 4.16). Unde humana cognitio non fit régula fidei, sed veritas divina: 
a qua si aliqui majorum deficient, non praejudicant fidei simplicium” (ST, II—II, q. 2, a. 6, 
ad 3). Cajetan comments on this as follows: “Nota duo. Primo quod humana cognitio non 
est régula fidei, sed divina doctrina. Ac per hoc, quamvis universalis Ecclesiae cognitio 
non possit errare, non tamen ipsa est fidei régula, sed doctrina divina cui innititur.” And 
compare also the following rejoinder made by Fr A. Gardeil to Fr Bainvel: “From the 
point of view of theory, things are what they are, and Tradition is, together with Scripture, 
the basic locus théologiens·, the magisterium, as such, is only its criterion” (RThom, 14 
[1906], p. 481). Cf. De Groot, referred to supra, p. 199, n. 2.

Between the time of St Thomas and modern theology there occurred, as it appears to 
me, a movement away from a consideration of faith, and of the Church as the congregatio 
fidelium, from the level of the theological virtues as the individual interior life, to the level 
of the external profession of belief. I hope to be able to complete and publish sometime a 
study on the formula Ecclesia — Congregatio fidelium. There was also an analogous, and 
related, movement away from the consideration of heresy as (personally committed) sin 
to the level on which it came to be regarded primarily as external, historical fact, as a 
collective state of dissidence. On this point, cf. C. Journet, L'Église du Verbe incarné, 
Paris, 1951, Vol. II, pp. 7o8ff.

Likewise, we may note the development of an intensive consideration of the object of 
faith under its aspect as dogma, and dogma in the precise (and narrow) meaning of an 
article of faith defined and promulgated by authority, having the force of law for the 
Church and as such endorsed with legal sanctions.

2. Cursus theologiae. Tract. De Regulis Fidei, Diss. II, a. 1 (cf. DTC, XV, col. 1328). 
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deposit. It constitutes it as normative. That is why a number of con
temporary theologians (i) identify “the Church”, i.e. the subject of the 
praedicatio ecclesiastica or active tradition, with the hierarchical 
magisterium,1 something Franzelin, Scheeben and even Perrone did 
not do. Nothing is more significant of an evolution we can pin down 
to the years between 1910 and 1920 than small changes introduced into 
the texts from one edition to another of the same work.2 It can be said 
that modern theology has introduced the magisterium into the defini
tion of tradition, rather as Bellarmine introduced the pope into the 
definition of the Church (cf. e.g. infra, p. 202, nn. 2 and 4). (2) These 
theologians criticize the category “remote rule” of faith and finish up 
by attributing the quality of rule of faith only to the actual (living) 
magisterium. One might ask whether in these conditions the magis
terium does not become the one and only locus theologicus, the one and 
only source for knowledge of the revealed truth. Fr Bainvel puts the 
merest “so to speak” between this conclusion and his own position.3 
Theologians who go as far as this, however, still use the expression 
“remote rule” for the monuments of tradition and for Scripture.4 
These are not without their usefulness,5 but their role is rather to bear 
witness to the living magisterium of the Church and to justify it.6 The

i. See for example the seventh Thesis in J. V. Bainvel, De Magisterio vivo et Traditione, 
Paris, 1905, p. 56. But elsewhere this author, careful to express the nuances of his thought, 
did give some place to the body of the faithful.

2. Two examples of passages deleted in the edition here placed last: W. Wilmers, s.j., 
Lehrbuch der Religion,^ol. I, 1851 (7th ed. by Hontheim, 1909, p. 172; 8 th ed. byDeneffe, 
1922, p. 161): “Das Überlieferte wird zuweilen als die objektive oder materiale, der Akt 
des Überlieferns als die subjektive oder formale Tradition bezeichnet. Diese wirkliche 
Fortpflanzung ist nicht durchaus dasselbe mit der kirchlichen Lehrgewalt. Die Lehrgewalt 
oder vielmehr die Ausübung der Lehrgewalt ist eine Art der Fortpflanzung. An der 
Fortpflanzung des mündlich Überkommenen nehmen alle Gläubigen teil, insbesondere 
die Eltern, welche ihre Kinder im Glauben unterrichten.” Also, B. Bartmann, Lehrbuch 
der Dogmatik, § 7, 1905 (2nd ed., 1911, p. 30; 6th ed., 1923, Vol. I, p. 28 or 7th ed., 1928, 
p. 26): “Sie [die Tradition] darf aber nicht mit dem kirchlichen Lehramte einfach identi
fiziert werden, weil sie doch auch wieder den Überlieferungsorganen gegenüber eine 
eigene objektive Grösse ist, der jene Organe untergeordnet sind und bleiben. Das Wort: 
die Tradition bin ich, das dem Papste Pius IX. unterschoben wird, ist nicht zu beweisen” 
(for this last Statement, cf. infra, p. 206, n. 6). The two textual divergences are referred 
to by Deneffe (pp. 119-20), who is the author of one of them, but he does not attribute 
to them the same meaning as I do.

3. Op. cit., p. 56.
4. Thus L. Billot, op. cit. infra (p. 202, n. 1), 1907,0. 1, § 3,pp. 25-30; compare § 2, p. 20; 

Bainvel, op. cit., No. 39, p. 47. Humani Generis, 12 August 1950, calls the magisterium 
“proxima et universalis veritatis norma” (AAS, 42 [1950], p. 567).

5. Some would go so far as to say that they could suffice for the learned, and that the 
magisterium is especially of use as a practical and immediate rule which dispenses one 
from the difficulties involved in positive theology. SeeS. Harent, art. “Foi”, inDTC, VI, 
col. 161—2.

6. See for example Bainvel, op. cit., p. 58. Compare Pius IX’s letter Inter gravissimas, 
28 October 1870: “[Catholic theology] has as its most noble office the tracing of the 
Church’s defined doctrines to their source in revelation, in the same sense as that in which 
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magisterium. is the source, Scripture and tradition in the objective sense 
are the references by which theologians justify it.

Billot built up this theology vigorously during the Modernist 
period.1 He shows Scripture and oral tradition as two forms of trans
mission of the content of revelation. But if Scripture is in need of 
interpretation, as has always been recognized, how much more so is this 
true of tradition, which is much less fixed and less definite, so that it 
must be sought in a great number of documents of varying value and 
often of doubtful meaning. So it can only be a rule of faith, conveying 
a revealed truth, when authentically proposed by the assisted magis
terium. So that, considered at any given time in history, tradition is 
identified with the authentic magisterium, the proximate and immediate 
rule of our faith.

A similar tendency to construct the idea of tradition starting from 
active tradition and identifying this with the activity of the magisterium, 
dominates the work of H. Dieckmann, s.j.,2 A. Deneffe, s.j., who went 
over to Dieckmann’s position,3 G. Filograssi, s.j.,4 and A. Michel, a

i. De Sacra Tradltlone contra novam haerestm Evolutionismi, Rome, 1904; the title of 
the second edition is significantly changed: De immutabilitate Traditionis contra modernam 
haerestm Evolutionismi, Rome, 1907 (before Lamentabili). Cf. Michel, art. “Tradition”, 
in DTC, XV, 1342fr.

2. De Ecclesia, Freiburg, 1925, Vol. I, No. 669: “ . . . Ergo traditio ecclesiastica est 
(proxime actus, dein in concreto) ilia persona, sive physica sive moralis, quae et quatenus 
auctoritate Christi doctrinam Christi annuntiat, cui proinde Christus munus magisterii 
sui contulit.”

3. Der Traditionsbegriff. . . , Münster, 1931. Deneffe had at first held that paradosis, 
traditio, in the Fathers, referred principally to the content or object transmitted. But con
siderable research into the Fathers, councils, popes and theologians convinced him eventu
ally that the primary meaning of the word is its active sense: the act of transmitting. Hence: 
(i) a primary concept of tradition as the infallible preaching of the faith by the Church and 
thus, in the active sense, the assisted magisterium (pp. 130, 160, 162); (ii) a derived con
cept, the monuments of this infallible declaration of the faith.

This thesis was seen to be highly questionable. Dom B. Reynders (Bull. RTAM, 
January 1932, No. 873) pointed out that this active use of the word is not found in the 
earliest Fathers, including St Irenaeus. J. Murphy (op. cit., p. 248) rejects Deneffe’s 
interpretation of Driedo. In fact, in reading Deneffe one feels surprise at his conclusion, 
which seems scarcely to be borne out by the passages he alleges in its favour. On the other 
hand, J. Ternus, s.j. (“Beiträge zum Problem der Tradition”, in Divus Thomas, Fri
bourg, 16 [1938], pp. 33-56) noted that while the magisterium tells us what is and what is 
not tradition, this does not imply that it is itself identical with tradition. Also, the papal 
magisterium is the guarantor, or rather provides clarification and interpretation of 
tradition, but is not alone responsible for transmitting the deposit from generation to 
generation: the whole ecclesial body shares in this transmission, as Scheeben and Fran- 
zelin have clearly shown (p. 39).

4. G. Filograssi, “Traditio divino-apostolica et Assumptio B. Mariae Virg.”, in Gre- 
gorianum, 30 [1949], pp. 443-89; “Si magisterium vivum actuale complete sumatur, 
secundum omnia eius elementa, cum traditione coincidere affirmatur” (p. 452); tradition = 

they have been defined by the Church” (Acta PU IX, Pars I, Vol. V, p. 260). The remarks 
to this effect in the Encyclical Human! Generis (AAS, p. 568) should be understood in the 
light of its notion of tradition, on which cf. infra, p. 207, n. 5.
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pupil of Billot.1 Bartmann has corrected his manual to give the same 
sense.2

The idea of tradition has in modern times developed in new condi
tions. On the one hand, the theology of the magisterium, hardly even 
hinted at in the thirteenth century, has been worked out. On the other, 
for a little more than a century now the idea of dogmatic development 
has found an assured place in religious thought. Inevitably, this has 
affected the question of how one justifies the Church’s teaching such 
and such a doctrine as a part of revelation at any given time, in 1854 or 
1950, for example. Once upon a time, theologians would have said 
that whatever the Church teaches and preaches unanimously and for 
which it cannot be demonstrated, either that it is of purely human and 
historical origin or that it is expressly contained in Scripture, is to be 
considered as of apostolic tradition.3 Today, however, they are more 
likely to say that what the body of the Church, together with its 
pastors, agrees in holding as of faith is part of revelation, since the 
Church, filled and assisted by the Holy Spirit, cannot be wrong on a 
matter of faith. This has always been the conviction of the Catholic 
Church, both Eastern and Western,4 but it was never previously 
invoked, either in the perspective of extensive dogmatic development 
or in connexion with such an active use of the charism, personified in 
the successor of Peter, with which the Church and the magisterium are 
endowed for the definition of new dogmas. In contrast, it is precisely 
this basis of the faith held by the Church, faithful and pastors, that gave

1. Art. “Tradition”, in DTC, XV, col. 1347: A. Michel follows Billot and Deneffe 
(even to the extent of reproducing misprints).

2. Cf. supra, p. 201, n. 2, and Deneffe, op. cit., pp. 120—1.
3. This is taught by the Fathers: cf. supra, Ch. 2, Sect. C, p. 54, n. 1; also by 

sixteenth-century theologians, Melchior Cano (De locis, Lib. Ill) and Bellarmine (I„ 
Controv. gen., Lib. IV, c. 9).

4. The idea that there could not be error in some opinion about which all Churches 
agree is often found in the Fathers: but there is no claim, at least formally, that agreement 
in any belief would itself be a sign of its revealed character. Some references: Tertullian, 
De Praescr., 28 (PL, 2, 40; EP, 295; ET ANL, 15; LF, 10); St Augustine, Contra Cresc., 
I, 33, 39 (PL, 43, 466) and the famous “Securus judicat orbis terrarum”; Vincent of 
Lerins, Comm., 2: “Sequemur autem universitatem hoc modo, si hanc unam fidem veram 
esse fateamur, quam per totum orbem terrarum confitetur Ecclesia” (PL, 50, 640; FC, 7).

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit as the principle of both tradition and the magisterium 
has been especially developed by Manning, in The Temporal Mission of the Holy Ghost, 
1865.

the praedicatio ecclesiastica, which includes the teaching Church, the doctrine taught and 
the act of teaching or exercise of the magisterium (p. 451). Id., “Tradizione divino- 
apostolica e Magistero della Chiesa,” ibid., 33 [1952], pp. 135-67, esp. p. 136; also an 
article under the same title in La Civiltà cattolica, 102 [1951-3], pp. 137-47, 384-93. 
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the sovereign pontiffs their justification for the dogmas of 1854, 1870 
and 1950. Starting from this faith they were finally able to justify these 
dogmas as belonging to the revealed deposit.1

The theologians have followed suit. Some suggest that positive 
theology, that part of theology concerned with the bases of doctrine, 
should work both as a “positive theology of the sources ’ and as a 
“positive theology of the magisterium”.2 The value of the latter is 
certified once and for all for the believer by the divine assistance of 
which the magisterium is assured in matters of faith and morals. 
Apologetically it is certified by the whole process of the Catholic 
demonstration which concludes with this very point: the establishing 
of the divine institution and guarantee of the Catholic magisterium. In 
this way one is exonerated from the obligation, to which it is impos
sible to be true without betraying the principles of the historical and 
critical method, of justifying each point of present doctrine from the 
ancient records of tradition.

Other theologians have developed a doctrine of the sensus fidei, the 
power of the living faith of pastors and faithful to penetrate the content 
of its object and unfold the knowledge of it.3 The basis and guarantee 
of its homogeneity are always the same: the action of God and, by 
appropriation, of the Holy Spirit. But, in the theology of the sensus 
fidei, this action is seen less as a hierarchic charism than as the mystical

i. It had been given as justification by Pius IX for the dogma of 1854: Ineffabilis Deus 
{Acta Pii IX, Vol. I, p. 615) and for that of 1870: the letter Inter Gravissimas of 28 
October 1870 to the German bishops, condemning the opposition of the Old Catholics: 
“Quasi vero non is sit ordo fidei a Redemptore nostro in sua Ecclesia institutus semperque 
retentus, ut ipsa dogmatis definitio haberi debeat per se sola sufficens, certissima et 
omnibus fidelibus accommodata demonstratio, doctrinam definitam contineri in deposito 
Revelationis scriptae vel traditae” {Acta Pii IX, Pars I, Vol. V, p. 260). Pius XII, in the 
Encyclical Humani Generis and the Constitution Munificentissimus·. “This remarkable 
accord between the bishops and the Catholic faithful... shows by itself and in a fashion 
utterly certain and removed from all error, that this privilege is a truth revealed by God 
and contained in the divine deposit [of faith] entrusted by Christ to his Bride” {AAS, 42 
[1950], pp. 756-7). Compare for the Council of Trent, A. Salaverri, cit. supra (p. 156, 
n. 1), pp. 56#.

2. See R. Draguet, “Méthodes théolog. d’hier et d’aujourd’hui”, in Rev. cathol. des 
idées et des faits, 14 February 1936, pp. 13-17; “L’Evolution des dogmes”, in Apologétique, 
Paris, 1939, PP· 1166—92 (esp. pp. n89ff.); L. Charlier, Essai sur le problème théologique, 
Thuillies, 1938; A· Gits, La Foi eccl. aux faits dogm., Louvain, 1940, p. 103. The value or 
otherwise of the idea: C. Moeller, “Tradition et Œcuménisme”, in Irénikon, 25 [1952], 
PP· 337-70.

3- See M. D. Koster, Voik Gottes im Wachstum des Glaubens. Himmelfahrt Martens u. 
Glaubenssinn, Heidelberg, 1950; see my review in RSPT, 1951, p. 599; and esp. J. Beumer 
“Glaubenssinn der Kirche?” in Trierer Theol. Zeitsch., 61 [1952], pp. 129-42; C. Balic’ 
“Il senso cristiano e il progresso del dogma”, in Gregorianum, 33 [1952], pp. 106-34 (this 
number republished in book form, with the same pagination, under the title Lo Sviluppo 
del dogma seconda la dottrina cattolicd)·, C. Dillenschneider, Le Sens de la foi et le progrès 
dogmatique du mystère marial, Rome, 1954.
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life of faithful souls, including pastors. Fides qua creditur is a power of 
penetrating into the fides quae creditur.

There is no denying that there are difficulties. On occasion, the 
sensus fidei is given something like an autonomous value, almost as 
if it created for itself its own object, whereas there can be no grace of 
faith, no intimate sense of faith, otherwise than as relative to what has 
been revealed.1 With reference to revelation itself insufficient account is 
taken of the strictly objective moment; instead, it is more thought of as 
a subjective comprehension on the Church’s part of the gifts it has 
received from God. These two aspects must be better balanced. Many 
things in the new developments this theology is giving to the magis- 
terium lie wide open to criticism. In putting such an emphasis on the 
activity of definition, which almost becomes an ideal in itself, there is a 
risk that the primacy due to the guarding of the deposit and to the 
apostolic witness may be forgotten. In speaking of the magisterium as 
fions fidei2 one might forget that the magisterium itself presupposes a 
source on which it draws and without which it would be absolutely 
nothing. The magisterium is a channel by which revelation is presented 
to the faithful with the value of a rule of faith. It is not itself a source, 
save in the apostles, and then in virtue of a charism which has not been 
transmitted to the inheritors of their ministry. The help guaranteed to 
the Church is not the inspiration given to its apostolic foundation. One 
cannot say with Dieckmann and Deneffe that the magisterium is its 
own source,3 except in a very particular and precise sense, as follows: 
objective tradition is given as an ecclesial rule, in the form and with the 
force of a juridical and social rule, only in the proposition of it which 
the assisted magisterium makes. The magisterium is not only the 
principal agent amongst others of the active transmission of the deposit. 
It is, in the Church, by its divine institution and following the apostles, 
an authority which makes known to the faithful the canon of the faith, 
in the form of a socially obligatory rule, backed up by ecclesiastical 
sanctions. In this, moreover, it is regula regulans et regulata, whereas 
objective tradition is purely regula regulans (fidem EcclesiaeJ. To return 
to the figure of the source, the magisterium must be declared secondary 
and dependent in relation to the revelationis fontes, Scripture and 
tradition. It is just as necessary to state the priority and primacy of

i. Compare J. Beumer, art. cit., p. 139.
2. The expression is found, for example, in C. Pesch, S.j. (Compendium Theologiae 

Dogmaticae, Vol. I, No. 301), in J. V. Bainvel, s.j. (op. cit., p. 56).
3. Sibi est fons: Diekmann, De Ecclesia, Freiburg, 1925, Vol. II, No. 670; Deneffe, op. 

cit., pp. 147-8.

P
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objective tradition in relation to the organs of active tradition, as it is 
to state the priority and primacy of the source in relation to the man 
who draws water from it.1

This, too, is the teaching of the magisterium itself.

The Council of Trent speaks of tradition in the objective sense 
and sees it as a source, a norm, for the magisterium. Cf. J. Salaverri, 
art. cit. supra (p. 156, n. 1); pp. 52—61.

According to the First Vatican Council the magisterium expounds, 
explains Scripture and Tradition; it is not identical with the latter.2 
The divine Word, transmitted in writing or orally, provides the 
source on which its judgements are based.3 The Church is custos 
et magistra verbi revelati (D. 1793). What has been revealed is a 
fidei depositum, entrusted to the Church to be preserved (D. 1800, 
1836). She can only “define” what is contained in this deposit of 
written books and unwritten traditions (D. 1787, 1792).

Pius IX saw that Scripture and tradition are the fontes divinae 
revelationis and that the Church, the magisterium, is entrusted 
with the function of guarding and announcing the dogmas contained 
in these sourcesf It is true that to Pius IX is attributed the famous 
declaration: “La tradizione son’ io!” Scheeben denies the authenti
city of this on the grounds that it could not have been said because 
it is inaccurate.5 Alas! we can argue about the exact words used in 
the declaration made by the pope to Cardinal Guidi, but historically 
there can be no doubt that it was really made, in these or equivalent 
words.6 It should not be treated as anything more than a retort
1. The image is taken from Deneffe, p. 120, who disagrees with what I say here (!).
2. Cf. J. Salaverri, A. Theologiae Summa, I, Tract. Ill: De Ecclesia Christi, Madrid, 

1950, Nos. 805-6; C. Baumgartner, “Tradition et Magistère”, in RSR, 41 [1953], pp. 
161-87 (to which the reader should refer for the rest of this paragraph). Cap. 9 of the 
Schema De Ecclesia prepared, but not voted on, by the council, said: “Docemus atque 
declaramus dotem infallibilitatis . .. collatam ad hoc esse, ut verbum Dei, sive id scriptum 
sive traditum sit... asseratur et custodiatur, secundum illud Apostoli mandatum: O 
Timothee, depositum custodi. . . (i Tim 6.20; 2 Tim 1.13—14).”

3. C. Vat., Sess. Ill; D. 1781; TCT, 354. See Mgr Gasser: “Innixi sacrae Scripturae et 
traditioni” (Mansi, LII, 1220); “Papa. .. eosdem habet fontes quales habet ecclesia” 
(col. 1216). According to Mgr Gasser, the régula fidei is the tradition of the Church 
found: (1) in the present unanimous teaching; (2) if it is not unanimous, in the unanimous 
teaching of the past, in the witnesses to the faith of the past: Scripture and the holy 
Fathers. Cf. col. 1216-17.

4· The Bull Ineffabilis: “Ecclesia, sedula depositorum apud se dogmatum custos” 
{Coll. Lacensis, Vol. VI, col. 839); the letter Inter Gravissimas, 28 October 1870: “Scrip- 
turam et Traditiones fontes esse divinae revelationis ... ad custodiam . . . dogmatum 
quae in Scriptura vel Traditione nobis transmissa sunt... dogmatum quae in fontibus 
revelationis continentur ’’{Acta Pii IX, Pars I, Vol. V, pp. 259-60).

5. Dogmatik, Vol. I, § 23, n. 337.
6. Cf. R. Aubert, Le Pontificat de Pie IX, Paris, 1952, p. 354; C. Butler, The Vatican 

Council, London, 1930, Vol. II, p. 98, adopts the form: “Witnesses of tradition?” said 
Pius; “there’s only one; that’s me.” This is the version cited from Mgr Dupanloup’s private 
journal by F. Mourret {Le Concile du Vttican d'après des documents inédits, Paris, 1919, ’



THE IDEA OF “LIVING TRADITION” 207

made in the heat of emotion or discussion, indicative of Pius IX’s 
own thought, but valueless as a theological proposition.

Leo XIII refers to the First Vatican Council (D. 1787) when he 
writes in Providentissimus Deus·. “This supernatural revelation is, 
according to the faith of the universal Church, contained at once in 
unwritten traditions and written books.”1 He speaks too of the 
fidei depositum in the encyclical Satis Cognitum (29 June 1896) and in 
the letter Testem Benevolentiae (22 January 1899).

Tradition is one of the topics on which Pius X had to solemnly 
condemn the errors of Modernism. He understands tradition in the 
objective sense of a deposit, or a doctrinal heritage, in which the 
Fathers occupy a special place.2 The magisterium is not tradition 
but it interprets it.3

In the encyclical Mortalium Animos, of 6 January 1928, Pius XI 
speaks of “sacred tradition, considered as an authentic source of 
divine revelation”, then of “the Church’s magisterium instituted on 
earth by a divine disposition to preserve the revealed teaching intact 
and bring it to the knowledge of men”.4

In 1950, in two solemn documents, Pius XII multiplied expres
sions of the same doctrine, speaking of the deposit of faith, i.e. the 
sacred letters and divine tradition, and of the magisterium as only 
guarding and explaining it.5

1. Leonis XIII Acta, 13 [1893], pp. 326—7.
2. Consistorial Allocution of 17 April 1907: “For these modern heretics . . . everything 

in tradition is relative and subject to change, and, in consequence, the authority of the 
holy Fathers is reduced to nothing” (ASS, 40 [1907], p. 268); “ . . . eos laude dignos 
videri, qui, incolumi reverentia erga Traditionem et Patres et ecclesiasticum magisterium 
. . . theologiam positivam. . . ” (the Encyclical Pascendi, 7 September 1907; ibid., pp. 
640-61; not in Df, the Antimodernist Oath (D. 2145, 2147; TCT, 88, 90).

3. The Decree Lamentabili, July 1907 (D. 2004, 2005; TCT, 115). Compare D. 2021, 
2061.

4. AAS, 20 [1928], pp. 12 and 14.
5. The Encyclical Humani Generis, 12 August 1950: “Totum depositum fidei—Sacras 

nempe Litteras ac divinam ‘traditionem’—et custodiendum et tuendum et interpretandum 
concredidit [Magisterio]. . . . Verum quoque est, theologis semper redeundum esse ad 
divinae revelationis fontes: eorum enim est indicare qua ratione ea quae a vivo Magisterio 
docentur, in Sacris Litteris et in divina ‘traditione’, sive explicite, sive implicite invenian
tur. Accedit quod uterque doctrinae divinitus revelatae fons.. .. Una enim cum sacris 
eiusmodi fontibus Deus Ecclesiae suae Magisterium vivum dedit, ad ea quoque illustranda 
et enucleanda, quae in fidei deposito nonnisi obscure ac velut implicite continentur ...” 
(AAS, 42 [1950], pp. 567-9). And see C. Baumgartner, art. cit., supra, p. 206, n. 2. 
The Constitution Munificentissimus of 1 November 1950 quotes the First Vatican Council

p. 299, with n. 1). Tendentious reports of the incident, and also the distorted form of the 
remark: “I am the Church” will be found in Jules Cambon, Preface to Princess A. Radzi- 
will’s Souvenirs, Paris, 1931, p. ix. There may perhaps be a reference here to another 
historic event. A religious journal in Nimes had written, in 1865, in connexion with the 
dogma of the Immaculate Conception: “Louis XIV avait prononcé ce mot célèbre: l’État, 
c’est moi. Pie IX a fait plus: il a dit en action, avec plus de raison que lui: l’Église, c’est 
moi.” Cf. G. Bazin, Vie de Mgr Maret, Vol. II, p. 356, quoted by R. Aubert, op. cit., 
p .301.
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In spite of the pain and embarrassment it causes me, since it 
concerns personal friends, I must finally bring up—for it concerns 
a doctrine and a truth which these friends themselves share—the 
authorized explanation given in 1942 when a book by L. Charlier 
and a pamphlet by M.-D. Chenu were put on the Index. Mgr 
Pietro Parente explained: “C’è inoltre da deplorare in questi due 
libri la svalutazione delle prove positive dalla S. Scrittura e dalla 
Tradizione per le tesi teologiche, come anche la strana identificazione 
della Tradizione (fonte di rivelazione) col Magistero vivo della 
Chiesa (custode e interprete della divina parola).”1 Thus is rejected 
the thesis, if not of the incriminated authors, at least of those whose 
names and texts we have quoted, who identify tradition and the 
living magisterium.

In these documents tradition and magisterium are distinguished as 
the objective source and the proposition of the authentic content of 
this source, made by authority. Naturally enough, a great number of 
contemporary theologians base their idea of tradition on this distinc
tion; they refuse to reduce everything to the traditio activa, to the act 
of the magisterium which, as they strongly emphasize, must be referred 
to the objective deposit, just as the sensus fidei, the fides qua ereditar, 
must always be referred to the fides quae creditur.2

Without this there would be a risk of putting two qualitatively differ
ent stages on the same level—the time of the apostles and the time of 
the Church. They are different not only in that the time of the apostles 
is constitutive of the objects, whereas that of the Church is not; they are 
different even in the matter of the traditio activa, for the apostles were 
inspired, receiving the grace of revelation, whereas the Church is only

1. P. Parente, “Nuove tendenze teologiche”, leading article in the Osserv. Romano for 
9-10 February 1942. It had become the custom, during the pontificate of Pius XII, for a 
member of the “Supreme Congregation of the Holy Office” to explain, in an Editorial of 
the Oss. Rom., the reasons for the warnings or sanctions issued by this authority. Nume
rous Catholic reviews at the time drew particular attention to this point of doctrine in 
Mgr Parente’s article; Mgr Parente is, at the time of writing, Assessor to the Holy Office. 
Cf. J. Salaverri, an. cit. supra (Ch. V, p. 156, n. 1), p. 51, n. 91.

2. By way of example: Mohler, Die Einheit, § 12; De Groot, incorporating the Thomist 
distinction between in se and quantum ad nos, op. cit., 2nd ed., 1892, p. 687; A. Gardeil, 
RThom, 14 [1906], p. 481; J. Coppens, “La Définibilité de l’Assomption”, in ETL, 23 
1I947], P· 7·’ ‘ From the point of view of theological science, it is my opinion that an 
appeal to the magisterium alone cannot suffice”; C. Moeller, cit. supra, p. 204, n. 2; J. 
Salaverri, art. cit.·, C. Baumgartner, art. cit. (p. 206, n. 2).

(D. .1800 and 1836; TCT, 80, 216), saying that the Holy Spirit was promised to the 
magisterium “ut, eo assistente, traditam per apostolos revelationem seu fidei depositum 
sancte custodirent et fideliter exponerent” (ibid., pp, 756—7); it refers repeatedly to the 
fidei deposito (p. 755), deposito divino (p. 756), etc.
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assisted in transmitting and announcing it.1 Certainly it is the same 
Holy Spirit at work in each case, hence the fundamental homogeneity 
of the two stages. But he does not intervene in the same way.

The difference between his action at the level of the apostolic 
foundation of the Church and the level of the ministry based upon it 
(1 Cor 3.10-17) has been well put by Fr Deneffe himself, in the cate
gories of traditio constitutiva and traditio continuativa, which could also 
be termed expllcativa?

It can now be seen what answer must be made to the criticisms 
levelled at us by those outside according to which a recourse to the 
sensus Ecclesiae is a turning to the subjectivist Modernist idea of 
dogma and dogmatic development,3 while, in virtue of the dogma of 
papal infallibility, the pope has taken precedence over Scripture and 
given himself the power to impose as tradition, and thus as appertaining 
to revelation, whatever he may chose to declare such.4 Only care must 
be taken that our reply to these critics is not purely formal, verbal and 
ultimately fictitious, but effective, probative and itself in accord with 
tradition.

(3) The great syntheses of Newman and Scheeben

Newman experienced personally the problem which had faced Catholic

i. Fr Baumgartner has made this point well: “In the context of traditio activa, the 
apostolic magisterium and the post-apostolic magisterium remain distinct. .. . The 
teaching of the apostles is the norm of the Church’s preaching. By failing to bring out 
sufficiently the dependence of the magisterium on the apostles, one runs the risk of 
relating without any qualification the traditio activa of the deposit of faith and the traditio 
activa of revelation” (p. 176); “Franzelin lays great emphasis on the traditio activa, but it 
would seem that he did not sufficiently distinguish between the traditio activa of the 
apostles and the traditio activa of their successors. There is with him a very strong and, 
without doubt, a rather excessive tendency to base the theology of tradition on the 
traditio activa of the Church’s magisterium. With this kind of approach, the emphasis is 
less on the Source itself, on the dignity and authority of the traditio activa of the apostles, 
than on that of the traditio activa of the Church’s magisterium” (pp. 180-1).

2. Deneffe, op. cit., pp. nyff., i3zff, 160-3. Deneffe perhaps owes something to 
Kilber (Wirceburgenses, Institutiones theologicae. Tract, de Principiis theol., Würzburg, 
i752[?], Paris ed., 1852, Vol. I), but the expression is reminiscent of Cano (De Locis 
Theol., Lib. XII, c. 3: “Principiorum itaque theologiae numerus e libris sacris atque 
apostolorum traditionibus integerrime constituitur”) and even in medieval scholasticism.

3. So F. Heiler, “Das neue Mariendogma, II” in Ökumenische Einheit, 2, 3, was mis
taken in turning against Pius XII a criticism unjustly levelled at Frs Chenu and Charlier.

4. “Die römischen Erkenntnisquellen sind also heute [since the First Vatican Council] 
die Bibel und der Papst, oder, da der Papst die Auslegung der Bibel in der Hand hat, der 
Papst und die Bibel” (P. Tschackert, Evangelische Polemik, Gotha, 1885, p. 100); idem, the 
art. “Tradition” in Hauck’s Realen^yklopädie (Vol. XX, 1908, p. 19): “ ... so erfand die 
jesuitische Theologie die neue Definition: Tradition ist, was in der römischen Kirche als 
Tradition gelehrt wird.” Compare supra, p. 184, n. 2.
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theology since the sixteenth century.1 He moved on from an idea of 
tradition directed solely towards the historical witness of the past, to a 
theology which encompassed the ever living magisterium of the 
Church. He had already as an Anglican asserted and justified the 
principle of authority against the naturalist rationalism of the day. He 
did so as forcefully, and on the very same principles, as the Catholic 
doctors. In this regard he was well in advance in taking up the line of 
Pius IX and the First Vatican Council.2 He admitted not only the 
authority of Scripture, but also that of tradition and even of the Church 
as magisterium, but shackled by a completely textual and historical 
idea of tradition, as exemplified in an exclusive reading of St Vincent 
of Lerins’s phrase, he limited the infallibility of the Church to repeating 
faithfully the Fathers and early councils. In his view the Roman 
Church was wrong to assume the role of judge instead of simply that of 
witness.

The day came when he discovered that the Anglican Church today 
occupies a position similar to that of the semi-Arians or the Mono- 
physites, with their via media, whereas Rome held what it always had 
held in face of these ancient heresies. The early Church never defined

i. See J. Guitton, O. Chadwick, cit. supra, p. 193, n. 1; J. H. Walgrave, Newman. 
Le développement du dogme, Paris, 1957; ET, Newman the Theologian, London, i960; 
H. Fries, “J. H. Newmans Beitrag zum Verständnis der Tradition” in Die mündliche 
Überlieferung, hrsg. v. Μ. Schmaus, Munich, 1957, pp. 63-122.

2. See, in the excellent collection from the writings of J. H. Newman, Pensées sur 
l'Église, transi, by A. Roucou-Barthélemy (Unam Sanctam, 30), Paris, 1956, pp. 27fr., the 
texts of the Anglican period representing “a recuperation and illustration of Catholic 
principles”. In addition, there are these characteristic passages from his Essay on the 
Development of Christian Doctrine (1845), Ch. II, Sect. 2, 11 (An Infallible Developing 
Authority to be Expected), Nos. 5 and 7: “Moreover, it must be borne in mind that, as the 
essence of all religion is authority and obedience, so the distinction between natural religion 
and revealed lies in this, that the one has a subjective authority, and the other an objective. 
Revelation consists in the manifestation of the Invisible Divine Power, or in the sub
stitution of the voice of a Lawgiver for the voice of conscience. The supremacy of 
conscience is the essence of natural religion; the supremacy of Apostle, or Pope, or 
Church, or Bishop, is the essence of revealed; and when such external authority is taken 
away, the mind falls back again of necessity upon that inward guide which it possessed 
even before Revelation was vouchsafed. Thus, what conscience is in the system of nature, 
such is the voice of Scripture, or of the Church, or of the Holy See, as we may determine 
it, in the system of Revelation” (Newman takes his parallel further: in the same way as it is 
always morally correct to follow one’s conscience, even though this is sometimes erron
eous, so also it is prudent always to follow the magisterium, even in those cases where its 
infallibility may be disputed)_

“. .. The only general persuasive in matters of conduct is authority; that is, (when 
truth is in question,) a judgment which we feel to be superior to our own. If Christianity 
is both social and dogmatic, and intended for all ages, it must humanly speaking have an 
infallible founder. Else you will secure unity of form at the loss of unity of doctrine, or 
unity of doctrine at the loss of unity of form; you will have to choose between a com
prehension of opinions and a resolution into parties, between latitudinarian and sectarian 
error. You may be tolerant or intolerant of contrarieties of thought, but contrarieties you 
will have” (ibid., 13).
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its faith in the early councils only on the criterion of antiquity, but on 
that of the sense of the faith ever living in its preaching. She never 
merely witnessed, but judged, using an authority ever active in her. 
The Council of Trent was just as legitimate as those of Ephesus and 
Chalcedon, the modern pope possessed the same authority to judge as 
St Leo. Thus the historical idea of tradition could be complemented by 
a theology of the magisterium. Rationally Newman justified this 
process by the hypothesis of a development, which he thought of as 
the opening out of the aspects of an “idea” which retains its original 
meaning throughout its differing historical forms.1 With Newman— 
not that he was the only one, but he was and remains to this day the 
locus classicus for the question—the idea of development became an 
inner dimension of that of tradition. He made a decisive contribution 
to the problem of the relationship between magisterium and history in 
tradition.

I. His Essay, said Lord Acton, had allowed Newman to give greater weight to the 
voice of the Church here and now than to the texts of the past (Chadwick, op. cit., p. 129).

2. See the article in The Rambler for July 1859, pp. 198-230, “On Consulting the 
Faithful in Matters of Doctrine” (ed. and introd, in book form by J. Coulson, London, 
1961); French transi, in Pensées sur T Église, pp. 402-39.

Having become a Catholic, he sought, in reviewing the documenta
tion of his Arians and his idea of the prophetical office, to make more 
precise the respective parts of the faithful and the teaching hierarchy.2 
Referring to Mohler and making use of the analysis of knowledge 
destined to become the “illative sense” in the Grammar of Assent, he 
gave to the sensus fidelium—what the Greek Fathers called φρόνημα— 
its proper value. This instinct of faith exists in the faithful in depend
ence on the auditus fidei, and hence on the hierarchical preaching, but 
it is not reducible to the sole share of the hierarchy. It adds to this its 
own value, that of the life of the ecclesia as such. The teaching Church 
is not always the most active instrument of the grace of infallibility. 
Newman pointed out that this was evident in the Arian crisis. The 
Church is an organism with a hierarchical structure, but it is wholly 
living. The ideal is a conspiratio pastorum et fidelium.

Scheeben (f 1888) had a remarkable knowledge of the Fathers and 
early theologians, but not the historical training or turn of mind of 
Newman. On the other hand, he had the power of exceptionally deep 
thought and theological synthesis. His was in my opinion a particularly 
important contribution and remarkably in accord with Newman’s on 
two points: the special authority of the ecclesiastical magisterium and 
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the respective parts of the faithful and the hierarchy.1 On this second 
point he was in conscious opposition to individualism, stating an 
organic principle. On the first point, he was combating the absolute 
autonomy of reason and affirming the existence of a supernatural 
authority. Revelation is an act of God’s sovereignty, of God who has a 
right to our obedience. It demands the acceptance of our mind not only 
because of the authenticity of the truth it proclaims, but also because 
of the authority, properly so called, of the Revealer, an authority which 
is communicated to his accredited envoys (this authority being the 
power by which a person can determine the actions of another person). 
Its main type in human society is fatherhood and motherhood.

Scheeben brings to book not only the Reformation but also Galli- 
canism, Jansenism, and his Old Catholic contemporaries for consider
ing truth itself alone as the determining motive for the mind, forgetting 
about authority.2 In contrast he works out a very developed theology 
of authority, within the framework of the function of motherhood 
which he attributes to the hierarchical priesthood—this represents 
something of a regression when compared with the positions of St 
Augustine and the Fathers on the motherhood of the whole ecclesia. He 
is so taken up with his idea of authority as a necessary principle of life 
in the Church that, to guarantee unity by the recognition of objective 
truth would be, for him, pure naturalism.3 But does not this condemn 
an aspect which the early Church respected?

On the other hand, his way of making clear the respective parts of 
the hierarchy and the body of the faithful with regard to tradition is 
very interesting. Perhaps, as Geiselmann suggests,4 he owes much to

i. The essential texts: Mysterien (1865), § 80; Dogmatik, 1875, Vol. I; ET, London, 
1890-8, 3rd ed., 1906; “Die theologische und praktische Bedeutung des Dogmas von der 
Unfehlbarkeit des Papstes ... ”, in Das ökumenische Concil vom Jahre 1869, II, pp. 505- 
47, and III, pp. 81-133. See W. Bartz, Die lehrende Kirche. Ein Beitrag zur Ekklesiologie 
Μ. J. Scheelens (Trierer th. St., 9), Trier, 1959.

2. Mysterien, loc. cit.,· Die theologische . . . ; Dogmatik, § 7, n. 57; § 8, nn. 69, 72, 83 
{cathedra indicates both the teaching function and the authority to teach); § 10, n. 126; 
§ 22, n. 317; § 23, n. 354; § 43, n. 768. For the general context, see my paper given at the 
Colloque d’ecclësiologie du XIXe siècle (Strasbourg, November 1959), Strasbourg-Paris 
i960.

3. See Mysterien, loc. cit. Compare Manning, cit. supra, p. 188, n. 2
4. Die lebendige Überlieferung als Norm des christlichen Glaubens. Die apostolische 

Tradition in der Form der kirchlichen Verkündigung—das Formalprinzip des Katholizismus, 
dargestellt im Geiste der Traditionslehre von Joh. Ev. Kuhn (Die Überlieferung i. d. neueren 
Theol., III), Freiburg, 1959, p. 297.

This began when Kuhn, as a professor of exegesis, was confronted with the problem 
as posed by Strauss, in 1835 (cf. infra, p. 214); from there he went on to develop the very 
interesting idea that the written gospels were not just historical records, but were depen
dent on the apostolic preaching of salvation, and aim to support the faith with the proof 
that Jesus is the Messiah. Becoming professor of dogma (in 1839), Kuhn allowed himself 
to be influenced by Bellarmine, in considering Scripture and tradition as two partial
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J. Ev. Kuhn’s Dogmatik for his idea of tradition. But he has far greater 
speculative powers than this Tübingen master and corrected him on a 
very important point. Kuhn saw in the hierarchy alone the human 
subject of the Church’s preaching, and so of tradition in the, fortun
ately wide, sense in which he understood it. But Scheeben distinguishes 
between the activity of conserving and handing on tradition and the 
activity of defining its content. The first, which concerns tradition 
simply as the content of truth, is not exercised by the hierarchy alone 
but by the whole body of the faithful. The second, which involves the 
authority by whose act a truth becomes a dogma or a law for the 
Church, is proper to the hierarchy alone.1 The connexion of this most 
interesting precision with the general principles of Scheeben’s theology 
is obvious, but, without wishing to deny him any of the merit for 
a really impressive systematization, he is here very close to Franz- 
elin.

(4) The distinction between purely historical material and a valid dog
matic tradition. The Modernist crisis and the definition of the Assumption

We have seen how, on the one hand, the natural movement of theo
logical development and, on the other, the demands of opposition to 
the Reformation led to an insistence on the role of the living magister
ium as a decisive or formal element. And this to the point where in 
certain pronouncements the infallibility of the Church and of its 
magisterium almost appeared to be an autonomous value, sufficient in 
itself, dispensing it from any need to go back and find explicit support 
in a deposit attested to by documents. It was the destiny of the nine
teenth century to call for a new precision in the idea of tradition. In the 
nineteenth century historical and critical disciplines, which, during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, had been harnessed pretty strictly to 
the service of theology and apologetics, became autonomous and we get

i. Dogmatik^ § 13, n. 170; § 15, n. 200, 206.

sources. When Kuhn returned to the question, in 1858-9, he took up once more the view 
he had held as an exegete, which was the more sound, and conceived of tradition as the 
living and normative explanation of the content of Scripture, proposed by the hierarchical 
preaching throughout the course of time (in which it experienced a development provoked 
by the necessity of presenting men with the truths they needed). For Kuhn, the “living 
tradition” was not, as it had been for Möhler to begin with, the sensus Ecclesiae (the 
subjective aspect), but the living truth itself, which develops certain of its aspects under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit and through the human mediation of the teaching Church.

Certainly most interesting theology—but not to the extent of justifying the enthusiasm 
and meticulous care with which Geiselmann presents it in the space of more than 350 
pages!
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4‘historicism”. Historians became specialists in texts or documents of a 
past they were trying to reconstruct. Applying their techniques in an 
independent way to the realm of revelation, to the early history of 
Christianity, to the Church’s dogmas and institutions, they ran the 
risk of building up an image of Christianity at variance with the 
dogmatic statements of the Church. The first warnings of the conflict 
were heard in the seventeenth century, with the patristic and historical 
works of people like Petau, Mabillon or Tillemont, and biblical works 
such as those of Richard Simon,1 all faithful Catholics. It was dormant 
during the eighteenth-century struggle between the Church and the 
rationalism of the Encyclopaedists or of Voltaire. In reply to David 
Strauss, who in 1835 saw in the life of Jesus recounted in the gospels a 
myth created by tradition, Kuhn asserted for these same gospels a new 
standing: that of historical writings drawn up as a help to the witness 
of faith (cf. p. 212, n. 4). Already tradition appears as the meeting 
of the ways for Faith and History.

1. Cf. P. Hazard, La Crise de la conscience européenne (1680—1 pt5j,Paris, iy3^,Vo\.I 
pp. 38-69, 240-89 (ET [supra, p. 154, n. 3], pp. 40-31, iSoff.); Vol. Ill, pp. 28-38, 78-84; 
O. Chadwick, op. cit. (p. 193, n. 1), pp. 49ff.

2. ASS, 8 [1874], pp. 438ff.; extracts in D. 1679-84. On the episode and its context, 
cf. R. Aubert, Le Pontificat de Pie IX (1846-1838), Paris, 1952, pp. 203-9.

3· A. Loisy, Autour. d’un petit livre, Paris, 1903, p. 215: “What worries the faithful in 
tradition is the impossibility of reconciling the historical evolution of Christian doctrine 
with what our theologians seem to affirm concerning its immutability.”

At a less radical level was this not basically the same problem as 
Dollinger raised in the episode of his speech to the Congress of Munich 
in 1863? He not only tended to see tradition as a pure problem of 
history; he claimed for the theologian and historian, not only scientific 
independence, but also a role in the life of the Church equivalent to a 
sort of practical magisterium. The letter Tuas Libenter of Pius IX to 
the Archbishop of Munich on 21 December 1863 recalled that it is the 
part of the hierarchy to supervise and direct theology.2

The Modernist crisis arose out of the conjunction of two factors: 
(1) The observed fact, perhaps not of a disagreement, but certainly of 
a lack of complete correspondence between the Church’s doctrines and 
the conclusions of an historical and critical study of the documentation 
used as their basis.3 The consciousness of how much out of step were 
the inspirations and postulates of modern society and the forms held 
on to by the Church was, perhaps, deeper among the clergy than 
among the apostolic laity. This, with the dogmatic and historical 
fact just mentioned, served to build up hopes for reform, more or 
less radical. (2) Elements of religious philosophy resembling, even if 
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they had not been borrowed directly, post-Kantian and post-Schleier- 
macherian liberal Protestant philosophy. This religious philosophy in 
oneway or another always boiled down to the same thing: the driving in 
of a wedge between a religious adherence based on faith and the 
properly intellectual aspect or the forms of expression of religion. The 
first of these two factors led to a distinction, a separation, and indeed 
an opposition between dogma and history. The second made it possible 
to justify this separation while at the same time suggesting a link which 
was thought to be apologetically satisfactory.

Modernism claimed the right to treat the documentarily supported 
content of the Christian religion purely as a matter of history and to 
draw from a critical study of it conclusions that should be valid at the 
level of rational knowledge, in complete independence of the dogmatic 
statements of the magisterium.

If the history of religion is not established by means of historical 
research, if Israelite and Christian biblical tradition cannot stand of 
themselves, it is useless to count on the magisterium of the Church 
to buttress them up.1
The questions raised by Modernism stimulated amongst Catholic 

thinkers a renewed reflection on the problems of revelation, the nature 
and method of theology, and the exact nature of tradition as a religious 
reality. The most vigorous elaboration of this last point was made by 
Maurice Blondel.2 He was a layman and a philosopher, but his reflec
tions on the problems lying along the frontier where faith and reason 
meet have proved absolutely decisive for the research of the theologians 
of the last half-century.

Blondel pointed to an unnecessary separation of dogma from history 
in the formulation of the problem, which constituted Loisy’s starting- 
point. Some saw only dogma, understood as a purely speculative value. 
For them the facts of Christianity were no more than a starting-point 
furnishing material for theological speculation. This is the error of 
extrinsicism. Others, particularly Loisy, whom Blondel had in mind 
throughout without actually saying so, only saw history: the error of 
historicism. Thus they put signs in the place of the Christian reality. 
Over against these two opposing caricatures Blondel set tradition, in

1. Id. op., p. 14, and cf. Coutinho, op. cit. (p. 189, n. 2), pp. 31-2. In Choses passées, 
1913, p. 89, Loisy was perfectly right when he said: “The traditional doctrine of the 
Church was not really treated there as a doctrinal law but as the raw material of history.”

2. “Histoire et dogme. Les lacunes philosophiques de l’exégèse moderne”, in La 
Quinzaine, 56 (January-February 1904), pp. 145-67, 349-73, 433-58: reprod. in Les 
Premiers Écrits de Maurice Blondel, Paris, 1956, pp. 149-228, where can also be found (pp. 
229-45) his letter to the editor of BLE, 1905, pp. 61-77: De la valeur historique du dogme. 
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which history and dogma are united by a live current passing in both 
directions—from the facts to dogma, and from faith to the facts. To 
oppose the data of history and the statements of dogma was to make 
an unwarranted separation between the two elements of a single reality 
with an essentially religious nature. It amounted to judging this reality 
by inadequate criteria, without doing justice to this nature and its 
demands. We shall see again, in our speculative study, the helpful and 
profound idea of tradition which Blondel proposed, for we shall find 
in it the central themes of my own interpretation. For this reason I shall 
not delay over it here. Let me add, however, that though Kuhn had 
already sketched out a similar view, he certainly did not bring to bear 
on it the penetration contributed by the reflection and synthesis of a 
sound philosophical thought.

As opposed to historicism, which reduces the spiritual reality of 
belief to the written documents, and which, in its religious form tends to 
put tradition under the jurisdiction of the historian, Catholic theolo
gians worked out a distinction between historical tradition and dog
matic tradition. This is based on the nature of theology as a sacred 
science. In 1898 Ambroise Gardeil was already showing that theology 
is “essentially a supernatural and mystical doctrine completely dependent 
upon divine revelation, of which the divine magisterium of the Church 
is the only adequate interpreter”.1 At the same time A. de la Barre was 
suggesting a distinction between “tradition from the purely historical 
point of view” and “the true historico-theological method”.2 This was 
taken up in a more or less precise vocabulary by St.Harent (1901),3 by 
the programme of the Bibliothèque de Théologie historique (1902)4 and 
then in a remarkably lucid and informative way by A. Lemonnyer and 
A. Gardeil (1903),5 who threw some much-needed light on the question 

1. RThom, January 1898, p. 828 (the summary of an article by Fr L. de Grandmaison): 
quoted by da Veiga Coutinho, op. cit., p. 189, n. 2), p. 88, from which are taken almost 
all the points made in these pages. Compare L. Saltet, in BLE, 1899, pp. 114—15 (quota
tion, p. 89).

2. La Fie du dogme catholique, Paris, 1898, pp. 194®., quoted by da Veiga Coutinho, 
p. 88, n. 7: “The schools to which we have referred—Jansenist and Protestant, exponents 
of the purely historical method—proceed from a common error: in all these schools 
tradition is dealt with from a purely historical point of view; the value of the witnesses is 
evaluated only in this light. The true historico-theological method has a very different 
idea of tradition.”

3. In Études, 87 [1901], pp. 748-79 (da Veiga Coutinho, pp. 89ff.).
4. Cf. da Veiga Coutinho, p. 94.
5. A. Lemonnyer, “Théologie positive et théologie historique”, in RCF, 34 [1903], 

ppi 5-18; “Comment s’organise la théologie catholique?”, ibid., 36 [1903], pp. 225-42; 
A. Gardeil, “La Réforme de la théologie catholique”, a series of five articles. Cf. especially 
“Idée d’une méthode régressive”, in RThom, 11 [1903], pp. 5-19; La Documentation de 
S. Thomas, pp. 197-215; Les Procédés exégétiques de S. Thomas, pp. 428—57.
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of the nature and method of “positive theology”, afterwards further 
increased by M. Jacquin (1907).1 Billot, whose treatment of the 
magisterium so as to make tradition the rule of faith we have already 
seen, showed that it is necessary to apply to the documentary data 
which make up the objective reference of tradition, what Catholic 
theology has always said of Scripture: there is a purely historical 
collection of witnesses, but they can be given the dogmatic value of 
tradition only when they are illumined and taken up by the magis- 
terium/

Blondel spoke of extrinsicism and historicism, Billot of “abstrac
tion”. The encyclical Pascendi condemned in the Modernists the 
opposition between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, and 
between scientific and historical exegesis, and theological and pastoral 
exegesis.3 It did not mean by this to exclude the distinction between 
historical and dogmatic tradition but to state that the only one that is 
fully valid since it is the only one on the same level as the proper nature 
of its object, is a reading of the scriptural and patristic texts in the light 
of the faith of the Church interpreted by the magisterium.4

Thus one result of the Modernist crisis has been to bring a better 
understanding of the extra value of the faith of the Church over and 
above what purely human textual disciplines can discover in an his
torical and critical reading. Already, when faced with the literal fixist 
idea of Jansenism, Adam said that the texts should be read “with the 
eyes of the Church”. The first Catholics to work out a theory of 
development, Mohler and Newman,5 stressed that the Church

1. “Question de mots: histoire des dogmes, histoire des doctrines, théologie positive”, 
in RSPT, 1 [1907], pp. 99-104.

2. De Sacra Traditione Contra Nov am. Haeresim Evolutionismi, Rome, 1904, pp. 5-11 
(da Veiga Coutinho, pp. i24ff.). In the revised edition of 1907, Billot clarified these ideas 
and condemned modern errors seeing their origin “in a false idea of Catholic tradition 
considered simply as an historical human fact witnesses for which could and should be 
treated exclusively according to the same rules and criteria as any other monuments of 
antiquity.”

3. Cf. D. 2096.
4. Compare the text of the Antimodernist Oath, 1 September 1910, D. 2146: “Damno 

ac reicio eorum sententiam, qui dicunt christianum hominem eruditiorem induere per
sonam duplicem, aliam credentis, aliam historic!. . . . Sententiam praeterea illorum reicio, 
qui tenent, doctori disciplinae historicae theologicae tradendae aut iis de rebus scribenti 
seponendam prius esse opinionem ante conceptam sive de supernatural! origine catholicae 
traditionis...” This should be taken in conjunction with propositions 3 and 12 of the 
Decree Lamentabili, in which the word traditio does not occur {D. 2003, 2012; TCT, 114, 
119), then, among more recent documents, the Encyclical Humani Generis, AAS, 42 
[1950], pp. 568-9; ET CTS Publication, False Trends in Modern Teaching.

5. Newman had criticized Milman’s History of Latin Christianity in his Tract 85. See 
also his Essay on Development, Ch. Ill, and the letter to the Duke of Norfolk, Difficulties 
Felt by Anglicans, Vol. II, pp. 311-13. Newman insisted on the aspect of promise and 
prophecy in the scriptural texts relating to the Church.
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cannot be understood except from within and that history is powerless 
to provide an adequate critical justification of the developed forms of 
belief. To ask for this is to demand the explicit from the implicit. One 
of the findings of current theology is that there is a certain dis
continuity between what a purely historical or philological study can 
furnish and what the Church holds and sees in tradition.1 From the 
point of view of the biblical text this idea has taken different forms. 
Many today speak of the “plenary sense” or the “translitérai sense”. 
The differences from author to author concerning the precise way to 
define this, although not in themselves negligible, do not alter the fact 
that an essential harmony has been reached on our point.2

i. A few random references: J. V. Bainvel, De Magisterio vivo et Tradit., Paris, 1904, 
n. 66, pp. 76ff.; K. Adam, The Spirit of Catholicism, pp. 15 5-6, 249—51; H. Rahner, “Nodi 
ein neues Dogma”, in Orientierung, 13 [1949], p. 11; J. Levie, “Les Limites de la preuve 
d’Écriture sainte en théologique”, in NRT, 71 [1949], pp. 1009-29; Idem, “Exégèse scrip
turaire et interprétation théologique”, in RSR, 39 [1951 = Mél. Lebreton, I], pp. 239ft'.; 
cf. also his Bible: Words of God in ITords of Men, London, 1961 ; Y. M.-J. Congar, Vraie et 
Fausse Réforme dans l’Église, Paris, 1950, pp. 529-31; Philippe de la Trinité, “Certitude 
de l’Assomption”, in Magie des extrêmes. Études Carmélitaines, Kfil, pp. 181-2; H. de 
Lubac, “Notre Mère la sainte Église”, in Études, January 1953, p. 8: C. Dillenschneider, 
Le Sens de la foi. . ., Rome, 1954, pp. noff., 368-9 (critique of an extrinsicist notion of 
tradition), etc.

2. See C. Dillenschneider, op. cit., pp. 64ft-.; J. Coppens, in NRT, 1949, pp. 3-38. 
The bibliography on the subject is immense; it can be seen in ETL. See also Problemi 
scelti di Teologia contemporanea, Rome, 1954, pp. 260ft-.; R. E. Brown, The Sensus Plenior 
of Sacred Scripture, Baltimore, 1955; P. Grelot, in Introd, à la Bible, Paris, 1957, pp. 202ft-.; 
more recently, J. Coppens, “Le Probleme du sens plénier”, in ETL, 34 [1958], pp. 5-10; 
J. Michl, “Dogmatischer Schriftbeweis u. Exegese”, in Biblische Zeitsch., 2 [1958], pp. 1 -14; 
P. Benoit, “La Plénitude de sens des livres saints”, in RB, 67 [i960], pp. 161-96.

3. “Zum Begriff-der Tradition in der Theologie der letzten hundert Jahre”, in Münch, 
theol. Zeitsch., 4 [1953], pp. 164-86 (p. 164).

4. F. C. Baur, Der Gegensatz des Katholizismus u. Protestantismus, Tübingen, 1834, 
p. 353: “Es ist dies der bekannte Unterschied zwischen historischer und dogmatischer 
Tradition, welchen der Katholik mit dem selben Interesse unbeachtet lässt, mit welchem 
ihn der Protestant geltend machen muss.” What Baur meant was that, if one takes tradi
tion as a function of the historical life of the Church, we Protestants would accept that; 
but we reject tradition in the sense of a dogmatic and normative principle. Compare H. 
Schell, Kathol. Dogmatik, Paderborn, 1889, Vol. I, p. 44, etc.

It is not easy to say when the distinction, from the point of view of 
vocabulary, between “historical tradition” and “dogmatic tradition” 
came in, but it is a secondary point. It is rarely found before what has 
been called the “Assumptionist Movement”, which used it quite 
frequently. O. Müller3 says that he only found it in Germany in two 
Jesuit manuals, that of Dunin—Borkowski, Religion, Christentum und 
Kirche, Vol. Ill, 5th ed., 1923, and in the ninth edition of Pohle’s 
Dogmatik by Gierens (1936, Vol. I, pp. 45ff-.). I have come across it in 
F. Chr. Baur and H. Schell, but not quite in the sense we are interested 
in here.4 As the definition of the Assumption drew nearer and the 
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preparatory work on it intensified, the use of the distinction spread, 
especially in criticisms of and replies to the articles of the distinguished 
patristic scholar B. Altaner, “Zur Definibilitat der Assumptio B.M.V.” 
(Theologische Revue, 1948, No. 3; 1949, No. 3; 1950, No. i).1 But the 
vocabulary is not so important if the idea is there. I trust I have shown 
that the facts required that a distinction should be made once the histor
ical sciences, having affirmed their autonomy, were applied to the docu
mentary bases of the faith and so raised new questions and difficulties.

The distinction is necessary, for something essential is at stake: the 
nature—which itself is not' merely human—of those realities, human 
themselves, which throughout history, have brought to us the com
munication of the plan of God and the mystery of God. If it is true that 
Scripture is from God, if the councils, Fathers, liturgical texts and 
other expressions of tradition really incorporate an action of God, the 
only power fitted to guard and understand the sense of both witness 
and Scripture is the Church of God, the Spouse and Body of Christ. 
It is the whole Church, believing, loving, penitent and praying, but 
also teaching, assisted in order that it may teach and, when necessary, 
define the revealed truth. So there is only one fully adequate “order” 
where tradition can be known or known for what it is as forming part 
of the economy of revelation, and that order is the faith of the Church, 
an organic body, the communion of the faithful and the hierarchy. 
Mere history can go no further than the purely human phenomena in 
which the fact of Christianity is expressed. It cannot read it as the 
Church does because it has not her insight.

We have seen already, with certain presentations of the sensus 
Ecclesiae and sensus fidei, the danger which can arise when this reading 
by the Church, or when the hierarchical charism are exalted to such an 
extent that the reality and role of the historical and objective expressions 
of the fact are reduced to little or nothing. I shall not go over again 
what has already been said about the imprescriptible objective condi
tioning of the faith of the Church and of the teaching of the magis
terium, but I want to say a few words about the role which this 
objective conditioning nevertheless keeps open for those who make 
the documentary witness their special study.2

i. A few examples: in addition to J. Coppens, cf. I. Filograssi, s.j., “Traditio Divino- 
Apostolica et Assumptio B.M.V.”, in Gregorianum, 30 [1949], pp. 443-89 (against 
Altaner); J. Ternus, s.j., “Zur historisch-theologischen Tradition der Himmelfahrt 
Mariens”, in Schol, 25 [1950], pp. 321-60 (criticizing Altaner); O. Semmelroth, s.j., 
“Überlieferung ais Lebensfunktion der Kirche”, in Stimmen der Zeit, 148 [1950-1], 
PP· i-” (P· “)·

2. For what follows see Tárale et Fausse Réfonne, pp. 527-31.



220 TRADITION AND MAGISTERIUM

What is objectively conditioned is the thing revealed, that is to say, 
the content presented to faith, by the witnesses. This is true. But, 
though it is correct that tradition cannot be reduced to its records, it is 
also correct that it cannot be emancipated from them. No matter what 
the content these records (“monuments”) provide for faith, it is still 
the records that supply it. Their nature as historical “artefacts” has 
been ordained by providence in order to express and convey the 
content the Church is to read in them. If the Catholic Church posits a 
distinction between historical and dogmatic tradition, against rationalist 
or Modernist historicism, it is obviously not in order to separate them, 
for this is the very error she is fighting against. Since the Church reads 
her (dogmatic) tradition in her (human) history, the most honest 
scientific study is an indispensable concrete approach for ascertaining 
what I have called the objective conditioning of the teaching of the 
magisterium and of the faith of the Church. Teachers and scholars 
thus have a truly important place, without in any way usurping that of 
the magisterium. They provide in their own way praeambiila fidei·, they 
justify before the demands of reason the documentary bases of dog
matic tradition.

Fundamentally, tradition is but one instance of what is demanded 
by the mystery of the Church in its totality. The Church has in herself 
something truly human and something truly divine, but she is one 
Church, at once an object of history and an object of supernatural 
faith, rather like Christ himself. There could well be a monophysitism 
of tradition neglecting its historicity, just as there could be a nestorian- 
ism underrating what is divine in her.1 The apostolicity of the Church, 
which guarantees her formal visibility, can also be distinguished into 
material apostolicity, which can be described historically, and formal 
apostolicity, which can only be discerned by a dogmatic criterion.2 
The case of tradition is strictly parallel. But formal apostolicity is 
realized in the actual, concrete fact of material apostolicity, which 
it is the work of historians to establish. Documentary lacunae exist 
in both. They appertain either way to that kenosis which is the 
law of the whole economy of salvation, and in which we see at 
work the condescension (ouyKará|3acris) of God. Scripture too is full of 
difficulties and obscurities which do not make it any the less the Word 
of God. Christ was human and it was possible to meet him without 

i. The Antimodernist Oath condemns the error which holds “in sacra traditione nihil 
esse divini” (D. 2147; TCT, 90). Franzelin’s treatise is entitled De Divina Traditione.

2. The Anglican and the Swedish State Churches have a material succession.
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recognizing in him either God or even one sent from God. Such is the 
general law when the Eternal enters Time and the Spirit takes hold 
of the Flesh. Pascal put this in unforgettable language:

It was not right that Christ should appear in a divine way and 
with absolute power to convince all men; but neither was it right 
that he should appear so hidden that he could not be known by those 
who sincerely sought him. He wanted to be perfectly knowable for 
them. So, wanting to be open to those who seek him with all their 
hearts, he moderated the understanding of himself so that recogniz
able marks are shown to those who seek him, and not to those who 
do not. There is enough light for those who want to see, and enough 
obscurity for those with the opposite disposition.1

EXCURSUS C

THE LIMITS OF ECCLESIASTICAL POWER OR OF 
ITS EXERCISE

(A) The Pope has Power within the Framework 
Provided by Revelation, not over Revelation

Itself

(i) Canonists

Ivo of Chartres {Deer., prol.; PL, 161, 5of.), followed by Peter the 
Venerable {Ep. I, 28; PL, 189, 148): There are mandata divina immo- 
bilia, from which no dispensation can be given: “Quas lex aeterna 
sanxit; quae observatae ad salutem conferunt, non observatae, eandem 
auferunt.”

Gratian, C. 2, D. XV (Friedberg, col. 35) cites the text where St 
Gregory directs that the first four ecumenical councils are to be 
venerated like the four gospels. This often provided the canonists with 
an opportunity to clarify the limits of the papal power (B. Tierney, 
The Foundations of the Conciliar Theory. . . , Cambridge, 1955, p. 49). 
Thus the Summa Coloniensis (Anglo-Norman, c. 1170): “Quae [IV

1. Pensées, fr. 430. Compare fr. 557, 588, etc. Pascal himself applies this characteristic 
of faith to the coming of Jesus Christ (fr. 567, 588), to the meanings of Scripture (fr. 571), 
to the proclamation which it makes of Jesus (fr. 578). Compare O. Cullmann, “The 
Necessity and Function of Higher Criticism”, in The Early Church, 1956, pp. 4-16, esp. 
p. 10, on the elements of “scandal” (for the human reason) involved in the notion of the 
divine inspiration of Scripture.

Q
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conc.] nullo dispensationis colore vel mutare vel mutilare nec ad 
unum iota S. Romana ecclesia praevalet” (quoted by F. v. Schulte, 
“Z. Gesch. d. Lit. über d. Dekret Gratians.” Zweiter Beitrag. Wiener 
Sit^ungsber., 1871, p. 19); similarly, the Summa Lipsiensis (c. 1186) 
(Schulte, ibid., et R. Sohrn, Kirchenrecht, II, p. 96): “Ea quae in lege et 
evangelio, in apostolis et in IV conciliis generalibus continentur, 
indispensabilia sunt, dum tamen sint statuta de statu generali ecclesiae 
vel de articulis fidei.” Gratian also made clear, in C. 6, C. XXV, q. 1 
(col. 1008), that the pope could legislate only where “Evangelistae 
aliquid nequaquam dixerunt”.

The Distinctiones [canon.] of Munich, Codices Lat. Monacenses, 16084 
(quoted by A. Landgraf, Dogmengesch. d. Frühscholastik, 1952, Vol. I, 
p. 32, n. 7) speak in the same terms.

Summa Parisiensis (c. 1170), Ad C. 25, q. 1 (ed. T. P. McLaughlin, 
Toronto, 1952, p. 230): “Quaedam sunt quae in octo conciliis sunt 
celebrata, quae profitetur summus pontifex usque ad unum iota ser
vaturum, et illa similiter Romana ecclesia non potest mutare. . . . Illa 
igitur decreta quae dicunt summum pontificem decessorum suorum 
statuta mutare non posse, intelligenda sunt de illis quae ad fidem 
specialiter pertinent, sine quibus haberi salus aeterna non potest.”

“Lex et evangelium” are, for the Summa Reginensis (between 1187 
and it 91), the limit to which it was possible for the pope “contra volun
tatem suorum cardinalium aliquid instituere” (In D. IV, c. 3, referred 
to by A. Μ. Stickler, in Studia Gratiana, Bologna, 1955, Vol. Ill, p. 
394)-

The Glossa Palatina (1210—15) on the Decree, loc. cit., made clear 
that “nec enim potest [papa] ire contra haec concilia in hiis scilicet quae 
ad fidem pertinent vel bonos mores” (quoted by B. Tierney, op. cit., 
p. 49, n. 4).

The same goes for the Glossa Ordinaria of John the Teutonic (c. 
1217), ibid.

Likewise Innocent IV: “Non dispensat papa contra Apostolum in 
his quae pertinent ad articulos fidei et forte in his quae pertinent ad 
generalem statum ecclesiae” (Comm, ad I, xxi, 2; quoted by Tierney, 
op. cit., p. 89).

Guy de Baysio (J 1313), quoting Alanus Anglicus, who preceded 
him by nearly a century, specified in what sense one could talk of the 
pope establishing a new articulus fidei·. “Ubi notat Alanus, quod ante 
illam diffinitionem de qua loquitur ipsa decretalis, contrarium dicere 
licebat, cum prohibitum non esset. Sed post nequaquam.... Et ita 
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papa potest facere novos articulos fidei: quod verum est in una accep
tione huius vocabuli fidei articulus, id est tale, quod credi oporteat. . . . 
Nota tamen quod stricte appellantur articuli hoc nomine illi soli qui 
in symbolo apostolorum continentur” (quoted by Fr v. Schulte, 
Die Stellung (cf. supra, p. 119); Anhang, p. 266).

This was a delicate question: John XXII had required the canonist 
Jesselin de Cassagne to correct what he had said in his Extravagantes, 
Tit. XIV, ad deer. Cum inter nonnullos. The following text was con
sidered adequate: “Potest etiam articulum fidei facere [papa] si sumatur 
articulus non proprie, sed large, pro illo quod credere oporteat, cum 
prius ex praecepto ecclesiae necessario credere non oporteret. . . . Per 
jam dicta vero non credas papam posse facere novum articulum, per 
quem nova fides inducatur aut veritati fidei detrahatur aliquid vel 
accrescat quoad substantiam” (cf. John XXII, Lettres communes, 
Vol. VI, ed. G. Moliat, Paris, 1912, p. 483; letter no. 28199 °f 
March 1327).

(ii) Theologians

Placid of Nonantula, a Gregorian, wrote in about 1111: “Sunt autem 
quidam dicentes Romano Pontifici semper bene licuisse novas leges 
condere. Quod et non solum non negamus, sed etiam valde affirmamus. 
Sed sciendum summopere est, quia inde novas leges condere potest, 
unde sancti patres et praecipue apostoli vel evangelistae aliquid nequa
quam dixerunt. Ubi vero aperte Dominus vel ejus apostoli et eos 
sequentes sancti patres sententialiter aliquid definierunt, ibi non novam 
legem Romanus Pontifex dare, sed potius quod praedicatum est 
usque ad animam et sanguinem confirmare debet” (Liber de honore 
Ecclesiae, c. 70; MGH, Libelli de Lite, Vol. II, p. 597).

John of Salisbury, apropos of a case where the pope had intervened 
over the head of the Archbishop of Canterbury: “Fateor et verum est, 
omnia Romano licere pontifici, sed ea dumtaxat, quae de iure divino 
ecclesiasticae sunt potestatis. Liceat ei iura nova condere, vetera 
abrogare, dum tamen illa quae a Dei verbo in evangelio vel lege 
perpetuam causam habent, mutare not possit” (Epist., 198; PL, 199, 
218c).

Henry of Albano, Legate of the Holy See in the preaching of the 
Third Crusade, affirms the transcendence of both divine and apostolic 
authority over papal decisions, and adds: “Ecce quam humiliter 
Romani Pontifices, ecclesiastici doctores, apostolicae se doctrinae 
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subjiciunt, et tamquam scabellum cathedrae pedibus se substernunt, 
ut palam profiteantur non licere Romano Pontifici novas condere 
leges, ubi aperte Dominus vel ejus Apostoli sententialiter aliquid 
definierunt” (De peregrinante Civitate Dei, Tr. VIH; PL, 204, 318).

St Thomas Aquinas writes: “Apostoli et eorum successores sunt 
vicarii Dei quantum ad regimen Ecclesiae constitutae per fidem et fidei 
sacramenta. Unde sicut non licet eis constituere aliam Ecclesiam, ita 
non licet eis tradere aliam fidem, neque instituere alia sacramenta” 
(ST, ΙΠ, q. 64, a. 2, ad 3; cf. ΙΙ-Π, q. 88, a. 11; In IV Sent., d. 17, q. 3, 
a. i, sol. 5; d. 27, q. 3, a. 3, ad 2).

This position was held universally. Henry of Ghent expressed it in 
terms which were rather less theological and more canonical, but just 
as clear. See the texts in G. de Lagarde, La Naissance de Γ esprit laïque 
au déclin du moyen âge, ΙΠ, Paris, 1942, p. 271.

Durandus of Saint-Pourçain, In III Sent., d. 24, q. 1, nn. 8-9: 
“Credimus Scripturam esse inspiratam, quia Ecclesia, quae regitur a 
Spiritu Sancto, hoc approbat. . . . Hoc autem quod dictum est de 
approbatione Scripturae per Ecclesiam, intelligitur solum de Ecclesia 
quae fuit tempore Apostolorum.. . . Unde Evangelia, quae per Eccle
siam illam approbata sunt, non possunt nunc reprobari” (quoted by 
J. Beumer, in Schol., 1950, p. 53, n. 60).

This care to establish the apostolic period with a privileged status, as 
constitutive and normative, is found, among others, in Thomas Netter 
(cf. F. Kropatscheck, op. cit., p. 377), in Reginald Pecock (f 1460), 
The Book of Faith, ed. J. L. Morrison, Glasgow, 1909, pp. 25 iff.; 
cf. G. Tavard, op. cit., p. 63. We find it, at the time of the Reformation, 
in John Driedo, in Latomus (cf. Tavard, p. 170), in Francis Vitoria, 
who depends on Driedo (Comm. in IIam-IIae, q. 1, a. 10, ed. B. de 
Heredia, Salamanca, 1932, pp. 55-6. Cf. supra, Chapter 5, p. 175, n. 1). 
Driedo is particularly clear. He distinguishes carefully and emphatic
ally between the Ecclesia quae nunc est and the Church of the time of 
the apostles, as regards their authority in reference to the power of 
revelation; see the texts in J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in 
John Driedo, Milwaukee, 1959, p. 78, n. 13; p. 94, nn. 56-8; p. 102, 
n. 10; p. 103, n. 12; p. 104, n. 16; p. 192, n. 51. He also writes: “Nec 
concilium, nec papa, potest extra Scripturas sacras articulos fidei novos 
condere, nec tota Christianorum Ecclesia potest efficere, ut novum 
nunc aut quintum habeatur Evangelium” (De ecclesiasticis scripturis et 
dogmatibus, lib. II, c. 3, Louvain ed., 1550, fol. 5ir).

When Driedo was writing, Luther, who no doubt had never read 
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him, had already made his position clear. But Bartholomaeus of 
Usingen (f 1532), who had been his master, had written in 1523, 
against his former pupil: “Auctoritas Sacrae Scripturae praevalet auc
toritati conciliorum, papae et cuiuscumque in doctrina fidei et morum, 
nempe quia Apostolis, non papae nec conciliis, Christus dedit potesta
tem edendi S. Scripturae libros” (quoted by N. Paulus, Der Augustiner 
Bartholomäus Arnoldi von Usingen, Freiburg, 1893, p. 77). Similarly, 
Cardinal Cajetan, before whom Luther appeared in 1518, had written 
in 1511, in his De comparatione auctoritatis papae et concilii, c. 4: 
“Apostolis, non papae, condendi libros Sacrae Scripturae concessum 
est” (ed. Pollet, Rome, 1936, pp. 34-5).

Quotations like this could be multiplied indefinitely right down to 
our own day. Here this statement of Mgr Salas, replying to Mgr 
Landriot, Archbishop of Rheims, at the First Vatican Council, must 
suffice: “Potestas Summi Pontificis limitatur jure naturali et divino, 
limitatur Jesu Christi Domini nostri praeceptis et doctrinis, limitatur 
communi Ecclesiae bono, limitatur conscientia, limitatur recta ratione 
et sensu communi, limitatur regula fidei et morum” (Mansi, LII, 
pp· 579-80)·

(B) The Care of Ecclesiastical Authority must be 
TO KEEP AND OBSERVE THE DOCTRINAL AND DISCIPLINARY 

Decisions of the Past

There is ample witness to this; the popes, in particular, have chosen to 
make of this rule the principle of their action.

(i) Popes
St Stephen I (254-7) formulated as follows the rule to be followed in 
the reconciliation of baptized heretics: “Nihil innovetur, nisi quod 
traditum est” {D. 46), which F. Dölger, relying on the reply of St 
Cyprian and on a text of Eusebius, translated as: “Es soll keine Neue
rung eingeführt werden . ..; man bleibe bei der Überlieferung”· 
{Antike u. Christentum, 1 [1929], pp. 79h and 139. Cf. A. Deneffe, 
op. cit., p. 165).

Pope Zosimus wrote to the bishops of Gaul, on 22 March 417: 
“Contra Patrum statuta concedere aliquid vel mutare, nec huius 
quidem sedis potest auctoritas. Apud nos enim inconvulsis radicibus 
vivit antiquitas cui decreta Patrum sanxere reverentiam” (Jaffe, 328; 
repeated by Gratian, C. 7, C. XXV, q. 4, col. 1008-9).
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Pope Boniface I (418-22), to whom E. Schwartz has restored this 
particular letter, declares: “Dominentur nobis regulae, non regulis 
dominemur. Simus subjecti canonibus, cum canonum praecepta 
servamus” (Jaffé, 366; PL, 50, 428. Cf. Schwartz, in Festschrift f 
Reitqenstein, 1931, p. 146).

There are numerous texts of St Leo on this, in particular in his letters 
relating to Canon 28 of Chalcedon: his rejection of the latter is argued 
as follows: “Privilegia enim Ecclesiarum, sanctorum Patrum canonibus 
instituta, et venerabilis Nicaenae synodi fixa decretis, nulla possunt 
improbitate convelli, nulla novitate mutari” (Ep., 104 ad Marcianum·, 
PL, 54, 9955 cf. Ep., 106 ad Anatolium, coi. 1005 and Ep., 105 ad 
Pulcheriam, coi. 999). But for St Leo, this was a general principle: 
“Auctoritatem canonum decretorumque nostrorum” (Ep., 1, Jaffé, 
398); “Omnia decretalia constituta, tam beatae recordationis Innocentii 
quam omnium decessorum nostrorum” (Ep., 4, 5, Jaffé, 402).

Gelasius I lays down the same rules: “Canonum paternorum vetus 
forma servetur; nec contra eos ulla ratione praevaleat, quod pro acci
dentis defectus remedio providetur, non adversus scita maiorum nova 
lege proponitur” (Ep., 14, 3: Thiel, p. 364); “Decessorum statuta sicut 
legitima et iusta successorem custodire convenit” (fragm. 25, in Thiel, 
Epist. RR. Pont., I, 499).

Hormisdas, in the profession of faith included in his epistle Inter ea 
quae of 2 April 517, addressed to the bishops of Spain, says: “Prima 
salus est rectae fidei regulam custodire et a constitutis Patrum nulla
tenus deviare” (PL, 63, 460; Jaffé, 788; D. 171; ET TCT, 147). See the 
same idea in the reply of Hormisdas to Possessor, July—August 520 
(PG, 86, 91-4). We can also recall here the fine formula of Martin I 
(649—55): “Canones enim ecclesiasticos solvere non possumus, qui 
defensores et custodes canonum sumus, non transgressores” (Ep. 9; 
Mansi, X, 813).

This is also the rule which the popes bound themselves on oath to 
observe, on the day of their consecration. This is what the Indiculus 
Pontificis of the Liber Diurnus says (about the middle of the seventh 
century): “ ... diligentius autem et vivacius omnia decreta praedeces
sorum apostolicorum nostrorum pontificum, quaeque vel synodaliter 
vel specialiter statuerunt et probata sunt, confirmare et indiminute 
servare. . . . Nihil de traditione quae a probatissimis praedecessoribus 
meis servatum repperi, diminuere vel mutare aut aliquam novitatem 
admittere, sed ferventer, ut vere eorum discipulus et sequipeda . . . 
conservare ac venerari....” (Form. 83, ed. Sickel, p. 92.)
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There is nothing surprising in the fact of so many professions of 
faith coming from the popes, from the sixth to the eleventh century, 
declaring their willingness to respect the councils and the customs of 
the universal Church. We can refer here to Theodore I (642-9), 
Mansi, X, 705c; Agatho (678-81), Mansi, XI, 234; Zacharias, writing 
to St Boniface in 743 and 761 (Jaffé, 2264 and 2291); Leo IV in 849 
(Jaffé, 2592, c. 4); Benedict III, with his letter Probabiliter to Hincmar 
in 855 (Jaffe, 2664); John VIII, in 879 (Jaffé, 3271). In his letter of 
18 March 862, to Photius, Nicholas I speaks of ecclesiastical institutions 
“quas secundum canonicas et synodicas sanctorumque Patrum 
sanctiones inviolabiliter atque irrefragabiliter retineret [Romana 
ecclesia]” (Jaffé, 2691; PL, 119, 786B; Mansi, XVI, 68). The council 
assembled to adjudicate in the matter of the patriarch called the pope 
“paternarum traditionum strenuus executor” (Mansi, XVI, 124). 
Hadrian II, in his Profession of Faith read at the Eighth Ecumenical 
Council (Actio I, Mansi, XVI, 27), declared: “Prima salus est rectae 
fidei regulam custodire; deinde a constitutis Dei et Patrum nullatenus 
deviare.”

Even the popes of the Gregorian Reform referred to the objective 
norms of tradition, as, for example, the profession of faith of Leo IX, 
13 April 1053 (D. 349). Gregory VII liked to underline the fact that 
the Holy See “numquam in suis decretis et constitutionibus a con
cordia canonicae traditionis discedere”. Reg. II, 50, ed. Caspar, p. 191, 
25-6. And see II, 66, p. 222 with n. 4; II, 67 and 68; III, 10 (p. 267); 
IV, 6 (p. 304); V, 5; etc.). He considered his right to grant and with
draw privileges as limited, not absolute: see Reg. VI, 2 (p. 393 with n. 2).

(ii) Bishops

There have been many occasions on which the bishops have pointed 
out that the superior power of the pope must be exercised with due 
respect to the canons and tradition. Thus Hincmar, Opusc. LV Capit. 
adv. Hincmarum Laudunensem, c. 25 (PL, 126, 384—91); so also William 
Durandus the Younger, in his De modo Generalis Concilii celebrandi, com
posed on the occasion of the Council of Vienne in 1311 (cf. J. Rivière, 
Le Problème de l’Église et de V État au temps de Philippe le Bel, Louvain- 
Paris, 1926, pp. 364-9). P. Torquebiau (“Le Gallicanisme de Durand 
de Mende le Jeune”, in Acta Congressus iuridici intern., Rome, 1936, 
Vol. III, pp. 268-89) makes the good point that this reforming docu
ment cannot be taken as a genuinely Gallican text. But this historical 
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thesis formed part of the basis of the Gallican position, and Jean Launoy 
compiled a whole dossier along these lines (Epist., lib. Ill, ep. y 
Opera, V/i, p. 28if.). Fénelon was no Gallican, and yet he wrote: 
“Non tamen potest summus pontifex contra canones temere et caeco 
modo omnia tura omnemque disciplinam perturbare” (De auctor. 
Stimmi Pont., c. 21). Similarly, Mgr Landriot, a remote successor of 
Hincmar, demanded, at the First Vatican Council, that a particular 
text should be modified in order that the papal power, of which he was 
a protagonist, should not appear as either arbitrary or destructive of 
the power of the bishops, but, in line with tradition, as being exercised 
in conformity with the fundamental laws of the Church (cf. Mansi, 
LII, 566 and 1271D).

(iii) Councils

These always begin by reading the decrees and professions of faith of 
preceding councils, with which they claim to be in accord. They judge 
and condemn errors only by reference to the tradition of the Church. 
Cf. Launoy’s letter of 1673 to Louis Maresius, in Opera, V/2, pp. 696- 
734. The Lateran Council of 649, for example, begins its canons as 
follows: “Si quis secundum sanctos Patres non confitetur” (D. 254; 
ET TCT, 431).

(iv) Canonists

In the collections, from the fifth to the twelfth century, up to and in
cluding Gratian, the Fathers take a very important place among the 
various sources of law. Cf. G. Le Bras, “La Doctrine, source des 
collections canoniques”, in Recueil d'études sur les sources du droit 
(Mél. F. Gény), Paris, 1934, Vol. I, pp. 69-76; F. Munier, Les Sources 
patris tiques du droit de l'Église du VIIIe au XIIIe siècle, Mulhouse, 1957. 
This conditioning of law by objective tradition is dealt with by Gratian 
in q. i and 2 of the Causa XXV. However, Gratian adds: “His ita 
respondetur: Sacrosancta Romana ecclesia ss. canonibus ius et auctori- 
tatem impertit, sed non eis alligatur” (cf. Hinschius, III, p. 731; 
Sohm, KR, II, pp. 97ÌT.).

(v) General climate of opinion

This is well expressed in the phrase of St Augustine: when laws are 
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promulgated, it is not permissible “de ipsis judicare, sed secundum 
ipsas” (De vera religione,^\, 58; PL, 34,148). A ruler must exercise his 
power “iuxta mores patrum” (cf. W. Berges, Die Fürstenspiegel des 
hohen u. späten Mittelalters, Stuttgart, 1938, pp. 8ff.). This view of 
power is dealt with exhaustively by the brothers R. W. and A. J. 
Carlyle, A History of Mediaeval Political Theory in the West, 6 vols., 
Edinburgh-London, new impression, 1940.





Part Two
A THEOLOGICAL ESSAY





FOREWORD

The theme of “tradition” is a familiar one nowadays. The annual 
bibliographical lists are enough evidence of this, as far as theology is 
concerned. The confrontation demanded by the ecumenical dialogue 
and the clearer awareness of one’s own principles that this entails 
partially explain the increased number of publications on this subject. 
Likewise, the renewal of the idea of the Church, for the two topics are 
closely related. But interest in “tradition” has gone beyond the limits 
of theology proper. One commentator has remarked how each period 
of history seems to be fired by some one, rather vague but no less 
productive, notion (“nature” for the Greeks, “reason” in the seven
teenth century, “life” in the nineteenth). He suggests that “at present 
Tradition looms large, but no one exactly knows why it should. There 
are publications and propaganda about scientific tradition, the Judaeo- 
Christian tradition, the classical tradition and the humanist tradition. 
The Graeco-Roman tradition is contrasted with the Teutonic, the 
Western with the Eastern, and the humanist tradition with that of the 
natural sciences”.1 Is this due to some need in man, living as he does 
in an age of analysis and techniques, to find his roots, his heritage, the 
primitive origins of present growth, to rediscover in some way the 
matrix of his humanity and a certain security within a general frame of 
reference?

Perhaps, but our present approach to the question of Tradition is to 
be strictly theological, not psychological or sociological. It is not that 
we can afford to ignore or despise the possible contributions of either 
psychology or sociology; the truth is, rather, that tradition for theology 
is something quite different from the psychological and social fact of 
a human need for an environment or security. It is not without signi
ficance, perhaps, that the French traditionalist school, which included 
some men of very great talent, should have contributed almost nothing

i. G. Boas, “La Tradition”, in Diogène, No. 31 [i960], p. 77.
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to the theology of Tradition. This is because what theology means by 
Tradition is something other than a mere human factor of moral 
inheritance or social cohesion. The theological notion derives, instead, 
from a religion which has transcended the purely cultic level and is 
now at the level of a common faith, based upon a revelation made at a 
given point of time to men. To such a religion at this level of develop
ment the most creative personalities are at least as much subject as the 
more passive members of a “mass” Church.

Even in its restricted dogmatic sense, “tradition” designates a reality 
which is too large, a concept too dense, to be formulable in a concise 
definition. Even when Bossuet described Tradition as “the ever mani
fest succession of doctrine left to and carried on by the Church”,1 
he conveyed but one aspect, after all, of the whole. The one word, 
comments a writer of our own day, serves to indicate “some one or 
other of the following connected realities: the apostolic practices and 
teachings not contained in Scripture; the unwritten source of the whole 
of Christian life; the rule of faith; the transmission of revealed truth; 
the teaching of the Church’s magisterium, etc.”2 Thus we shall for a 
start attempt to make a kind of inventory or classification of these 
elements: this will be the main object of the first two chapters, one 
descriptive, the other schematic. The first of these was written in the 
spring of i960 before the publication of Fr H. Holstein’s La Tradition 
dans 1‘Église, which appeared at the same time as the Historical Essay 
of this work (Part I, November i960). Nothing has been altered in 
this chapter, and any resemblances to Fr Holstein’s findings will be 
entirely coincidental, though none the less significant. Chapters 3 to 7 
are devoted to the main aspects of the question, considered theologic
ally, but they are not meant to constitute a rigorously ordered didactic 
treatise. This book is more in the nature of an “essay”, in the sense of 
one work of research pursued in common with other works, whether 
in an ecumenical or in a purely Catholic setting.

As is well known, the question of Tradition came up at the very first 
session of the present Vatican Council in the debate on the schema on 
the sources of revelation”.3 The present volume was already complete 
by then, having taken more than two years to write. The process of 
composition was interrupted or postponed more than a dozen times in 
favour of other important tasks, and I realize that as it stands it is far

I. Première Instruction pastorale, 27.
2. G. Proulx, Tradition et Protestantisme, Paris, 1924, p. 83.
3. See, for instance, R. Rouquette, Bilan du Concile”, in Études, January 1963 

pp. 94-111.
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from perfect. It is weighted down somewhat, not so much by the 
documentation, which I do not think larger than is warranted by the 
subject, as by a certain repetitiveness which is due to the interruptions 
just mentioned. Another shortcoming may be the fact that during these 
two years a number of studies have appeared which are highly relevant 
to the general theme. I have continually tried to take these into account 
right up to the final stages in the preparation of this text. Among these 
works special mention should be made of the books by H. Holstein, 
J. R. Geiselmann, P. Lengsfeld, G. Biemer, W. Kasper, and articles by 
G. H. Tavard and P. De Vooght (see the Bibliography). I was unfortu
nately unable to make use of three important works published too late. 
These were R. P. C. Hanson’s Tradition in the Early Church, London, 
1962, which often refers to and criticizes Part I of this work, J. Beumer’s 
contribution to the Dogmengeschichte being brought out by Herder, 
Freiburg, 1962, and lastly the symposium, Schrift und Tradition, 
Essen, 1962.

If there is any general tendency to be noted in these publications, 
it is a certain broadening of the field of theological vision. The change 
in Christian relations brought about by the ecumenical movement can 
be seen quite clearly in the case of Tradition, where the sixteenth
century categories have largely been left behind, and Catholics too 
are now required to broaden their outlook. It is no longer a matter of 
particular truths which are to be found only in Tradition (nowadays 
this way of setting off Tradition against Scripture seems much too 
narrow), but of trying to discover in what precisely Tradition’s 
originality can be said to consist and what place it has in the life of a 
Church seen not just as a system or an organization but as a whole life, 
lived by people who are committed to Christ. Tradition as the Church’s 
life in the communion of faith and worship, as the setting in which the 
Catholic sense is fostered and finds expression, Tradition as, basically, 
what Péguy called “le regard intérieur qui remonte la race”—these 
are the aspects which we must try to bring out at the present time. To 
speak in theological terms, I should say that, like the treatise on the 
Church itself, the chapter on Tradition is no longer being considered 
as a part of controversy or apologetics, or even “fundamental theology”, 
but is reassuming its place among those Christian mysteries which it 
is the task of dogmatic theology to study. It is from this latter viewpoint 
that I have studied it in the present work which I specially dedicate 
to the members and presidents of the Commissions, whether of the 
World Council of Churches in New York (Fr George Florovsky) or
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Copenhagen (Professor K. E. Skydsgaard) or of the Vatican Council 
in Rome. They are working, within the framework of this common 
problem, towards that realignment of Christians which Pope John 
XXIII declared to be the first stage on the way to the recovery of 
unity.1

Y. c.
Strasbourg, 25 January 1963

1. John XXIII, Letter to the Clergy of Venice, 24 April 1959, Doc. cathol., 1959, col. 
645.



Chapter i

AN ANALYSIS AND 
SYNTHESIS OF THE 

IDEA OF TRADITION

Tradition as Transmission

Following St Thomas Aquinas,1 our first concern will be to 
determine the place of tradition (i.e. the handing on of things received) 
in the whole complex of the plan whereby God’s mystery is made 
known to men.

There is, to begin with, God’s creative activity: we depend absolutely 
upon God for our very existence. Next, there is his divine government: 
all beings depend on God in the process by which they achieve their end; 
this amounts to their finding self-fulfilment through their own activity.

There are, too, ends or aims of activity which, though they demand 
the transcendent impulse provided by divine government, do not, in 
theory at least, exceed what we can conceive and attain to by using the 
resources which, in the strictest sense, make up our human nature. 
But Christianity goes further and affirms that by a new and wholly 
gratuitous initiative of God we are called to find our last end in a special 
relationship with him—one going beyond the reach of our strictly 
human powers. Yet in this relationship God treats us as men, not as 
passive things: this elevation takes into account our rationality and 
respects its structures. It is proposed to us in human terms, in a com
munication of knowledge. This communication we call revelation. But 
it is not confined to knowledge alone; in actual fact, a new life-relation 
is in question, which requires on God’s part a sharing with us of 
vitality and energy with a view to our achieving with him a fellowship 
which will be at once personal and collective. The new and definitive

i. See “ ‘Traditio’ und ‘Sacra doctrina’ bei Thomas von Aquin”, in Kirche und 
Überlieferung (Festgabe J. R. Geiselmann), Freiburg, i960, pp. 170-210.

237R
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order brings, in this gesture of bestowal, wholly new gifts which render 
effectively possible the divinizing possession of God by his creatures.1

Revelation is a disclosure of his mystery which God makes to men; 
not the total disclosure of himself by himself which would freeze us 
for ever in our chosen state and put a stop to history, but a disclosure 
through created signs, guaranteed by God not to mislead us, though 
they may be very imperfect. These signs are events, realities, actions 
and words; but ultimately, at least as regards the Old Covenant, the 
events and actions are known to us only in words, and written words 
at that: the writings of sacred Scripture. God has revealed his mystery 
to us in human terms and in a human history. It is further to be noted 
that when he is not content to speak from afar off, as it were through 
a representative, but when he comes himself to be seen and heard in 
person—“Philip, he who has seen me has seen the Father” (Jn 14.9)— 
God speaks more than ever in human terms and lives more than ever 
a human history, since HE becomes man.

We have, with St Paul, called the content of revelation the “mys
tery”, that is, the communication which is summed up perfectly in the 
Incarnation.2 If we wish to define this content of revelation more 
precisely, we must say that it is the whole of mans religious relationship 
with God. Sacred Scripture is not a book of science, whether geological 
or historical, although it does truly recount a history; it speaks to us 
of man and the world, of Israel and ourselves, as they are or can become 
in the relationship they have with God. Men have a part to play in 
realizing this relationship, but the primary initiative in creating the 
link belongs to God. This is a covenant relationship having its full 
meaning and perfection in Jesus Christ, in whom God became man so 
that men might become God.3 St Thomas Aquinas formulates this 
content of revelation, identical as it is with the content of faith (our 
welcoming of the divine initiative), by distinguishing what belongs to 
revelation and faith perse, by reason of their essential nature, from what 
belongs by concomitance, i.e. in virtue of a relation to that which is 
essential. Thus, he defines what belongs per se to the content of faith

i. On this point see Y. M.-J. Congar, The Mystery of the Temple, Burns & Oates, London 
1962, Appendix III, pp. 262-99. ’

The mystery in St Paul is the Covenant offered to man and to the world in Jesus 
Christ, especially in his death and resurrection (Eph 3.3(1.; Col 1.23-7; 2.2; 4.3; Rom 
i6.25ff.; D. Deden, “Le ‘Mystère’ paulinien”, in ETL, 13 [1936], pp. 405-42).

3. A very frequent expression in patristic literature (see M-D, No. 59, 1959, p. 138, 
n. 16). Cf. Mohler s summary of Christianity as “the great work which reconciles man to 
God, the foundation of the believer’s relation with Christ” (Symbolik, § 37), and A. Oepke: 
“Offenbarung im neutestamentlichen Sinn ist, ganz kurz gesagt, die Selbstdarbietung des 
Vaters Jesu Christi zur Gemeinschaft” (Tll'NT, III, p. 596).
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(or revelation) as “id per quod homo beatus efficitur”, that is, “quorum 
visione perfruemur in vita aeterna et per quae ducimur ad vitam aeter- 
nam”.1 This means, whatever bears upon man’s supernatural last end 
(his covenanted fellowship with God) as its content or as a necessary 
means to its realization. St Thomas here cites Jn 17.3 and Heb 11.6.

This covenant relationship is only fully revealed and perfectly 
realized in Jesus Christ. We must interpret the whole of revelation 
(and that means Scripture too) in reference to this central figure. This 
is what the Fathers did, following in this the apostles and the Lord 
himself (cf. Part I, pp. 64-83, and infra, Chapter 6). This connexion of 
all the other truths with the centre of revelation and of faith is the core 
of what we call “the analogy of faith”.2

The very nature of revelation prevents it from being a knowledge 
which a man could find out for himself; it is thus necessarily a doctrina, 
that is, a teaching. As it is a sacred teaching, coming from the Holy 
Spirit, and assuring man of salvation, St Thomas speaks of sacra 
doctrina. St Thomas sees doctrina as a vital process, the act by which 
one mind can influence another, enabling it to pass from non-knowledge 
to knowledge. The revelation God makes of his mystery to us here on 
earth is, in its most general sense, a doctrina.

If God were in direct and personal contact with each mind, one 
would simply speak of “revelation”. Taken at the level of those to 
whom God speaks in this direct way, doctrina salutaris or sacra doctrina 
is revelation, not tradition.3 But God’s plan is that the doctrina salutaris 
should be brought to many from its source in a small number of 
witnesses for whom it is a direct revelation; and in such a way that all 
men who benefit from this teaching and welcome it in faith should 
form spiritually one people, one body—in short, a Church. And not 
all at once, or in a short space of time, but throughout a long succession 
of generations and centuries.

God’s plan, therefore, is one of mission and tradition. Both elements
1. ST, II—II, q. 1, a. 6, ad 1; a. 8 c; q. 2, a. 5 c and a. 7 c.
2. In this sense, the expression (borrowed from Rom 12.6) refers to a doctrine’s 

relation to the organic whole of revealed truths, and to their centre (Scheeben, Dogmatik, 
I, n. 887). On its value as a subsidiary principle of scriptural interpretation, cf. Leo XIII, 
Providentissimus Deus (19 November 1893) (D. 1943, TCT 102); the anti-Modernist oath 
(D. 2146, TCT, 89); Pius XII, Humani Generis (12 August 1950) (D. 3015). Here also 
one should note what is of value in the Lutheran stress on the christological and soterio- 
logical content of Scripture. Luther uses “analogy of faith” in a Catholic sense in, e.g., his 
sermon of 18 January 1545 (W, 49, 681; cf. infra, Ch. 5, pp. 385-6).

3. Even if, as with St Cyprian, it was referred to as divina traditio. The verb tradere was 
often used in the Middle Ages to mean teaching (see the art. cit. [supra, p. 237, n. 1], p. 171, 
n. 4). St Thomas, however, uses doctrina strictly, in the case where one receives some truth 
from another (ibid., pp. 175-6). Revelation is an act of God, tradition a human activity. 
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are determined by an identical content, which is preserved despite the 
constant replacing of one person by another. Mission is the entrusting 
of a task to another by one who has a responsibility to see that the task 
is completed. By tradition we mean the successive communication of 
one and the same object to others, a single possessor being the first 
term in the series. In neither of these, however, does the created 
mediation do away with the immediate character of God’s active spiritual 
presence as the source of all things (cf. Part I, pp. 11—13, on the otto 
του Κυρίου of St Paul). By mission and tradition, Christianity has the 
character of inheritance or transmission, and that of a fellowship or a 
people. We shall now consider in turn these clearly interrelated aspects.

Inheritance and transmission

The great scholastics always stress that in the faith which is man’s 
answer to revelation a union is effected between an interior grace and 
the exterior determination of the objects of belief. This is a union 
between a personal event, in which a human consciousness is affected 
from above or vertically, and a transmission of an historical or social 
type, as it were on a horizontal plane. This transmission has for its 
subject, at the human level (for the Holy Spirit is its supreme and 
transcendent subject, its underlying principle of permanence and iden
tity), an organism which carries and brings to fulfilment that splendid 
sequence proclaimed by St Paul: “Every one who calls upon the name 
of the Lord will be saved (Joel 2.32; Acts 2.21). But how are men to 
call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to 
hear without a preacher? And how can men preach unless they are 
sent? ... So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes 
by the preaching of Christ” (Rom 10.13-17). That is, the Church, and 
within it, more particularly, an authorized ministry, are the organs for 
the transmission or tradition of the saving message.

Tradition, taken here in its broadest meaning, is an example, the 
chief example, of the quite general law of man’s dependence on, and 
obligation towards, his fellows. Elementary analysis of the concept of 
tradition, as a matter of transmission or delivery, shows moreover that 
two persons are implied, one to transmit and one to receive.1 This 

i. Cf. J. Pieper, “Bemerkungen über den Begriff der Tradition”, in Hochland, June 
I95'7» PP· 401-13; Uber denBegriff der Tradition (Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Forschung . . . 
Geisteswiss., 73). See also P. Lengsfeld, Überlieferung . . ., Paderborn, i960, pp. 155ft'.
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structure of human interdependence or brotherly mediation is a very 
important feature, of the human condition in the first place, and so also 
of the Christian condition. We belong to, and are part of, a world. 
Fecundation by another, recourse to another in order to fulfil oneself— 
this is a general law of life, at least in corporeal beings. We can bring 
about our own death, but we cannot give ourselves life. In the closed 
world of living creatures, species even live on one another, and the 
balance of the whole system is assured by the cooperation of the indivi
dual parts—“it is a vast web, a seamless garment.”1 In the normal 
course of events we receive our faith from another;2 we cannot baptize 
ourselves.3 Thus, it is normal for persons to depend on one another 
in order to achieve their supernatural destiny. In our sharing in the 
divine life through another’s mediation we may see a reflection of the 
divine life itself, which is the self-giving of one Person to another.

Christianity is a communion

The relations of giving and receiving, dependence and exchange, do 
not exist merely between isolated individuals, but involve communities 
too, and essentially.

They do so, in the first place, because what is transmitted brings 
about an incorporation into a communion. The Acts of the Apostles 
often expresses the growth of the Church by stating that new disciples 
were added to the group of those who believed already, and ultimately 
added to the apostles and the Lord himself (2.41, 47; 5.14; 11.24; cf· 
4.4). Moreover, in the Gospels the faithful are sometimes described as 
“those [who were] with the apostles”,4 and the apostles as “those [who 
were] with Peter”.5 It was in Peter’s faith in Christ the Son of the 
living God, that there first appeared those signs of a seam of solid rock 
amid the shifting sand, upon which the Church could be built. This

I. P. de Saint-Seine in some most enlightening pages, “La Biosphère”, in Études, 
March 1948, pp. i66ff. (included in Découverte de la vie, Paris, 1948).

2. In infant baptism this goes so far that it applies not only to the “fides quae creditur”, 
but also to “fides qua creditur”. Thus, St Augustine: “In ecclesia Salvatoris per alios 
parvuli credunt, sicut ex aliis .. . peccata traxerunt” (Contra Duas Epist. Pelag., I, 22; 
PL, 44,570; ET NPF, 5).

3. Cf. the reply of Innocent III to Berthold of Metz, D. 413. Cf. St Thomas, ST, III, 
q. 68, a. 9, ad 3. The argument of H. V. Martin (The Primitive Form of Christian Baptism), 
that the baptism of John, and Christian baptism at the beginning, was self-baptism, has 
not been supported by other scholars (cf. H. Mentz, Taufe und Kirche in ihrem ursprüng
lichen Zusammenhang, Munich, i960, p. 47, n. 64).

4. Cf. Mk 4.10; Lk 24.33; and see Acts 2.42 for the sense.
5. Cf. Mk 1.36, and the short (non-canonical) conclusion of the same gospel; Lk 8.45 

and cf. 5.1—11; 9.32; and, for the meaning, 22.31-2.
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image of building upon is a frequent one in Scripture and is perfectly 
in place here. Its reference, precisely, is to the Church, as a single 
whole, gradually being completed and filled out, as it were, by the 
addition of new elements to foundations which give solidity and order 
to the total structure. But whereas, in a material structure, the added 
elements contribute their own mass and substance, in the Church these 
elements receive everything from the foundations, since at the spiritual 
level they exist only by faith. By sharing in this faith they are united 
to the historical apostolic preaching, and at the same time to the present 
and vertical communication of the Holy Spirit.1 We have seen in Part I, 
pp. 24ff., that the Fathers thought of the Church as a propagation 
starting from a single seed. “Tradition” is the observance of the law 
by which God can be known, and his gift can be received only through 
Jesus Christ; and Jesus can be known and his gift can be received only 
through the apostles. Christianity, and particularly the Christian faith, 
is something we inherit. This is what is continually stressed by the 
Fathers—and the very name of “Fathers” which has been given them 
hints at the same idea.

i. Acts 5.32: “We are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God 
has given to those who obey him.” The Fathers, living in a fully sacramental climate, laid 
special emphasis on historical continuity; but they did not say much about the permanent 
activity of the Holy Spirit in tradition (cf. P. Smulders, “Le Mot et le concept de tradition 
chez les Pères grecs , in RSR, 40 [1952], pp. 41—62). Mohler, writing in opposition 
to a rationalism which had made incursions into theology itself, insists on the role of the 
Holy Spirit as the agent of this continuity and communion (cf. P. Chaillet, “La Tradition 
vivante”, in RSPT, 27 [1938], pp. 161-83; cf. pp. 165L; 166, n. 4; 169, n. 2).

2. St Irenaeus, AH, I, 10, 1 {PG, 7, 549; Harvey, I, p. 90; ET ANL, 5; LF, 41).
3. Ibid., 10, 2 {PG, j, 552; Harvey, I, p. 92).
4- Origen, De Prine., I, Praef. 2 {GCS, Origen, p. 8; ET ANL, 10; also trans, by 

Butterworth, 1936).
5. St Athanasius, Deer, Nic, Syn., 25—7 ÇPG, 25, 460—85 Smulders, art, cit,, p. 57).

The Church, though disseminated throughout the world, even to 
the ends of the earth, has received from the apostles and their dis
ciples the faith in one God, the Father Almighty.2

As we have said already, the Church, having received this 
preaching and this faith, although scattered throughout the whole 
world, yet as if occupying one house, carefully preserves it.. .. For, 
although the languages of the world are dissimilar, yet the power of 
the tradition is one and the same.3

To preserve the Church’s preaching which has been handed down 
in due succession from the apostles and still remains in the Church 
today.4

Our ideas have been passed on from father to son, but how many 
fathers can the Arians assign to their opinions?5 We must receive
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the traditions and the orthodox teaching from the Fathers, unless 
we wish to become illegitimate sons.1

We pass on to those who ask for it, what the Fathers have taught 
us.2

We have a completely sufficient guarantee for our teaching: 
Tradition, that is, the truth which has come down to us from the 
apostles as a kind of inheritance.3

Following the course of the catholic teaching, which has flowed 
from Christ himself, by way of the apostles, as far as us, and which 
will flow further on, to our successors.4 The teaching of the apostles, 
which has been planted in us, has been received as part of a succes
sion, and must be passed on, in the same manner, to those who come 
after.5
It would be easy to double the number of quotations.6 Faith (we 

may even say the Christian life) is something entirely personal and 
interior; quite definitely, however, it is not an individualizing force, 
but one which incorporates; and it is something received, in which one 
joins and participates. We must believe and live in a way that has been 
made valid by our ancestors, since the time of the apostles and of Jesus 
Christ. Man’s genuine religious relationship with God here entails that 
he should believe and live with his brothers, and for them and by them.

Tradition and baptism
There is an act by which this communication of faith is brought about 
in a quite decisive manner. This is baptism, in which faith is trans
mitted, and it is at once knowledge, the principle of life and salvation, 
catechesis and sacrament, and “mystery” in its double meaning of 
knowledge and of divine saving action working through sacred signs 
understood by faith. St Cyril of Jerusalem,7 St Basil,8 and St Gregory

1. De Synodis, 47 (PG, 26, 777B).
2. St Basil, Epist., 140, 2 (PG, 32, 588; ET Loeb, 215; FC, 13).
3. St Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium, 4 (PG, 45, 653; Jäger, III/2, pp. 79fr., 

n. 98; ET NPF, 5).
4. St Augustine, De Utilitate Credendi, 8, 20 (PL, ^1,79).
5. St Augustine, In Joan. Ev. Tr., XXXVII, 6 (PL, 35, 1672; ET NPF, I, 7; LF, 26 

and 29).
6. See the introduction of Eusebius of Caesarea’s profession of faith presented to the 

council of Nicaea in Hahn’s Bibl. der Symbole, Breslau, 1897, No. 188, p. 257); the Fifth 
Ecumenical Council (Constantinople, 553), Professio Fidel (Mansi, IX, 201-2); Justinian 
(quoted in Part I, p. 101); Pope Agatho, at the time of the council of 680 (ibid., p. 102); 
the Seventh Ecumenical Council (Nicaea, 787; Part I, p. 102; D. 302, 308,); St. John 
Damascene, Orat., 2, 6 (PG, 94, 1288). See also, infra, p. 267, note 1.

7. Catech., V, 12 (PG, 33, 524A; ET LF, 2).
8. Epist., 125, 3: “We must be baptized according to what we have received (¿>s 

rrapsXdßoijev), and believe as we have been baptized, and thus give praise according to our
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of Nyssa1 see the baptismal transmission of faith as an essential element 
in the total scheme of “tradition”. St Gregory of Nyssa calls it the 
TtpooTr] napaSocns.2 St Thomas Aquinas further notes that the apostles 
“Ecclesiis tradiderunt servanda, quae non reliquerunt in scriptis, sed 
in observatione Ecclesiae per successionem fidelium ,3 where fidelis 
probably has its pregnant sense of “baptized person”.4

The faith which the catechumen had to profess in baptism was 
essentially one transmitted and delivered, an object of TtapaSocns or 
traditio. The primary use of these words is clearly to be found in the 
context of the traditio and redditio symboli, ceremonies closely identified 
with the West, more especially with Rome and Africa in the fourth 
century.

Tradere, traditio were Roman law terms.5 Their meaning was: to 
hand over an object with the intention, in the one person, of surrender
ing possession and, in the other, of acquiring possession. For example, 
in the transfer of a house or a shop one delivered up the keys: traditio 
clavium. Moreover, the Germanic juridical genius for translating 
actions into significant symbols only served to reinforce the Roman one. 
Thus in the Middle Ages there was a traditio instrumentorum in 
ordinations, a traditio puellae in the marriage service, a traditio episco- 
patus or vestitura, investitura, when a feudal lord made grant of a 
bishopric.6

i. Epist., j, 4 and 7; 24, 1-2 and 7-8 (ed. Pasquali, Opera S. Greg. Nyss., VIII/2, 
Leyden, 1939, pp. 32L, 75, 77).

2. Epist., 24 (PG, 46, io88d). Cf. his elder brother St Basil’s De Spiritu Sancto, c. 10, 
26, to c. 19 where he argues from the faith received in the teaching handed down (irctpa- 
SiScopt), and which, professed in baptism, expresses itself in the giving of praise; he often 
speaks of the “tradition” of baptism: 10, 26; 14; 27 (PG, 32, 113, 121B, 193A, 195c, 199c; 
ET, with notes, by G. Lewis, n.d.).

3. ST, III, q. 25, a. 3, ad 4. In this text only apostolic traditions in the strict sense of the 
word are mentioned, in particular the cult of images of Christ. Thus St Thomas is not 
speaking formally here of the baptismal traditio of faith. However, see further, infra.

4. See my study “ ‘Fidelis’ = baptisé”, in Études  d'ecclesiologie ancienne et 
medievale (to appear shortly).

historiqu.es

5. L. Beauchet and P. Collinet, art. “Traditio” in Daremberg and Saglio, Diet, des 
Antiq. grecques et rom., Vol. V, 383—6; Aldo Checchini, La “Traditio" e il trasferimento 
della proprietà immobiliare nei documenti medievali, Padua, 1914; Derke Hazewinkel- 
Swinga, Mancipatio en Traditio. Bijdrago tot de kennis van de eigendoms-overdracht in het 
romeinsche rechi, Alphen a.d. Rijn, 1931; A. Philippin, “ ‘Traditio”—obligation de livrer”, 
in Melanges Mahaim, Vol. I, 1935, pp. 221-32; A. Ehrhardt, art. “Traditio” in Pauly- 
Wissowa, 2. Reihe, VI/2 (Stuttgart, 1937), col. 1875-92; B. Cohen, “Traditio clavium in 
Jewish and Roman Law”, in Studi Koschaker, Vol. II, 1954, pp. 573-93.

6. Apart from the studies referred to in the preceding notes, see L. J. van Apeldoorn, 
Geschiedenis van het nederl. huwelijksrecht voor de invoering van de fransche wetgeving, 

belief” (PG, 32, 549BC; ET Loeb, 215; FC, 13); Hom. contra Sabell., 5: “This union is 
announced as much by the tradition of baptism as by the confession of faith” (PG, 31, 
609D); De Spiritu Sancto, 12, 28 and 27, 67 (PG, 32, 117A, 193A: ÉKTqs toù pairTiupaTOs 
TrapaSoaeoJs); cf. supra, n. 2.

historiqu.es
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It is clear, however, that though the vocabulary might be the same, 
the differences between a juridical traditio and the traditio of baptismal 
belief were profound. In the former, the first owner relinquishes his 
possession, but in the latter, he brings another into a communion in a 
good which he does not relinquish. Faith is spiritual and can be 
possessed by any number of men with loss to none; on the contrary, 
each is enriched with and by the others. It is a communion.

The rite of the traditio and redditio symbol! is bound up with two 
very definite realities:1 first, the organization of the catechumenate, not 
only as the neophyte’s course of instructions (which perforce existed 
from the first), but as a liturgical reality, whose stages were spread out 
over the whole Lenten period; second, the existence of a creed as the 
official formula in which the Church declares the faith to be professed 
by its members. Professions of faith, more or less stereotyped and 
answering to different needs, existed from the earliest times. That much 
is apparent from the New Testament itself. Baptism was always 
accompanied by a confession of faith; very soon, doubtless already in 
apostolic practice, this necessary profession was made by replying to 
some questions on the fundamentals of saving faith.2 A sign of acqui-

1. F. Wiegand, Die Stellung d. Apostol. Symbols im kirchlichen Leben des Mittelalters. 
I: Symbol und Katechumenat, Leipzig, 1899, pp. z6ff. and passim·, Das Symbol im Mittel- 
alter. Eine Ski^e, Giessen, 1904, pp. 5 fl’.; G. Bareille, art. “Catéchuménat”, in DTC, II, 
1968-87 (esp. 1981); H. Leclercq, art. “Catéchèse”, and P. de Puniet, art. “Catéchu
ménat”, in DACL, II/2, 2530-79, and 2579-621; B. Capelle, “L’Introduction du caté
chuménat à Rome”, in RT AM, 5 [1933], pp. 129-54; various articles by the same author 
and by A. Chavasse on the creed, the baptismal scrutinies, etc.; A. Chavasse, “L’Initiation 
à Rome dans l’antiquité et le haut moyen âge”, in Communion solennelle et Profession de foi 
(Lex Orandi, 14), Paris, 1952, pp. 13-32; J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, London, 
1950, pp. 32—49; A. Stenzel, Die Taufe. Eine genetische Erklärung der Tauf liturgie, 
Innsbruck, 1958, pp. 175fr.

2. Evidence for this in the Didache, VII (ET ACTE, 6, Kleist; FC, 1; Loeb 24; TCL, 5); 
St Justin (Apol., I, 61: PG, 6, 420; EP, 126; ET LF, 42; FC, 6); St Irenaeus (AH, I, 9, 4: 
PG, 7, 545; ET ANL, 5; LF, 41; and see H. Holstein, “Les formules de symbole dans 
l’œuvre de S. Irénée”, in RSR, 34 [1947], pp. 454-61); St Hippolytus (cf. ET The Apostolic 
Tradition, 21, ed. G. Dix, 1937; SCh, pp. 51-2; see R. H. Connolly, “On the Text of the 
Baptismal Creed of Hippolytus”, in JTS, 25 [1923], pp. 131-9; B. Botte, “Note sur le 
symbole baptismal de S. Hippolyte”, in Mélanges J. de Ghellinck, 1951, Vol. I, pp. 189- 
200); and finally in Tertullian (De Cor., 3: PL, 2, 79; Oehler, I, p. 421; EP, 367; see F. J. 
Dölger, “Die Eingliederung des Taufsymbols in den Taufvollzug nach den Schriften 
Tertullians (zu Tertullians De Bapt. 2.1J”, in Ant. u. Christ., 4 [1933], pp. 138-46; R. F. 
Refoulé’s introduction to the De Bapt. in SCh, 3 5; 1952, p. 39). See likewise O. Cullmann, 
The Earliest Christian Confessions, 1949; Kelly, op. cit., pp. 32fr., 44fr.

Amsterdam, 1925; A. Dumas, in Fliehe and Martin, Histoire del' Église, Vol. VII, p. 233. 
Beginning in the ninth or tenth century the traditio instrumentorum became increasingly 
widespread, under Germanic influence; in the twelfth century it passed from the Romano- 
Germanic Pontifical (tenth century) into the Roman Pontifical (cf. Cardinal van Rossum, 
De Essentia Sacramenti Ordinis·, I. Herwegen, Germanische Rechtssymbolik in der römischen 
Liturgie, Heidelberg, 1913).
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escence could also take the place of a verbal reply. It is with 
reference to the profession of faith that St Irenaeus speaks of the 
rule of truth received in baptism.2 It seems, in fact, that the creed thus 
communicated and professed corresponds to the content of tradition 
in Irenaeus.3

What we know of the baptismal interrogation shows that it bore 
upon faith in the Trinity, in relation to the Lord’s command: Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28.19). It 
would thus comprise the trinitarian theological content of the creed. 
A very strong link was to continue in tradition, between fides, the 
profession of the trinitarian faith, the creed in which it is expressed, 
baptism, and the status of the fide lis, that is, the baptized person.4 How
ever, the drafting of “declaratory” creeds (Kelly) is linked to two 
institutions which are themselves interdependent: the organization of 
the catechumenate within the framework of a mystagogic preparation 
for baptism, and the discipline of the arcanum. As a result of this latter, 
it was forbidden to divulge to the uninitiated, or in consequence to 
put into writing, a summary of the faith; it had to be learnt by 
heart.

We may date from the third century the beginnings of a liturgical 
catechumenate organization and of the corresponding discipline of the 
arcanum.5 It was into this framework that the double ceremony of the 
traditio and redditio symbol! was introduced, quite probably at Rome 
first, where, in any case, the redditio symboli had a particular note of

1. Thus, in the baptismal liturgy described by Theodore of Mopsuestia, the baptized 
person did not make a profession of faith, but the priest accompanied the triple immersion 
with the words: “In the name of the Father” . .. “and of the Son ”.. . “and of the Holy 
Ghost”, adding, “By bowing your head you show, as if by a sign, that you recognize and 
believe that it is from the Father that you are receiving the benefit of baptism, according to 
the words of the priest...” (A. Mingana, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the 
Lord’s Prayer and on the Sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, Cambridge, 1933, p. 
62).

2. Loc. cit., n. 34. According to C. Eichenseer (see the work cited in n. 3, p. 247, 
infra), Augustine was the first to identify the creed with the régula fidei.

3. Cf. A. Benoit, “Écriture et Tradition chez S. Irénée”, in RHPR, i960, pp. 32-43.
4. The creed of Nicaea was traditionally called “the faith of Nicaea” (P. Camelot, 

“ ‘Symbole de Nicée’ ou ‘Foi de Nicée’?”, in Orientalia Christ. Period., 12 [1947], pp’ 
425-38). The real title of St Hilary’s De Trinitate is De Fide contra Arianos. The De Fide 
ad Petrum of Fulgentius of Ruspe treats of trinitarian faith. We know, too, that^e/A = 
baptized (supra, p. 244, n. 4). Cf. infra, p. 248, n. 4.

5. We may draw such a conclusion from, for example, Origen’s Comm, in J oh., X, 43 
(27), 298; GCS, p. 228,11. 15-16; and cf. G. Bardy in Catholicisme, Vol. I, col. 764. For’the 
catechumenate, see Tertullian, De Bapt. (SCh, 35, pp. 29-36), De Praescr., 41 2 (ANL 
15). Kirsch and O. Perler (see Reallex. f. Ant. u. Christ., Vol. I, col. 673-4) date the 
liturgical organization of the catechumenate and the arcanum in its technical form from 
the middle of the third century (cf. Kelly, op. cit., p. 49; A. Stenzel, op. cit., p. 176).
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solemnity and publicity.1 The double ceremony with which we are 
concerned is attested in the West by St Ambrose2 and St Augustine, 
of whom we have several extant sermons preached on that occasion.3 
It seems that the East took up this rite a little later than the West. It 
is witnessed to, however, in the Catecheses of St Cyril of Jerusalem 
preached in 348. The Itinerarium of Etheria endorses and clarifies these 
indications.4 With variations in the actual days, the arrangement was 
as follows: in the course of an intensive catechesis lasting the whole of 
Lent, there was a traditio of the creed, doubtless usually taking place 
on Passion Sunday, a redditio symboli and traditio of the Pater on Palm 
Sunday, and a solemn redditio of creed and Pater during the actual 
celebration of baptism, at the Paschal Vigil.5 The essential points of the 
trinitarian faith were summarized again in the interrogations and 
replies which accompanied the threefold immersion of baptism. Thus 
one was truly baptized in the profession of the creed. The phrase of 
St Cyprian, “Novatianum .. . eodem symbolo quo et nos baptizare”6 
only refers perhaps to the baptismal interrogations, not to a creed 
drawn up in the form of a statement of belief: theologically, there is no 
difference, for one is baptized into the faith one professes.

I. It was to be done in loco eminentiore and before the whole congregation (St Augus
tine, Conf., VIII, 2; PL, 32, 751; ET Pusey, EL, 200; C. Bigg; F. J. Sheed, 1951; Book 
VIII separately, with intr. and comm, by C. Williams, 1953; also LCC, 7; LF, 1; FC, 21); 
Rufinus, Com. in Symb. Ap., 3 (PL, 21, 335; ET ACW, 20); John of Naples (c. 534-54), 
Sermon on Ps. 118 (RBén, 1894, p. 395; Wiegand, Die Stellung, pp. 32ff.). See, on the 
origins, H. J. Carpenter, “Creeds and Baptismal Rites in the First Four Centuries”, in 
JTS, 1943, pp. 1-11.

2. Epist., I, 20, 4: “Dimissis catechumenis, symbolum aliquibus competentibus in 
baptisteriis tradebam basilicae” (PL, 16, 1037). See P. Borella, “Valeur pastorale du 
Rituel ambrosien”, in QLP, pp. 224-41 (esp. pp. 234Æ). The traditio took place 
the day before Palm Sunday; there was the same practice in Gaul and Spain.

3. Serm. 212—216 in Traditione et in Redditione Symboli (PL, 38, 1058fr.); De Symbolo 
ad Catechumenos (PL, 40, 627fr.; the doubtful sermons following are by Quodvultdeus); 
De Fide et Symb. (PL, 40, 18iff.; ET LCC, 6); Conf, VIII, 2, 5 (PL, 32, 751); cf. Rufinus, 
loc. cit.; DACL, I/2, col. 2603. Likewise see F. van der Meer, Augustine the Bishop 
(Sheed and Ward, London, 1961), pp. 363fr.; T. A. Audet, “Note sur les catéchèses 
baptismales de S. Augustin”, in Augustinus Magister, Paris, 1955, pp. 151-60; C. Eichen- 
seer, Das Symbolum Apostolicum beim hl. Augustinus mit besond. Berücksichtigung des 
dogmengeschichtl. Zusammenhangs, St Ottilien, i960.

4. St Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech., V, 12 (PG, 33, 521); Etheria, Itiner., 46 (text in 
SCh, 21; 1948, pp. 256fr.; ET in TCL, 34, Pilgrimage of Etheria, McClure and Feltoe, 
1921).

5. This is supported by Probst, Kattenbusch and Stenzel; but Wiegand, Rötzer and 
de Puniet think that the sequence started at the beginning of Lent, and place the redd, 
symb. before Laetare Sunday. The trad, and redd, of the Pater is mentioned by St Augus
tine, Serm. 56—9 (PL, 38, 377ff.); 213, 8 (loöqff.). Later, it is found in the Consolamentum 
of the Catharists in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (cf. J. Madaule, Le Drame albigeois 
et le destin français, Paris, 1962, p. 82).

6. Epist., 69, 7; Hartel, p. 758; ET ANL, 8; Wallis, 1911; LF, 17.

The early patristic and liturgical texts present here, with a fullness 
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which no analysis could do justice to, a fundamental unity and continu
ity between faith conceived in the heart, then progressively nurtured in 
the maternal bosom of the Church, professed in baptism where a man 
commits and consecrates himself, ratified by the physical action of 
baptism (immersion in Christ’s paschal mystery through both water 
and the profession of faith), and lastly, faith professed in praise.1 In 
these texts, the succession or the unity of these phases is seen as the 
fulfilment of the Lord’s command in Mt 28.19-20 already quoted, 
and also of apostolic texts such as Rom 10.10: “Man believes with his 
heart and so is justified, and he confesses with his lips and so is saved. 
Thus the profession of faith is an integral part of the act of baptism 
itself: we are simultaneously baptized into faith and in water. The same 
expressions are applied to the formation or the profession of faith as 
to the visible sacrament: we arepenetrated\iy it, imbuti.2 The profession 
of faith is “the very essence of baptism”.3 The single word fides refers 
to faith as a personal disposition and commitment, faith as objective 
and professed belief, the creed in which that faith is expressed, and the 
sacrament of water which is also the sacrament of faith.4 This faith is 
the beginning of salvation. It begins to bring about its saving work at

1. See the evidence collected in, for example, H. F. Dondaine, “Le Baptême est-il 
encore le‘sacrement de lafoi’?”,in Af-Z),No. 6 [1946], pp. 67-87; P. Camelot, Spiritualité du 
baptême (Lex Orandi, 30), Paris, i960; L. Villette, Foi et Sacrement, I, Paris, 1959; and see, 
supra, p. 243, n. 8 and p. 244, n. 2, texts from St Basil, together with n. 3, p. 266, infra.

2. See, for example, St Augustine, Serm. 345, 4 (PL, 39, 1520); De Pecc. Mer. et 
Remiss., I, 22, 32, and 25, 38 (PL, 44, 127 and 131); De Cat. Rud., 13, 19 (PL, 40, 325; 
ET ACIV, 2, First Catechetical Instruction)', In Joan. Ev. Tr., CVI, 4 (PL, 35, 1910; ET 
NPF, p, LF, 36); Quaest. Evang., II, 40 (PL, 35, 1355). The single meaning “to teach” 
(the mysteries), found in Blaise-Chirat, Diction, du Latin chrétien, with a reference to 
De Bapt., I, 15, 24 (PL, 43, 122), is insufficient, for the word has a special value of its 
own. It once belonged to the language of mysteries, with the implication of plunging, 
dipping, initiating, staining (with blood, for example) (cf. Thesaurus Linguae Latinae, 
VII/i, fasc. Ill, Leipzig, 1936, col. 427-9). In Christian Latin it preserved a somewhat 
more intellectual sense: a living, intellectual inculcation in the heart of man. For example, 
apart from Augustine, already cited, see St Bernard: “Nec studium tarn esse mihi ut 
exponam verba, quam ut imbuam corda” (In Cant., 16, 1; PL, 183, 849A). Or, on the 
other hand, there is the technical meaning of sacris initiare, especially used of baptism. 
The Thesaurus refers here to St Augustine, De Pecc. Rem., I, 25, 38; Serm., 269, 2; 
De Bapt., I, 15, 24; IV, 21, 28; De Cat. Rud., I, 1; Cod. Theod., 16, 5 and 58, 2; Sacr. 
Leon., p. 333. Cf., again, St Thomas, sacramentis imbui (In Iam Decretalem: Opera, ed. 
Vives, XXVII, 422; Opuscula, ed. Lethielleux, IV, 325; cf. ST, III, q. 68, a. 9, ad 2).

3. St Basil, De Spir. Sancto, 27, 67 (PG, 32, 193A; SCh, p. 238).
4. Fides = a man’s commitment, “fides qua creditur”—this is clear enough. Fides = 

the creed; see supra, p. 246, n. 4; St Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech., V (De fide et symbolo), 
12 (PG, 35i 52OB> 524A)> also, in St Bonaventure (cf. J. Ratzinger, Die Geschichtstheologie 
des hl. Bonaventura, Munich-Zurich, 1959, p. 69, n. 24). Fides = baptism itself: Tertul- 
lian: post fidem lapsis (Pudic., 18; PL, 2, 1016); St Augustine, Eptst., 98, 9—10 (PL, 33, 
364); and an unpublished commentary on the Fourth Book of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, 
dating from the end of the twelfth century, frames the question with which baptism begins 
in this way: “Quid petis? Et responderi a patrinis: Baptismum” (quoted by A. Landgraf 
in 7.KT, 80 [1958], p. 566). ’ 
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the same time as it is information or a conviction about this saving 
work; it is the completion, at one and the same time, of a catechesis 
and a mystagogy, a pedagogy and a conversion.1

Now, faith, creed and sacrament are all received. Orthodoxy, true 
belief and true praise, is what has been communicated to us by those 
who have taught us the true faith and baptized us into its profession. 
This is why St Cyril of Alexandria could compare Nestorius to a 
malicious dragon, with his disregard for “the tradition of the mysta- 
gogues of the oikumene”.2 Baptismal faith is the faith of the Church, 
in continuity with the apostles. The redditio symboli has not, in the 
fourth and fifth centuries, the appearance it will assume, where it still 
remains, in the Carolingian period, namely, a kind of test of the 
candidate’s faith before baptism. It has an essentially liturgical and 
ecclesial value, as the profession of the ChurcKs faith, received from 
the bishop, the guardian of tradition. The redditio symboli was a stage 
in the Christian’s birth and development which would culminate in 
his becoming a member of the people of God in the act of baptism, to 
be followed by confirmation and the Eucharist.3

St Thomas Aquinas still had a strong sense of this when, in the 
treatise on baptism in the Summa, he made more than twenty references 
to the classical formula, “Baptismus est fidei sacramentum”. Here he 
understands by fides the initiation and then the sharing of each person 
in the doctrine and worship of the Church as coetus, imitas, congregatio 
fidelium, the assembly or fellowship of all those who live in Christ.4 
What is implied is a spiritual and corporeal entry into the one reality, 
whose origin is Christ and the apostles, the reality of saving faith.

The traditio symboli was often accompanied by other traditiones. We 
have already met the traditio of the Pater. A little later, in the sixth

I. The expression sacramentum conversionis is met with in St Augustine (Epist., 98, c. 
7-10: PL, 33, 362-4; cf. J. M. Hanssens, in Gregorianum, 42 [1961], pp. 113-16). The 
early “scrutinies” were both examinations and exorcisms (A. Dondeyne, “La Discipline 
des scrutins dans l’Église latine avant Charlemagne”, in RHE, 1932, pp. 5-33, 751-87).

2. Quod unus sit Christus (PG, 75, 1257BC).
3. Cf. further J. Mouroux, EExperience chrétienne. Introd, à une théologie (Théologie, 

26), Paris, 1952, pp. 58ff.
4. See G. Geenen, “Fidei sacramentum, zin, waarde. Bronnenstudie van den uitleg 

eener patristische doopselbenaming bij S. Thomas van Aquino”, in Bijdragen Ned. Jep, 
9 [1948], pp. 248-70. “Fidei sacramentum”: St Augustine, Epist., 98, 9-10 (EP, 1424-5); 
St Thomas, esp. ST, III, q. 39, a. 5; q. 66, a. 1, ad 1; q. 69, a. 9; q. 70, a. 1; q. 71, a. 1; 
q. 73, a. 3, ad 3; q. 78, a. 3, ad 6; Council of Trent, Session VI, Ch. 7 (D. 799; TCT, 563). 
“Confessio fidei traditur in symbole quasi ex persona totius Ecclesiae quae per fidem 
unitur” (ST, II—II, q. 1, a. 9, ad 3); in infant baptism, “interrogati confitentur fidem 
Ecclesiae in persona pueri, qui huic fidei [Ecclesiae] aggregatur per fidei sacramenta” 
(III, q. 68, a. 9, ad 3). See also my studies on fidelis and on the formula congregatio fidelium. 
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century, there was at Rome a traditio of the Gospels and, at Naples, of 
the Psalms.1 The Gelasian sacramentary bears witness to this traditio 
Evangeliorum at Rome, under the name of “Expositio Evangeliorum 
in aurium apertione ad electos”,2 but is linked with far more ancient 
customs.3 An apertio aurium, consisting of a touching of the ears by 
the bishop, accompanied by the gospel command, “Effeta, quod est 
Adaperire” (Mk 7.33-4), is attested at the beginning of the third 
century by Hippolytus4 and was practised on Easter night at Milan 
and in northern Italy in the fourth century.5 Later at Rome, towards 
the end of the sixth century and in Gaul in the seventh,6 the rite became 
a tradition of the Gospels. It was celebrated in the context of the third 
scrutiny on the Wednesday before Passion Sunday.7 Deacons brought 
in a copy of each Gospel and placed one at each of the four corners of 
the altar. What the Gospel is was explained briefly to the catechumens 
(cf. infra, p. 280, n. 3), and the first words of each account were read 
to them, their individual character being explained in terms of the 
symbolism of the four animals. Though this ceremony was neither of 
universal diffusion nor of very lasting character, it yet managed to 
survive in some places until the modern period.

In the Ambrosian liturgy at Milan, the traditio (expositioJ Evangeli
orum was replaced by a traditio legis which took place on the first 
Sunday in Lent. A chapter of Exodus was read.8 This fact is an isolated

1. For Rome, see A. Chavasse, “Le Carême romain et les scrutins prébaptismaux 
avant le IXe siècle. La discipline romaine des sept scrutins prébaptismaux”, in RSR, 35 
[1948], pp. 325-81, and 48 [i960], pp. 227—40; Stenzel, op. cit., p. 177. Before the middle 
of the sixth century, when there was the change from three Sunday scrutinies to seven, the 
trad, of the creed used to take place on the fourth Wednesday (with readings from Ex 
20.14-24, and Mt 15.1-20), and the trad, of the Pater on the fourth Saturday (with the 
reading of Is 55.1-11 and 49.8-15). For Naples, at least at the beginning of the sixth 
century, see DACL, I/2, col. 2526: at Naples, the trad, of the psalms took place on the 
third Sunday, that of the Pater on the fourth, that of the creed on the fifth of Lent.

2. Edited by Wilson, pp. 50-2: PL, 74, 1087.
3. For what follows, cf. P. de Puniet, art. “Apertio aurium”, in DACL, I/2, col. 

2523~37î B. Botte, art. “Apertio”, in Reallex.f. Ant. u. Christ., I, 487; Introduction to the 
edition of St Ambrose, De Sacr. and De Myst. in SCh, 25; Paris, 1950, pp. 24ff.

4. The Apostolic Tradition, 20 (Dix, 1937).
5. Cf. St Ambrose, DeSacr., I, z-y,De Myst., 3-4(SCA,25,pp. 54-5,108-9; CSEL^.
6. Missale Gallicanum Vêtus·. PL, 72, 351-2. For Rome, cf. A. Chavasse, Le Sacra- 

mentaire gélasien .. . , Paris, 1958, pp. 160-1, 169-70.
7. There are still traces of these rites in the Latin liturgy: the pericope from Mt 15: 

“Why do your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders?” and the reply given by the 
Benedictus antiphon: “Audite et intelligite [cf. Mt 15.10] traditiones quas Dominus dedit 
vobis.” See the fine commentary by Aemiliana Lohr, The Mass through the Year, 1958, 
Vol. I, pp. 2I9ÎF.

8. Cf. P. Borella, La Traditio legis’ nelle archeologia e liturgia ambrosiana”, in 
Ambrosius, 30 [1954], pp. 69—78. Here the witnesses include the sarcophagus of Stilicon, 
the mosaics of Sant Aquilino, the baptistry of San Lorenzo and the relicjuary of San 
Nazaro. n 4 
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one, unless I am mistaken. In the relatively numerous texts of the fourth 
century which present Christianity as a law, it is a question of the 
general aggregate of doctrine, not of the Mosaic law, nor even of the 
decalogue. On the other hand, the application of the term traditio legis 
to certain themes in iconography is a modern one and strong argu
ments have been adduced against it.1 Although the theme appears in 
the decoration of certain baptistries, it seems difficult to maintain that 
the baptistries were the characteristic places for its appearance, and at 
the same time, relatively easy to explain its presence in such places in 
terms of the theme taken in its more general meaning, which would 
thus allow other interpretations. Hence we shall give it no further 
consideration here.2

The creed which was thus delivered and received, not just as teaching 
but as the principle of life and salvation, was the apostolic faith.

This idea took on, through the ages, different forms. The actual 
drafting of the creed was attributed to the apostles.3 From the fifth 
century, there was a widespread legend, which can be followed—with 
variants in the detail of the attributions—until the end of the Middle 
Ages, according to which each of the apostles formulated one of the 
twelve articles of the Credo* Historical studies, which begin, in the 
matter of the creed, with the humanists, led to the abandonment 
not only of this legend, which, moreover, never found much favour 
with the best minds, but also of the general notion that the creed was 
composed by the apostles.5 There remains the idea, abundantly 
expressed by the Fathers, that the creed is a summary of the faith 
contained in Scripture, and thus of the apostolic faith.6 That much is

i. Cf. W. N. Schumacher, “Dominus legem dat”, in Röm. Quartalsch., 54 [1959], pp. 
1-39, completed by “Eine römische Apsiskomposition”, ibid., pp. 137-202. For earlier 
work, see P. Styger, “Neue Untersuchungen über die altchristlichen Petrusdarstellungen”, 
ibid., 27 [1913], pp. 17-74 (esp. pp. 65-8).

2. See my article “Le Thème du Don de la Loi dans l’art paléochrétien”, NRT, 84 
[1962], pp. 915-33.

3. See Part I, p. 30, n. 1; C. Eichenseer, art. cit. supra, p. 247, n. 3.
4. See Pseudo-Augustine (Sermo, 240; PL, 39, 2188-90). C. F. Bühler (“The Apostles 

and the Creed”, in Speculum, 28 [1953], pp. 335-9) has counted fifteen different arrange
ments in the attributions. Abundant literary and iconographical documentation, to which 
however one could go on adding for ever, is given in F. Wiegand, Die Stellung (supra, 
p. 245, n. 1), pp. 38Æ; Das Apostol., pp. 47h,· A. Vacant, art. “Apôtres (Symbole des)”, 
in DTC, I/2, col. 1678-9; J. de Ghelfinck, “En marge de l’explication du ‘Credo’ par S. 
Albert le Grand”, in Studia Albertina. Festsch. f. B. Geyer, Münster, 1952, pp. 145-66; 
J. Leclercq, “Sermon sur la ‘Divisio apostolorum’ ”, in Sacris Erudiri, 7 [1955], pp. 221-8 
(cf. p. 222, n. 2).

5. D. G. Monrad, Die erste Kontroverse über den Ursprung des Apostolischen Bekennt
nisses, Gotha, 1881; J. N. D. Kelly, op. cit. (p. 245, n. 1), pp. 4-5.

6. See (apart from Part I, p. 30, n. 1) St Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech. IV 35 and V, 
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certain, and that alone is important. In the same sense, even before the 
formal creeds had been drawn up, the reply to the baptismal interroga
tions accompanying the actual celebration of the mystery, was referred 
to the injunction by which the Lord initiated both the apostolic 
mission and the Church: “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit. He who believes and is baptized will be saved” 
(Mt 28.19; Mk 16.16). The Christian entered into this faith and this 
structure of salvation, through catechesis and baptism. By these he 
associated himself with the unique reality which, though it is spread 
abroad by the apostolate, had for its auctor, that is both its origin and 
guarantee, the Lord himself.

Christianity as a communion

Faith is an inheritance which is transmitted and received; it is also a 
communion. Many creeds, in the East, start with “We believe” 
(πιστεύομεν), rather than “I believe” (πιστεύω).1 The interior prin
ciple of salvation is not merely transmitted; it is, and remains, a reality 
common to a great number of persons. It exists within a collectivity 
whose unity is not split up by space or time. The faith transmitted and 
received is the faith of the Church, a faith which makes the Church.2 We 
also very often qualify it, following the example of St Augustine and 
St Gregory, by the adjective universalis, and by this we must under
stand a total communion, both in time and space, in all that pertains 
to the salvation achieved in Jesus Christ.

I shall not develop any further here the theme of faith’s ecclesial 
status, for the subsequent chapters will study it under different aspects. 
It was, however, necessary first to put it into its context.

1. Thus those of Caesarea, Jerusalem, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Alexandria (cf. Kelly, 
op. cit., pp. 182ft'.). Materials for a complete list are available in Hahn's Bibliothek.

z. I hope some day to be able to show how the Fathers thought of the Church as linked 
to baptism; I also hope to publish some work, actually finished in 1953, on the definition 
of the Church as congregatio fidelium.

12; St Augustine, Sermo, 212, 2 (PL, 38, 1060), and C. Eichenseer, cited on p. 247, n. 3. 
Other texts in Wiegand, Die Stellung, p. 86; F. Kattenbusch, Das Apostolische Symbol, 
Leipzig, Vol. II, 1909, pp. toff. (Nicetas, Cassian, Faustus of Riez, Fulgentius of Ruspe, 
Vigilius of Thapse). The scholastics held the same view; also, that all the articles of faith 
are contained in the creed. The Reformers regarded the three early creeds as in agreement 
with Scripture (cf. P. Polman, LÈlëment historique dans la controverse relig du XVIe s., 
Gembloux, 193^, pp. 22, 34? 7^“7s J· Koofmans, Das altkirchliche Dogma in der Deforma
tion, Munich, 1955). Luther still believed that the apostles had put the creed together (in 
Tischreden·, see H. Holstein, La Trad, dans l’Église, p. 255).
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Tradition as History and Development

What is passed on is received by a living, active subiect

If faith, the initial reality of salvation, is transmitted, it must also be 
received, actively received. “Actively”, that is, there exists a subject 
who receives (saving) faith, and this subject is in turn active in receiving 
it. Thus tradition will not be merely a transmission followed by a 
passive, mechanical reception; it entails the making present in a human 
consciousness of a saving truth.1

Every word or communication from one being to another needs to 
be received. A word is intended to make some impression; for the 
person to whom it is addressed it is a call, a challenge or stimulus, and 
it creates, virtually, an interpersonal relationship.2

This structural feature is found in any word. Thus, the Word of 
God also serves to create a relationship: the religious relationship which 
takes root in us through faith. The Bible has a dialogue structure, as 
André Neher would say. It is the book in which God’s plan for a 
covenant is disclosed to us.3 We find continually in the New Testament 
such expressions as “obedience to the faith”,4 to “obey the gospel”,5 
“obedience in acknowledging the gospel”.6 The Word must be 
received and welcomed.7

The New Testament presents Mary as the perfect example of 
responsive faith. She welcomes the Word in her heart (Lk 2.19,'51). In 
these simple words there is an extraordinary richness of meaning, and 
meaning which is specifically biblical. “Word” and “heart” have a 
very deep biblical sense; also, “to keep”, whatever the actual verb 
used.8 What is implied here is much more than mere remembering;

I. I think that the distinction, which has become classical since Franzelin, of active and 
passive tradition tends to neglect the subject overmuch. The terms of the distinction are 
spoken of as things, and hardly as the acts of a living subject.

2. See K. Bühler, Sprachtheorie. Die Darstellungsfunktion der Sprache, Jena, 1934; G. 
Gusdorf, La Parole, Paris, 1956.

3. A. Neher, L'Essence du prophétisme, Paris, 1955, p. 94. And see Μ. Buber’s I and 
Thou, ET, 1937, Clark, Edinburgh; Die Schriften über das dialogische Prinzip, Heidelberg, 
1954. G. von Rad {Theology of the Old Testament, Vol. I, SCM, London) stresses Israel’s 
response to God, in the biblical theology of revelation.

4. Rom 1.5; cf. Acts 5.32.
5. 2 Thess 1.8; Rom 10.16; cf. 2 Cor 9.13.
6. 2 Cor 9.13.
7. Received: 1 Thess 4.1; 2 Thess 3.6; 1 Cor 15.1; Gal 1.9; Phil 4.9; Col 2.6. Heard: 

Rom 10.17; Eph 1.13; Acts 15.7. Welcomed: 1 Thess 1.6; 2 Thess 2.10; 2 Cor 11.4; Acts 
8.14.

8. φυλάσσειν: Lk 11.28; Jn 12.47; and also in “guarding what has been entrusted”: 1 
Tim 6.20; 2 Tim 1.12, 14; συντηρεϊν: Lk 2.19; διατηρεϊν: Lk 2.51; τηρείν: Mt 28.20; 
Jn 8.51-2; 14.23; 15.20; 17.6; I Jn 2.5; Apoc 1.3; 14.12. Cf. further ποιεϊν λόγον: James 

S
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it is a matter of active faithfulness. This is the living fidelity of a mind 
reflecting upon the meaning of what it has heard, drawing conclusions, 
trying to determine the boundaries between what is true and what is 
not. In the last of the University Sermons, preached on 2 February 
1843, Newman commented on St Luke’s words “Mary kept all these 
things in her heart”, and he presents the Mother of God as

our pattern of Faith, both in the reception and in the study of Divine 
Truth. She does not think it enough to accept, she dwells upon it; 
not enough to possess, she uses it; not enough to assent, she develops 
it; not enough to submit the Reason, she reasons upon it; not indeed 
reasoning first, and believing afterwards, with Zacharias, yet 
first believing without reasoning, next from love and reverence, 
reasoning after believing. And thus she symbolizes to us, not only 
the faith of the unlearned, but of the doctors of the Church also, who 
have to investigate, and weigh, and define, as well to profess the 
Gospel; to draw the line between truth and heresy; to anticipate or 
remedy the various aberrations of wrong reason; to combat pride 
and recklessness with their own arms; and thus to triumph over the 
sophist and the innovator.1

Even in this intellectual activity, it is not a matter of purely intellec
tual and rational fidelity. It is one of the most solid facts of Christian 
experience, continually asserted since subapostolic times by Christian 
apologists, that, in the matter of faith and salvation, complete rightness 
is impossible, even in knowledge, without some level in one’s personal 
life.2 “Not to hear the word”, said St Gregory, “is not to put it into

I. University Sermons, XV, § 3. R. Laurentin (Structure et Theologie de Luc, I-II, 
Paris, 1957) suggests that Mary had reflected on the religious meaning of the historical 
events, and passed on these reflections to Luke.

2. St Justin Martyr, Dialogue, VII, 3 (ET LF, 42; FC, 6), where the old man says to Justin: 
“Ask first of all that the gates of light be opened to you, for it is not given to all to see and 
understand these things, but only if God and his Christ grant to a man the understanding 
of them” (XXIX, 5; XCII, i). Under Commodus, the martyr Apollonius replied to the 
prefect Perennius as follows: “The word of the Lord, Perennius, can only be perceived by 
a heart that sees, as can light by eyes that see; it would be useless for a man to talk to the 
witless, for the light to shine for the blind” (Ausgewählte Märtyrerakten, ed. Knopf- 
Krüger, No. 32, p. 33). In 177, when Pothinus, the Bishop of Lyons, was asked by the 
proconsul there, “Who is your God?”, he replied: “You shall come to know of him, if 
you are worthy of it” (cf. Eusebius, HE, N, 1, 31; ET TCL, 6; Loeb, 153). At the same 
time (between 170 and 180), Theophilus of Antioch wrote his Ad Autolycum, where he 
says: Now, if you say to me: Show me your God’, I could reply: ‘Show me your man 
and I shall show you my God.’ Show me the eyes of your soul, seeing, and the ears of 
your heart, hearing” (Ad Aut., I, 2: SCh, 20; 1948, pp. 60-3; PG, 6, 1025). Later, there is

1. 22-3; Katéxsiv: Lk 8.15; 1 Cor 11.2 (the traditions); 15.2 (the Gospel). A commentary 
on “keeping the word” may be found in: L.-M. Dewailly, Jésus-Christ, Parole de Dieu, 
Paris, 1945, pp. n8fF. (2nd ed.).
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practice in one’s life.”1 In the New Testament, “to keep the Word” 
is equivalent to building on the foundation of Christ, being rooted and 
growing in Christ.2 This presupposes on our part something quite 
different from a purely passive receptivity; rather does it call for an 
exchange of gifts. Yes, God gives all, and yet we must nourish with 
our living substance his action in us. One cannot nourish one’s own 
life on the Word, without a self-giving. We have here a mutual giving, 
a spiritual banquet wherein Christ is incorporated into us, we into 
Christ.3 The covenant that makes the people of God becomes a 
spiritual marriage, and thus a sharing, a reciprocal relation, ultimately 
“one flesh”, one body of Christ.

Each soul is a bride; the Church, too, is a bride. Each of the faithful 
is a member, the Church the body. The dialogue with the Word is 
realized in each Christian, but it is incomplete and only fully what God 
wishes it to be when realized within the whole body. It is towards the 
building up of this body that the personal fidelity of the members and 
the work of the Church’s ministers are geared (Eph 4.12—13). Faith, 
the element which generates the religious relationship, is received, then 
lived, in the Church in its concrete, historical reality. When the editor 
of the Second Epistle of Peter says: “No prophecy of scripture is a 
matter of one’s own interpretation” (2 Pet 1.20), he means that not 
only did the person who made the prophecy do so on behalf of God 
and not by personal choice (see v. 21), but also that the man who 
receives the prophecy should understand and explain it (étuXúeiv: cf. 
Mk 4.34; Acts 19.39), within the Church’s communion and not in a 
purely personal manner.4 The Christian’s faith is always surrounded,

1. Hom. 18 in Evang., i {PL, 76, 1150); cf. Hom. 15 (1131-4).
2. Cf. L.-M. Dewailly, op. cit., p. 124.
3. We may instance here an admirable passage from Luther, noting his antecedents: 

“Nos sumus potus Christo et veritati, et veritas ac Christus e contra potus noster, quia 
epulamur cum Domino in mutuo convivio pinguissimo ipse nobiscum et nos cum illo, 
dum invicem incorporamur” {Dictata super Psalter, [in Ps. 6#], W, III, 434. Antecedents: 
Origen, St Bernard, Tauler.

4. A sense admitted by the most recent French Protestant commentary, J.-C. Margot, 
Les Épitres de Pierre, Geneva-Paris, i960, p. 109: “This does not rule out an individual, 
humble enquiry into the Bible’s meaning. But, to obviate the risk of eccentricity, such 

Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, III, 5, 42, 5-6 to 43, 1 and IV, 6, 39 {PG, 8, 1145c and 
1249C-1252A, GCS, pp. 215 and 265-6; ET ANL, 12); Origen, Contra Celsum, VI, 69, 
and VII, 39 {PG, 11, 1404 and 1477A); St Athanasius, Contra Gentes, 34 {PG, 25, 68; EP, 
746); Orat. de Inc. Peril {PG, 25, 196—7; ET LCC, Christology of the Early Fathers)·, St 
Augustine, De Util. Cred., cc. 8-16 {PL, 42, 78ff.); Soliloq., I, 1, 6 {PL, 32, 872, on the 
quaerere) and 6 (875—6: only the soul which is s anata can see God); De A gone Christ., 13, 
14 {PL, 40, 299: “Errat quisquís putat veritatem se posse cognoscere cum adhuc nequiter 
vivat”), 16, 18 (col. 300); and many other passages saying that the pure heart is necessary 
in order to see God: De Doctr. Chr., I, 10 {PL, 34, 23); In Joan. Ev. Tr., I, 19 {PL, 35, 
1388); In Joan. Epist. Tr., VII, 10 (col. 1349); De Div. Quaest., 48 {PL, 40, 31), etc.
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as by the sphere in which alone it can exist, by the living, concrete 
reality of the Church; dare we say (by analogy with “biosphere” or “noo
sphere”): surrounded, invested, penetrated by an ecclesiosphere ?

It is of some importance for our subject that we should reflect for 
a moment on the Church’s historicity, on her real time, and on what 
these entail for tradition.

Saving faith is received by minds which must consider it not merely 
as something absolute, but as a deposit given once and for all by the 
apostles, and consequently to be referred to them “without adding or 
taking away anything”.1 But, at the same time, these minds must 
“receive” faith in an active way, in a manner which befits their nature. 
They are human minds, discursive intellects which perceive successively 
and only partially; hence, also, minds fulfilling themselves only when 
in contact with other minds; lastly, minds living in a cosmic biological 
and temporal continuum. Historicity is an essential characteristic of 
the human mind.2

It is so in a primary way, or at a primary level, in the sense that man 
lives in time, has need of time, and what he acquires can be dated, is 
successive, and situated in a framework where it is definable by a 
before and after. But historicity is characteristic too in a second sense, 
at a deeper level. Man is not only situated in time and affected by 
temporality: he has a history. Each human being, and humanity as a 
whole, has a history and neither the angels above us, nor the animals 
below us in the scale of creation share this feature with us. For to have 
a history it is necessary to be in time and, at the same time, to go beyond 
it, to rise above it. Because man transcends time, what he does in time 
is not only able to survive it (this is assured in animal generation

i. See Part I, p. 21, n. 1.
2. St Thomas Aquinas often invokes the principle “Quidquid recipitur ad modum 

recipientis recipitur”, but he applies it to the mind’s discursive character, and its need for 
teaching, dialogue and social life; he scarcely applies it expressly to historicity, though this 
would be quite consistent with his principles in general (cf. on these principles, M.-D. 
Chenu, “Situation humaine. Corporalité et temporalité”, in L'Homme et son destin (Ier 
Congrès internat, de Philos, méd.), Louvain—Paris, 1961, pp. 23—49). The Council of 
Trent, speaking of Scripture and traditions, still defines authorities in such a way as to 
make them seem timeless, leaving out of account their fully historical character. But it is 
in fact arguable that the principle “Quidquid recipitur”, and the structure of the human 
mind itself, are highly relevant to the development of dogma (cf. M.-D. Chenu, “La 
Raison psychologique du développement du dogme”, in RSPT, 13 [1924], pp. 44-51). 

personal enquiry should be controlled by a community research within the Church under 
the guidance of men specially set apart to direct it.” Another Protestant exegete, with 
fewer dogmatic commitments, goes further: “Persönliche vom einzelnen vorgenommene 
vom kirchlichen Lehramt nicht autorisierte Exegese, ist nicht gestattet” (E. Käsemann, 
“Eine Apologie der urchristl. Eschatologie”, in Z. Th. Krit., 49 [1952], p. 292).
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already, in the work of the species), but is recapitulated and permits a 
certain progress. Better still: all communicable acquisitions can be 
integrated into the fulfilment of a meaningful destiny. There is a 
distinctively human story, men have as such a destiny; this is not true 
of dogs and apes. History requires a dynamic and autofinalized unity 
of what is accomplished in time successively, not a mere succession
repetition of it.

Where the Church is concerned we must go even further. The 
decisive partner here is God. The Church is made up of men, but in a 
radical sense it is not of human making; it belongs to the order of 
mystery, of the supernatural. As such, it has its own life-cycle, for to 
each degree or kind of being there must correspond a particular 
duration, in which and by which it exists.

Placed on earth, the growing there, the Church of God exists in 
earthly time, measured by the revolution of the earth round the sun 
and its rotation upon its own axis; in a time of seasons and years, of 
days and nights. This is a natural and cyclic time. The Church, as it is 
made up of men, exists together with human political, military, 
economic and cultural history. Created once for all, and continually 
re-created by God’s gracious initiative, the Church’s own proper time 
is that of sacred history.

The time of sacred history

Sacred history is both divine and human. It is divine inasmuch as it is 
activated by God in two ways which correspond respectively to two 
successive phases: the progressive setting up of the covenant, and the 
entry of men into the covenant at the particular moment of history 
when they happen to be living.

(a) God has progressively constituted the religious relationship with 
mankind by a series of interventions in history. He did not effect this 
by disclosing this intended relationship to individual minds but by 
means of objective facts, words and actions, all public in character and 
intended for all men. This series of actions and words to which the 
Bible bears witness, culminates in the Christ-event. In Jesus, God 
made flesh, and particularly in his paschal mystery, the final form of 
the religious relationship is revealed and established. It could not be 
more perfect. In his transitus Jesus reveals and establishes the new and 
eternal covenant in his blood.

The incarnation and transitus of the Lord Jesus do not destroy
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earlier revelation, but fulfil it. In succession, each of the events disclos
ing and establishing the true religious relationship was, in its own 
proper way, one of those events which, happening once only, change 
the spiritual conditions of the world for the rest of its history. We can 
justifiably take up St Gregory of Nyssa’s remark about Moses, David 
and all the other men of God through whose hearts he effected the 
successive stages in the progress of sacred history: “He who ascends 
will not stop to make a halt, but must be ever moving forward in an 
unending succession of new beginnings.”1 The crucial initiatives taken 
by God in establishing the covenant relationship in Jesus Christ remain 
not only as truths and memories but also as a dynamic influence: John 
the Baptist comes “in the power of Elias”; we pray, “Remember 
David, O Lord” (Ps 131); and the elect will sing in heaven the song 
of Moses, freed from the deep waters.

1. Hom. VIII in Cant. (PG, 44, 941c), a text often cited, but not always with precise 
references, by Fr J. Daniilou.

2. It would be both interesting and fruitful to make a study of the public character of 
the words and actions which went to the establishment of the definitive covenant relation
ship. See for example Jn 18.20: I have spoken'openly to the world;... I have said nothing 
secretly”; the testimony given to John the Baptist and to the leaders of the nation (cf. 
Dom Olivieri, in RB, 35 [1926], pp. 282-95); Pentecost, as the making public of the 
Church (cf. my Pentecote, Paris, 1956, p. 116; ET in The Mystery of the Church, Chapman, 
i960); the apostles made witnesses: Lk 24.48; Acts 1.8 and 22; 2.32; 3.15; 5.32; 10.39 and 
41; the Gospel made known to all, and publicly proclaimed: Jn 12.37; Acts 2.22, 36; 4.10; 
26.26. “Notum feci vobis”, “Notum factum est.. . ”: Acts 1.19; and cf. 2.14; 4.10 and 16; 
9.42; 13.28; 19.17; etc.

(b) The religious relationship is now finally and definitively deter
mined as regards the events which brought about our salvation, by the 
completion of Jesus’ transitus in the sending of his Spirit; and as 
regards the disclosure of its nature and meaning, it was finally fixed 
with the completion of the apostolic witness. The collection of words 
and actions constituting the covenant or the salvation offered to all in 
Jesus Christ, was then committed to the apostolate, or to the Church as 
sent out into the world, to be preached and received as the Gospel (see 
the conclusions of Mt, Mk and Lk; and Acts 1.6-8). These events are, 
as we have seen, public by their nature and destined to be made fully 
public.  Words, divine interventions, the events of the life and transitus 
of Christ, the institutions he set up, are so many elements inaugurating 
the covenant relationship, and they will henceforth bring it to its 
universal consummation “through an unending succession of new 
beginnings”.

2

A structure of relationships has thus been set up in the world and 
offered to all men, through the centuries, to enable each one of them
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to enter into it freely and use it with a view to his own salvation and 
for the working out of God’s particular design for him. At each 
instant of history in which a man enters into the covenant and makes a 
personal appropriation of the saving truth and power offered to him, 
a moment of the history of salvation is lived out in which this history 
is constituted by the Holy Spirit’s power as a properly divine history, 
in conditions that go beyond those of a purely earthly one. In sacred 
history, after Pentecost and the death of the last apostle, there are no 
new additions, in the sense that all was given and was virtually present 
in Jesus Christ. And yet, all is new at each instant in which a man’s 
freedom is engaged, with the aid of divine grace, and all is in movement 
towards a conclusion, which is purely and simply the end of universal 
history as a whole.

Sacred history, where God’s design is accomplished by his power, 
includes a threefold presence: first, a presence of saving acts, performed 
once for all, which are effective not just by the simple mental reference 
of memory but by a present operative power they keep; second, a 
presence of the end in view, not only as thought of or as desired but as 
the fruit virtually present in the seed; third, a presence of true union 
with God, as the fruit of what brings it about, as the seed of the final 
fulfilment, and at the same time a present lived reality. We may call 
this the sacramental nature of the time of the Church.

As each order of things has its own proper ontology, so also there 
is an ontology of interpersonal relationships. The heavenly ontology 
is formulated in a few words of great density by St Paul: “God will be 
all in all” (i Cor 16.28). The ontology of sacred history is related to 
that found in the sacramental order, itself a unique phenomenon. 
Scholastic theology, of which St Thomas is the “Doctor Communis”, 
has shown that the sacraments have a simultaneous, threefold reference, 
to Christ’s redemptive acts as to the cause whose power is present and 
active in them, to eternal life and the fulfilment of the covenant relation
ship as the end towards which they tend and lead, and to what they 
effect at present in our lives.1 Thus the sacraments have a peculiar

i. See St Thomas, In IVSent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 1, sol 3; ST, I—II, q. 101, a. 2; III, q. 60, 
a. 3; q. 73, a. 4; Office of Corpus Christi, ant. O sacrum, and collect. See J. Mouroux, 
“Structure personnelle du présent chrétien”, in RSV, 44 [1956], pp. 5-24 (included in 
Le Mystère du temps. Approche théologique (Théologie, 50), Paris, 1962; ET The Mystery 
of Time, Desclée, N.Y., 1964); J. M. R. Tillard, “La Triple dimension du signe sacra
mentel”, in NRT, 83 [1961], pp. 235-54. A Protestant Scripture scholar can agree here; 
cf. J.-J. von Allmen, “Pour un prophétisme sacramentel”, in L’Église et les Églises, 
Chevetogne, 1954, Vol. II, pp. 309-43 (esp. pp. 310-16): “Le Saint-Esprit et le culte”, in 
Rev. de Théol. et Phil., série, 9 [1959], pp. 12-27.
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temporal duration, in which past, present and future are not mutually 
exclusive, as in our chronological time. Sacramental time, the time of the 
Church,1 allows the sharing by men who follow each other through the 
centuries in an event which is historically unique and which took place 
at a distant time; this sharing is achieved not merely on the intellectual 
level, as I could commune with Plato’s thought, or with the death 
of Socrates, but in the presence and action of the mystery of salvation.2

i. There is agreement among recent studies (many of these appeared after the writing 
of these pages: Spring, i960): T. Strotmann, “Le Temps et le Christ”, in Irénikon, 1948, 
PP· 395-410 (cf· infra. Ch. 7); J. Daniélou, The Lord of History, 1958; I. Dalmais, “Le 
Temps de l’Église”, in L’Église et les Églises, Chevetogne, 1954, Vol. H, pp. 87-103; and 
'^Introduction totheLiturgy, ET London, 1961, pp. 69!?.; O. Clément, Transfigurer le temps, 
Neuchâtel-Paris, 1959, esp. p. 127; H. Holstein, La Tradition dans l’Église, pp. 287!?., 
292-3; J. Mouroux, op. cit., who quotes, also (p. 57), a text of St Irenaeus on the time of 
the Church: the Christian year “is the whole of the time of faith, during which men believe 
as a result of preaching, and become pleasing to the Lord when they are united with him” 
(AH, II, 22, 2: PG, 7, 782; ET ANL, 5).

2. Plato’s thought and the death of Socrates are still in some ways present to us. They 
are part of our living inheritance, we continue to refer back to them, and they act, thus, as 
quasi-formal or exemplary causes on our thought. In this way, each man, but especially 
the hero, genius, or saint, makes a particular contribution to history which remains an 
inalienable part of humanity’s heritage. Christ himself (i) introduced into human history, 
not just one particular influence, as Socrates, Plato, or Pascal, but the ultimate and radical 
determination; (ii) and this took the form not of an ideal, nor even of a model operating 
in the order of finalities, but of grace, an operative force, salvation (cf. “Perspectives 
chrétiennes sur la vie personnelle et la vie collective”, in Socialisation et Personne humaine 
(Semaine sociale de Grenoble, i960), Lyons, 1961, pp. 195—223 (esp. pp. 206—8).

That is what the Gospel means. Odo Casel’s thought raised the question for contem
porary Catholic theology of the precise mode of this ever active presence of Christ in his 
redemptive acta et passa (St Thomas’s phrase). These acta et passa cannot be present in 
their purely historical existence; as such, as truly historical, they belong to the past. Certain 
of Casel’s expressions seem lacking in precision in this respect. But he did bring out the 
truths that, in Christian worship, (i) there is a communion with the actual events which is 
not purely mental but, in some sense, real: in baptism, I am plunged into the death and 
resurrection of Christ; (ii) the principal movement is a vertical, descending one, a com
munication; the primary subject of action is Christ himself.

General agreement along the following lines seems to be growing. It must be noted— 
as is not always done—that not all Christ’s acts are relevant here, but only the expressly 
messianic and redemptive acts which he accomplished for us, and including us in them (cf. 
the ovv-verbs in St Paul, limited to the great redemptive facts). These actions of Christ 
are the principles of the new creation, whose completion was to be brought about by the 
Holy Spirit.

The acta et passa Christi belong to the past in so far as Christ was their subject as man. 
But the divine saving action is operative through the Word made flesh: not only through 
the consciousness and will of the glorified Christ, “seated at the right hand of God”, but 
through the saving acta et passa, accomplished once and for all, in history, and including 
at the same time all their future applications. Every eucharistie consecration brings into 
play the power not only of the presence of Christ and of the Spirit, but also that of the 
first, unique and historical consecration at the Last Supper. The acta et passa of the In
carnate Word, as messianic and as bearing within them the seeds of the new creation 
having the Word as their subject, received from the Spirit a wholly transcendent character’ 
What God brings about in human history, at any moment in that history, works not only 
through the human powers of the glorified Christ, but also through his historical acta et 
passa, made his own by the Word who is their metaphysical subject in a supra-human, 
supra-historical condition.

In substantial agreement with this, it seems, are C. Journet, E. H. Schillebeeckx Dom
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It is the characteristic work of the Holy Spirit to effect a communica
tion between realities despite their limits and the distances separating 
them (2 Cor 13.13). Within the communion of saints he brings about 
this union between persons in spite not only of their distinction from 
each other as personal consciousnesses, but also even in such different 
spheres of existence as earth, heaven and purgatory. The Spirit, unique 
and eternal—and this implies his entire presence in one single instant 
without temporal extension—brings to birth in men’s hearts the 
kingdom of God, and thus foreshadows the “God who is all in all” of 
the eschatological kingdom.

Many authors speak of an “entry of eternity into time”, but this is 
not very precise or exact. Doubtless what they mean is that by the 
presence and activity of the Holy Spirit the acts of the Church, still 
living and inserting its celebrations into the time of cosmic and human 
history, manage nevertheless in some way to go beyond temporal 
limits. They wish to argue that when the living God himself is the 
agent of historical events—not just by his general providence, but 
acting to constitute another element in salvation history, a “mystery”— 
he communicates to acts which take place in time certain possibilities 
and a density which surpass the conditions of earthly time. They are 
inserted into another sphere of existence, the eschatological order, 
which has for its principle the Holy Spirit.

Sacred history is also a human history. It may be said of human 
history on earth that it provides a context for human freedom. Like
wise, we may say that the history of those called to the covenant 
relationship with God is the period of time in which the free responses 
of those men who have come to believe are registered. Responses to 
whom or what? To the initiatives of God, to the demands of time, 
which must be thought of as having their source in the unique gift of 
grace and truth which has been made to us. From the believer, time 
calls for responses in thought and witness which are rooted in his faith, 
and responses of service, commitment, and pooling of resources 
(διακονία, κοινωνία) which spring from charity.

Whether they are made within the framework of secular history,
J. Gaillard (“La Théologie des Mystères”, in RThom, yj [1957], pp. 510-51), C. J. 
Geffré (“Les Sacrements et le temps”, inAf-Z), No. 65,1961/1, pp. 96-108: esp. pp. lojff.), 
following P. Wegenaer, Heilsgegenwart. Das Heilswerk Christi und die virtus divina in den 
Sakramenten unter bes. Berücksichtigung von Eucharistie und Taufe, Münster, 1958. Our 
Interpretation seems also to be confirmed by the analyses in J. Mouroux’s chapter on the 
presence of Christ to time in The Mystery of Time (French ed. appeared after the drafting 
of this present text).
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that is, in “History” as such, important or not, and in response to its 
demands, or whether on the other hand they are produced without 
reference to this History, solely in the inner world of personal relations 
with God, each of the supernatural acts by^which a man goes beyond 
the limits of the merely temporal requires an act by God. It is only 
posited by us because, in the first place, God evokes it in us, and then 
brings it about for us. “Power has gone forth from me”, Jesus said 
(Lk 8.46; cf. 6.19). Sacred history, the history of the Church as the 
Church of God, is made out of the succession of God’s “visitations” 
thanks to which men elicit those responses of faith and love by which 
the City of God is built up. In a theological analysis, this moment of 
the divine activity, which logically precedes our free decisions or 
reactions, is attributed simultaneously to God and to the sacred 
humanity of Christ, our Head.1 For Jesus Christ is a “conjoined 
animated instrument” in all the actions God brings about in this world. 
Animated: this means that what, in Christ, serves the plan of God, is 
not just his body alone, but also his intelligence, consciousness, will, free
dom and love. In his understanding and will, in his consciousness, Jesus 
knows and loves all that comes into this design, in its totality and in its 
details. No man could produce a movement of faith or love unless Christ 
had freely and consciously been involved in the premotion by which 
God gives us the power to conceive and accomplish such a movement.

I. See “Le Christ, Chef invisible de l’Église visible d’après S. Paul”, in the collected 
findings of a conference on Christology to be published by Desclée De Brouwer.

2. “I will come to you .. . ” (Jn 14.18 and 28; cf. 3.8 for the Spirit). Certain passages of 
the eschatological discourses in the Synoptics are now being more and more commonly 
interpreted as comings of Christ in history.

3. St Thomas, ST, I, q. 43.
4. Cf. C. Journet, L’Église du Verbe incarné, Vol. II, Paris, 1952, pp. 462-71 481 

486-91, 500-8. ’ ’

Stone by stone, the City of God is thus built up within world 
history, from below and from above. All its constituent stone comes 
to it from below, but no single block can take its place in the fabric of 
the building except it be brought there and placed in position by a 
power which emanates from God and from his holy Servant Jesus 
Christ. The New Testament presents such actions to us as “visitations” 
or “comings” of God, of Christ, of the kingdom.2 Theology speaks of 
“divine missions”.3 The Church, the People of God in the world, has 
its source in these “comings” or “missions” and appears as wholly 
dependent on the divine actions.4

Bearing these things in mind we may be able to get a better grasp of 
the precise content of the history of the Church as the People or City 
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of God, which unfolds at the heart of secular history as the gradual 
realization of man’s covenant relationship with God. This is the 
succession of men’s responses to God and to the demands of time, 
which derive from the gift made to them once and for all in Christ, a 
gift whose conditions were delivered to us by the prophets and the 
apostles. These responses are drawn both from the apostolic and 
prophetic depositum fidei, their objective source, and from us, their 
living subjective principle, by a movement that comes from God. The 
history of the Church considered as the City of God would thus be 
in effect the history of holiness. It would rather resemble chapter 11 
of the Epistle to the Hebrews. But whilst this chapter only retains 
from sacred history a few outstanding examples concerning this history 
at the level of the progressive establishment of the covenant relation
ship, the history of the Church is rather that of the achievement or 
consolidation of this relationship, already perfectly established, but not 
yet fully consummated. This history could be formulated, for instance 
as in Hebrews 11: “It was by faith, fulfilling the Gospel and by a 
‘mission’ of the Holy Spirit, that the Council of Nicaea ...; it was by 
faith . . . that St Augustine . . .; by faith . .. that Francis Xavier . . .; 
by faith . . . that Thérèse Martin, and so on.” This history retails 
Christians’ responses to the calls of God and of time; it is made up of 
councils, acts of the magisterium, missionary endeavours and religious 
foundations, of conversions and decisions taken for God; but also the 
more secret history, to be disclosed only at the last judgement, of all 
the movements of faith and love drawn from our human freedom by 
God’s grace. If we could chart these, the result might read, for example: 
“23 November 1654, Paris, Blaise Pascal .. .; 25 December 1886, 
Lisieux, at Midnight Mass, Thérèse Martin makes her first communion 
and experiences a complete interior conversion; Paris, at Vespers, Paul 
Claudel receives the faith.” We mention only two or three known facts 
but there are a myriad known to God and featuring in his Book of Life. 
What a vast extent, what deep riches there are in this history, where 
nevertheless only one overmastering end is in view: the covenant 
relationship established in Jesus Christ, which is the Gospel.1

i. G. Ebeling sees the proper nature of the history of the Church in a closely similar 
way, in Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Hl. Schrift, Tübingen, 1947. 
But Ebeling formulates his thought within an over-narrow framework, conditioned by 
the Protestant idea that the sole determinant in the covenant relationship is the Word of 
God, which is identified with Scripture. But he does include action in this Auslegung. I 
should be happier if this author, instead of speaking in terms of Auslegung, and adding to 
it Christian living as an extension, spoke rather of the lived religious relationship, placing 
the Auslegung within this total reality.
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The time of the Church is thus the time of those responses that are 
stirred up in us, in the order of truth and love, by the “divine missions” 
or visitations of the God who is, who was and who is to come, by 
which he brings this relationship, revealed and definitively established 
in Christ, to its final fulfilment. Each moment of this time is thus the 
present reality of the relationship, the active presence of what brought 
it about once and for all, and at the same time the beginning of its final 
consummation.

Tradition·, the time of the Church and the time of the Holy Spirit 

We may apply these ideas on the time of the Church, which we might 
no less aptly term the time of the Spirit, by reconsidering the present 
time in its relation to the past and to the future.

(a) “The relation of the present to the past” is not too precise an 
expression. We ought rather to speak of the continuing presence of the 
past in the present, the continuing presence of those events which 
bring about a man’s religious relation with God at each moment of 
time which is filled by them; the manner in which the Principle, the 
Beginning, is present in the whole of the developing relationship.  
“The faith which was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3) is 
extended to a very great number of men, scattered through space and 
time, together with the apostolic doctrines and precepts. In this respect 
tradition is not in dependence on time: rather it triumphs over it, even, 
one might say, discounts it altogether.

1

1. Not simply in the general sense which is true of all “tradition”, a continuity between 
what has been done before and what is being done now, a purely sociological sense as 
expressed well by M. Dufrenne, for instance: “If we are to be able to speak of real tradi
tion, we must find the past spontaneously taken into account as the meaning of the present, 
without any discontinuity in social time, and without any consideration of the past as 
irrelevant” (“Note sur la Tradition”, in Cahiers intern, de Sociologie, 1947, pp. 158-69; 
cf. 167). In tradition in the theological sense there is, by transmission, an identity between 
origin and present content which is guaranteed not simply by the fidelity of its inheritors 
but also by the identity of its ultimate subject, the Holy Spirit.

Tradition does not age, for to grow old is to change. It is the 
transmission through time, time which alters all things, of a deposit of 
faith; but, above and beyond the successive transmissions of this 
deposit, Christ the Incarnate Word, reigning as Lord above time, in 
giving the Church its very life, assures too the continuing identity of 
the truth possessed by the Church. “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday 
and today and for ever” (Heb 13.8). We must go even further than 
this. Tradition is not the simple permanence of a structure, but a
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continual renewal and fertility within this given structure, which is 
guaranteed by a living and unchanging principle of identity. Of this 
divine principle we can say that it concerns the relations between 
Christ and the Holy Spirit. And of such matters we may only speak by 
approximation, for they are toto caelo beyond our grasp. Nevertheless, 
we can say something at least of value about them, in the light of 
Scripture.

The Holy Spirit and Christ do the same work, but different aspects 
of the work are appropriated to them in different ways.1 The Incarnate 
Word reveals the Father and establishes the new and eternal covenant 
in its full reality: he institutes the sacraments, the apostolate, and founds 
the Church. The Holy Spirit gives to this structure its vitality, the 
inner movement of its life, and interiorizes in men the gifts which 
Christ has acquired for them. Given these conditions, it is possible 
to link Christ with tradition considered as the passing on of a finally 
established and supratemporal deposit. We may, too, link this tradition 
with the Spirit in so far as it is interiorized and actualized in the 
faithful throughout the course of history. We cannot forbear to quote 
here the celebrated text of St Irenaeus:

1. The summary which follows is explained and justified in Esquisses du mystère de 
l’Eglise, Paris, 1953, pp. i3off.; Pentecôte, Paris, 1956, pp. 34-50 [both transi, in The 
Mystery of the Church, Chapman, i960].

2. AH, III, 24, 1 (PG, 7, 966; Harvey, II, p. 131; EP, 226, SCh, 34, p. 399).

The preaching of the Church is everywhere consistent, and con
tinues in an even course and receives testimony from the prophets, 
the apostles and all the disciples, through the beginning, the middle 
and the end, and through the entire dispensation of God, which 
effects man’s salvation and dwells at the heart of our faith,—[a faith] 
received from the Church, which we preserve, and which always, by 
the Spirit of God, renewing its youth, as if it were some precious 
liquid in a fine vessel, causes the vessel which contains it to renew 
its youth also.2

(b) The relation of the present to the eschatological or final con
summation. Biblical ontology is radically eschatological: truth is found 
at the end of things; things are, at their deepest level, what they are 
called to be by the living God, who has made a plan, and made it 
known by his Word, and works continually to bring it to its final 
form, its complete fulfilment. In this way, to use biblical terms, the 
truth of things makes itself. But also, in biblical terms, the meaning is 
kept in sight from the beginning. The beginning has the value of a 
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seed, of the first fruits, bearing within itself the promise of fulfilment.
This way of looking at things is found again in the biblical notion 

of witness. The notion of “attesting an event which has occurred 
and has been seen” is certainly present in the biblical witness. But, 
though he is incorrect in understressing to some extent this particular 
aspect, R. Asting has successfully brought into focus another quite 
definitely biblical value:1 witness in the Bible is a tenacious affirmation 
of God’s will to save, which is dynamically orientated towards a future, 
gradual and cumulative fulfilment.

Understanding of God’s will and obedience to its requirements are 
exhibited to us in a gradually unfolding development over the centuries 
in the fidelity of God’s People. Every act which this fidelity elicits must 
presuppose a particular actualization, by the Holy Spirit, of what was 
delivered initially, an actualization in response to the fully historical 
character of moments successively lived out. This is not the mere 
playback of the message recorded in apostolic times, but an historical 
life, as much one of contemplation and praise as of constant struggle 
against error, of delimitation of the truth, of missionary endeavours, 
and of response to the demands of the times. All this is done by the 
Holy Spirit. As Jesus said: “These things I have spoken to you, while 
I am still with you. But the Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring 
to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (Jn 14.25-6); “When 
the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth; for he will 
not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, 
and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify 
me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (Jn 16.13—14). 
These words were said in the first place to the apostles, but it is difficult 
not to apply them to the whole Church. Revelation is complete, but 
there is a “Spirit of wisdom and revelation”2 who enables men to live 
by it and to grasp its meaning more fully.

Thus tradition is development as well as transmission. It is impos
sible that the religious relationship of men with God should be pre
served without its substance bearing fruit. That which was received 
and professed in baptism becomes, in the context of the Christian life, 
praise, service, witness, response and decision.3

’· Du^Verkiindigung fortes im Urchristentum dargestellt an den Begriffen 
Gottes , Evangehum” und “Zeugnis”, Stuttgart, 1939.

2. Eph 1.17; 1 Cor 2.10; cf. for the reality, 2 Cor 4.3-6; Mt 16.17.
3. The ecumenical movement has laid valuable stress on the terms diakonia, marturia 

(and koinontd), but not enough on doxa. The Fathers are full of the idea expressed in the
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The Fathers, and the councils themselves, thought of councils as 
continuing, in new forms and in response to the demands of their time, 
the disclosure of God’s mystery made by the prophets, the Lord and 
his apostles. We have already seen plenty of evidence of this.1 For the 
Fathers, the councils and the theologians of the early Middle Ages and 
scholasticism in general, the progressive understanding of revelation 
entails the fullest possible disclosure of God; that is, the Church, under 
the influence of the Holy Spirit, gradually draws out the implications 
of the deposit of faith. A certain growth thus occurs, in the sense that 
what was involved in the deposit inherited from the apostles is devel
oped or unfolded. Scripture, as the prophetic and apostolic witness to 
God’s plan explains itself in tradition; in this respect, there is more in 
the ecclesial explanation (and, on occasion, in a “definition” of the 
extraordinary magisterium) than in the text of Scripture, understood 
at the purely philological and historical level. But the magisterium and 
the Church must always come back to the normative fountainhead 
which is the transmitted deposit: there is more in this source of their 
life than they can fully take in or express.2 “Every scribe who has been 
trained for the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings 
out of his treasure what is new and what is old” (Mt 13.52).3

“Tradition” takes on here a second sense. First it was the trans
mission unchanged of a sacred deposit. But it is also the explanation 
which is made of this deposit, as a result of its being lived and 
defended, generation after generation, by the People of God.4 Tradition

1. Patristic and conciliar texts in Part I and supra, p. 242, n. 2 to p. 243, n. 6. St Polycarp 
is called “apostolic and prophetic StSao-KaAos” {Mart. Polyc., 16, 2). Just as the gospels 
were represented as streams, the orthodox doctors were seen as irrigating the earth with 
these waters (St Jerome, In Job, c. 26; PL, 26, 689). This view of things is found still in the 
great scholastics: St Thomas (cf. supra, p. 237, n. 1), St Albert (cf. In Joel, c. 1: ed. 
Borgnet, XIX, 145), St Bonaventure (cf. J. Ratzinger, Die Geschichtstheologie des hl. 
Bonaventura, Munich, 1959, see pp. jSff., 69, 8off., 94). Is there not some significance in 
the fact that Ratzinger, intending at first to make a study of Bonaventure’s idea of revela
tion, was led by the texts into an exposition of his theology of history? Revelation implies 
the continuity and development of tradition, just as Christ implies his body, the Church, 
and the Last Supper implies the Mass, etc.

2. This “more”, in the source, is explained in C. Moeller, “Tradition et CEcumenisme”, 
in Irenikon, 25 [1952], pp. 337-70 (esp. pp. 366ff.).

3. The idea of growth is found in the gospel parables (N. A. Dahl, “The Parables of 
Growth”, in Studia Theolog., fz, pp. 132-65 (but this is a growth which is linked to the 
activity of God, as principal agent, not one governed by its own internal dynamism); 
B. Schultze, “Die ekklesiologische Bedeutung des Gleichnisses vom Senfkorn”, in 
Orient. Christ. Period., 27 [1961], pp. 362-86).

4. Judaism recognizes this aspect too (cf. N. Rotenstreich, “On the Notion of Tradition 
in Judaism”, in Journal of Religion, 28 [1948], pp. 28-36).

sequence: acceptance of the faith which has been handed down—profession of the true 
faith in baptism—true praise: thus, in St Basil {De Spir. Sancto'), St Hilary {De Trin., II, 
12); cf. supra, p. 243, n. 8; p. 244, n. 2; p. 248, n. 1.
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preserves, but as its preservation is not a dead and unproductive 
thing, we can also say that it “treasures” what has been committed to 
it. What we receive in the twentieth century is always the “faith which 
was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3), but we cannot detach 
this deposit from the fellowship of the saints who have received it, 
preserved it and lived it from the time of the first “saints” until our 
own times. We ourselves communicate with the apostles through and 
with the whole Church which sprang originally from them and has 
been the dwelling place of the Spirit since Pentecost. Finally, by them 
and through them we are in communion with the consciousness Jesus 
Christ himself had in his human created soul of the Father’s plan, in 
short, of the whole of the “mystery”.1

The mystery, the Father’s plan, has as its centre Jesus Christ, but 
includes also all that depends on him. Jesus, in his lordship over time, 
sums up in his own consciousness all those “Christian” values which 
his Mystical Body is called upon to live out and know throughout 
the passage of the centuries, thereby attaining its full stature (Eph 
4.11-13). When he says: “All things have been delivered (TrapsSoOr)) 
to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and 
no one knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom the 
Son chooses to reveal him” (Mt 11.27), he designates himself, together 
with the Father, as the consciousness bearing the fullness of the 
Christian tradition taken in its deepest and widest sense. We ourselves 
cannot try to understand the “mystery” by starting at its luminous 
heart; on the contrary, we can only arrive at this heart through the 
communion of the faithful, and chiefly through communion with the 
apostles, the first believers, Jesus’ companions and witnesses: “To 
comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and 
height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses 
knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fulness of God” (Eph 
3.18-19).

The tradition received by each one of us is not the quintessence of 
primitive Christianity, but the totality of what has been revealed about 
Christ over long ages. Nothing that is of value in past acquisitions has 
been lost. In principle, at each moment, one could make a summing up 
of what has thus been received and lived. It is this summing up which 
“positive theology” (in the strict sense) struggles to attain. It searches 

1. Cf. E. Mersch, Théologie du Corps mystique, Paris-Bruxelles, 1944, Vol. I, pp. 93ÎF. 
(ET The Theology of the Mystical Body, 1951); F. Taymans, “Le Progrès du dogme”, in 
NRT, 71 [1949], pp. 687—700; J. Mouroux, “La Conscience du Christ et le temps”, in 
RSR, [1959], pp. 321-44 (included in The Mystery of Time, 1964).
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out, in the documents which have come down to us, the full catholic 
meaning of the deposit as it has been affirmed and unfolded through 
the whole community of faith springing from the apostles.1

It should moreover be realized that this fullness of meaning cannot 
be grasped by the unaided intelligence alone, or by historical research 
or even by dogmatic definition. This is only possible within that living 
communion whose richness can only be partially expressed at the level 
of explicit understanding. We shall have to return to this point.

Can one profitably call this hoarding up of explanations “tradition”? 
Do these explanations, in fact, count as the transmitted content, or are 
they only the form of the transmission? Protestantism refuses, in the 
name of the unique and privileged character of the apostolic deposit, 
to accept them as part of the content: this, it is argued, would be to 
assimilate history to revelation.

The Catholic reply to this, implicit in positions which have been 
held from the earliest times, has been explicitly formulated in post
Tridentine theology. Basically, it consists in a recognition of the fact 
that the divine activity persists in the Church, not as revealing or 
establishing the essential structure of the religious relationship, but in 
order to enable this relationship to continue and its implications to be 
grasped by men.2 The modern elaborations of this perennial theology 
have above all consisted in the development and justification of the 
magisterium as the authoritative subject of active tradition. Assisted 
by the Holy Spirit, the magisterium distinguishes, among the elements 
of a material tradition which includes the historical forms of trans
mission and a luxuriance of expressions and explanations, that which 
constitutes the true apostolic tradition, and its meaning.

The Protestants, again, reject this argument, saying that it would 
amount to attributing to the living magisterium a power equivalent to 
that of revelation (cf. Part I, p. 184, n. 2).

But even on the Catholic side it has been seen that the reply, true 
though it is, cannot stop there. The magisterium is a power of making 
distinctions, since it has received an authentic teaching mission from 
Christ. It is not, itself, a source of revelation and enjoys no autonomy

i. Taking up a suggestion made by M.-B. Schwalm (“Les Deux Théologies: la scolas
tique et la positive”, in RS PT, 2 [1908], pp. 674-703), I have defined positive theology 
as a quest for fullness on the part of the auditus fidei assimilating, with all the means 
furnished by the ordinary sciences for studying the “data”, the whole of objective 
tradition (cf. DTC, STI, 462-72; “Introd, â la théol.”, in La Foi et la théologie, Paris, 
1962, p. 137).

2. Protestant thought assumes that infallibility ended with revelation (J. Daniélou, 
“Réponse à Oscar Cullmann”, in Dieu Vivant, No. 24 [1953], pp- 107-16, esp. p. 113).

T
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in respect of the deposit, of which it is only an agent. The positive 
theology of the magisterium cannot be separated from the positive 
theology of the sources of revelation (cf. Part I, pp. 203-9). The 
functional charism with which the magisterium is endowed not only 
aids without revealing, but is further a negative sort of assistance, which 
has the preservation of the truth in view: “assistentia ne erret”. It 
protects from error those decisions which the magisterium arrives at 
only at the end of a good deal of hard labour (accompanied of course 
by divine aid). An indispensable requirement of this labour is research 
in “positive theology”, in the sense in which we have taken it, and 
this will include in the first place a thorough exegetical study. Positive 
theology thus represents, in the Church’s life, an essential tool for 
theologians, preachers and the magisterium itself; it is a means of 
assuring the authenticity of dogmatic developments, and of ascertaining 
what, amid a luxuriant growth of historical forms, pertains essentially 
to the content of tradition.

But it has not the last word. Like the rest of theology, it both teaches 
and is itself taught. The last word belongs to the Holy Spirit, and to 
his human instrument, set up by God among his people—the magister
ium of the episcopal college, the heir of the apostolic college in the 
order of the ministry.

The Gospel: The Source of Apostolic Tradition

The decree of the Council of Trent on tradition, 8 April 1546, puts 
its declaration under the general heading of the Gospel (D. 783; 
TCT, 95). What, in the council’s view, is at stake, is the Gospel’s purity 
and fullness. Its purity: the general aim of the council, and particularly 
in this decree, is “ut sublatis erroribus puritas ipsa Evangelii in Ecclesia 
conservetur”, that errors may be removed and that the purity of the 
Gospel may thus be preserved. Its fullness: for what the Gospel con
tains in the way of truth and rules of conduct is not contained in 
Scripture alone, but in books and in unwritten traditions. The Council 
sees the traditions within the framework of apostolicity, and regards 
respect for these traditions as a condition of our fidelity to the fullness 
of the apostolic inheritance. If all that we kept of this inheritance "were 
the writings, we should not preserve the whole of it; for the apostles 
left to the Church more than the writings alone.

The council describes the “Gospel” itself as follows: (1) It was first
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promised by the prophets in Scripture;1 (2) Our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God, formally proclaimed it for the first time with his own 
mouth. In its primary sense, “Gospel” refers thus to the preaching of 
Jesus Christ; (3) Jesus gave to his apostles the command to preach it 
to every creature (Mt 28.19-20; Mk 16.15), as the universal and only 
(omnis) source both of saving truth and rules of Christian life and 
conduct. Thus the Gospel fills the three historical phases of the growth 
of the People of God. Under the Old Law, it was promised: it is the 
prophetic content of the Old Testament writings.2 It was promulgated 
as a present reality by Jesus, that is, by God himself made flesh, during 
the time of his earthly life. It is the content, lastly, of the preaching 
which is the object of the apostolic commission; as such, it is the source 
of what Christians regard as law, both in life and worship, and in 
religious thought, and it is brought to each generation in writing and 
in other ways. In short, it is the charter for the religious covenant 
relationship, renewed for all time in Christ.

Harnack expressed surprise, in 1910, that the history of the concept 
of “Gospel” had not been written.3 In fact, since then, the notion has 
been thoroughly investigated at the level of biblical exegesis.4 It has 
been traced through the authors of the first three centuries.5 Protestant 
historians find it again in the Reformers, anticipated by a few of their 
forerunners. Between these two periods, not counting the burst of 
“evangelism” whose finest flower was Francis of Assisi, and the dubious 
“Eternal Gospel” of the Joachists and the Franciscan spirituals, it 
seems that the stream dried up or ran underground.

i. The idea is a Pauline one (Rom i.iff.; iG.iyff.; 1 Cor 15.iff.; TWNT, II, p. 728, 
11. i3ff.). St Ignatius of Antioch and St Irenaeus often speak of the Gospel “proclaimed 
by the prophets” (St Ignatius, Philad., N, 2; IX, 2; ET AC IP, 1; TCL, 10; St Irenaeus, 
AH, III, 10, 6 and 11,7; V, praef., PG, 7, 878-9, 884, 1119; Proof of the Apostolic Preach
ing, 98, ET ACW, 16; TCL, 68; and see H. Holstein in RSR, 36 [1949], p. 255).

2. As the whole of Scripture refers in some way to Christ, it is thus, at that level, Gospel. 
Hence the Augustinian formula: “Lex, spiritualiter intellecta, Evangelium est” (S er mo, 25, 
2: PL, 38, 168); the wine of the Gospel was already hidden in the water of the Old Testa
ment, and it appears when one sees Christ there (In Joan. Ev. Tr., IX, 3, on Cana, with a 
reference to 2 Cor. 3.14-16; PL, 1459). For the later treatment of this theme, see H. de 
Lubac, Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre sens del’ Écriture, I/i (Théologie, 41), Paris, 1959, pp. 
305,310-63; I/2, pp. 629, 668-81; II/i (Théologie, 42), 1961, pp. toi, 181-97, 225f., 506ÎF.

3. Entstehung und Entwicklung d. Kirchenverfassung u. d. Kirchenrechts, p. 238.
4. J. Schniewind, Die Begriffe IPort und Evangelium bei Paulus, 1910; Euangelion . . ., 

I, 1927; II, 1931; E. Molland, Das paulinische Evangelium, 1934; G. Friedrich, art. eùay- 
yEXisopai eùayyéÀiov, in TWNT, II, pp. 705-35; R. Asting, op. cit., supra, p. 266, n. 1.

5. But the Protestant historians, the only ones to have dealt with this subject, have 
generally worked beneath the banner of the Lutheran opposition between Law and Gospel 
(see A. Fridrichsen, “Evangelium: Irenâus, Hippolyt, Novatian”, in Norsk Teologi til 
reformationsjubilaet, 1917, pp. 148—70; E. Molland, The Conception of the Gospel in the 
Alexandrian Theology, Oslo, 1938; V. E. Hasler, Gesetq_ und Evangelium in der alten 
Kirche bis Origenes. Eine auslegungsgeschichtl. Untersuchung, Frankfurt, 1953).
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We think it possible to conclude from a certain number of historical 
soundings and partial enquiries that when, from its origins until the 
sixteenth century, Christian thought adopted neither the way of 
opposition, in the Lutheran manner, between the Gospel and the Law, 
nor even that of a characteristic Paulinism, it remained with the convic
tion that the Gospel is Jesus Christ. The Gospel is present when 
Christ is present and actively communicating his life. This conviction 
is expressed in the documents,1 in iconography2 and in the liturgy, 
which is in this respect particularly noteworthy. One can instance, in 
the liturgy for the consecration of a bishop, the rite of imposition of 
the gospels, attested in the East from the end of the fourth century, at 
Rome in the sixth, and in Gaul in the seventh;3 or there is the cere
monial accompanying the solemn liturgical proclamation of the 
Gospel, especially the “Gloria tibi, Domine”, of Eastern origin, which 
entered the West through the Gallican liturgy.4 With St Gregory the 
Great, in the mission towards the North and East, with St Bede, in the 
Carolingian period, and then in the twelfth century with Rupert of 
Deutz and in the commentaries on the Apocalypse, the life of the Church 
is thought of as the preaching of the Gospel, and its history as the 
succession of conquests made by the Word of God.5 There is also the

I. See numerous texts in H. de Lubac, loc. cit., supra, p. 271, n. 2; St Ignatius of 
Antioch, Philad., 3, 1; 9, 2; Eph., 20, 1; Origen, Comm, in Joan., I, 4 (6), the Gospel is, in 
general, “everything which establishes the coming of Christ and organizes his presence, 
rendering it effectual for those souls who desire to receive the Word of God while he 
stands at the door, knocks, and wishes to enter” {PG, 14, 31-2) and seeMolland, op. cit., 
p. 99; St Gregory makes the four already classical symbols of the evangelists into an 
expression of four aspects of the single mystery of Christ himself, a man by birth, bull 
(sacrificial animal) in his death, lion in his resurrection, and eagle in his ascent into heaven 
{In E^ech., Ill, I and IV, iff.: PL, 76, 785, 8i5ff.), a theme taken up by the Gospel book 
of Hoikham Hall, at the beginning of the ninth century {DACL, V, 795). For the early 
Middle Ages, see Rabanus Maurus, Berengar, Peter Damian, etc., cited in H. de Lubac, 
op. cit., I/i, p. 131; I/2, pp. 668, 671, 672; Amalarius and Paschasius, ibid., p. 322; Rupert 
of Deutz, p. 226.

2. The evangelists, either in human form, or under the symbols of the four beasts, 
surrounding Christ in majesty: DACL·, F. van der Meer, Majestas Domini, Paris, 1938.

3. St John Chrysostom, PG, 54, 404, and apud Photium, PG, 104, 275; Const. Apost., 
VIII, 4, 2 (Funk, I, 473); Severian of Gabala, (c. 400), who sees it as a very old custom 
(Fr. transi, of text in J. Lécuyer, “Note sur la liturgie du sacre des évêques”, in Ephe
merides Liturg., 66 [1952], p. 370); the rite was spread widely over the West, from the 
time of the Statuta Ecclesiae Antiqua (No. 90) by the Gelasian Sacramentary. From the 
Romano-Germanic Pontifical (tenth century) it passed, in the twelfth century, into the 
Roman Pontifical (two bishops as co-consecrators holding the book over the head of the 
bishop-elect). Dom B. Botte, in Études sur le sacrement de l’Ordre (Lex Grandi, 22), 
Paris, 1957, PP· 19-20; C. Munier, Les Statuta Ecclesiae Antiqua, Paris, i960, pp. 95 and 
177#·

4· J· Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite, London, Burns & Oates, New York, 
Herder & Herder, 1959, p. 286.

5. References in “ ‘Traditio’ und ‘Sacra doctrina’ bei Thomas von Aquin”, in Kirche 
und Überlieferung. Festg. Geiselmann, Freiburg, i960, pp. 194-5.
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evangelism of the movements for the “apostolic life” and poverty, 
which comes to full fruition in the mendicant orders: the Gospel is 
seen to be the form of the perfect life.

St Thomas Aquinas, who had a keen perception of the New Testa
ment’s originality as compared to the Old, worked into his theological 
synthesis a precise notion of the Gospel which can be extracted in a 
coherent form from many parts of his scriptural commentaries. He 
views it under two principal aspects: as a preaching or doctrina (with 
the great depth of meaning he gives to that word), and as a “new law” 
consisting principally Çprmcipaliter—the word is very strong, meaning 
“as its supreme governing principle”) in the grace of the Holy Spirit, 
with all that this represents in the way of demands, and also of power, to 
bring about man’s true relationship to God, his salvation and eternal life.1

When the Council of Trent speaks of “puritas ipsa Evangelii”, and 
of “Evangelium . .. fontem omnis et salutaris veritatis et morum 
disciplinae”, it is making its own a long tradition which was still very 
active among theologians of the time. For example, take two Franciscan 
theologians who belong to the generation preceding that of the Council 
Fathers, Kaspar Schatzgeyer (f 1527) and Nicholas Herborn (f 1535).

Schatzgeyer has a chapter De Evangelio in his Traductio Sathanae 
(1525).2 The Gospel is revelation. It began immediately after the fall, 
with the promise of salvation. This revelation is a disclosure of the 
“bona voluntas Dei Patris erga hominem lapsum” and it culminates 
in the sending of the Mediator. This revelation found already in the 
Old Testament, as well as in the New, has a twofold content, promise 
and commandments: “quid nobis conferre velit; quid que a nobis 
exigat”. What is demanded of us is thanksgiving and the keeping of 
the commandments, above all of the command to love.

Herborn reproaches the Lutherans with identifying, or confusing, 
Gospel, Scripture and the Word of God.3 But Scripture is only a sign 
of the Gospel, a document which bears witness to it. The Gospel is 
not principally a written text, but the power which works salvation, 
the manifestation and expression of grace; it is the new law infused into 
our hearts at baptism by the Holy Spirit.

At the Council of Trent itself, Claude Lejay, Procurator of the 
Cardinal Bishop of Augsburg, came close to the actual position to be

i. See my Économie chrétienne et Théologie chez S. Thomas d’Aquin, to be published 
shortly.

2. See H. Klomps, Kirche, Freiheit und Gesetz bei dem Franziskanertheologen Kaspar 
Schatzgeyer, Münster, 1959, pp. 9off., 108, n. 9, 109.

3. See Tavard, p. 165.
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adopted by the Council when he said that the traditions, as well as 
Scripture, were secondary in relation to the Gospel, which occupied a 
position of absolute value.1

All these preliminaries permit us to give to the text of Trent a 
deeper meaning, written as it was in the light of a still current line of 
thought. In this text, the Gospel is considered to be the source of all 
the Christianity which came from the apostles, a stream whose life
giving waters were afterwards transmitted through the different forms 
of Scripture and the traditions. Let me now develop two particularly 
notable features of this idea of the Gospel: its character as source, and 
the duality, in this Gospel, of both a noetic and a dynamic aspect of 
saving efficacy.

The Gospel as source

This idea is extremely active, perhaps predominant, in Christian 
tradition. Constantly, images of a river, well-spring, of quenched 
thirst, are associated with the ideas of Scripture and the Gospel. The 
assimilation of the four Gospels to the four rivers of Paradise comes, 
I believe, from Hippolytus. St Irenaeus, his master, was not acquainted 
with this and kept to the symbolism of the four animals.2 However, 
one may discover in Irenaeus the scriptural reference which I believe 
to be at the origin of all this theology: here Christ is the source of our 
whole Christian existence, whose beginning is the baptismal profession 
of faith. “Those who do not partake of the Spirit are neither nourished 
into life from the breasts of their Mother [the Church], nor do they 
enjoy that purest offountains which flows from the body of Christ.”3 St 
Hippolytus took up this reference (Jn 7.37-8), but with a more 
developed baptismal (and generally ecclesial) typology. He wrote a

i. “Traditiones etiam indico recipiendas pari pietatis affectu cum libris sacris non autem 
cum evangelio, quia hoc immutabile est, illae mutabiles” (Diary of Massarelli, in CT, Vol. 
I, p. 524).

2. St Hippolytus, In Daniel, I, 17 (text and Fr. trans. SCh, 14; Paris, 1957, p. 105); 
St Irenaeus, AH, III, 11, 8 (PG, 7, ¿Sjf.j Harvey, II, pp. 46ff.; SCh, 34; Paris, 1952, pp. 
i92ff., with the note by Fr Sagnard). I had no direct access to the article where H.-C. 
Puech mentions these themes: “Le Cerf et le serpent”, in Callers archeolog., 4 [1949], 
pp. 17-60.

3· ■dH, III, 24,1 (PG, 7, 966; Harvey, II, p. 132; Sagnard, in SCh, 34, p. 401, quotes, in 
a note, the Letter for the martyrs of Lyons, which says, of Sanctus, who was branded with 
a hot iron: “The heavenly source of the water of life that flows from the side of Christ 
gave him refreshment and strength”: HE, N, 1, 22; Schwartz, II/i, p. 410). Cf. AH, IV, 36, 
4 (PG, 7, IO93i Harvey, II, p. 279): “Unum et idem cum semper sit Verbum Dei, creden- 
tibus ei, fontem aquae in vitam aeternam dans”; V, 18, 2 (col. 1173, p. 374). See, for the 
whole of this theme, H. Rahner, ‘Flumina de ventre Christi. Die patristische Auslegung 
von Joh. 7. 37-38”, in Biblica, 22 [1941], pp. 269-302, 367-403.
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commentary on Susanna, the type of the chaste virgin, her bathing, 
and the accusations levelled against her by the elders—a scene which 
was often depicted in the catacombs—as follows:

The garden planted in Eden is the type, and in a certain sense, the 
model of the true garden. . . . For Eden is the name of the new 
“Garden of Pleasure' planted in the East, set with all kinds of fine 
trees; which must be understood as the gathering of the just, and the 
holy place upon which is built the Church. For the Church [is] .. . 
the holy meeting-place of those who live in righteousness. Concord, 
the saints’ path to fellowship, is what the Church is, God’s spiritual 
garden, planted upon Christ, as it were in the East. . . .

There flows in this garden a river of water which never runs dry. 
Four rivers (Gen 2.10) flow from it, watering the whole earth. It is 
the same in the Church: Christ, who is the river, is announced 
throughout the world by the fourfold Gospel. He waters the earth 
and sanctifies those who believe in him, according to the word of the 
prophet: Streams flow from his body (Jn 7.38). In Paradise there are 
the tree of knowledge and the tree of life (Gen 2.9), so, too, in our times 
two trees are planted in the Church: the Law and the Word. For 
by the law comes knowledge of sin (Rom 3.20), but by the Word we 
are given life and the forgiveness of sins.1

Thus we find in St Hippolytus our first baptismal typology, 
Paradise. The Church was a new Paradise with, at its centre, the true 
tree of life, soon to be identified with the cross. The life-giving river 
was Christ, coming to the faithful in four streams, in the fourfold 
Gospel.2 This river of living water has sprung from the body of 
Christ, as he himself announced it (Jn 7.38) and as St John shows it to 
us fulfilled typologically upon the cross, when the blow of the lance 
opened in the Lord’s side a stream of water and of blood (19.34).3

1. In Daniel, I, 17 {GCS, p. 29; SCh, 14; Paris, 1947, pp. 103-5). On baptism and 
paradise, see J. Danielou, Sacramentum Futuri, Paris, 1950, p. 16 (ET From Shadows to 
Reality. Studies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers, i960, Burns & Oates, London); 
Bible et Liturgie, Paris, 1951, p. 51 (ET The Bible and the Liturgy, 1956). To the many 
references given by this author may be added Origen, Selecta in Genesim {PG, 12, ioob).

2. There is only one Gospel, but “according to St Matthew”, etc., in short, “fourfold”. 
See St Irenaeus, AH, III, 11, 8 {PG, 7, 885AB; Harvey, II, p. 47; SCh, pp. 192(1.); Origen 
(cf. Molland, op. cit. [p. 271, n. 5], p. 94). A single source with four parts or aspects: 
Carmen adv. Marcionem, II, vv. 38-44 (quoted by Rahner in the article mentioned above, 
p. 387). See DACL, V, 845-52; XV/2, 2145-6; Catholicisme, IV, 768; Lex. f. Theol. u. 
Kirche, III, 1254-5.

3. It is probable that St John has in mind the rock struck by Moses, as spoken of by the 
Targums (cf. P. Grelot, in RB, 66 [1959], pp. 369-74). The ancient Christian interpreta
tion (as assembled by Rahner, cf. p. 274, n. 3) is found in: Ps.-Barnabas, 11, 2-7; St 
Justin {Dial., 34, 2; 76, 1; 90, 5; 113,6; 114, 2); St Irenaeus, Proof of the Apostolic Preach
ing, 46 {ACIF, 16); St Hippolytus, fragment on Prov., 24,61 {GCS, p. 167; ET ANL, 6), 
and Comm, in Cant. {GCS, p. 351; ET ANL, 6), etc.



276 AN ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS OF TRADITION

Irenaeus, Hippolytus, and already, before them, Justin and the Pseudo
Barnabas, obviously knew the application to Christ of the text from 
Exodus (17.1-7; cf. Num 20.2-13; Ps 78.16, 20; 105.41; 114.8; Is 48.21) 
on the rock from which Moses made a stream gush forth. How would 
they have failed to know it, sanctioned as it was by St Paul (1 Cor 
10.4)? St Irenaeus wrote of it: “The rock is Christ; and it has produced 
twelve streams, that is, the doctrine of the twelve apostles.”1

St Cyprian was aware of the two typologies which we have just 
mentioned: the paradise typology which is, in Hippolytus, both a 
reference to baptism and to the Gospels,2 and the typology of the 
water springing from the rock, or from the side of Christ pierced by 
the lance.3

Let us note here that in Hippolytus the four streams of living water 
which come from the body of Christ are the Gospels f and in St Cyprian 
likewise, but that which is associated with the open side is baptism, not 
the Gospels. Contrariwise, a poem against Marcion, falsely attributed 
to Tertullian, probably sees baptism, but above all and expressly

1. Proofofthe Apostolic Preaching, 46 (ET ACW, i6).ForTertullian,GregoryofElvira, 
Gregory of Nyssa (quoted by Danielou in Sacramentumfuturi, p. 149) the twelve streams 
thus opened by Moses are the doctrine of the twelve apostles. Many more references could 
be instanced of this.

2. Epist., 73, 10, 3 (ETANL, 8; LF, 17): “The Church, like paradise, encloses within 
its walls fruit-trees. Among these, any that fails to bear fruit is rooted up and thrown on 
the fire. These trees are watered by four rivers, that is, the four gospels through which 
the Church distributes the heavenly waters of baptismal grace ...” (From Bayard’s Fr. 
trans., Vol. II, Coll. Budd).

3. Epist., 63, 8, 1-3: “1. On the other hand, whenever water is mentioned alone in 
Scripture, baptism is signified, as we see in Isaiah: ‘Remember not the former things, nor 
consider the things of old. Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you 
not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert,... to give 
drink to my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself that they might declare 
my praise’ (Is. 43.18-21). God foretold here, by his prophet, that among the Gentiles, in 
places formerly dry, water would flow abundantly and give drink to God’s chosen people, 
that is, those whom baptismal rebirth would have made children of God.

“2. Again, it is further predicted that the Jews, if they thirst and seek Christ, shall drink 
with us, that is to say, shall obtain the grace of baptism. ‘If they thirst in the desert, he 
shall make water flow for them from the rock; the rock shall be cleft and the water gush 
out, and my people shall drink’ (Is 48.12). This was fulfilled in the Gospel, when Christ, 
the rock, was pierced by the lance during his passion (Jn 19.34).

“3. It is Christ, moreover, who grants us understanding of what was foretold by the 
prophet when he says: ‘If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink, he who believes in 
me. As the Scripture says, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water” ’ (Jn 7.37-8). 
And, so that it may be still clearer that it is of baptism, and not of the chalice, that the Lord 
is speaking here, Scripture adds: ‘This he said about the Spirit, which those who believed 
in him were to receive’ (Jn 7.39). Now, it is by baptism that we receive the Holy Spirit, 
and when we have been baptized and received the Holy Spirit, only then may we drink 
of the Lord’s chalice” (from Bayard, Vol. II, pp. 203-4).

4. Supra, p. 275, n. 1. Elsewhere, in Hippolytus, water = knowledge, the true 
doctrine, which flows from the Holy Spirit and is found in the apostles and prophets 
{Comm. in Cant.·, GCS, p. 374); this water issues from the breast of Christ, the two nipples 
being the two Testaments (p. 344).
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sees the four Gospels, as flowing from Christ’s side as from their 
source.1

From the time of Constantine, visual representations of the four 
Gospels as rivers of Paradise flowing from Christ alternate with the 
documentary references. A good number of these representations, in 
addition to inscriptions, are found in baptistries,2 or bring together 
the theme of four rivers and that of baptism.3 Sometimes, the evocation

i. Discite de fonte fluvium manare perennem
Qui nutrit lignum in bis senos gratiae fructus. 
Exit et in terram ventosque in quattuor orbis; 
Tot fluit in partes fontis color et sapor unus. 
Sic et apostolico decurrit Ecclesia verbo 
Ex utero Christi, Patris omnis gloria plena 
Sordes diluere et sata mortua vivificare.

(quoted by H. Rahner, loc. cit., p. 387). A baptismal interpretation of the water flowing 
from the rock in the desert is mentioned by Daniélou, Sacramentum futuri, p. 170.

2. Mausoleum of Constantia in Rome (mid-fifth century): Christ, standing on a small 
hillock, dat legem (DACL, I, 956); but the mausoleum was also a baptistry (III, 2611-12); 
from the hillock flow three streams of water: compare this text of Priscillian (f 385): 
“Nos venerabilis Ecclesiae Dei per symbolum corpus ingressi, indissolubilem fidem uno 
fonte tripertito rigatam in quattuor Evangeliorum dispositione cognoscimus” (Tract. 1, 
end: CSEL, 18, p. 31,11. 28ff.). Baptistry in Naples, c. 400: two pictures each showing two 
streams flowing from the rocks which surround Christ as Shepherd.—Baptistry at Oued- 
Ramel, Tunisia (Byzantine period): at the entrance and exit of the font, stags and hinds 
drinking from four streams (cf. DACL, XIII, 138 and 339; Miscellanea Mohlberg, Vol. I, 
p. 202, n. 39).—Also at the baptistry at Bir-Ftouha, Carthage, same period (DACL, II, 
2129).—Baptistry of Cividale, beginning of the eighth century (evangelists, no rivers: 
DACL, III, 1829).—Baptistry of Saint-Dié (DACL, II, 3304).—On the baptistry repre
sentations of a drinking hart, see Puech, article cited (p. 274, n. 2), pp. 38ff; DACL, II, 
3301-5. See also A. Hermann, art. “Durst”, in Reallex. f. Ant. u. Christ., IV, 406; the 
baptismal liturgy of the Easter Vigil.

Some baptistry inscriptions contained the names of the four rivers of Paradise: thus, in 
Africa (DACL, Î, 884), and at Ostia (cited by J. Lécuyer, in M-D, No. 49 [19 57/1] p. 87). 
On the theme of the rivers of Paradise, cf. È. B. Schlee, Die Ikonographie der Paradies- 

fliisse, Leipzig, 1937; F. van der Meer, op. cit., pp. 64ÎT., 130; P.-A. Février, “Les Quatre 
Fleuves du P.”, in Rev. di Archeolog. crist., 32 [1956], pp. 179-99, but this author mis
understands the symbol of the gospels, seems unaware of the text of Hippolytus In 
Danielem, and misinterprets the terms evangelistae, evangelii in the texts he cites from 
Cyprian and Paulinus.—On the connexion between this theme and the baptistries, seeM. de 
Bruyne, “La Décoration des baptistères paléochrétiens”, in Miscellanea Liturgica in hon. 
L. C. Mohlberg, Rome, 1948, Vol. I, pp. 189-220.—On the theme of the wood of the 
cross, as linked to those of Paradise and the four rivers, or to the waters of baptism (by 
way of either the wood with which Moses purified the waters of Mara (Ex 15.23-5), or the 
rod with which he struck the rock and made water flow from it), see F. Kampers, Mittel- 
alterliche Sagen vom Paradiese u. vom Hoby des Kreu^es Christi, 1897; R. Bauerreiss, 
Arbor vitae. Der “Lebensbaum” . . ., Munich, 19385 H. Rahner, Griechische Mythen in 
christl. Deutung, pp. igiff; ET Greek Myths and Christian Mystery, Burns & Oates, 
London, pp. 86ff, 1962; H. de Lubac, Aspects du bouddhisme, Paris, 1951, pp. 6iff.— 
Lastly, on different aspects of the very rich fundamental typology of baptism, cf. Daniélou, 
Sacramentum futuri, 1950, and Bible et Liturgie, 1951.

3. See DACL, I, 885 (and fig. 202): the upper panel represents Christ standing on a 
hillock, whence flows the Jordan, giving the law to Peter; the lower panel shows the lamb 
on a hillock, with four rivers. Same description of a river in the apsidal mosaic of Ss 
Cosmas and Damian and St Praxed, in Rome. “Jordan” is written on the Lamb in the 
frescoes of Ss Peter and Marcellinus. Thus, the Jordan signifies both Christ and baptism
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of the four Gospels is expressly associated with the scene where 
“Dominas legem dat”. This finds its place in the baptismal mystery: 
the believer is baptized all at once in water, in the Spirit, and in the 
faith transmitted to him, which is the Lord’s law and Gospel. The 
theme is well expressed in this text of Priscillian (f 385): “As for us, we 
have entered, through the creed, into the body of the holy Church of 
God, and we recognize in the four Gospels an indissoluble fides [faith, 
baptism] spread abroad by a single source through its three branches” 
(cf. p. 277, n. 2); or this text from St Jerome: “[The catechumen] 
desires to come to Christ, in whom is the source of light, so that when 
he has been washed in baptism he may receive the gift of forgiveness.”1

After this time, the symbolism of the rivers is still widely in evidence, 
but as far as I can see without any particular baptismal reference, 
except in the iconographical theme of the Fountain of Life,2 and in

1. In Ps. 41: PL, 26, 949.
2. St Paulinus of Nola, Epist., 32, 10 (CSEL, 29, p. 286); St Augustine, De Civitate 

Dei, XIII, 21 (PL, 41, 395; CSEL, 40/1, p. 646; cf. ET, Everyman Library, Dent, 983); 
Aidhelm, Poema de Aris B.M. et XII Apostolis Dedicatis (PL, 89, 295; cf. DACL, 
886-7). St Isidore, Etym., VI, 16, 5 and 10; Florus of Lyons, quoted in DACL, V, 1761; 
Hildebert of Lavardin, PL, 171, 1279:

Dénotât Ecclesiam Paradisus, et in Paradiso 
Est lignum vitae, Christus in Ecclesia.. . . 
Quatuor ex uno flumina fonte cadunt: 
Sic Evangelii sunt libri quatuor; horum 
Nos doctrina régit, fructiferosque facit.

See further Hugh of Saint-Victor, Alleg. in Perns Test., I, c. 6 (PL, 175,638). The Church- 
Paradise theme derives from the theme: the gospels = rivers of paradise, for the Church 
is the good earth of paradise.

From the iconographical angle there is the representation of the four rivers of paradise 
in the Middle Ages, especially to be found in baptismal fonts (Bauerreiss, op. cit., pp. 3off., 
43-50 and 57-64) (together with the explanation of the blessing of the baptismal water, 
on Easter night, in the form of 'P as a flower: a semi-hieroglyphic reduction of the arbor 
vitae'). At Rheims cathedral, the four rivers of paradise, i.e., the gospels, are the fecundat
ing source of the whole Church (Paillard, Portail de Reims, 1935, pp. 36ff.).

Ornamentation in the Gospel-books, especially those of the ninth century, often 
accompanied by texts, is equally noteworthy (cf. DACL, V, 775-845, art. “Évangéliaire”); 
No. 5 2 has a text full of baptismal references; No. 94 (end of the ninth or beginning of the 
tenth century), with these texts: Hie liber est vitae, hic fons et origo UbrorumjUnde fluit 
qutcquid quisquis in orbe sapit/. . . Quatuor hic rutilant uno de fonte fluentes. In such texts 
can be seen the persistence of the tradition we are endeavouring to display here; it cul
minated in the text of Trent on Scripture and (apostolic) traditions; No. 106 (second half 
of the ninth century): “Quatuor hic”; No. 108, same inscription; No. 116, the Gospel
book of Saint-Médard, Soissons (c. 827), whose famous mystical fountain is a kind of 
baptistry; No. 153 (Codex Adae, end of the eighth century): “Hie liber est vitae, paradisi 
et quatuor amnes.” To this we may add Charlemagne’s Gospel-book (Rhenish art: 
Bibi. Nat., Nouv. Acquis. Latines, 1203), Gottschalk’s, with a representation of the 
fountain of living water (cf. DACL, III, 707-10 and fig. 2635). See also P. A. Underwood, 
The Fountain of Life in MSS of the Gospel (Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 5 [1950], pp. 114— 
U)·

(see St Ambrose, In Ps. 37, 1 o; CSEL, 64,143; DACL, I, 885; F. J. Dblger, “Der Durch- 
zug dutch den Jordan als Sinnbild der christl. Taufe”, in Ant. u. Christ., 1 [1930], pp. 
70-9; J. Daniélou, Sacramentum futuri, p. 245; P.-A. Février, article cited, p. 183).
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some baptistry mosaics (for example, Saint-Die). Christ is presented 
as the source of the Gospel, and the Gospel as the source of all know
ledge and virtue. Christ is fons: source and fount. He is simultaneously 
the source of Scripture, or of the Gospels, and of baptism, of saving 
knowledge, and of salvation, or life: “Unum et idem cum sit Verbum 
Dei, credentibus ei fontem aquae in vitam aeternam dans”, says St 
Irenaeus.1 We can hear an echo of this in Innocent III, more than a 
thousand years later: “Fluvius . . . est evangelica praedicatio, quae de 
Domino Jesu Christo procedit; qui est fons vitae, in cujus lumine 
videbimus lumen, a quo generaliter omnis vera voluptas emanat. . . . 
Quae [aqua] tarn longe lateque defluxit, ut mundi repleverit univer
sum. . . . Haec irrigat paradisum, id est fecundat ecclesiam.”2

1. AH, IV, 36, 4 (PG, 7, 1093; Harvey, II, p. 279).
2. In Comm, de Evang. Sermo, 3 (PL, 217, 605 cd).
3. DACL, VIII, 1953.

It appears from this documentation, which could be expanded with 
many more references, that the two great acts of the traditio of the 
creed or the gospels, and of the plunging into the baptismal water 
accompanied by the profession of faith and the trinitarian prayer, were 
(and are still) a communication of the unique source which is the 
Gospel, that is, Christ (cf. p. 272, n. 1). These two acts would form 
conjointly the complete traditio by which a man becomes a member of 
the People of God or of Christ’s body; we might say equally well, by 
which the Church realizes itself as that expansion of Christ and of the 
apostles about which we have spoken. The noetic traditio of the faith 
was completed in a real traditio of the new life of Jesus Christ in the 
waters of which he is the source. The teaching received and professed 
by the catechumen became his life in and by the sacrament, completing 
and sealing faith in the soul. “Dant regnatricem flumina sancta fidem”, 
reads an inscription in St Lawrence in Damaso.3 Traditio came to its 
completion in (re)generatio. Its communication as knowledge and law 
was completed in a gift of life. This is what was suggested in a manner 
at once profound and sober, by the text quoted from St Hippolytus 
(cf. p. 275).

There were two trees in Paradise, of knowledge and of life. Baptism, 
the reopening of Paradise to the Christian, was successively and con
jointly a communication of the law (traditio legis\ by which knowledge 
of sin comes to us, and the communication of the Word in whom we 
are given life and the forgiveness of sins. It is clear that all this is of 
great importance for our idea of Tradition. Tradition is not only
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noetic but real. It is a handing over of salvation, of the Christian life, 
of the reality of the covenant.

As a consequence of this, it is my belief that the notion of Tradition 
was made rather too narrow by being made exclusively intellectual. 
We can observe such a process, too, in the related categories of fides 
and fidelisd Doubtless the fact is perceptible in a text such as this, from 
the beginning of the tenth century: “Per hoc Signatur nobis evangelium, 
quod est fons et summa fidei nostrae.”2 The conception of Gospel is 
here primarily noetic or cognitive, and yet it would be a mistake to 
imagine that from that time onwards its total dynamic value in the 
working of salvation was misunderstood. This is still clearly indicated, 
for example, by more than one text of St Thomas Aquinas.

I. See supra, p. 244, n. 4.
2. Anonymous author (Ps.-Anselm of Laon), En. in Apoc., c. 8 (PL, 162, 1531).
3. “Gospel” in the sense of Scripture as speaking of Christ having come, see Irenaeus, 

AH, II, 27, 2 (PG, 7, 803B) and cf. T. Zahn, Geschichte d. neutestl. Kanons, Vol. I [1888], 
p. 101, n. 2. In the liturgical explanations, in answer to the question: what is the Gospel, 
the etymological meaning of bona annuntiatio, bonum nuntium, was developed: Gelasian 
Sacramentary, Expos. Evang. (ed. Wilson, p. 50); Expos., Primum in ordine, end of the 
eighth century (PL, 138, 1174D); Amalarius, Liber Officialis, c. 18, § 6 (ed. Hanssens, 
1948, Vol. II, Rome, p. 3°^)j Remigius of Auxerre, Expos, de Celebratione Missae (Max. 
Bibl. Veter. Patrum, Lyons, 1677, Vol. XVI, p. 954D), reproduced by Pseudo-Alcuin 
(PL, loi, 1250D); St Thomas, In Rom., c. 1, lect. 1, conclusion, and lect. 2; In Eph., 
c. I, lect. I.

4. Such is the content of the term dabar. Cf. Jer 23.29; Is 49.2; 1 Thess 2.13; Rom 
1.16—17; cf· 3,2I^-> 1 Cor i.iSff.; Eph 6.17; Heb 4.12; Acts 19.20; 1 Peter 1.23; James 1.21. 
Studies in R. Asting,op. cit. (p. 266, n. 1); TWNT, IV, pp. 96, 97,107,109,119; Μ. Neeser, 
Le Drame de la Parole de Dieu, Lausanne, 1945, pp. 84fr.; L. Μ. Dewailly, Jésus-Christ, 
Parole de Dieu, Paris, 1945; F· N. Arnold, Glaubensverkündigung und Glaubensgemein
schaft, Düsseldorf, 195 5> PP* 22ff.; C. Tresmontant, Essai sur la pensée hébraïque, Paris, 
Σ953> P· I72> C. Auzou, La Parole de Dieu. Approches du myst. des Saintes Écritures 
Paris, 1956, pp. i62ÎF.

Noetic and dynamic aspects ofi the “Gospel”

In the Old Testament the Gospel is present as promise (cf. p. 271, 
n. 2). In itself, it is the joyful announcement of Christ come upon 
earth., ofisalvation now offered to men.3

As such, it unites the two aspects of revelation and of God’s saving 
power, respectively a noetic and dynamic stress. These two are so 
closely linked together that salvation, in the documents of primitive 
Christianity, is often seen as already achieved in the mere fact of 
knowing God. The Word has thus a twofold significance: it gives 
knowledge and produces an effect.4 Dabar, word, comes from a root 
meaning “to be behind”, suggesting something hidden, which is to be 
brought to light. The Word is an act as well as a manifestation or a
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statement, and is active in those who believe (1 Thess 2.13). “I am not 
ashamed of the Gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to every 
one who has faith.”1

Obviously, the Word of God is all this only in so far as it is an act 
of God. Here is the truth of the divine “actualism” so consistently and 
systematically affirmed by Barthian theology. The text of the Bible 
or Gospel is indeed a product of God’s revelatory action, inasmuch as 
it was an historical fact; but it is not in itself, and materially regarded, 
the operation or present act of God. Rather than Karl Barth, we should 
prefer to invoke Origen here, and many other patristic witnesses after 
him.2 The Word of God is the Divine Word himself. Scripture, the 
word as preached—and we may add, sacraments and traditions—are 
only means whereby God’s Word reveals and acts, loci into which the 
Word, that is, the Word as a living Person, has come and continues 
to come. The Word henceforth is Jesus Christ. Jesus did not come as 
incarnate in the Old Testament prophets, but the Old Testament was 
already the Word, and we ourselves find life in these writings only if 
we seek Jesus Christ in them. Better: if Jesus Christ comes and reads 
them to us.3 This is the way the Gospel is to be found in Old Testa
ment Scripture.

It is incontestable that the notion of Gospel as invoked by the 
Council of Trent in its decree on Scripture and apostolic traditions, 
contains a definite though not explicit, reference to the opening of the 
Epistle to the Romans (1.1-6, 15-17). St Paul speaks of the Gospel 
announced by the prophets in Scripture, whose content is Jesus Christ 
the Son of God, who was born, died, rose again, and is glorified, and 
is an instrument of God’s power for the salvation of every believer. 
Yet, in the present context, the Council envisages, in this Pauline 
notion of Gospel, not the moment when it becomes effective but the 
moment of revelation and declaration. Though it is the source and 
object of faith, this faith is still regarded in this context as knowledge, 
not formally as the principle of justification and divine life.4 This

1. Rom 1.16; G. Friedrich, in TIENT, II,pp. 718,728-30; R. Asting, op. cit., pp. 363(1.
2. Cf. H. de Lubac, Histoire et Esprit. L’Intelligence de l'Écriture d’après Origène 

(Théologie, 16), Paris, 1950, pp. 336ff.
3. Origen, In Jesu Nave Hom., 9, 8 (PG, 12, 876; Baehrens, p. 353).
4. That much is apparent from the decree, and it is confirmed by the preparatory 

discussions, for example, this statement of the Cardinal Legate Cervini: “Ea autem fidei 
nostrae principia tria esse inveniemus. Nam doctrinam nostram non nisi revelationem 
quandam diversis temporibus factam esse dinoscitur. Patriarchis primum.... Procedente 
tempore placuit divinae bonitati eadem et longe plura hominibus per Unigenitum Filium 
suum revelare, qui non scripto, sed ore, non in charta, sed in corde plantavit evangelium 
§uum _ Eorum tamen, quae a Christo emanarunt, quaedam scripturae demandata. 
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Gospel is the source of any definition of Christian truth or behaviour.
The Council of Trent was the work of men formed in the formal 

and analytical spirit of scholasticism. This is clear from the forceful 
character of the texts. No more than scholasticism does the Council 
speak in a global manner of the things with which it has to deal; it 
concentrates on the formal aspect required by each particular context. 
Yet, as with the First Vatican Council,1 there is an awareness that faith 
entails both an aspect of knowledge and a principle of justification and 
eternal life. The notion of the Gospel as source, which is adopted here, 
is truly that of St Paul and of tradition, but what is said in the chapter 
on the canonical books should be completed by what is said (i) by 
Trent itself in the chapter on justification or conversion2 (is it not 
worthy of note that Christ is there referred to as “fons omnis justitiae”?), 
and (ii) by Vatican I in one or the other of the two articles it put out 
on faith and the Church. On the one hand, indeed, it defines faith as a 
welcome given to revelation on account of its originating principle 
which is none other than God in his self-disclosure,3 an act of God 
really posited for our good, which, in us, is at the same time the ground 
and the final motive of our adherence to him. But, on the other hand, 
the Vatican Council defines the Church as the service which the 
eternal Shepherd and Bishop of our souls founded, “ut salutiferum 
redemptionis opus perenne redderet”, so as to make the act by which 
he has saved us co-extensive with and present throughout what remains 
of history.

The Gospel as the power bringing about salvation by means of 
faith, taken in its aspect of life-principle, is this “salutiferum redemp
tionis opus”. The New Testament notion of Gospel, used by the 
texts and symbols we have gathered from the Fathers, in the baptismal 
liturgy and early Christian art, takes “Gospel” in the fullest extent of 
its meaning, as the source of the whole Christian life: knowledge, 
rebirth, conduct, ethics, holiness. If this Gospel is transmitted, the 
“tradition” whose content it forms will be the tradition of Christianity 
itself, the “salutiferum redemptionis opus”. Such a notion of “tradi-

i. Cf. D. 1789 (TCT, 63): “humanae salutis initium”.
2. Session VI, cap. 6, D. 798 (TCT, ^6T).
3. “Propter auctoritatem Dei revelantis” (D. 1789; TCT, 63).

quaedam in cordibus hominum relicta fuerunt” (the third principle is the Holy Spirit) 
(CT, I, pp. 4845.). However, in the course of Session VI, De Justificatione, faith was 
again taken in its full meaning, in its biblical dimension: cf. cap. 6, D. 798 (TCT, 562): 
“... credentes vera esse quae divinitus revelata et promissa sunt”; c. 7, D. 800 '(TCT 
564): Hanc fidem, ante baptismi sacramentum ex Apostolorum traditione catechumeni 
ab Ecclesia petunt.” 
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tion” is clearly a genuine one. We shall come back to it later. The 
Council of Trent, in its decree, presents a more limited concept. It 
takes “Gospel” as the announcement of salvation under its aspects of 
truth and law; this Gospel is the source of everything in the Christian’s 
life at the level of truth and law, handed on to him since the 
time of the apostles, either by way of their writings or in unwritten 
traditions.

Wherein lies the originality of each of these modes of transmission? 
In the following paragraphs we shall look at this question as it regards 
Scripture, and we shall deal with its application to the traditions in a 
later chapter.

Tradition, Scripture, Traditions

The Dignity of Scripture

There exists a transmission of the whole of Christianity which bears 
upon its factually determined dimensions, and this can be called 
“tradition”. Certain authors have given this kind of extension to the 
word’s meaning, and if we take it in this extended sense, tradition 
would include the sacraments and Scripture.

If we restrict ourselves to the announcement and the transmission 
of the Gospel message, there was first of all, quite certainly, a purely 
oral transmission of the saving truth (sacra doctrina). Jesus wrote 
nothing down: it is worth pausing to reflect on this fact and its 
meaning?

1. So far as I can tell, this has only been done by very few. St Thomas suggests three 
reasons why it was fitting that Jesus did not give his teaching in writing (ST, III, q. 42, 
a. 4):

(1 ) Because of its great dignity. The more excellent the teacher, the more noble and 
excellent should be his method of teaching. Consequently, it was fitting that Christ should 
imprint his teaching in human hearts. The most renowned of human teachers, Socrates and 
Pythagoras, did this for their kind of knowledge. Thus St Thomas joins the companyof those 
who have written on ¡the subject of Socrates and Jesus (the latest is E. Fascher, Sokrates 
u. Christas, Bonn, 1952, collected in Sokrates und Christus, Beitrage rur Religionsgesch., 
Leipzig, 1959, pp. 36—94). His idea of the superiority of oral teaching depends, perhaps, on 
a remark of Pseudo-Dionysius: see Hler. Eccl., 1, 4 (PG, 3, 376): “By this word [divine 
oracles], one must understand not only what our inspired teachers have left us in the 
sacred Scriptures and in their theological writings, but also what they passed on to their 
disciples by a kind of spiritual, almost heavenly teaching, instructing them in the trudi 
from mind to mind in a corporeal way, of course, since they used the spoken word, but, 
I make bold to say, also in a non-material way, since they wrote nothing down.” This 
text, according to J. Durantel, is not mentioned by St Thomas. Cf. Thomas of Vercelli’s 
paraphrase: “Sacrae doctrinae nobis a Deo traditae, quas nobis tradiderunt sancti Apostoli 
ex hagiographis et theologicis libris, et quas tamen didicerunt immediate a Domino Jesu
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Jesus gave everything to his apostles, but nothing in writing. The 
apostles themselves at first built up the Church by the completest 
possible communication of the Gospel, by words and actions, preach
ing and example, by the exercise of authority and by organization; 
not by writing. This is a point on which Catholic apologists insisted 
at the Reformation: the Gospel existed in its fullness before the indivi
dual gospels and epistles were written down.1 They often appealed to 
the idea of the Gospel written in our hearts (cf. 2 Cor 3.3): in the 
hearts of the apostles first, then written by them, in cooperation with 
the Holy Spirit, in the hearts of the first disciples. Already St Irenaeus 
could write: “For how should it be if the apostles themselves had not 
left us writings? Would it not be necessary, in that case, to follow the 
‘order of the tradition’ which they handed down to those to whom they 
committed the churches? To which ‘order’ many nations of those 
barbarians who believe in Christ assent, having salvation written in

per doctrinam vivae vocis, quae immaterialior et simplicior est quam Scriptura, et quo- 
dammodo vicina est doctrinae caelestis hierarchiae, in eo quod ex mente in mentem trans- 
funditur per medium sermonem, quamvis corporalem, qui quidem simplicior est quam 
scriptura” (in Dionysii Cartusiani Opera Omnia, Tournai, 1902, Vol. XV, p. 37ia). The 
reason adduced by St Thomas is not exactly the same as that of Dionysius, for it is taken, 
not from the greater excellence of the less corporeal, but from the fact that the teaching is 
instilled directly in the hearts of those taught, which is the ultimate aim of teaching: a 
“formal” motive, drawn from the proper nature of the thing, and connecting up with the 
profoundly traditional theme of the Gospel written, not with ink on paper, but in the 
heart (cf. infra, Excursus A). Cajetan adds (No. Ill) that Jesus teaches in a mode which is 
far superior to the best human teaching because, as God, he can act directly on the minds 
of men (“Solus Deus illabitur menti”).

(2) By reason of the excellence of Christ’s doctrine, which no writing would be able to 
contain (cf. Jn 21.25). If Christ had put his teaching into writing, it might have been 
thought that there was no more to it than had been formulated or written down.

(3) To preserve a kind of structure of communication between the Teacher and men who 
are called to become his disciples. If Christ had written a book, anyone could have become 
his disciple immediately, that is, without any human intermediary. But the divine plan is 
to call men to faith through the ministry of other men. This fact—for it is indeed a fact, 
based on man’s social nature, on mankind’s unity as a species—is doubtless connected, 
in Thomas’s thought, with the idea that it is nobler, in God, to give other beings a 
share in his action and his causality, titan to produce all the required effects by himself 
and immediately. It should be noted that this involves the Christian law of fraternal 
mediation, spoken of earlier.

Note, also, that Plato, following Socrates, held that unwritten teaching was more 
excellent: “The means are lacking to reduce such things [philosophy} to formulas, as one 
can in other sciences” (Letter VII, 341 c-e); “When they have been once written down 
they are tumbled about anywhere among those who may or may not understand them, 
and know not to whom they should reply, to whom not: and, if they are maltreated or 
abused, they have no parent to protect them; and they cannot protect or defend them
selves” {Phaedras, 275 d: Jowett’s trans.). Cf. Moffatt, The Thrill of Tradition, London, 
1944, pp. i6ff., and, for the Stoic’s ideas on this, pp. 22ff. Plato did indeed write his 
thought down, but in dialogue form which is quite distinct from didactic exposition. On 
dialogue, cf. Protagoras, 3476-3483.

1. Thus John Driedo (cf. J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, 
Milwaukee, 1959, pp· 73fT. See infra, p. 501, n. 3).
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their hearts by the Holy Spirit, without paper or ink, and, carefully 
preserving the ancient tradition, believing .. .”1

The knowledge of Jesus Christ and the practice of the Christian 
life are, then, transmitted directly and completely. When Ignatius of 
Antioch wrote that he took refuge in the Gospel as in the flesh of 
Jesus Christ,2 or that his “archives” are Christ,3 he understands by the 
term “Gospel”—and he says this clearly himself4—the reality of the 
Christian mystery, as simply received and lived with an active faith. 
It is clear that that would suffice for the constituting of the Church; 
it could even be said that the Church was never more itself than when 
it had the Christian mystery itself alone imprinted in its heart, without 
any Scripture apart from the prophetic writings. It is in this sense that 
we can subscribe to the conclusion drawn by John Gerson: that 
Scripture is not “of the essence” of the Church.5

Yet this is not a thing to be said too hastily. For if we are thinking 
of the Church as God has willed it, it includes the prophetic and apostolic 
writings as the internal norm willed by God. In fact, several of the 
apostles did write, and they did so moved by the divine command.6 
Even while the apostles were alive, and after, the missionary proclama
tion of the Gospel was made both in writing and by word of mouth.7 
The Church was willed by God as (i) the transmitter of the whole of 
the Christian reality and truth, and (ii) with Scripture as the norm and 
means for fulfilling its apostolic character. Thus, having had for its 
object or content the transmission of the whole of Christianity, 
tradition had to define itself as a mode of transmission other than

1. AH, III, 4, 1-2 (PG, 7, 855; Harvey, II, p. 15; SCh, pp. 116 and 117). Note that 
when the catechumenate came to be organized liturgically, the text of Jer 31.33, on the 
law written in the heart, was sometimes used in order to justify the obligation which was 
imposed of learning the creed by heart·, see St Augustine, Sermo 212, 2 in Traditione 
Symboli (PL, 38, 1060).

2. Philad., 5, 1 (SCh, 10: Paris, 1944, p. 113; ET TCL, 10; Loeb, 24; AC IP, 1; 
ANL, 1; FC, 1).

3. Philad., 8, 2.
4. Philad., <), 2; Eph., 20, I.
5. Epist., VII (Opera, Basle ed., 1565, p. 857): Part I, pp. 99-100. Confronted with such 

a statement, the reformed formula on the Church judged by Scripture can only be held by 
“drawing a line” (Cullmann) between the Church of apostolic times and the Church of 
later centuries. This raises a number of questions, particularly in regard to the Holy 
Spirit’s activity.

6. Cf. 2 Peter, 1.20-1; St Irenaeus, AH, III, 1,1 (PG, 7, 848; Harvey, II, p. 8; EP, 208), 
see Part I, p. 30; Tertullian, Adv. Marc., IV, 2 (Oehler, III, p. 426; EP, 339): “Con- 
stituimus in primis evangelicum instrumentum apostolos, auctores habere, quibus hoc 
munus evangelii promulgandi ab ipso Domino est impositum.”

7. Paul summarizes in writing a Gospel he has already preached (1 Cor 15.1). Eusebius 
writes that the disciples of the first century fulfilled “the work of evangelists, eager to 
preach . . . the word of faith and to hand on the books of the divine gospels” (HE, III, 
37, 2; ET Loeb, 153; TCL, 6).

U
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Scripture, and even, in a certain sense, as the transmission of a content 
other than that of Scripture. Very soon, Scripture and tradition con
stituted a pair of terms, at once linked together and opposed, or at 
least differentiated. The word “tradition” was thus gradually given a 
stricter and more formal meaning.

Even then, “tradition” included many things. Not only truths com
municated orally; not even principally these, it could be said, for there 
is in this notion something rather fanciful. What doctrinal statement 
could be clearly and concretely communicated in this way through the 
centuries? In this matter, what sort of fact, what sort of likelihood 
could one adduce in arguing for such a private transmission of any 
point of doctrine whatever? Besides, as we have seen (Part I, pp. 63-4, 
and p. 64, n. 1) the Fathers of the early Church asserted with equal 
force both that the apostles knew all things and that they passed all 
of it on. But if there was no such secret whispering, as it is hardly likely 
there was, many other things were communicated, and there were 
many means for communication other than writings.

There was the public oral teaching, which chiefly concerned, as 
regards content, the christological and ecclesial meaning of the witness 
borne by the Scriptures of the Old Testament to God’s plan of salva
tion (cf. infra. Chapter 5). There were the sacraments: and not only 
the bare reality, the dogmatic substance of the sacraments the Lord 
had instituted or given instructions about, but their actual celebration 
by the apostles: the manner in which they had carried them out, 
perhaps following express directions from the Lord or his own ex
ample, or again, out of loyalty to the still valid actions of the earlier 
People of God (the “saints” of Judaea). Certainly, too, there were 
those things the apostles decided upon and laid down to meet the 
needs of the times or particular circumstances (cf. 1 Cor 11.34), which 
remained after them as a general norm. In that way, some customs 
were established; others were created by the disciples of the apostles, 
then by the Church in the course of its history.

A certain distinction and usage are tending to become normal or 
classical in Catholic theology: the distinction between Tradition and 
traditions.1 Sóhngen compares this to other usages which distinguish

1. Already to be found in J. Ev. Kuhn, article in the TQ, 1856, or in the 2nd edition of 
the Dogmatik, 1859; cf. J. R. Geiselmann, Die lebendige Uberlieferung als Norm des 
christl. Giaubens dargestellt im Geiste der Traditionslehre Johannes Ev. Kuhns, Freiburg, 
i959> PP· 9°> 94· Obviously it would be incorrect to oppose Tradition and traditions, for 
the former is also expressed in the latter. Cf. St Basil, quoted in Part I, p. 47; St Leo (cf. 
infra, p. 290, n. 1); H. Holstein, La Tradition dans l’ Église, Paris, i960, p. 289 (he 
makes our distinction, pp. 181, 289).
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singular from plural, such as Law and laws, Promise and promises, 
Sin and sins.1 Perhaps we could add Revelation and revelations, 
Conversion and conversions, even Technique and techniques, etc.? 
We have seen that Catholic theologians and apologists of the sixteenth 
century did not recognize such a distinction (cf. Part I, Chapter 5, 
p. 160, n. 1). Yet it crops up in a rather remarkable manner in the 
speech given at Trent by the first president of the Council, Cardinal 
del Monte, in the general congregation of 12 February 1546. He said:

Your Paternities know how all our faith is given to divine revela
tion. The Church has transmitted this revelation to us partly {partirn) 
out of the Scriptures which are in the Old and New Testament, 
partly (partim) also out of a simple transmission by hand. Thus, to 
proceed with order, we must first make a profession of faith, then 
we must receive the Sacred Scriptures and, finally, deal with the 
ecclesiastical traditions.2

Distinctions

We can now make the following distinctions:
The traditions: these are determinations, normative in conditions 

which we shall have to examine and not contained formally in the canon 
of Scripture. They may originate with Jesus, the apostles, or the 
Church, and thus may be respectively divine, apostolic, or ecclesiastical. 
They may be permanent or temporary in character. We may infer that, 
without prejudice to their dogmatic implications, their principal 
concern is worship and discipline (cf. Part I, pp. 50-64).

Tradition: this presents three—or even four—aspects or meanings:
(i) The transmission of the whole Gospel, that is, the whole 

Christian mystery, in any form: Scripture, the (spoken) word, con
fessions of faith, sacraments and acts of worship, customs and pre
scriptions—all these, together with the reality which they convey or 
produce. This transmission may further be taken either in its objective 
sense as the content transmitted; or as the act of transmitting.3

(ii) In the content thus transmitted, which is the truth of the 
Christian mystery or of the covenant in Jesus Christ, we may distin
guish between things as such (Scripture, sacraments, and institutions; 
but especially Scripture) and their interpretation or meaning. In this

1. Geset^ undEvangelium. Hire analoge Einheit. . ., Munich, 1957, p. 134, n. 32.
2. CT, V, p. 7.
3. A frequent meaning in the ante-Nicene Fathers, e.g., St Irenaeus (cf. Van den 

Eynde, pp. 159-60).
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sense, Tradition is the interpretation or meaning given to realities 
transmitted within the group to which they have been committed, a 
community living and sharing them.

With reference to Scripture, Tradition is a certain usage and reading 
of it made from the viewpoint of the Christian mystery, which is at 
one and the same time christological, ecclesiological, and anagogic or 
eschatological, according to the analogy of faith. This objective sense 
of the word is very frequent in the early Fathers; it largely but not 
entirely covers the rule of faith in its objective meaning, which is that 
given to it by the Fathers.

(iii) This interpretation or reading of Scripture was developed and 
expressed in a whole series of fixed testimonies, whether in writings 
or monuments: institutions, liturgy, art, customs, etc. When viewed 
as a whole, these expressions are often called “Tradition”. Thus, in the 
famous Probatur ex Traditione of the manuals, where the word really 
refers to the whole assemblage of the monuments of Tradition. A 
certain spirit or living understanding in the Christian community 
(ecclesia) may be recognized as the origin of such monuments, just as 
one argues that there exists a certain spirit behind the cultural mani
festations of a people, or a certain ethos in a family. Tradition is thus 
that Catholic sense which the Church possesses as the supra-individual 
and living subject of a series of testimonies in which is expressed its 
interpretation of what it transmits and what it lives by.

Later in this study, we shall have to explain in detail the exact sense 
in which the word “tradition” is used, in reference to the foregoing 
scheme. The second and third meanings of the word will be examined 
in Chapters 5 and 6 of this study. Before that, in Chapter 3, we shall 
consider the living subject of Tradition, and, in Chapter 4, the proper 
modality which belongs to the transmission of the apostolic deposit in 
so far as it differs from the simple handing on of a text. After these 
lengthy discussions, we shall once more approach, in the last chapter 
(7), the time-honoured debate which continues between the Church 
and the Reform on Scripture and Tradition. However, before conclud
ing the introductory chapter, we must say something further cn (i) the 
apostolic traditions, and (ii) the dignity proper to Scripture as a text 
fixed in writing.

The apostolic traditions

We shall not examine these traditions in a detailed manner. There is 
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nothing to be added to what was said in the sixteenth century (Cano, 
Bellarmine) about their existence and the criteria for their recognition. 
We can refer back, for these matters, to the existing accounts. All we 
wish to do here is to make some points more precise. Polemic hardens 
(and coarsens) intellectual positions: this is what happened in the 
sixteenth century. It is rare to find distinctions and fine shades of 
meaning introduced into statements of positions which have to be 
defended against a general attack. That is why it is good to disengage 
oneself where possible from the restrictions of controversy, and to 
consult the ideas of those who worked on these matters in peace before 
the controversy broke out. There one discovers an untroubled situa
tion, a freedom and calm—in short, a climate where many difficulties 
lose their acute and irritating character.

The Fathers closest to the origins admitted that divergent apostolic 
traditions could exist: St Irenaeus notes this apropos of the conflict 
that had sprung up over the date of the celebration of Easter.1 Later, 
in the classical patristic period (fourth and fifth centuries), and during 
the age, equally classical in its own way, of the great scholastics, it was 
not demanded, in order that there should be “apostolic traditions”, 
that an institution, or indeed a doctrine, should have been held and 
transmitted as such and completely formed, by the apostles. Nor, for a 
“divine tradition”, that it should have been promulgated as such, and 
formally promulgated, by the Lord. Its form or formulation was 
understood to be ecclesiastical, but the thing was attributed to the 
apostles because it came substantially from them. Nothing is more 
instructive here than the way in which St Leo expresses himself.2 
Whether it be a question of fasts or charitable collections, for example, 
St Leo connects them, as a whole, as far as their institution is concerned, 
with the apostles, and the particular forms they take on to “our 
fathers”. “Apostolic tradition” exists when the idea which is expressed 
in an institution is traceable to the apostles. The identity is less one of 
exterior form than of inspiration or general direction, maintained 
throughout later history by the Holy Spirit who guides the faithful so 
that they should preserve the deposit, and understand its meaning: 
“[Spiritus Sanctus] qui nunc quoque cor dibus fidelium suis praesidet

1. St Irenaeus, apudEusebius, HE, V, 24, 16 (Schwartz, I, p. 496; Kirch, No. too); cf. 
AH, III, 3, 4 (PG, 7, 85 iff.; Harvey, II, pp. 12-13; SCh, p. m): an apostolic tradition is 
preserved at Ephesus too. See J. Colson’s remarks about a Johannine and a Pauline 
tradition in Church organization and the notion of the episcopate: L’Évêque dans les 
communautés primitives (Unam Sanctam, 21), Paris, 1951.

2. Cf. A. Lauras, “S. Léon le Grand et la tradition”, in RSR, 48 [i960], pp. 166-84, 
esp. i74ff.
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institutis ut ea omnes et obedienter custodiant et semper intelligant.”1
The great scholastics adopted an analogous position on points which 

are still more important, ones of fully dogmatic bearing. Let us 
instance three or four of the major ones:

The apostolic origin of the creed. St Thomas Aquinas, for example, 
admits this, as do all the medieval authors (supra, p. 251, nn. 4 and 6), 
but attributes its publication to the Church.2

The institution of the sacraments. St Bonaventure is very instructive 
here.3 There are some sacraments, such as confirmation and anointing, 
which Christ, he thinks, instituted only in principle, and others, 
such as penance, which he instituted “insinuando et auctoritatem 
dando”.

The institution of the Roman primacy. Texts abound. I have 
collected some dozens of them, which, though they affirm that this 
comes from the Lord himself through Peter, yet attribute a decisive 
role to different historical sources: councils, emperors, the (geo
graphical) position of Rome, etc.

It is important to note that the Middle Ages and the Fathers did not 
feel any difficulty in accepting at once both the absolute character of 
the divine or apostolic institution, and the relative element of historical 
determinations. They saw no necessary dichotomy between the time 
of the Incarnation or the apostles—on which level revelatory or 
foundational grace is operative—, and some particular moment of the 
Church’s history, where a grace of living fidelity is operative in the 
work of explanation or development, which emanates from the same 
Holy Spirit. Note the strange phenomenon: it was at that very time 
when Catholic theology could at last command the resources of 
historical scholarship that it took to defending positions of uncertain 
historicity. It did this under the pressure of polemics.

Even now let it be carefully noted that, in the decree of Trent on
i. St Leo, Sermo, 79, 1 (PL, 54,419A); earlier, he says: “Dubitandum non quidquid ab 

Ecclesia in consuetudinem est devotionis receptum de traditione apostolica et de Sancti 
Spiritus prodire doctrina” (41SB).

2. See ST, II—II, q. 1, a. 8, sed contra, and a. 9.
3. See H. Baril, La Doctrine de S. Bonaventure sur l’institution des sacrements, Montreal, 

1954, together with the important review by Tavard in Rev. des Ét. augustin., 1 [1955], 
PP· 196—75 V· Fagliolo, “L’Istituzione del sacramento del matrimonio nella dottrina di S. 
Bonaventura”, in Antonianum, 33 [1958], pp. 241-62. See also, on the theological problem, 
D. Van den Eynde, “De modo institutionis sacramentorum”, ibid., 27 [1952], pp. 3-10. 
For Alexander of Hales’s position, cf. J. Bittremieux, “L’Institution des sacrements 
d’après Alex. d’Halès”, in ETL, 1932, pp. 234-51; F. Scholtz, Die Lehre von der Einset- 
^ung der Sakramente nach Alex. v. H., Breslau, 1925 (needs correction in the matter of 
literary attributions).
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Scripture and traditions, fidelity to the unwritten apostolic traditions 
is placed within the general framework of complete fidelity to the 
apostolic inheritance. As soon as the Church found itself confronted 
with a claim which admitted Scripture alone, it trembled at the prospect 
of losing any part of that which had been handed down by the apostles,1 
not just quantitatively speaking, but from the point of view of the 
manner in which the inheritance had come down to it through the ages. 
It is, in fact, possible that theologians at the time of the Council and 
after it did understand the distinction between Scripture and apostolic 
traditions as a distinction between two groups of objects; but that is not 
what the text of the decree mentions. It declares that to reject or 
despise the apostolic traditions amounts to a neglect of one of the two 
ways or modes by which the apostolic inheritance comes to us in its 
fullness.

1. See, already, Thomas Netter, c. 1414: “Quod capitanus eorum Wiclef fidem 
christianorum in omni probatione sua dimidiat. Quia fidem scripturarum ... admittit, sed 
ultra scriptam fidem illam ecclesiae communis, quam Jesus Christus, quam etiam Apos
tolus Paulus tradebat non scriptam, negligit et postponit” (Doctrinale Antiguitatum 
Fidel, Praef., t. I, lib. I, a. 2, c. 23 (Venice, 1571; quoted by A. Lang, Die Loci theologici 
. . ., Breslau, 1925, p. 113, n. 3).

The special dignity of Scripture as a written text

The question must be seen here in the perspective of this present 
chapter. Right at its beginning it was said that what is required is to 
ensure the identity of an infinitely rich deposit, through whose profes
sion and by whose power innumerable men all over the world and all 
throughout history must be saved. The Church must conquer space 
and time, factors which threaten decay and disintegration.

An unwritten tradition presents some very definite advantages: 
(i) it permits fullness, which a written text would risk narrowing down 
to the limits of clear formulation; (ii) it is, of its nature, a community 
phenomenon, whereas the immediately available text could be read and 
interpreted by an individual on his own account; thus unwritten 
transmission by its very status fulfils the conditions of a Church 
considered as a communion. This is especially true in view of the fact 
that this communion is not just one directed to ideas, but a fellowship 
in the supernatural life, which can share its best gifts not by way of 
intellectual teaching alone, but also by the actual celebration of the 
mysteries of salvation.

Yet, the written text presents other advantages, and has its own
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dignity which, always and everywhere, has earned for the book, as such, 
a kind of respect and religious veneration.1

1. See A. Bertholet, “Die Macht der Schrift in Glauben und Aberglauben” (Abhandlg. 
d. D. Akad. d. Wiss. ^u Berlin, Philos.-hist. KI. Jahrg., 1948/1), Berlin, 1949: this is quite 
relevant, although purely religionsgeschichtlich. There is not much of use for our present 
subject in L. Lavelle, La Parole et l’Écriture, 3rd ed., Paris, 1942.

2. St Augustine, De Civ. Dei, XVIII, 27 (PL, 41, 583-4); St Thomas, Com. in Rom., 
c. 1, lect. 2; cf. ST, II—II, q. 174, a. 6, ad 2.

3. St Thomas devotes a whole question to the Book of Life in the Summa: I, q. 24. Cf. 
also In I Sent., d. 40, q. 1, a. 2, ad 5; In III Sent., d. 31, q. 1, a. 2, ad 2; Quaes t. Disp. 
de Per., q. 7, a. 4; Com. in Ps., 55; In Philip., c. 4, lect. 1. Biblical references: Ex 32.32ff.; 
Is 4.3; Dan 12.1; Ps 69.29; Lk 10.20; Phil 4.3; Heb 12.23; Apoc 3.5; 13.8; 17.8; 21.27; 
22.19; 25*15* Cf. L. Koep, Das himmlische Buch tn Antike und Christentum, Bonn. tot2.

4. Die Einheit, § 16. 7

About Scripture it may be said that an absolute dignity and value 
come to it from the fact of its institution by Christ, since God willed 
that this text should exist, and produced it by a special grace. But we 
can add some further advantages and dignities:

(i) Its public character. This is an essential characteristic of revelation 
(cf. supra, p. 258 and ibid., n. 2). It is even more fitting at the time 
of the apostles and the Gospel than at the time of the prophets and 
Israel, since the covenant is henceforth to be offered to all nations 
(Mt 28.19). N°w—St Augustine makes a remark which was to be taken 
up by St Thomas later —, the prophets who began writing were also 
those who put forward a message of special concern to the Gentiles, 
and they did this at the very time when Rome was founded, Rome that 
was destined to unite these Gentiles under its rule. Augustine attempts 
to interpret the sequence and relations of history as it unfolded under 
God’s guidance. The idea is interesting, underlining as it does the 
simultaneous appearance in history of a written revelation and of its 
most universally public character.

2

(ii) Permanence and solidity, and hence certainty. Scriptura manent. 
This is why we speak of a “Book of Life”, to indicate the certain 
knowledge God has of those chosen and predestined for eternal life, 
firma notitia de praedestinatis} More pertinent still is Mohler’s remark 
that “without Scripture, considered as the Gospel’s earliest incarnation, 
Christian doctrine could not have been preserved in all its purity and 
simplicity. . . . We could not fashion for ourselves a complete likeness 
of the Saviour, for we should lack certainty on many details and all 
would dissolve in legend and fable.”4

Tradition may come down to us from the apostles, but we still have 
their writings today and these will last for ever, in the same form as when 
they were first set down, reproducing the spoken in the written word.
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This fact is of quite special importance, if it is related to the principle 
of the closing of revelation at the death of the last apostle. One would 
expect reference to the written inheritance of the apostles to be one 
of the concrete conditions of that apostolicity of doctrine that must 
accompany the apostolicity of the ministry.1

1. It is so for St Thomas, De Périt., q. 14, a. 10, ad 11: cf. RSPT, i960, p. 221.
2. Verification: Acts 17.n. Persuasion: used thus by Stephen (Acts 7), Philip (8.27fF.), 

St Paul (17.2; 18.28; 28.33). SeeN. A. Dahl, “Anamnesis”, in Studio. Theolog., 1 [1948], 
pp. 68-95, esp. p. 80. Cf. St Irenaeus, AH, N, praef. (PG, 7, 1120; Harvey, II, pp. 313-4): 
the use of Scripture in order to “errantes retrahere et convertere ad ecclesiam dei; neo- 
phytorum quoque sensum confirmare, ut stabilem custodiant fidem, quam bene custoditam 
ab ecclesia acceperunt”. Cf. the idea, a classical one in apologetics, that the Jews were 
predestined to guard the very same Scriptures which would be used later to persuade the 
pagans and themselves of the truth of Christianity: a patristic theme (cf. H. de Lubac, 
Exégèse médiévale, Vol. I/i, p. 329), taken up by Pascal, and later in modern times 
(Bauer, Le Judaïsme comme preuve du christianisme, Paris, 1866).

3. This was also the general opinion at Trent: cf. W. Koch, “Der Begriff traditiones im 
Trienter Konzilsdekret der SessioIV”, in TQ, 132 [1952], pp. 46-61. Also, seeM. Schmaus 
Kath. Dogm., I, 1948, p. 130.

4. Inst. (1556), III, 8, 13: CR, Opera Calvini, IV, 739.

(iii) Verification or indisputable reference. Already St Luke declared 
to Theophilus that he had drawn up in writing the account of events, 
“just as they were delivered to us by those who from the beginning 
were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word ... that you may know 
the truth concerning the things of which you have been informed” 
(Lk 1.2, 4; cf. Jn 20.31). The Scriptures are, for the oral proclamation 
of the Good News, an external, and hence incontestable, instrument 
of verification and persuasion.  Testis, trestis, witness, is an exterior 
and unmoving point of reference, deciding between two opposed 
positions, or proving that some object has undergone a change.

2

In the Church Scripture represents a norm which, though indeed 
it does require interpretation, forces itself upon our attention as a fixed 
and steady criterion. It is much more difficult to specify the normative 
content of Tradition, than that of Scripture. In the Primitive Church 
Scripture was employed not for the first conversion, but to strengthen 
and deepen faith.3 There is, first of all, a greater danger of mingling 
personal ideas with a tradition which is not fixed from its beginnings, 
than of mingling them with Scripture. This remark could be illustrated 
by facts drawn from the history of ideas in the Primitive Church, for 
example, in eschatology; and Calvin argues from this danger in favour 
of the reference to Scripture.4 He had an inadequate understanding of 
the full ecclesiology of the Church as a mystery, and, besides this, 
he was in reaction against a degenerate Catholic position. We cannot 
accept his comments in the sense he gave them of favouring the
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Scriptura sola idea, yet they do contain an element of truth. If Tradition 
permits the Church to preserve the fullness of the apostolic deposit, 
Scripture ensures the preservation of its purity. Positive theology, given 
to a study of the monuments of Tradition, must exercise a critical 
function within the Church’s teaching office. It must not only ensure 
the growth of our knowledge of the faith, but also give us the assurance 
that we are building with gold and silver, not with wood or straw 
(i Cor 3.10-17). Scripture is, for the Church, an external guarantee— 
ultimately, the only sure one—that what she believes and preaches 
belongs to the revealed deposit.1

1. Cf. K. Rahner, art. “Dogmatik”, in Lex.f. Theol. u. Kirche, 2nd ed., Vol. Ill, col. 
450.

2. De Praescr., 28, 2; 40, 7 (ET ANL, 15; LF, 10); Adv. Prax., 20 (Oehler, III, 263, 
n-12; ET ANL, 15; TCL, 28); De Res. Carn., 33 (III, 72, 1); 39 (81, 18-19; ET ANL, 
15; TCL, 30); Adv. Marc., IV, 2 (426, 7); V, 1 (569, 9; ET ANL, 7). Tertullian speaks of 
probare ex scripturis: Adv. Marc., V, 1; Adv. Prax., 11 (III, 242,16 and 22-4); De Carne 
Chr., 6 (II, 206, 54 and 66; ET Evans, 1956; ANL, 15). Cf. R. Refoule’s intr. to the SCh 
transl. of De Praescr. (SCh, 46; Paris, 1957, pp. 19, n. 1 and 54, n. 3). Scripture’s usefulness 
for instruction is affirmed later, in an Augustinian and monastic theological context (see 
St Augustine, De Doctr. Christ., I, 39, 43 (PL, 34, 36; ET Robertson, 1958; NPF, 2); 
Henry of Clairvaux, De Peregrin. Civit. Dei, tr. VIII (PL, 204, 314CD)).

3. Cf. Apologia pro vita sua, Part III, Everyman Library, p. 35.
4. See also Pia Media, I, pp. 267, 274, 279; J. Guitton, La Philosophic de Newman, 

Paris, 1933, p. 38. Cf. Kuhn in Geiselmann, op. cit. (supra, p. 286, n. 1), p. 71.
5. Symeon the New Theologian, Disc., 91: Fr. transl. by M. L(ot)-B(orodine), in PS, 

27 [June 1931], pp. 305 f.

The Fathers—Irenaeus, Tertullian, Athanasius, Vincent of Lerins, 
etc.—already showed that there was in Scripture a means of proving 
or confirming the truth of oral teaching: instrumentum, as Tertullian 
called it.2 Newman took up this idea after his attention had been drawn 
to it by Dr Hawkins.3 “The sacred text”, he said, “was never intended 
to teach doctrine, but only to prove it, and if we would learn doctrine, 
we must have recourse to the formularies of the Church.”4 That is 
why it is the normal practice to refer to Scripture when the truth is in 
doubt. The Fathers invoked it many times to combat heresies, but 
they valued it still more as the source of all saving knowledge: one 
could compile a whole book of patristic evidence for this.

You entrusted me to your servant and disciple, with the command 
that I should be washed clean of all spot. He led me by the hand, as 
one leads a blindman to the well-spring, that is, to the Holy 
Scriptures and to your divine commandments.. . . From that day 
you came back to me more often; each time that I found myself at 
the well, you took my head and plunged it in the stream, letting me 
see the brilliance of your light.5
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What finer expression could be found of an experience, repeated 
over and over again, than this passage from the Byzantine mystic, St 
Symeon the New Theologian? It underlines the truth that the Christian 
use of the inspired writings is not merely confined to their value as 
proof-texts. In regard to this latter use of Scripture, we may state, in 
conclusion, that Scripture and Tradition do mutually complete each 
other: for Scripture requires an interpretation, which must be in 
harmony with the sensus Ecclesiae. Appeal to the witness of Tradition 
is, for the Catholic, the assurance or sign that his interpretation is 
correct. One finds St Thomas Aquinas, for example, habitually trying 
to cite from this witness. Thus, Tradition (in its third sense) has its 
own proof-value, but only in so far as it is fixed in some monument, 
and has thus acquired the kind of value we assigned as the third 
advantage of the written text itself.

So, at the end of our first chapter, Scripture and Tradition appear 
to us not as opposed but as mutually implying and supporting each 
other. Scripture brings proof that the interpretation of revelation (that 
is, of man’s relations with God) is an accurate one; Tradition, as 
accessible in its monuments, guarantees the authenticity of our reading 
of Scripture. Between these two a necessary dialogue needs to be 
maintained. They both have the same sovereign author, the Holy 
Spirit, and both exist in and for the People of God.



Chapter 2

AN ATTEMPT TO 
CLARIFY THE NOTION 

OF TRADITION.
ITS VARIOUS ASPECTS 

AND MEANINGS

(i) Tradition means, in itself, a transmission from person to person. 
It thus implies a living subject. From the point of view of its content, 
tradition in this most primitive and general sense requires merely a 
deposit of some sort. This deposit or content can include writings, as 
well as words, actions, rules of conduct and institutions. In short, 
tradition is not primarily to be defined by a particular material object, 
but by the act of transmission, and its content is simply id quod traditum 
est, id quod traditur.

This meaning is often found in modern authors.1 A number of them 
admit a general meaning of “tradition” which would represent the 
transmission of the whole of revelation, or the whole Gospel, including

1. For example, Mohler: “Tradition, or the living Gospel, incessantly proclaimed in 
the Church extends to the whole spirit of Christianity, and to all its teachings” (manu
script additions given in E. Viemeisel’s edition of Die Einheit, Mainz, 1925, p. 324); 
J. B. Franzelin, Tract, de div. Traditione et Scriptura, Rome, 2nd ed., 1875, p. 261; B. van 
Leeuwen, “Openbaring, Traditie, Heilige Schrift, Magisterium”, in Jaarboek, 1949, pp. 
51-8. But, compare already Bellarmine, who begins his chapter on the question as 
follows: “Nomen traditionis generale est, et significat omnem doctrinam, sive scriptam 
sive non scriptam, quae ab uno communicatur alteri” (Controv. Gen., I, Lib. IV, c. 2, 
Paris, 1870, p. 196). Also, Martin Perez de Ayala, who wrote the first treatise on the 
subject, De Divinis, Apostolicis atque Ecclesiasticis Traditionibus (Cologne, 1549). We 
may quote here an interesting Orthodox testimony: the Russian Long Catechism defines 
sacred Tradition as follows: “By the word Tradition is meant the teaching of the faith, the 
law of God, the sacraments and the liturigical rites, as handed on by word and example 
from one man to another and from generation to generation” (quoted by J. A. Douglas, 
The Relation of the Anglican Churches with the Eastern Orthodox, London, 1921, p. 132).

296
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Scripture, and a narrower meaning which is restricted by these authors 
not only to what is not transmitted in writing but even to what is not 
contained in Scripture (cf. infra, p. 299, n. 2).

(ii) This content is tradition in its objective sense, as that which is 
transmitted. It is quite commonly referred to today as “passive tradi
tion”. This sense of the term is dominant in the early Fathers.  It is 
distinguished from what, since Schrader and Franzelin, has been called 
“active tradition”. By this is understood the act of transmitting, 
formally considered. This act of a living subject has for its content 
tradition in the objective sense, and this is precisely, in my view, a 
good reason for keeping to the first meaning of “tradition”, which is 
in a sense an unlimited one. For the notion of active tradition applies 
always to the whole of what the Church has received in the apostolic 
deposit: who would dare to say the Church does not transmit the 
writings of canonical Scripture? In consequence, should we not include 
them in tradition, in the primary and broad sense of the word, because 
of the close connexion between passive and active tradition?  Besides, 
we must avoid, in speaking thus, giving the impression that there are 
two traditions: we are merely indicating that there are two aspects of 
a single tradition, each implying the existence of the other. The act 
does not exist without its content, nor the content without the act of 
transmission.

1

2

(iii) However, here another distinction is necessary. Tradition as we 
have so far envisaged it includes in its content realities which have an 
objective existence independently of the living subject which transmits 
them. This is true of all the monuments of tradition, but it applies in a 
special way to the “writings”, by which we mean all the texts. These 
have, as such, an objective existence and are, by the fact of their being 
written down, their own “subject”. They subsist in themselves, notwith-

1. For St Irenaeus, see B. Reynders, “Paradosis. Le progrès de l’idée de tradition 
jusque S. Irénée”, in RT AM, 5 [1933], pp. 151—91 (esp. p. 156). For the Greek Fathers, 
see P. Smulders, “Le Mot et le concept de tradition chez les Pères”, in RSR, 40 [1952 = 
Mélanges J. Lebreton, II], pp. 41-62 (esp. p. 43). Another view in A. Deneffe, Der Tradi- 
tionsbegriff. Studie ^ur Théologie, Munster, 1931.

2. Thus I should reject G. Proulx’s criticism of Franzelin, Billot, and Bainvel in 
Tradition et Protestantisme, Paris, 1924, pp. 89ÎF. He takes them to task for seeing trans
mission as the formal element in tradition, whereas he thinks that the formal element is the 
verbal deposit. On the contrary; the limiting of objective tradition to the verbal deposit is 
a later subsidiary distinction, which derives ultimately from an insistence on the special 
character of a transmission by a living person to another living person (cf. my section iii).



298 ATTEMPT TO CLARIFY THE NOTION OF TRADITION 

standing their inability, of themselves, to guarantee their authenticity 
as witnesses to the thought of God. We shall return to this presently.

From this it follows that written texts, in the total content of 
tradition, only imperfectly satisfy the special character of tradition, 
which is required to be a transmission from person to person, and thus 
presupposes a living subject. In the matter of the transmission of the 
apostolic deposit, this remark will obviously apply to the apostolic 
writings.1 Hence, if, taking tradition in its widest meaning, we include 
the writings (i), we can also take it in a narrower, less extensive sense, 
which will be at the same time a more precise one. In this narrower 
sense, objective tradition is defined, in contradistinction to Scripture, 
as that which is transmitted otherwise than by writing, at least origin
ally. We have to add this qualification, because what is at first trans
mitted otherwise than by writing can later be written down, in part 
at least. Or else, if tradition is the act of transmitting (active sense), we 
should define objective tradition as something which is done by means 
other than writing.

1. In reference to the apostolic writings or the apostolic tradition, “apostles” is taken 
in a wide sense which includes, in addition to the Twelve and Paul, men with apostolic 
power of attorney, possessing authority in the foundation and government of local 
Churches under the control of the apostles proper (cf. L. Cerfaux, “Pour 1’histoire du 
titre ‘Apostolos’ dans le N.T.”, in RSR, 48 [i960], pp. 76-92).

2. In particular we can mention E. Ortigues, “Ecritures et Traditions apostoliques au 
concile de Trente”, in RSR, 36 [1949], pp. 271-99; J· R- Geiselmann, numerous studies, 
but particularly “Das Konzil von Trient über das Verhältnis der Hl. Schrift und der nicht 
geschriebenen Traditionen”, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, ed. Μ. Schmaus, Munich, 
1957, PP· 123-206; “Das Missverständnis über das Verhältnis von Schrift und Tradition 
und seine Überwindung in der kath. Theol.”, in Una Sancta, September 1956, pp. 131- 
50 (French tr. in Istina, 5 [1958], pp. 197-214); “Die Tradition”, in Fragen der Theologie 
heute, ed. J. Feiner, J. Trütsch, F. Böckle, Einsiedeln, 1958, pp. 69-108. See also G. 
Tavard, Holy JFrit or Holy Church, London, 1959.

Sixteenth-century controversy gave preeminence to this narrower 
sense of “tradition”, and certain theologians still consider it the only 
genuine one (cf. G. Proulx, supra, p. 297, n. 2). It was inevitable that 
this would have an important effect on the structure of future treatises 
on the question. In general, one could move in either of two directions 
when taking this word in its stricter sense. On the one hand, one could 
think of tradition as that which is transmitted in ways other than writing: 
the mode or manner of transmission is of chief interest here; no a priori 
limit is put upon the objects transmitted. (Together with many con
temporary authors we shall adopt this use of the word.)2 On the other 
hand, one could stress the objects, or the material content, of tradition; 
this would then be those parts of the Church’s institutions and doctrines 
unrecorded in Scripture. This way of taking the word, first found in
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the fourth-century Fathers (St Basil, etc.), is prevalent in interpreta
tions of the Tridentine text, “in libris scriptis et sine scripto traditioni
bus”,1 understood in the sense not of two channels or modes, but of 
two sources with different contents. But Geiselmann and Ortigues 
have shown that this interpretation is not only unnecessary but forces 
the text into a sense which is not the one which its syntactical con
struction suggests.

The distinction we have made between a primary and formal, but 
broad notion of tradition (i) and a more restricted formal notion (iii) 
is well known to theologians.2 It is presupposed by certain texts of the 
magisterium.3 More often, however, the magisterium speaks either 
of Tradition in a cumulative sense, including without distinction 
active and passive tradition, written and unwritten content,4 or 
of unwritten apostolic traditions, in line with sixteenth-century 
controversy.5

(iv) We have spoken of tradition, also of writings or writing down, 
in the most general terms, keeping to the level of a purely schematic 
definition. Now we must make some further distinctions with regard 
to revealed religion and Christianity itself. There is a time proper to 
revelation, and another time in which the revelation already made is to 
be lived out. There is a tradition of which the apostles are the active 
subjects and one whose subject is the Church, founded on the revela
tion made to the prophets and apostles6—apostolic tradition, ecclesi-

I. Sess. IV: D. ~j%y, TCT, 95.
2. Among modern theologians let me instance: Μ. J. Scheeben, whose position I have 

largely made my own {Dogmatik, Vol. I, § 15); H. Perennès (in DAFC, IV, 1783-4); 
Μ. Schmaus {Dogmatik, Munich, 4th ed., 1948, I, § 17, pp. 114fr.),· C. Journet (“Dépôt 
divinement révélé et Magistère divinement assisté”, in Nova et Vetera, 1950, pp. 292- 
301); W. Kasper {Die Lehre von der Tradition in der römischen Schule, Freiburg, 1962) 
which appeared after the writing of these pages, and which quotes many post-Tridentine 
theologians (pp. 35 and 55, 40-1), and Perrone (pp. 35 and 38-9), Passaglia (pp. 193fr.) 
and Schrader (pp. 333 and 340).

3. For example, Vatican I, Sess. IV, Ch. 4 {D. 1836, TCT, 216): “Ea tenenda definive
runt, quae sacris Scripturis et apostolicis traditionibus consentanea, Deo adjutore, cog
noverant. . .. ut.. . traditam per Apostolos revelationem seu fidei depositum sancte 
custodirent et fideliter exponerent”: this text makes use of both the restricted and the total 
sense successively.

4. Thus in the classic text of the Seventh Ecumenical Council (the second of Nicaea, 
787), Actio VII and Actio VIII: D. 302, 308 {TCT, 93).

5. At the Council of Trent {supra, n. 1) and at the First Vatican Council, Sess. Ill, 
Ch. 2: D. 1787 {TCT, 99).

6. St Thomas Aquinas: “Innititur fides nostra revelationi apostolis et prophetis factae” 
{ST, I, q. i, a. 8, ad 2); “Apostoli et eorum successores sunt vicarii Dei quantum ad regi
men Ecclesiae constitutae per fidem et fidei sacramenta. Unde sicut non licet eis constituere 
aliam ecclesiam, ita non licet eis tradere aliam fidem, neque instituere alia sacramenta” 
{ST, III, q. 64, a. 2, ad 3; cf. II—II, q. 88, a. 11; In IVSent., d. 17, q. 3, a. 1, sol. 5; d. 27, 
q. 3, a. 3, ad 2). In matters of revelation, God is the originating subject. The expression
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astical tradition. We shall not insist further on a distinction which has 
been regarded as classical at least since the Council of Trent, and with 
which modern writers are fully conversant. But let us see what this 
entails for the writings and for tradition in the narrow sense of the 
word, defined as an unwritten transmission.

We have already acquired useful distinctions between, first, objective 
and active tradition (ii), secondly, total tradition and tradition in a 
restricted sense (iii), and thirdly, tradition of apostolic or of ecclesi
astical origin (iv). By applying the first and second distinctions to each 
of the two categories provided by the third, we can make a more com
plete inventory and arrive at an explanation which is complex but quite 
complete despite its brevity. The reality of tradition is complex 
because it is very rich. We must try to see it clearly and order it, 
avoiding confusion by means of these distinctions.

(v) Apostolic tradition is the tradition that has the apostles as its 
transmitting subjects.

First: Active tradition. With the apostles, the act of transmission 
from person to person has always a divine guarantee, because they 
were collectively and individually both revealers and founders, 
through the grace of the Holy Spirit.

Second: Objective tradition.
(A) Everything the apostles have passed on to help the People of 

God to live in the truth of the divine covenant relationship which has 
sprung from Jesus Christ is apostolic tradition in the primary and total 
sense.

(B) If we make a further distinction, in what was thus handed on, 
between written and unwritten material, what else can we add?

(a) The apostolic writings belong to revelation, as do the Scriptures 
of Israel. Both have Jesus Christ as their centre. The fact that the 
prophetic and apostolic writings both belong to revelation means that 
God takes responsibility for them, since he has acted through the 
charisms of inspiration in such a way that he can and must truly be 
called the author (auctor·. the responsible, because originating, subject) 
of a piece of writing which nevertheless has a human and historical 
author too. Because of this, these writings have for us an absolute

apostolic tradition ’ is patient of two interpretations: we may envisage the apostles either 
as transmitting a divine inheritance or as the origin, themselves, of a certain determination 
which they transmit and which continues to be handed on in the Church after them. Here 
we prescind from this distinction which is classical in theology.
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normative value. We call them the canonical Scriptures.1 Quite a large 
number of writings purport to come from one or other of the witnesses 
chosen by God to testify to the facts of revelation, and there are not 
far short of fifty that claim to be “gospels”. Nevertheless, they have 
been neither recognized nor retained as canonical. There will be 
occasion to notice in a later chapter the problems this decisive fact 
poses for us.

(b) Apostolic tradition in the restricted sense of the word includes 
everything the Churches received from the apostles in the way of 
teaching, rules of conduct and discipline, matters of worship, the 
meaning of the Christian mystery and of the prophetic writings, 
organization, etc., considered as passed on independently of texts or 
otherwise than in writing. Sometimes we isolate from this, under the 
name of “apostolic traditions”, certain particular points held always 
and universally in the Church to have come down from the apostles 
(cf. supra, p. 299, n. 5). Dogmatic truths cannot be excluded a priori 
from these points (consider here the very notion of a canon of New 
Testament Scripture). But again one must avoid picturing the thing 
under the (imaginary) form of a sort of whispered communication 
from generation to generation, whose substance would at some future 
date be made publicly available. Traditionally, all dogmatic truths, or, 
to use the term more generally employed, the truths necessary for 
salvation, have always been connected in one way or another with 
canonical Scripture;2 when examples of “apostolic traditions” have 
been cited, it has commonly been, in recto and in the first place, 
points of worship or discipline, which might then, sometimes, entail 
important doctrinal consequences.3

(vi) Ecclesiastical or ecclesial tradition is that which has the Church 
in its historical life as its originating subject. “Originating subject” is 
important. The Church is also the transmitting subject for apostolic 
tradition, either in its full meaning (A)—and this is what is most 
commonly understood by Tradition4—or in the restricted sense of

1. This expression was used very frequently already by the Fathers of the fourth 
century, and then by the medieval theologians, who occasionally used it in order to refer 
to the biblical writings as distinct from the writings of the Fathers, the magisterium, and 
canon law, within the general category of Scripturae sacrae (or sanctae).

2. See Part I, Excursus A, pp. 107-18. For the idea of “truths necessary for salvation”, 
cf. infra, Excursus B, pp. 508-19.

3. Part I, pp. 50-64.
4. Franzelin defines it as: “The doctrine of faith as taught verbally by Christ, or by the 

Holy Spirit to the apostles, preached by them, and preserved and delivered unaltered to 
us, through an unbroken succession and with the Holy Spirit’s assistance” (op. cit.,

X
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apostolic traditions (B b) explained in the last paragraph. These do not 
lose this quality which is theirs by reason of their origin simply 
because they are preserved and passed on by the Church. Only, they 
are, from this very fact, hard to recognize as specifically apostolic.

First: Active tradition. This is, as we have seen, the transmission of 
all that is given by God, or under his inspiration, to enable his people 
to live wholly and exclusively according to the covenant. The subject 
bearing it is nevertheless not “inspired”, as were the prophets and 
apostles in becoming the human instruments of what one can, with 
Fr Deneffe, call traditio constitutiva, but it is “assisted” in order that 
it may be the genuine active principle of traditio continuativa.1

The subject of this active tradition is the ecclesia, in the traditional 
meaning of the word (Fathers, liturgy), which we could refer to in 
general as the Christian community. This assistance is given to the 
ecclesia as such, as the adequate subject for the gifts of the covenant 
and more particularly among these, of tradition. It is distributed in the 
ecclesia according to the place and role which the different members 
have to take. Ordinary members have their share of this assistance 
within the unity of the whole to live by and according to the covenant; 
the members who occupy a leading place profit from this assistance to 
exercise their power and duty as leaders, with an authority which 
implies the right to command and be obeyed. These are the charisms 
of the magisterium, classically defined by its charge to guard faithfully 
and to state or explain authentically the deposit entrusted to the ecclesia 
as the Bride of Christ.2

The charisms of the ecclesia, and more precisely those of the magis
terium, thus permit us (i) to discern, in the material as it presents itself, 
carried along by the powerful and often muddy river of history, what

i. Until the modern period, this distinction between inspiration and assistance was 
hardly made explicit, that is, in terminological fashion. The conviction that the same Holy 
Spirit who had spoken through the prophets was still at work unceasingly in the Church 
and in Christians, meant that the terms inspiratio or revelatio were, however, used almost 
interchangeably (see the historical study, Part I, Excursus B, pp. 119-37). For the meaning 
given here to the expression trad, constitutiva, see A. Deneffe, Der Traditionsbegriff. 
Studie ^ur Theologie. Münster, 1931, pp. 107ft'., 133, 163. It can be given another meaning 
also (cf. infra, p. 305, n. 3).

2. “Tanquam divinum depositum Christi Sponsae tradita, fideliter custodienda et 
infallibili ter declaranda”: Vatican I, Sess. III, Ch. 4 {D. 1800; TCT, 80); “ut.. . fidei 
depositum sancte custodirent et fideliter exponerent” (Sess. IV, Ch. 4; D. 1836; TCT, 216). 
Cf. Codex luris Canonici, c. 1322, 1.

Thesis XI, p. 90). Likewise J. V. Bainvel {De Magisterio vivo et Trad., Paris, 1905, p. 39), 
G. Filograssi, “Traditio Divino-Apostolica et Assumptio B. Μ. V.”, in Gregorianum, 30 
[i949]> PP· 443-89> e.sP· PP· 448-9· Cf. P. Smulders, loc. cit. (p. 297, n. 1), p. 61: “The 
apostolic teaching as it has come down to us, transmitted through successive generations.”
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are the elements belonging authentically to tradition; and, in conse
quence, (ii) to confer on each of them according to its nature and 
intrinsic value, its normative value for Christian faith or conduct. Not 
that they create that value: they would be incapable of conferring any 
value had they not already received it from the Holy Spirit. But, when 
recognizing and proclaiming it publicly for the ecclesia, the magisterium 
promulgates for this same ecclesia its rule, exercising the authority 
which, together with the charisms, belongs to the mission it has 
received to guide the People of God (Acts 20.28). In this way, active 
tradition, as exercised by the assisted magisterium, turns the material 
elements of historical tradition into the formal elements of normative 
tradition.1 It does this for all the things such as writings, ideas, pro
positions, customs, rites, devotions, and so forth, that the historical 
tradition of the Church carries with it. It can distinguish between a 
Church Father and a simple ecclesiastical writer, and in the case of a 
Father himself (for example, a doctor of grace like St Augustine), 
between what is purely personal and what is genuinely Catholic in his 
thought. The magisterium must also decide on the authenticity of a 
writing that claims to be prophetic or apostolic and thus to be an 
inspired witness to the covenant concluded in Jesus Christ. The 
establishment of a canon of Scripture does not, indeed, create the 
divinely inspired character of a writing, but it fixes for the faithful the 
domain of what is normative in Scripture. In short, the active tradition 
of the magisterium constitutes the material elements of tradition in their 
formal character as the rule of faith. It intervenes, lastly, (iii) to give an 
authentic interpretation of the content of what it transmits, whose guar
dian is the ecclesia as a whole, together with and under the magisterium.

i. The clarification of this point was one of the special merits of Billot’s work. Cf. 
Part I, pp. zooff.

2. Dogmatik, No. 209.

In all these ways, the ecclesia, with all its members, especially those 
who think, write and carry out research, and ultimately, in a quite 
decisive way, the magisterium, develop and store up over the years new 
expressions of Christian faith and conduct. And so, as Scheeben noted,2 
active ecclesiastical tradition, through the centuries, reproduces itself 
in monuments which to some extent, if they are worthy of it, can be 
taken up into the general development of objective tradition, in a way 
analogous to, though not strictly comparable with, what has become 
the written apostolic tradition as distinct from the first oral apostolic 
tradition.
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Second: Objective tradition.
(A) The full sense.
(B) The narrower sense: (a) Writings and other monuments. These 

are expressions of all those explanations of Christianity, that is, of 
revelation or the Gospel, which accumulate in the course of history and 
to which we have access in the testimony borne by the prophets and 
apostles to the facts of revelation, and especially to the person and 
work of Jesus Christ. There are certain hierarchical charisms which 
are bound up with the mission; there are, too, charisms given freely 
to numberless Christians in the course of history enabling them to 
contribute their share to the development of tradition. Growth is 
effected, a kind of storage, which results in, or rather leaves in its wake, 
these monuments, especially all those written records by which we 
have access to tradition. Tradition is not an idle capital, mechanically 
accumulated: there is development and expansion; it enriches itself 
from within. We have seen how active tradition, especially in the form 
of an act of the magisterium, watches over, controls, approves, rejects 
or corrects the highly varied material that is thrown up in the passage 
of time. Let us not forget the value of such criteria as the unanimis 
consensus Patrum and the “Canon of St Vincent of Lerins”: “Quod 
ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est”,  and the 
delicacy required in their handling.

1

1. St Vincent of Lerins, Commonitorium (a.d. 434), 2 {PL, 50, 639; ET NPF, II, 11; 
FC, 7).

2. Möhler {Symbolik, § 38) defines tradition, in the subjective sense, as: “der eigentüm
liche in der Kirche vorhandene und durch die kirchliche Erziehung sich fortpflanzende 
christliche Sinn, der jedoch nicht ohne seinen Inhalt zu denken ist... ” (Geiselmann’s 
ed., Cologne-Olten, 1958, p. 415), text cited by Perrone (W. Kasper, op. cit., p. 94, n. 
100). Cf. Newman (W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 97-102), Perrone (p. 38, nn. 83, 89-92, 94fr.), 
Passaglia (pp. 215, 342, 394: content of the Church’s consciousness), Schrader (p. 290); 
F. A. Staudenmaier, Das Wesen der kathol. Kirche, Freiburg, 1845, § 9> P· 45: “dieses 
lebendig sich fortsetzende und fortzeugende ewig gleiche Bewusstsein der Kirche”; 
A. Tanner, Über das katholische Traditions- und protestantische Schrift-Prinzip, Lucerne, 
1862, pp. 149fr.

(b) Tradition pure and simple, unwritten. This has of necessity a 
certain bodily structure, made up of the acts of faithful Christian 
living, but it goes far beyond this. It is a “spirit”, and I can 
find no better comparison here than with the role individual self- 
awareness plays in a person’s life. It is, ultimately, the continuity of the 
Church’s faith (in its fullest meaning) guaranteed by the presence in 
her of the Holy Spirit. It is thus that Möhler, and those who follow or 
agree with him, speak of it.2 This has also frequently been called “the 
Gospel written in men’s hearts”, or again, the new law, written not 
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with ink on paper, but by the Holy Spirit in the hearts of men.1 Or 
again, it has been termed the Catholic sense, sensus fidei.2 This envis
ages it in its subjective sense. Corresponding to this on the objective 
level is the homogeneity of development and the unanimity or fellow
ship referred to previously.

This brings about a certain genuine understanding of the deposit 
itself, above all of Scripture, which is by far the most important part 
of the deposit. If indeed one thinks, as I for my part do think, that all 
the truths necessary for salvation are contained, or at least implicit, in 
Scripture, one can say that unwritten tradition consists dogmatically 
in a true interpretation of Scripture. This is, beyond all doubt, how 
the Fathers thought of it. More precisely, we should say, it concerns the 
truth of our divine covenant relationship, that is, the truth of the 
Christian mystery realized in Jesus Christ and witnessed to by Scrip
ture.

There thus exists or develops in the Church a traditio interpretativa 
which comes from that inner sense of which we have just spoken and 
ends by expressing itself and so entering into the development of 
written tradition, with which we have dealt. With slight variations 
in description, writers fairly often distinguish, in this tradition, simple 
statements of what is already expressly in Scripture (traditio declarativa') 
from what is an explanation of that which is only implicitly contained 
in Scripture (traditio inhaesiva')2 But these distinctions seem to me 
somewhat artificial: they are the result of controversy with Protestant
ism and distinguish categories in something which, in its concrete and 
living state, is a single whole, namely the ecclesial understanding of 
the apostolic deposit, transmitted and lived from generation to 
generation.

(vii) Whatever objective tradition, whether apostolic or ecclesiastical, 
has given expression to, constitutes really the monuments of tradition^

i. Cf. 2 Cor 3.2; Jer 31.33; St Thomas, ST, II—II, q. 106, a. 1; III, q. 42, a. 4, ad 2; 
In Hebr., c. 8, lect. 3, end. See infra, Excursus A, pp. 494ÍF.

2. See C. Dillenschneider, Le Sens de la foi et le progrès dogmatique du mystère marial, 
Rome, 1954 (profuse bibliography). Môhler and Passaglia often quote this phrase of 
Eusebius: έκκλη σι αστικόν φρόνημα (HE, N, 28, 6; ET Loeb, 153; FC, 19).

3. These are the terms employed by J. de Guibert, De Christi Ecclesia, Rome, 2nd ed., 
1928, No. 324. Cf. A. Tanner, op. cit., pp. 86ff.; etc. This distinction apparently originated 
with H. Kilber, Principia Theologica, c. 2, a. 1, Würzburg, 1771, pp. 92ffi, who distin
guished between trad, inhaesiva, trad, declarativa and trad, oralis·, this last had as its 
content the affirmation of something not contained in Scripture. That is the reason why 
some who have adopted this classification have called it trad, constitutiva (Passaglia, 
Franzelin: cf. W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 318, 401). Kilber’s distinction is taken up by Perrone 
and by Schrader.
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understood in its full sense. In other words, this is where you find it. 
This phrase, monuments of tradition, comes from Perrone and was 
taken up and given currency by Franzelin, whose treatise still remains 
today one of the best, almost a classic, on this difficult question of 
tradition.
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Chapter 3
THE SUBJECT OF 

TRADITION
Here we shall take “tradition” in its total objective meaning: its 
content is everything that is delivered and transmitted to us in order 
that we may live according to the covenant.

This Tradition can be considered at the level at which the deposit 
is constituted, ultimately and in all its perfection the Gospel, or at the 
level of transmission and reception of this deposit, in the Church’s life. 
At the first level its subject is formed by the prophets, Jesus Christ 
and the apostles. At the level of transmission, by the ecclesia. These are 
human subjects; nevertheless, at both levels the Holy Spirit, “who 
spoke by the prophets” and who is the soul of the Church, is the 
ultimate responsible subject of Tradition.

In this chapter we shall (A) take up this preliminary formulation 
and give it more precision. (B) We shall study the ecclesia as a subject 
of Tradition. We shall see that it is an organic reality, each of whose 
parts is destined to fulfil a living function (the role of the simple faith
ful), but that it possesses at the same time specially qualified organs 
(a hierarchy, a magisterium). We shall specify the part that belongs to 
the magisterium, and the limits and conditions of its exercise. (C) We 
must, lastly, consider the transcendent aspect of Tradition, namely, the 
Holy Spirit’s presence and activity and the Church’s response. In this 
way we shall succeed in clarifying the nature of the subject that is the 
bearer of Tradition.

(A) The Subject of Tradition at its Origin 
and in its Transmission

The Church received it from the apostles, the apostles from Christ or from 
God1
At its origin, Tradition is identified with revelation, if we abstract

1. Expression found in St Irenaeus, very often (e.g., AH, I, 8, i, and III, Praef.: PG

308
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from what the apostles may have added as coming from themselves 
(cf., for example, 1 Cor 7.12). This Tradition has for its subject the 
men who were chosen and sent to lay the foundations: these are the 
prophets and the apostles, where we understand by “prophets”, as the 
Fathers often do, the inspired writers of the Old Testament? All that 
both prophets and apostles transmit has a reference to Jesus Christ 
“whom both Testaments have in view, the Old as its expectation, the 
New as its exemplar, the commanding centre of both”,2 or rather, the 
absolute reality of what both speak about and hand on to us. We saw 
that the Council of Trent calls this reality the “Gospel”, for it is a 
total and absolute reality in relation to the final destiny and salvation 
of men and things because it is not just a gift of God but the full 
self-giving of God, not just a word, but the Word itself; and so, the 
magisterium of Jesus Christ has the force and authority of God’s own 
magisterium.

Though Tradition is constituted from its first origin by men chosen 
and ordained, it was, from the first, received into a particular environ
ment, in such a way that the receptive activity of this environment 
should itself, in some degree at least, enter into the constitution of 
Tradition for later generations. It is a fact, the significance of which 
must be continually borne in mind, that the prophets were not men 
without social attachments: all of them, like the apostles and Christ 
himself, were members of Israel, the Chosen People. They were the 
elect within this chosen people, whose special human and religious 
genius entered into the very gift which God made to the world through 
them. Besides, the need to distinguish, then to preserve and to transmit,

1. For this sense of “prophets”, see Lk 24.25, 27, 44; Rom 16.25!!.; St Irenaeus, AH, 
II, 27, 2; III, 24, 1 (PG, 7, 803B, 966) and in many other places (cf. Vernet, in DTC, VII, 
2421, and H. Holstein, in RSR, 1949, p. 255); the Muratorian Canon, I, 79-80 (Kirch, 
No. 162); St Hippolytus, Comm, in Cant. (GCS, p. 374); Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 
I, 11, 2 (ET ANL, 4); Origen, De Prine., I, Praef. (GCS, p. n; ET ANL, 10); St Jerome, 
in Analecta Maredsoliana, III/2, p. 301; St Augustine, following Tertullian (cf. C. J. 
Costello, St Augustine’s Doctrine on the Inspiration and Canonicity of Scripture, Washing
ton, 1930, p. 67, n. 17); St Leo, Epist., 124, 8 (PL, 54, 1067D; ET FC, 34); later, St 
Thomas Aquinas (ST, I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2) and the Council of Trent (D. 783, TCT, 95). 
On the apostles and prophets as specially chosen and ordained, see my “Inspiration 
des Ecritures canoniques et Apostolicite de 1’Eglise”, in RSPT, 45 [1961], pp. 32-42.

2. Pascal, fragment 740. Cf. the traditional image of the miraculous cluster of grapes 
brought back from Canaan by the two spies. They carried it on their shoulders, tied to a 
pole, in such a way that the one who went before should not see it, while the one going 
behind should have it always before his eyes: the cluster of grapes is Christ, the two spies 
the Synagogue and the Church.

7, 520!!., 843), and Tertullian (Praescr., yi, 1: PL, 2, 50; EP, 298). And cf. G. Söhngen, 
“Überlieferung und apostolische Verkündigung”, in Episcopus (Festsch.f. Kard. Μ. von 
Faulhaber), Munich, 1949, pp. 89-109, reproduced in Die Einheit in der Theologie, Munich, 
W52, PP· 3°5-23·
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and even to interpret the canon of Scripture, shows that it is not possible 
to exclude the Church from the constitution of the fundamental 
tradition itself. We say “the Church”, but we must add, too, the 
Synagogue, that Church before the Church. Indeed, when this question 
was raised in the seventeenth century, Catholic theologians in general 
attributed to the Synagogue a charism of indefectibility, even sometimes 
one of infallibility.1

The same questions suggest themselves with reference to the New 
Testament. We are more aware, besides, since the rise of the form
geschichtlich method, that the apostolic writings and even the letters 
of St Paul cannot be isolated from the community of believers. This 
community did not only receive the writings; to a certain extent, it 
even produced them, in such a way that the subject of Tradition’s 
transmission is not wholly to be excluded from a part in the activity 
which constitutes it. A few were chosen, but they were not isolated 
from the rest; similarly, the existence of a public priesthood, committed 
to a few, did not prevent either in Israel or in the Church, the whole 
people from having a priestly character.

Yet, while we cannot wholly exclude the subject of preservation, 
interpretation and transmission from the constitutive phase itself, these 
two stages remain distinct. It has been pointed out occasionally by 
certain Catholic theologians that the Church can be understood as 
including the apostles as a part of itself.2 If we accept this, it must be 
said that the Church is purely and simply the subject of Tradition. 
Everyone, however, admits that the post-apostolic Church no longer 
enjoys the charisms of the founding apostles, and also that it possessed 
these charisms at its origin not because it was the Church but because 
it had the apostles in its midst. We must make distinctions without 
separating or opposing: the “prophets”, in the sense we have men
tioned, represent a number of different individuals whose identity is 
very often unknown to us and whose lives were spread out over almost 
a thousand years. We are some way from knowing all the “apostles”

i. See the references in L. Brugere, De Ecclesia Christi, Paris, 2nd ed., 1878, pp. 49t 
and Appendix II, pp. 353-5. Among modern authors, Wilmers would not he favourable 
to the idea: Lehrbuch der Religion, Münster, Vol. I, 7th ed., 1909, § 12a, p. 173; 8th ed., 
1922, pp. 161 ff. (cf. Deneffe, p. 166); nor Karl Rahner: Über die Schriftinspiration, Frei
burg, 1958, p. 59 (ET Inspiration in the Bible, 1961, pp. 54-5).

2. Thus John Driedo, De Ecclesiasticis Scripturis et Dogmatibus, Lib. II, c. 3: Louvain, 
1556, fol. 58rAB, 6trD—6iva; Lib. IV, c. 4, fol. 239^—239^ (quoted in the article referred 
to supra, p. 309, n. 1: RS PT, 1961, p. 34, n. 8); Mensing and De Castro, quoted by 
Tavard, pp. 152 and 261; Perrone (cf. W. Kasper, Die Lehre von der Tradition in der 
römischen Schule, Freiburg, 1962, pp. 31, 39, 77-87); in a new sense, K. Rahner, Über die 
Schriftinspiration, Freiburg, 1958.
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or the men of their time and, as for the “Church”, it is a motley turba 
magna, renewing itself throughout the course of centuries. Thus the 
subjects of Tradition are in the highest degree many and varied, but 
they form together, and with Jesus Christ, a single subject, not only 
by reason of the content of what they transmit, the Good News of 
salvation, but precisely as a subject. This is because of a twofold cause 
of unity, one external, the other internal.

The external cause of unity is the mission, the principle and soul 
of the whole saving economy. It includes, each at their proper level, 
the prophets, Christ, the apostles and the Church. It can be said that 
the Gospel is the content of the mission and that there exists only one 
mission, as there is only one Gospel or one salvation. The prophets 
are essentially messengers, likewise the apostles, in an even stricter 
sense; the Incarnation is only the mission of the Word, the Son of God; 
the Church is dedicated to a mission in prolonging that of Christ and 
the apostles. Provided we note the necessary differences between them, 
we can say that they all make up the single subject of a unique mission, 
and form in addition a single moral person.

This truth can be formulated in juridical terms, as was done by 
Perrone (cf. supra, p. 310, n. 2), or in biblical and theological terms, as 
Catholic theologians generally do.1 The Jewish notion of saliah, much 
discussed in recent years, is undeniably relevant here. According to this 
notion, which is certainly present in the gospels and the New Testa
ment, the messenger as such forms one person, one subject of rights 
and activities with the sender.2 God is in his messengers the prophets, 
the Father is in Christ, who can say: “My teaching is not mine, but his 
who sent me” (Jn 7.16); Christ is with his apostles, until the end of

I . Passaglia, Schrader, in W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 28off.; Μ. d’Herbigny, Theologica de 
Ecclesia, I, nn. 108—9; G. Journet, Id Église du Verbe incarné, Vol. II, pp. 1907(1.; A. 
Rétif, Foi au Christ et Mission, Paris, 1953, pp. 54, 163, 176; J. Mouroux, Le Mystère du 
temps, p. 171 (ET The Mystery of Time, 1964). The recent outline by F. Klostermann, 
Das christliche Apostolat, Innsbruck, 1962, is too schematic to give a detailed elaboration 
of this matter.

2 Although it had already been suggested by S. Stauffer (in Zeitsch. f Kirchengesch., 
1943-4, p. 29, n. 104) this notion of saliah (Aramaic = messenger, representative) was 
really “launched” by Gregory Dix (The Apostolic Ministry, London, 1946, pp. 228ff). It 
was much criticized in a long discussion in Theology, which was started by an article by 
the Bishop of Truro (May 1948, pp. 166-70), but defended by G. Hebert (December 
1951, pp. 46iff.). See likewise E. Lohse, “Ursprung und Prägung des christl. Apostolats”, 
in Theol. Zeitschr., 9 [1953], pp. 259-75. It is this idea which is found behind such texts as 
Lk 10.16; Jn 13.16; i5.2off.; 17.1fr.; etc. On Christ as the Father’s messenger, see E. L. 
Allen, “Representative Theology in the N.T.”, in Harvard Theol. Rev., 46 [1953], pp. 
161-9. K. H. Rengstorf (art. âiroaTéAAw, àiràaToAoç, in TIENT, I, 1933, pp. 397-448) 
shows that the idea of apostleship involves plenipotentiary representation: what the apostle 
does or says is done or said by God (cf. Van Stempvoort, Eenheiden Schisma, Nijkerk, 
1950, Ch. II).
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the world (Mt 28.20). The mission flows in a single stream from the 
Father, who is the ultimate Origin, Beginning without beginning, the 
primary subject of the agape which is the soul of the message and of 
the sending. In this way, God (the Father) is always the ultimate 
subject {auctor} of Tradition, just as he is of the mission.

The Father is the ultimate subject of all genuine tradition, to the 
extent in which he is involved in the mission and the messenger is 
trustworthy. This extent is variable: God does not take responsibility 
for everything in the same way or in the same degree. He takes 
responsibility for the canonical Scriptures: he is their auctor, and in 
that their inspiration consists. He takes responsibility for all that the 
apostles have done in founding the Churches and in an absolute way 
he bears responsibility for all that Christ said and did. For the Church, 
and the apostolic succession in the Church, God’s link with its activity 
is no more than a covenant relation, but it is enough to secure the 
unerring character of the Church (Mt 16.18), its indefectibility in that 
which bears specifically upon the substance of the covenant, and hence, 
the decisive acts which touch upon the preservation and interpretation 
of the deposit. This does not guarantee—but neither does it disown 
or disqualify—growths on the deposit in relation to the deposit itself 
or the totality of the Church’s acts relative to this same deposit. 
Certain presentations of the idea of a “continued Incarnation”, 
according to which, as the Church is Christ’s body so its mouth would 
be Christ’s own, and all that it says would come from Christ, fail to 
take sufficient account of the difference that exists between a hypostatic 
and a covenant union.1 In the first case all the actions of the Man-God 
may be predicated of God and thus bear an absolute guarantee. In the 
second we have a “mystical” body, which is also the Bride and keeps 
its own individual subjectivity before Christ its Lord; the human

I. Such an excessively physical treatment of the theme of the body is to be found in 
Möhler (Symbolik, § 36), then in Perrone (cf. W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 45-6, 103fr., 141), 
and in Passaglia and Schrader (cf. W. Kasper, pp. 284fr., 288), or in the romantic tendency
criticized by E. Przywara (Zeitschr. f. Asz- u. Mystik, 15 [1940], pp. 197-215) or F. X. 
Arnold (Grundsätzliches und Geschichtl. z^r Theol. der Seelsorge, Freiburg, 1949, pp.
19fr. = Fr. trans., Pour une théol. de l'apostolat, Tournai-Paris, 1961, pp. 15fr.). This is a
passage from Perrone, which smacks of a certain ecclesiological Monophysitism: “Ecclesia 
infallibilis est, quemadmodum infallibilis est Christus, qui earn tanquam vivam imaginem
sui ipsius atque perfectam esse voluit, immo per earn quodammodo se in terris usque ad
consummationem saeculi perpetuare constituit, ita ut, quod Christus habuit et habet 
natura sua, communicet per gratiamac privilegium huic filiae seu sponsae suae” (Praelect.,
VII, p. 30). It all depends on the meaning of quodammodo here. (On the covenant union 
see my The Mystery of the Church, i960, pp. 15fr., and also, “Dogme christologique et 
ecclésiologie. Vérité et limites d’un parallèle”, in Das Konzil von Chalkedon, Würzburg, 
1954, Vol. Ill, pp. 239-68.)
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subject is left to its own freedom and responsibility within a framework 
of weaknesses and graces, efforts and ups-and-downs in fidelity; only 
the ultimate decisions about the reality of the covenant are guaranteed. 

This is why I think it necessary to restore alongside the notion of 
infallibility, which has been, especially since the nineteenth century, 
too frequently and abundantly employed, the notion of indefectibility. 
A certain number of the Church’s acts, or acts of the pope who personi
fies it, are infallible. It cannot be said, without qualification, of the 
pope and the Church that they just are infallible. But infallibility is 
assured to certain acts of which they are the subjects, and so one can 
say, with the Vatican Council, that the pope is infallible when. .. . 
These acts occur sometimes at the end of a period of research or of a 
struggle full of uncertainties, of which history can provide us with 
more than one example.

The unity of the subjects of Tradition has for its inner principle 
the Holy Spirit who accompanies each phase of the mission, giving it 
that reality demanded by God’s part in the activity, according to its 
particular nature and degree. Thus the mission is, in its divinely 
instituted structures, a kind of sacrament of the Spirit who “spoke 
through the prophets”,1 who was the interior principle of Christ’s 
mission from the start of his public ministry,2 and is also the interior 
principle of the apostles’ and of the whole Church’s ministry (Pente
cost).3 The Spirit does not cease to inhabit and animate the Church, 
concelebrating with it in the testimony which it gives: “And we are 
witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has 
given to those who obey him” (Acts 5.32; Jn 15.26-7). To obey him 
is to remain within the structure of the covenant as he defined it (cf. 
Jn 14.23-4, and the whole theme of “keeping the word”).

i. Neither F. Kattenhusch nor J. N. D. Kelly comment on this phrase of the creed. The 
formula must be very early (cf. St Irenaeus, AH, I, 10, 2; PG, 7, 549; Harvey, I, p. 90; 
EP, 191); it may be traced through the creeds given in Hahn, Bibliothek der Symbole, 
Breslau, 3rd ed. 1897, pp. 134-6, 138, 165, 310.

2. Lk 4.22; 4.1,· 4.18; cf. Mt 3.16-4.1; Mk 1.10-12.
3. Lk 24.48-9; Acts 1.8, with the note given in the Jerusalem Bible. As soon as the 

Spirit is given there is witness: Acts 2.4; 4.31. See my Pentecôte, 1956 (ET in The Mystery 
of the Church, i960), and J. Giblet, “Les Promesses de l’Esprit et la mission des Apôtres 
dans les Évangiles”, in Irénikon, 30 [1957], pp. 5—43-

There are differences of degree and kind in the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, as in the divine involvement in the mission: these two correspond 
exactly. In both there is unity of subject, but a relative unity, admitting 
of stages and differences of condition. The same Spirit who spoke by
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the prophets, who is the “author” of Scripture, dwells in and gives 
life to the Church; this is the basis of the homogeneity of the ecclesial 
interpretation of Scripture (Tradition in sense iii, p. 288). But whereas 
the Spirit inspired the writing of Scripture, it now assists: this makes 
for a qualitative difference between the two phases, and a corresponding 
obligation to make Scripture the norm, at least the negative norm, of 
all interpretation and transmission.

(B) The “Ecclesia” as the Subject of Tradition

Faith, sense and consciousness of the Church

Our first chapter explained and established at some length the idea of 
saving faith’s essentially ecclesial character. In St Irenaeus, for example, 
the gift of faith by which the faithful live is seen to be entrusted to the 
Church, which welcomes and preserves it and so builds itself up in 
its unity.1 Let us attempt to give precision to this ecclesial character of 
faith, starting from the classical categories.2 Taken in its abstract and 
objective sense (jides quae creditur), faith—belief is one among all the 
faithful, with a oneness of numerical identity: it is one and the same 
faith. Taken in its subjective existential sense (jides qua fidelis credit), 
faith is one, as humanity is one in us, with a specific unity. My humanity 
is mine, it is not the humanity of Hermann or of Jules, and my faith 
too is mine, not Peter’s or Paul’s. This is the unity of an idea possessed 
or realized by different individuals.

1. See, for example, AH, I, 10, 2: “Hane praedicationem cum acceperit et hanc fidem, 
quemadmodum praediximus, Ecclesia, et quidem in universum mundum disseminata, 
diligenter custodit, quasi unam domum inhabitans: et similiter credit iis, videlicet quasi 
unam animam habens, et unum cor, et consonanter haec praedicat et docet et tradit, quasi 
unum possidens os” {PG, 7, 551A; Greek, 552); III, 24.1: “in eo [the gift of faith entrusted 
to the Church] disposita est communicatio Christi, id est Spiritus Sanctus” (col. 966. Cf. 
infra, p. 315, n. 1).

2. These categories are those of St Thomas. Hence I am not surprised to find my 
analysis coinciding with that of J. Ternus, “Vom Gemeinschaftsglauben der Kirche ... ”, 
in Schol, 10 [1935], pp. 1-30.

There is, however, a great difference between the manner in which 
different believers profess the Christian faith and the way in which a 
number of men agree upon a particular philosophical, artistic or 
political belief. Christianity, which has sometimes in its history been 
called a school, is in fact something very different from a school. What 
a believer professes and lives by is not just his idea; he is not its primary 
and altogether autonomous subject. This idea is the apostles'1 and the
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ecclesia s, this word signifying a supra-personal, supra-temporal reality. 
We share their thought by committing and adapting ourselves to it. They 
are the true and fit subjects of the faith, except for the fact that we 
should really say that Christ himself in his human consciousness is the 
primary subject, if this did not involve us in an explanation of what 
we meant in attributing faith to him', but he is its primary subject, at 
least, in virtue of his role as Teacher. The notion of the faith of the 
Church, fides Ecclesiae, was current in patristic and medieval theology;1 
it is positively implied, both theologically and canonically, in the 
whole of our sacramental theology.2 As has been said, this is something 
quite different from the unity we derive by agreeing with others on a 
particular idea. Unity here is not just the result of our efforts; rather, 
it precedes them, and we participate in it.

All this suggests the true nature of faith and of Tradition. Faith is 
not at all the same thing as religious opinions; it is a conviction to 
which we commit ourselves, but its content is not given us by our
selves. It is a sharing with a number of others and, in a line of historical 
succession, with Christ’s apostles. That is why it is shared out and 
transmitted beginning with them. Mohler expresses this well: “Without 
tradition there would be no Christian doctrine, no Church, only 
isolated Christians; no community, only individuals; no certitude, only 
doubt and opinion.”3

Fides Ecclesiae can have two meanings: that which the Church 
believes {fides quae creditur)* or the living reality of faith, in the 
Church {fides qua creditur).5 Likewise, sensus Ecclesiae, the sense of 
the Church. The primary meaning of this expression, and by far the 
most usual one, in Catholic usage is: what the Church believes, what

1. See, for example, St Irenaeus, AH, I, 10, 1: “Ecclesia ... ab apostolis et a discipulis 
eorum accepit earn fidem...” (PG, 7, 549; Latin, 550); AH, I, 10, 2 (cf. supra, p. 314, 
n. 1; Origen, De Prine., I, 6,1, and 7, 1 (GCS, pp. 78 and 85-6), with the objective sense, 
as in Irenaeus; other references or passages are given in H. de Lubac, Méditation sur 
l'Église (Théologie, 27), Paris, 1953, pp. 31-2. Indefectibility in faith was constantly 
attributed to the ecclesia (universalis) in the Middle Ages: for example, see St Thomas’s 
appeal to Jn 16.13 *n De Pot., q. 9, a. 3, sed contra; Quodlib. IX, a. 16; ST, II—II, q. 1, a. 
9, sed contra; III, q. 83, a. 5, sed contra.

2. For instance, in infant baptism, “facere quod facit Ecclesia”, “Ecclesia supplet”, etc. 
On the part played by the fides Ecclesiae in the sacraments, see J. Gaillard, “Les Sacre
ments de la foi”, in RThom, 1959, pp. 2iff.; fides Ecclesiae in infant baptism, St Thomas, 
ST, III, q. 68, a. 9, ad 3; q. 69, a. 6.

3. Symbolik, § 39; ed. Geiselmann, Cologne, 1958, pp. 421-2.
4. As in Rupert of Deutz, Com. in Job, cap. 38, n. 9: “Ipsi [prophetae] quoque super- 

positam ecclesiasticae fidei fabricam portant” (PL, 168, 1151A).
5. Roman Mass, prayer before the “Pax”: “Ne respicias peccata mea, sed fidem Eccle

siae tuae” (of Germanic origin, beginning of the eleventh century); St Augustine, Serm., 
246, 3, “vis fidei in Ecclesia” (PL, 38, 1154); Mozarabic rite (in H. de Lubac, op. cit., p. 
31, n. 94); infants baptized “in fide Ecclesiae ...” (supra, n. 2).
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it sees in its sources, its interpretation of texts and events. This is found 
first in the Fathers: Saints Athanasius, Hilary, Augustine, Vincent of 
Lerins,1 and in the Middle Ages;2 one meets with it frequently at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century3 and especially at Trent. The coun
cil employs a number of equivalent expressions:

i. St Athanasius, Orat. II c. Arianos, 34 (PG, 26, 220: διάνοιαν ώς νυν ήμεϊς φρο- 
νοϋμεν); St Hilary, De Trin., VIII, i (PL, 10, 237A: “fidei conscientia, conscientia com
munis fidei” opposed to the “impia intelligentia” of the heretics), cf. De Synodis, 65 
(PL, 10, 524: “communis fidei conscientiam”); St Augustine, C. Epist. Parmen., II, 10, 
20 (PL, 43, 67: “catholicus intellectus”); III, 2, 13 (col. 92: “sanitas Ecclesiae”); Serm., 
294, cap. 20 (PL, 38, 1347: “intellectus canonicus et catholicus sensus”); In Joan. Ev. Tr., 
CII, 1 (PL, 35, 1896: “Qui hoc sentit de Christo quod non est de unico Dei Filio sen
tiendum”); St Vincent of Lerins, Commonitorium, c. 2 (PL, 50, 640: Scripture must be 
interpreted “secundum ecclesiastici et catholici sensus normam”); Gelasius I, Epist., 26, 
1 (Thiel, Epist. Rom. Pontif., 1868, p. 393; CSEL, 35, p. 369: “qui catholicis sensibus 
instituti sunt”).

2. St Bernard, Epist., 174, on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, talks of “firmis
sime cum Ecclesia sentiens” (PL, 182, 332!!.); Duns Scotus, Ordinatio, IV, d. 26, q. 
unic., n. 13 (ed. Vives, XIX, p. 1 i7b: “Non est aliter sentiendum quam sentit Ecclesia 
Romana”).

3. For example Cajetan, In IIam IIae, q. 1, a. 1, No. X (four times); q. 6, a. 4, No. III.
4. See D. 786, 874, 898, 905, 970 and Sess. XIII, cap. 2. Most of these references are 

taken from J. Salaverri, Estudios Ecles., 1946, pp. 56ff
5. D. 801, 930.
6. D. 791, 792, 899, 908, 916, 938.
7. D. 839, 898, 938.
8. D. 877, 903. Cf.: “Semper haec fides in Ecclesia Dei fuit” (D. 876).
9. D. 839.
10. D. η%η, 839, 873a, 903.
ii. D. 786 and 995 (Professio fidei Tridentina).
12. CT, Vol. V, pp. 729, 10 to 731, 35; cf. Cardinal Cervini’s reply to the effect that a 

particular text of St Paul must be understood “secundum consensum Ecclesiae”: p. 734, 
11. 23-7.

Ecclesiae catholicae sensus;4
Ecclesiae catholicae consensus;5
Quemadmodum Ecclesia catholica ubique diffusa semper intellexit;6 
Uti semper catholica Ecclesia docuit;7
Persuasum semper in Ecclesia Dei fuit;8
Prout universalis Ecclesia hucusque professa est;9
Prout Ecclesia universalis indicavit, (vel) servavit, (vel) retinuit, 

(vel) custodit;10
Sensus (S. Scripturae) quam tenuit et tenet sancta mater Ecclesia.11

Often the Fathers of the council gave their decisions on some such 
ground as: “Et hie est sensus Ecclesiae”, “talis est consensus Ecclesiae 
perpetuus”, “consensus totius Ecclesiae fuit et est”, “communis 
consensus Ecclesiae est”.12 Analogous expressions are to be found in 
contemporary theologians such as Melchior Cano and Martin Perez de
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Ayala, whose names rightly figure in the history of the treatise on 
Tradition.1 The formula “secundum sensum quem tenuit et tenet 
Ecclesia” has become a topos in conciliar or papal declarations.2

This early evidence makes it clear that tradition does not separate 
a subjective sense, a kind of instinct of faith, from the objective content; 
it does not recognize any autonomy in the mystical and subjective 
instinct for the things of God as opposed to the means God has chosen 
for his self-revelation to men: revelation, the Church, the doctors and 
saints.

The subjective sense, a kind of Catholic instinct where faith is 
concerned, is of great interest to modern writers who would prefer to 
call it the sensus fidelium, sensus fidei, the sense of faith. These authors 
have been apt to concentrate on the psychological and subjective 
aspects of knowledge. Möhler, in addition, turned to account the 
romantic idea of the genius or spirit of a people, Volksgeist, without 
however applying it in a completely unqualified way to the Church’s 
tradition. Yet, even in his book Symbolik, “he compares tradition to 
the spirit of a people, to the national spirit, the living link between 
past and present, that spirit embodied in and rendered objective in 
laws and institutions, and of which the State is the culminating form”.3 
But this is not the case of a mere creation by a community, or of the 
automatic result of its activity: Möhler relates this common spirit to 
the transcendent reality of the Holy Spirit as to its efficient cause and

I. Cano, In IIam II™, q. 1, a. 10 {MS. Vat. Lat. 4647, fol. 22'): “In interpretatione 
Sacrae Scripturae is sensus accipiendus est qui constanter datur a sanctis ...”; q. 11 (fol. 
94r): “[the sixth sort of veritas catholica} de illis quas omnes sancti unanimi consensu 
tradiderunt adversus haereticos, ad hoc enim a Deo nobis sunt dati, nam sensus Ecclesiae 
circa Sacram Scripturam non est cujusque, sed virorum doctorum et exercitatorum et 
horum sensum alii sequi tenentur; ergo si errarent, tota ecclesia sine dubio deficeret”. 
Quoted by C. Pozo, La Teoria del Progreso dogmatico en los Teologos de la Escuela de 
Salamanca, Madrid, 1959, p. 134; Martin Perez de Ayala, De Divinis, Apostolicis atque 
Ecclesiasticis Traditionibus, deque Auctoritate ac vi earum Sacrosancta Assertio (written in 
1545), Cologne, 1560: “Quando de intellectu scripturae super rebus gravibus ad religionem 
pertinentibus acriter controvertitur, nec eadem scriptura fidei quaestiones definiri valent, 
ad Spiritus Sancti publicum magisterium in traditionibus apostolicis et sensu Ecclesiae 
contentum, necessario est habendus recursus, tanquam ad certissimum remedium et 
tutissimum asylum” (quoted by Polman, L’Élément historique . . . , p. 293, n. 3).

2. Vatican I: D. 1788, 1794, 1795, 1800, 1821, 1822, 1824, 1826, 1832, 1836. Leo XIII, 
Providentissimus Deus·. D. 1942.

3. P. Chaillet, “La Tradition vivante”, in RSPT, 27 [1938], pp. 161-83; p. 171, with 
reference to Symbolik, § 37 (ed. Geiselmann, p. 393) and § 38 (pp. 4i6ff.). Ön the Volks
geist, see J. Ranft, “La Tradition vivante. Unité et développement”, in L’Église est une. 
Hommage à Möhler, Paris, 1939, p. 120; J. R. Geiselmann, Lebendiger Glaube aus geheiligter 
Überlieferung. Der Grundgedanke der Theologie J. A. Möhlers u. d. kathol. Tübinger 
Schule, Mainz, 1942, pp. 513, 564, 578, n. 1; E. von Ivanka, “ ‘Geistkirche’ und ‘Gott
trägervolk’. Zum Kirchenbegriff der Ostkirche”, in ZKT, 71 [1949], pp. 347—54. For the 
romantic background of the idea, cf. J. R. Geiselmann, J. A. Möhler, die Einheit der 
Kirche und die Wiedervereinigung der Konfessionen, Vienna, 1940, p. 46 and n. 32.

Y
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to the reality of Christ as to its content of truth and life.1 He relates it 
to the fact of Pentecost. This spirit or sense dwelling in the community 
is inseparable from the objective content of Tradition which it pre
serves, understands and interprets.2

It has been said that the sensus fidei in the Church is what Newman 
calls the illative sense.3 Is this really so? My impression is that these 
are realities of the same order, faculties of perception, but considered 
at different levels and in different roles. The illative sense is a faculty 
for foreseeing results, and answers to that first outline of conviction 
that forms before one has attained the full certitude of truth. In the 
Church, the sensus fidei is a faculty for grasping the implications, as 
yet not elucidated, of a reality which is already in its possession.

Modern theologians have dwelt especially upon the subjective 
aspects of the sensus fidei. They have taken up those texts where St 
Thomas Aquinas speaks of the faculty of perception and discernment 
which faith exercises in us, a faculty which he attributes, in his maturest 
works at least, to the gifts of the Spirit, and thus to an activity whose 
principle is a real and free movement of God.4 St Thomas limited his 
considerations to the individual believer, but modern theologians have 
extended the notion to the whole community of the faithful in space 
and time, and have seen the sensus fidei as a principle of development 
and a fruit of fellowship in the Church.5

The objective reality corresponding to this sense or instinct is, in 
so far as it is a principle of perception and development, the actual 
unfolding of Christian truth, and, since it supposes fellowship with 
the Church, the Catholic faith,6 all that is held unanimously by the 
Church. As the Cardinal of Lorraine proclaimed on 4 December 1563, 
closing the Council of Trent: “Thus do we all believe; we are all of the 
same mind, all of one heart in embracing this truth and subscribing to 
it. It is the faith of Peter and the apostles; it is the faith of the Fathers;

i. Chaillet, loc. cit., p. 168, with reference to Die Einheit, esp. §§ 1 and 8.
2. See Symbolik, §39.
3. H. Fries, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, ed. Μ. Schmaus, Munich, 1957, pp. 119fr.
4. See G.-G. Joyce, “La Foi qui discerne d’après S. Thomas”, in RSR, 6 [1916], pp. 

433-5; J· de Guibert, “À propos des textes de S. Thomas sur la foi qui discerne”, RSR, 9 
[1919], pp. 30-44·

5. Application to the Church as such: apart from Möhler and Marin-Sola (L’Évolution 
homogène du dogme}, Μ. D. Koster, Volk Gottes im Wachstum des Glaubens. Himmelfahrt 
Mariens und Glaubenssinn, Heidelberg, 1950; J. Beumer, “Glaubenssinn der Kirche?”, in 
Trierer theol. Zeitschr., 61 [1952], pp. 129-42 (a critique of the preceding work); C. 
Dillenschneider, Le Sens de la foi..., Rome, 1954; C. Balié, “Il senso Cristiano e il pro- 
gresso del Dogma”, in Gregorianum, 33 [1952], pp. 106-35.

6. Cf. St Thomas, Com. de Div. Nomin., c. 7, lect. 5: “Communis christianorum cog- 
nitio, quae fides catholica nominatur.”
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the faith of orthodox believers.”1 As for development, there is an 
occasional mention of “living tradition” and “living truth”.2 Truth is 
living in so far as it is a principle of life for the spirit; saving truth lives 
because it enables us to live truly and eternally. But truth is not, in 
itself, a subject (except God, in Jesus Christ), and we do not make it a 
real subject, to which we can attach the attribute “living”, merely by 
giving it a capital letter. What is living is the believing subject: each 
of the faithful personally, and the Church as the supra-personal and 
sole ultimately adequate subject of faith. This is not to say that we 
imagine a super-person having, as such, an empirical existence inde
pendent of the existence it has already in its members. It has as its 
supra-personal principle of unity its institution by the Lord, the truth 
of the covenant that produces its final flower the Bride, and, finally, 
the Holy Spirit who fills and unifies all Christians, always and every
where.3

i. CT, IX, 1109,11. 36-9.
2. Thus Möhler: see Chaillet, referred to in n. 3, p. 317; J. Ev. Kuhn understands by 

sensus Ecclesiae the objective aspect, but he equates the living truth with the objective 
content of revelation, actualized by the Holy Spirit and made intelligible by him for 
Christian understandings (cf. J. R. Geiselmann, Die lebendige Überlieferung als Norm d. 
christl. Glaubens dargestellt im Geiste d. Traditionslehre J. Ev. Kuhns, Freiburg, 1959, pp. 
175fr.).

3. Cf. St Thomas, In III Sent., d. 13, q. 2, a. 2; E. Vauthier, “Le Saint-Esprit, principe 
d’unité de l’Église d’après S. Thomas d’Aquin”, in Mélanges de Science relig., 5 [1948], 
PP· I75-96; 6 b 949], PP· 57y8o.

4. Thus Möhler, Symbolik, § 38 (ed. Geiselmann, 1958, p. 415: “The Spirit of God,
governing and giving life to the Church, brings to birth in man an instinct, a Christian
intuitive sense, which leads him to the true teaching”; “This inner sense, or conscious
ness, is tradition, an unbroken chain of thoughts and testimonies which stretch back 
through the centuries to the divine Master.” \Translator's note.—These quotations are 
taken from Lachat’s Fr. transi, of Symbolik, pp. 36 and 38, quoted by the author.] It can 
be seen that Möhler fused together the subjective and objective aspects, the latter being 
for him only the tangible embodiment of the former); Die Einheit, especially § 12, nn. 4 
and 5. In Newman one very occasionally finds the expression “consciousness” used in 
reference to our subject (in the Rambler article, “On Consulting”, in a quotation from 
Möhler; in the Essay on Development, in reference to the dogmatic principle in Christianity, 
or to the voice of Scripture, of the Church or of the Holy See ... ), but the idea itself 
accords well with Newman’s idea of Tradition, as H. Fries (loc. cit.') and G. Biemer 
(Überlieferung und Offenbarung. Die Lehre v. d. Tradition nach J. H. Newman, Freiburg, 
1961, pp. 202ff.) have seen. See, too, Perrone (in W. Kasper, Die Lehre ... p. 38, n. 83, 
pp. 89-92, 94fr.), Passaglia (Kasper, pp. 215, 342; in the objective sense of content of the 
Church’s consciousness, p. 394), Schrader (p. 290). Among contemporaries we can

The authors we have cited, Möhler and Newman, and also others 
in the nineteenth century and at the present time, often speak of the 
sensus fidei Ecclesiae in terms of “consciousness”. Tradition is thought 
of as the Church’s consciousness or self-awareness, again under two 
aspects, the subjective and the objective, as an act or faculty and as a 
content.4 We can gladly welcome this idea, which can claim some 
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patristic support,1 but we would wish to make it a little more explicit.

L. de Grandmaison, H. Pinard, J. Lebreton, A. Gard eil, H. de Lubac (see RS R, 1948, p. 
134, referring to the preceding theologians), A. Liégé (in Initiation théol., Vol. I; ET 
Introduction to Theology, Mercier, Vol. I), C. Baumgartner (RSR, 1953, pp. 173-4), J· 
Mouroux (Myst. du temps, Paris, 1962, p. 199; ET see supra, p. 311, n. 1), etc.

Consciousness is the more or less clear intuition or awareness that 
a mind has of its states or acts, precisely as its own states or acts. It 
supposes a content which is not simply the product of the present 
moment, but a summing up and a memory. In the case of the Church 
we must also add a qualification which the idea of consciousness does 
not really express: this content is, essentially, a thing received, a deposit. 
The Church has more than its self-awareness; it preserves and repeats 
the living memory of what it has received, the presence and freshness 
of which are continually renewed in it by its Spouse and Lord. In a 
sense, this consciousness of the Church possesses its object whole and 
entire from the start, but it is not actualized completely at every 
moment. Newman made a good analysis of the facts of real possession 
not simply of a vital instinct, but of definite ideas and convictions 
which we can bear within us without having a clear and explicit 
consciousness of them, without having ever formulated them. We 
shall return to this in the next chapter. We can only grasp the Church’s 
consciousness to the extent in which it is expressed, but its expressions 
do not exhaust its content.

Again we should not imagine a single consciousness, of which the 
personal consciousnesses of Christians and Church leaders could be 
thought of as so many manifestations or episodes. Consciousness 
belongs to persons, who cannot merge into a higher unity. The unity 
of persons in the Church is not a “fusion”, but a “communion”: a 
large number of persons possess in common the same realities (a 
numerical identity—cf. supra) as the content of their inner life, their 
memory, and thus of their consciousness. Thus they are conscious not 
of their personal opinions but of the teaching of the Church that derives 
from the apostles. Such are the bases of what can be called the Church’s 
conciliar life, its profound “conciliarity”, which is itself only another 
name for the Church as a communion, that is, its being at the same 
time one and Catholic. A council is not the aggregate of a number of

I. The meaning intended is clear enough, and the use of the word itself is to be 
found too, see St Hilary, quoted supra, p. 316, n. 1. Note also that in certain patristic 
contexts conscientia has the value: general, or shared, knowledge (cf. Blaise-Chirat, Diet, 
latin—français des Auteurs chrétiens, Strasbourg, 1954, s.v.).

mention H. Clérissac (Le Mystère de l’Église, Paris, 1918, pp. 64S., 71), J.-V. Bainvel,
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particular voices but a summing up achieved by a sharing of conscious
nesses, in which the memory of the gifts made by the Lord to his Bride 
is personified: essentially, the consciousnesses of the Church’s leaders 
who assemble in a common celebration, personifying—and, in this 
sense, representing·—the communities over which they preside. At a 
council the bishops testify: “Thus the Church believes, and thus has 
always believed. This is what we have received from our fathers and 
lived out in fidelity to their tradition.”1

1. St Athanasius, Epist. de synodis, 5 {PG, 26, 688; EP, 785); Trent on original sin 
{D. 791; TCT, 375), on justification {D. 801 and 839; TCT, 603), on the Eucharist 
{D. 874; TCT, 719), on communion {D. 930; TCT, 739), and cf. supra, p. 316, nn. 4 to 
12 for the terminology.

2. See my Jalons pour une théologie du laicat, 1953 [ET Lay People in the Church, 
passim and especially pp. 259ft'.].

The Church is an organic reality in which each member receives a gift to 
enable him to fulfil his particular function

We have spoken of the ecclesia in quite general terms and recognized 
that it has a consciousness, but one that is carried by the conscious
nesses of individuals. But what are these individuals? How is this 
consciousness distributed among the Church’s members? Are they 
equally and without distinction the bearers of this sensus fidei which 
we have just examined, or do only some of them possess it?

This last hypothesis is definitely excluded by all the most certain 
facts of revelation and Tradition, according to which all the members 
of the Body of Christ are alive and living, active and responsible.2 
But responsibility can mean two quite different things: we are always 
responsible for something we have received and have to account for. 
We have all received the Christian life, involving essentially, or in 
Heidegger’s term existential, the duty to share, bear witness and serve 
fo'mônia, marturia, diakonia). But all men have a responsibility, on the 
basis of their mere life itself, to share, bear witness and serve. One may 
also have a responsibility in virtue of a commission or a public office; 
only some are responsible in this way. They have received, in this 
sense, a mission, a particular task, along with the resources necessary 
for its accomplishment—power, authority, grace—, of which they will 
have to give account. Such was the apostles’ situation at the Church’s 
origins, and then the situation of those ministers commissioned by them 
to preside over and tend the Christian communities; and lastly, it is the 
position of the hierarchical ministers in the Church today. The texts
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are well known, the facts clearly established. We are merely trying to 
grasp their meaning in so far as it bears upon our present subject.

Everything falls into place if we employ the largely traditional 
distinction, which has been felicitously formulated by Scheeben,1 
between simply preserving or transmitting a teaching, and defining it 
(thereby giving it the value of an explicit law). The whole body 
preserves Tradition, primarily in living out its fidelity to the covenant, 
as we shall see in the next chapter; all the faithful are called upon to 
bear witness. Already in the conservation and transmission of the 
deposit, some individuals have, through particular circumstances, 
particular gifts which they have received perhaps for a teaching func
tion assumed by them and then sanctioned and even conferred by 
authority as a skilled role: theologians come into this category. This 
was also the case with the Fathers, who were geniuses and saints called 
upon to delineate the features of the Church’s face during the classical 
phase of its formation by defining doctrine against fundamental 
heresies, in the councils, through the liturgy, pastoral discipline, and 
so on. In addition, most of the Fathers were bishops, even when they 
began as religious.

i. Dogmatik, § 13, n. 170; § 15, nn. 200, 206; see Part I, pp. 212-13.
2. On the question of vocabulary, see IC Épiscopat et l’Église universelle (Unam Sanc- 

tam, 40), Paris, 1962, pp. loiff. Cf. Lay People in the Church, pp. yfâ.

The definition of Tradition, either by the promulgation of its 
meaning, or by the fixing of it in “dogmas” properly so called, that is, 
as a rule for belief having the force of law, has always been the task of 
the bishops and was traditionally exercised in a solemn way in the 
councils. In the councils, the whole of the Church’s communion is 
expressed in that of the bishops, its unanimity is theirs and its con
sciousness also. They are the “judges of the faith” and they define it.

This distinction between activities permits us to attribute to the 
faithful in general their share without reflection upon the hierarchical 
function and privileges. Failure to bear this in mind has in the past led 
certain authors, anxious to maintain this function and these privileges, 
to reduce the laity to a purely passive role or to pass over in silence 
the share they have in that subject of Tradition which is the ecclesia. 
But how many authors still, in practice, understand by “Church” only 
the general body of the praepositi ecclesiae^

This same distinction enables us, while welcoming those elements 
in the Russian Orthodox idea of sobornost' which are profoundly true, 
to bring out certain formulations of it which are open to criticism, and
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in particular that of Alexis Khomyakov, the leading theologian of the 
Slavophil school, who went so far as to deny the authority of a 
magisterium.1 We are, moreover, here in agreement with a number of 
Orthodox theologians and prelates, who point out in Khomyakov’s 
thought, and also in his interpretation of the text of the Eastern 
patriarchs of 1848, where he thought he had found a solemn confirma
tion of his thesis, a real misunderstanding of the distinction the 
document makes between hypcraspistës, defender, and kritës, judge, 
between simply preserving the truth and formulating it in the form of 

2 canons.

i. Documentation on this theology of sobornost' in Jalons, pp. 380-6 (omitted in the 
English version, but see p. 270 of that version). Add to this, in addition to E. von Ivanka 
(cited supra, p. 317, n. 3), B. Zenkowski, “La ‘sobornost’ dans la nature de 1’homme”, in 
Dieu Vivant, 17 [1956], pp. 91—104.

2. See Mgr Germanos of Thyatira, in his preface to S. Bolshakoff, The Doctrine of the 
Unity of the Church in the Vorks of Khomyakov and Moehler, London, 1946, p. ix; Serge 
Boulgakov, Id Orthodoxie, Paris, 1932, p. 108 [ET The Orthodox Church, London, 1935, 
p. 92] (“We must distinguish between the proclamation of the truth, which belongs to 
the supreme ecclesiastical authority, and the possession of the truth, which belongs to 
the whole body of the Church, in its ‘catholicity’ and its infallibility”); P. L’Huillier, 
“Sacerdoce royal et Sacerdoce ministériel”, in Messager de l'Exarchat du Patriarche russe 
en Europe occidentale, 9 (Nos. 33-4, i960), pp. 27-44 (esP· P· 35A Mgr Emilianos of 
Meloa, “Wesen u. Möglichkeit eines ökumenischen Konzils seitens der orthodoxen 
Kirche”, in Die ökumenischen Konfde der Christenheit, ed. H. J. Margull, Stuttgart, 1961, 
pp. 285-311, esp. p. 310. See also infra, p. 330, n. 3.

3. See Lay People in the Church, pp. 259fr., and Appendix II. Cf. Dillenschneider 
(cited supra, p. 318, n. 5), pp. 119fr., 317fr. At the very hour of the Reformation, John 
Mensing, O.P., and Johann Faber, Bishop of Wiener-Neustadt, were insisting that the 
faithful also possess the Spirit (cf. G. Tavard, pp. 155—6. For the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, see infra, p. 324, n. 5, and P. Nordhues, Der Kirchenbegriff des Louis de Thomas- 
sin . .., Leipzig, 1958, pp. 148fr.).

Thus we have to recognize certain differentiations within the ecclesia 
as the total subject of Tradition. There are de facto differentiations, to 
some degree historical (theologians, Fathers), and a de jure differentia
tion: the hierarchy and the faithful are the subjects of Tradition in 
unequal and differing ways, within the overall single subject, the 
ecclesia. We shall now look at these successively in order to bring out 
more clearly their respective roles and the connexions between them.

The faithful, or the laity

That the faithful are, in their own way, a subject of Tradition is 
evident from the nature of things and from innumerable facts and 
documents. Elsewhere we have cited some of these, drawn particularly 
from the Fathers.3 St Thomas speaks of certain traditions which the 
apostles handed down to the Church without putting them into
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writing, traditions which are preserved in the Church’s observance by 
successive generations of the faithful, per successionem fidelium.1 Even 
though he was writing against Wycliffe, Thomas Netter said that the 
Church’s faith, of which the creed speaks, does not exclude but, on 
the contrary, implies the witness of lay people.2

The Tübingen school of theology, taking up patristic ecclesio- 
logical themes, held, sometimes not without a certain exclusivism to 
the detriment of the hierarchical magisterium, that the whole ecclesial 
community is the organ of Tradition.3 For his part, Newman found 
in the history of Arianism an example of the Christian people as a 
whole preserving the faith better than many bishops.4 Before rehears
ing and developing that history, he had given the faithful a place in 
theology in favouring the patristic notion of the ecclesia in his Essay 
on Development. His idea was welcomed by Perrone who, though up to 
that time not much concerned with the role of the faithful, now found 
it of use in establishing in tradition the dogma of the Immaculate 
Conception, at a time when the definition was being prepared at Rome.5 
But Perrone did not fully grasp the patristic concept of the ecclesia f 
According to him, the deposit was given only to the hierarchy, and the 
faithful are only a medium traditionis, a kind of mirror in which the 
teaching Church can read or rediscover what it initiates;7 the sensus 
fidelium would only be useful on occasion, in order to give a founda
tion to doctrine promulgated by the hierarchy. Passaglia and Schrader 
remained content with this view of the matter.8 Franzelin himself, who

i. ST, III, q. 25, a. 3, ad 4. Fidelis = a baptized person.
2. Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei Ecclesiae Catholicae, c. 19 (Venice, 1571; 1757): 

quoted by G. H. Tavard, p. 57.
3. See J. R. Geiselmann \supra, p. 319, n. 2]. The whole of Mohler’s work implies this 

(and cf. Part I, pp. 189-96). For Staudenmaier, see Geist des Christentums, 1835, and P. 
Weindel, Das Verhältnis von Glauben u. JFissen nach der Theologie von Staudenmaier, 
Düsseldorf, 1940.

4. The Arians of the Fourth Century, pp. 445-68; “On Consulting die Faithful in 
Matters of Doctrine”, in The Rambler, July, 1859, reprinted with an introduction by J. 
Coulson, London, 1961. See H.-F. Davis, “Le Rôle et l’apostolat de la hiérarchie et du 
laïcat dans la théol. de l’Église chez Newman”, in L'Écclésiologie au XIXe siècle (Unam 
Sanctam, 34), Paris, i960, pp. 329-49; G. Biemer, Überlieferungu. Offenbarung. Die Lehre 
v. d. Tradition nach John Henry Newman, Freiburg, 1961, pp. 130-5, 183fr. and also 125fr.

5· W. Kasper, op. cit., p. 94. Perrone gives a great number of texts from the sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century theologians (ibid., p. 389, n. 53).

6. As one can judge from this: “Ecclesiae nomine hie non intelligimus coetum omnium 
fidelium qui legitimis pastoribus subsunt sub Romano Pontifice, eamdemque cum ipsis 
fidem profitentur, eademque sacramenta participant, seu ecclesiam discentem; sed potius 
episcopatum universum seu, ut ita dicam, in tota sua plenitudine, nempe corpus pastorum 
una cum Romano Pontifice, seu ecclesiam docentem” (Praelectiones, I, 164, n. 15; W. 
Kasper, op. cit., p. 7^); 7· W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 98—9.

8. W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 314fr., 389fr. Passaglia later gave more importance to the 
testimony of the laity.
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pays special attention to the role of the faithful, whittles down the 
meaning of the scriptural and patristic texts that speak of it and 
reduces this role to one of passive infallibility in credendo and of 
testimony rendered to the hierarchy concerning teachings received 
from it.1 Likewise Kuhn: he did not, in this matter, follow Mohler, 
but saw only the hierarchy as a subject of Tradition.2 But Scheeben, 
who owes so much to Kuhn, parts company with him here. The distinc
tion referred to above enabled him to place the subject of the 
transmission of Tradition within the ecclesia as a whole, laity included. 
For him, profession or confession by the body of the faithful has its 
force not just by the influence of the whole corpus of Doctors, but 
through the direct action of the Holy Spirit.3

I. De Div. Traditione et Scriptura, the whole of Thesis XII, pp. 103 fr.; cf. Thesis IX, 
pp. 87ff. ■

2. Cf. Geiselmann, op. cit. [supra, p. 319, n. 2], pp. 296—7.
3. Dogmatik, Nos. 170, 200, 206. See also No. 181.
4. See the Council of Utrecht, 1865: “Quoad ipsum traditionis testimonium, illud 

cognoscitur ex Conciliorum decretis et definitionibus. ... Ex ipsa etiam fidelium con
sensione, cum ex sese referat catholicum sensum, doctrinam testium authenticorum erui
mus” (Mansi, 48, 65 ia; Collectio Lacensis, 5, 750). Kleutgen, at Vatican I (Const. de 
Ecclesia, 2a, cap. 7), took up the notion of infallibility in docendo and in credendo (Mansi, 
53, 313). H. van Laak (Theses quaedam de Patrum et theologorum Magisterio necnon de 
fidelium sensu, Rome, 1933, p. 59) and other theologians quoted in Jalons, p. 400, n. 77 
(ET, p. 276, n. 15); J.-M.-A. Vacant, Études thiol, sur les Const, du concile du Vatican, 
Paris-Lyons, 1895, Vol. II, pp. 95fr.; Mgr Jäger, Archbishop of Paderborn, in Doc. 
cathol., 19 July 1959, col. 947-8. Cardinal Tisserant at the Marian Congress in Lourdes, 
September 1958: “From the fact that Christ has entrusted the official interpretation of the 
deposit of faith to the magisterium (and it is this doctrine that especially distinguishes our 
religion from others), it does not follow that the assemblies of the faithful must behave 
passively and, as it were, mechanically. For their faith, like the teaching of the hierarchy, 
is itself under the inspiration of the Spirit. That is why the faithful cooperate by means of 
their Christian sense and their profession of faith to display, make public, manifest and 
bear witness to Christian truth” (reported in La Croix, 19 September 1958); J. Hamer, 
L’Église est une communion, Paris, 1962, pp. 233-6.

All the theologians we have just been citing, and others besides, 
contemporary with them or with ourselves,4 agree in acknowledging 
the faithful, when unanimous, to be secondary witnesses of Tradition: 
one may read the Tradition of the Church in what they hold or profess 
to believe. But can one go any further than this? It seems to me that 
this thesis, the minimum commonly held, can be understood either in 
a perspective dominated by the affirmation of hierarchical privilege, 
or in one more favourable to the Christian resources possessed by the 
laity. In the first case, one speaks of passive infallibility, meaning by 
that the infallibility which befits the laity because God’s grace disposes 
them to receive the teaching of the magisterium, which is itself 
possessed of active infallibility. The infallibility of the laity is here
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merely correlative to the sole positive and original element which is the 
infallibility of the magisterium in its teaching activity.1

I. George Tyrrell once made the humorous—and not too grossly exaggerating— 
remark that according to this idea the Church is said to be infallible “because it has an 
infallible pope, rather in the way a flock of sheep when it is with its shepherd could be 
called intelligent” (Suis-je catholique?, p. 91). Cf. “The passive infallibility of the faithful 
consists in listening properly to the magisterium”, A. A. Goupil, La règle de foi, No. 17, 
Paris, 2nd ed., 1941, p. 48.

2. Diogn., XI, i.
3. See M.-E. Boismard, “La Connaissance dans l’alliance nouvelle d’après la première 

lettre de S. Jean”, in RB, 56 [1949], pp. 365-91; Lay People in the Church, pp. 259ff.; I. de 
La Porterie, “L’Onction du chrétien par la foi”, in Biblica, 4 [1959], pp. 12-69.

This manner of presenting things contains very definite truths. It is 
true, for example, that the faith which the faithful possess is something 
received, objectively determined by the preaching of those who form 
one single body of messengers since the time of the apostles. Their 
inward instinct for the faith has no autonomy in regard to the preaching 
of this faith, which is originally an act of the hierarchical mission. After 
a logically prior phase of obedience, and on the basis of what has been 
received, the faithful can be active for the transmission of the faith, and 
its development and dissemination: “After becoming a disciple of the 
apostles, I become a teacher of the nations”, said the author of the 
Epistle to Diognetus.2 It is equally true that if we consider Tradition in 
its most formal aspect, which is that of a rule, norm, law or “dogma”, 
then the magisterium alone is its proper subject. To say that is only to 
say that the laity has no public authority to teach; and this is affirmed by 
the whole of orthodox Christian tradition. In that sense, too, it is true 
that the whole value of the body of the faithful as witness to Tradition 
is derived from the magisterium.

In this perspective, however, not all the relevant factors are properly 
brought into play. Apart from the fact that it seems excessively domin
ated by the idea of “infallibility”, you cannot reduce all the data to the 
above formulations except by forcing the texts of the New Testament 
into a framework that is too narrow for them. One has only to see— 
and this subject would be worth a methodological enquiry—what 
theologians or apologists do to such texts as x John 2.20, 27: “But you 
have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all know .. . but the 
anointing which you received from him abides in you, and you have no 
need that any one should teach you; as his anointing teaches you about 
everything.... ”3 Some of the more anti-Protestant among our 
apologists here recall other theologians who reduce the priestly 
title of the faithful, of which the New Testament speaks, to their 



“ecclesia” as the subject of tradition 327

submission to and union with the priesthood of the public ministry.1
We should add to the common thesis, that the laity’s dependence on 

the hierarchical magisterium for the receiving of the objective deter
minations of the faith does not prevent the faithful from being a subject 
which is irreducible to the magisterium, or, as is frequently said (since 
when?), to the teaching Church. The plant once sown has its own 
roots, and in a new plot of land it produces its own fruits. In this sense 
we should welcome the idea defended by Newman and familiar to 
Scheeben, according to which the sensus fidelium is not limited to the 
act of the magisterium but adds to it its own value as testimony, and, 
possibly, an element of development. Newman thought that a certain 
conspiratio fidelium et pastorum is normally operative here: an express- 
sion, note, which passed (perhaps by way of Perrone) into the bull 
Ineffabilis Deus which defined the Immaculate Conception.2 Newman 
added also that the teaching Church was not always, historically 
speaking, the most active instrument of infallibility—as in the Arian 
crisis. It is for history to tell us what actually happened; theologians 
cannot tailor facts to fit in with their explanations of doctrine. It is 
probable that Scheeben’s distinction can be most usefully applied here: 
belief (sensus fidei in the objective sense) receives its final ratification 
from the magisterium.3

The acts which the faithful perform as a corporate subject of 
tradition consist principally in its preservation and transmission. They 
preserve it in fidelity of both thought and action; their sense of faith is 
their Christian fidelity in guarding what has been received (see the 
following chapter). They transmit it (a) by teaching and education; 
(b) by witnessing to or professing the faith. In this they exercise what 
may be called the Church’s spiritual motherhood.

(a) The laity have occupied, and continue to occupy, a large place 
in teaching: not, to be sure, ex cathedra teaching, but scientific teaching 
and catechesis. The didaskaloi were sometimes laymen. Take, for 
example, the following dialogue, which occurred in the reign of 
Marcus Aurelius between Papylos, a simple martyr at Pergamum, and 
his judge:

The Proconsul: Have you any children?
Papylos: Many, thank God.

1. See Cajetan’s position (Jalons, pp. 240-1; ET, p. 127), and Sadoleto’s (cf. Tavard, 
P· I55)·

2. 8 December 1854: Pii IX P. M. Acta, Vol. I, p. 615.
3. Leo XIII, Providentissimus Deus, 18 December 1893, and Pigllantlae, 30 October 

1902, given in Enchiridion Biblicum, Nos. 93 and 134.
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A voice in the crowd: It is the Christians that he calls his children. 
The Proconsul: Why lie and tell me that you have children? 
Papylos: Know that I do not lie, I speak the truth. In every 
province, in every town I have children in God.1

What Papylos had done for many, parents do for their own children. 
The importance of this common or general tradition2 is immense. In 
practice, it is because there are Christian parents that there are Christian 
children. It has even been known for the Church to subsist only by 
way of this handing on of Christian life and doctrine by parents and 
elders, in the absence of any hierarchical priesthood. Striking as such 
examples are, however, they illustrate the ultimate insufficiency of this 
way, or at least the dangers it presents.3

(b) We have spoken elsewhere of testimony to faith, professio or 
confessio fidei, by the laity, in its quality as a Christian activity. Let it 
suffice here to determine its place as it affects the present question of 
the subject of Tradition: whether because it effectively transmits the 
Gospel, and hence enters “active tradition”, or because it constitutes a 
genuine locus theologicus, entering thus into the general assemblage of 
witnesses, signs, or monuments of Tradition. Transmitting the deposit 
of the apostolic faith is the exercise of the Church’s spiritual mother
hood. It is a common saying of the Fathers that men are begotten in 
belief, and that they themselves in turn beget, by speaking or teaching;4 
in other words, in establishing through the unity of the community the 
spiritual or moral milieu in which we are formed according to faith.

The magisterium and the rule of faith

Under this heading we wish to do three things: (i) establish and 
consider the fact of the decisive share which the hierarchical pastoral 
magisterium has in the ecclesia, as a subject of Tradition; (ii) determine

I. Knopf-Krüger, Ausgewählte Märtyrerakten, p. n; H. Leclercq, Les Martyrs, Paris, 
1903, Vol. I, p. 79.

2. See J. Daniélou, “Écriture et Tradition dans le dialogue entre les chrétiens séparés”, 
in Doc. cathol., 54 [1957], col. 283-94: cf. col. 289-90. Compare W. Wilmers, in Part I, 
p. 201, n. 2; B. Fischer, “L’Entretien familial, prolongement de la prédication”, in Parole 
de Dieu et Sacerdoce, Paris, 1962, pp. 237-45 (references in n. 2, p. 232).

3. We have in mind especially the Japanese Christians (cf. Jalons, p. 236), but also 
the “old Catholics” of Nagasaki and the surrounding islands (see La Croix, 13 March 
1962, p. 5).

4· Texts in A. Müller, Ecclesia-Maria. Die Einheit Marias und der Kirche, Fribourg, 
1951; K. Delehaye, “Mater Ecclesia. Beitrag des frühchristlichen Bewusstseins zum Aufbau 
einer Theologie der Seelsorge”, in Wissenschaft u. Weisheit, 16 [1953], pp. 161-70; and 
the same author’s Erneuerung der Seelsorgsformen aus der Sicht der frühen Patristik, 
Freiburg, 1958.
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in what sense we should attribute to this magisterium the character of a 
rule of faith; (iii) see in what conditions it may best fulfil this role.

(i) The ministries which were set up in the New Testament appear 
to have been intended as essentially teaching ministries: to “tend” or 
“feed” the flock is essentially to pass on the teaching of the apostles? 
Later centuries had no other conception of the ministries than this. 
Those presiding over communities were the depositaries and stewards 
of the (spiritual) gift of truth.2 They transmitted a heritage, being 
themselves heirs and beneficiaries, as in the direct line of inheritance. 
To this they owed their authority; it came to them wholly from their 
belonging to the unique missionary group of which we have spoken 
already, and in which prophets, apostles, and in a sovereign manner 
Jesus himself, are the chief members. They belonged to this as much 
by the legitimacy of their succession as by the genuineness of what 
they transmitted.

There was here, then, and there is still, a particular title for assuring 
the conservation and the passing on of the truth. This is not a simple 
title of a deposit by which we live, but that of a mission in the full 
sense, a mandate which is received together with the resources neces
sary for its fulfilment. That the Lord did give to the Church, his 
people, this structure which is at once one of community and of 
hierarchy, is clear from the fact, already indicated,3 that God does not 
reveal the saving truth to each person individually, but has made a 
unique, collective and public communication of it. He had entrusted its 
transmission or dissemination to a group of messengers, in which the 
succession of chosen agents, rendered necessary by their mortal nature, 
does not detract from the essential oneness of the mission.

We have indeed said that the whole ecclesia is the subject of Tradi
tion. But, in the ecclesia, the ordained ministers, following on in succes
sion to the apostolic ministry, are the subject of Tradition in a special 
and particularly qualified way. Thus, they accomplish in respect of 
Tradition the acts which the rest of the faithful produce, but in new 
conditions, and they produce other acts too which the ordinary faithful 
cannot.

1. Cf. 1 Cor 12.28; Eph 4.11-13; Acts 2o.28ff.; 1 Cor 3.5-15.
2. St Irenaeus, AH, IV, 26, 2: “lis qui in ecclesia sunt presbyteris oboedire oportet, his 

qui successionem habent ab apostolis, sicut ostendimus; qui cum episcopatus successione 
charisma veritatis certum secundum placitum Patris acceperunt. . .” (JPG, 7, 1053; 
Harvey, II, p. 236); the most eloquent among the presidents of the local Churches could 
never add anything to the truth, any more than the least eloquent could take anything 
away from it: I, 10, 2 {PG, 7, 552; Harvey, I, p. 92).

3. See supra, Ch. I, pp. 24iff. and 252.
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The deposit is held and preserved by all Christians; for this end, the 
hierarchical ministers possess charisms relating to their pastoral charge, 
charisms given to them in the first place by the sacrament of order.1 
The life of priests is nourished by Tradition, not only by reason of their 
studies which give them a better knowledge of it, but also by reason 
of their celebration of the mysteries. All Christians transmit the 
deposit by teaching and confessing or professing the faith. Ministers of 
the hierarchy do so by the public exercise of the sacred word, by all 
the actions and with the authority of the pastorate. They not only 
transmit, but give authentic explanations of the meaning of the 
deposit, interpret it, and make authoritative distinctions in the luxur
iant growth of historical data.2 Such is the traditional affirmation, 
common to both East and West, as witnessed by this statement from 
an Orthodox theologian: “The general magisterium of the episcopate 
does not take its authority from the mass of the faithful; it comes 
from the common Head of the whole body and is transmitted by 
apostolic succession. Yet, it is only the authority to proclaim, 
identify, and recognize what has been entrusted to the Church as a 
whole.”3

Any further explanation would befit rather a treatise on the magis
terium; besides, this aspect of the question, certainly an important one, 
may be found fully developed in the classical treatises—it has, indeed, 
been the object of special, sometimes almost exclusive consideration, 
in Catholic theology since Trent.4 Progressively, the whole collection 
of testimonies making up objective tradition has tended to be considered 
as simply a kind of material, out of which the act of the magisterium 
alone, its active tradition, could make a rule of belief or conduct for the 
Church. The following well-known text of St Augustine has been 
frequently quoted by authors, but they have not paused to enquire 
what exactly he would have included in the term ecclesia’. “Evangelic 
non crederem nisi me catholicae ecclesiae commoveret auctoritas.”5 
And this brings us to our second question.

(ii) In what sense can we attribute to the magisterium the character
i. One of the most impressive conclusions which arise from the recent collection of 

studies L’Épiscopat et l’Église universelle (Unam Sanctam, 39, Paris, 1962) is the sacred 
character of the episcopate, bound up as it is with the part it plays in the economy of 
salvation.

2. On this function of discernment, see Dillenschneider, pp. 342-60.
3. P. Evdokimov, “Les Principaux Courants de l’ecclésiologie orthodoxe”, in Ecclë- 

siologie au XIXe siècle (Unam Sanctam, 34), Paris, i960, pp. 57-76 (p. 69: the rest of this 
passage would need some clarification).

4. See Part I, pp. 196!?.; W. Kasper, pp. 42!?.
5. C. Epist, Manlçh. quant vacant fundamenti, 5, 6 (PL, 42, 176; written in 397). 
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of a rule of faith? In the Fathers, regula fidei refers to an object, the 
doctrine we must profess in order to receive baptism in the Church.1 
For modern authors, regula fidei means the magisterium. The majority 
of these authors say that the objective expressions of belief, even 
Scripture, make up a remote or material rule, but the magisterium’s 
actual teaching is the proximate and formal rule.2 For Billot, even, 
Tradition as a content or body of evidence, is the object of transmission, 
but only the magisterium merits the title of rule.3 St Thomas Aquinas, 
on the other hand, would not have spoken readily of regula fidei with 
regard to the Church, specially preoccupied as he was, not so much 
with the Church itself or its magisterium as with the wholly theological 
character of the act of faith. Nevertheless, his theology of faith does 
permit us, if we place it accurately in context, to grant to the Church’s 
magisterium something of the value of a rule.

The act of faith demands two determining elements: a motive for 
giving one’s adherence to something, and a knowledge of its content.4 
We acquire this knowledge not by immediate revelation but from 
preaching.5 Preaching itself presupposes a mission, and this is 
the form taken in the Christian economy of salvation by the general 
movement by which God, in making use of his creatures, leads men 
to the knowledge of himself and to eternal life. “How are men to 
call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they 
to hear without a preacher? And how can men preach unless they 
are sent?”6

If we consider the motive of faith, it is nothing other than the First 
Truth, St Thomas stresses, the absolute and uncreated Act of truth

1. See Part I, pp. 26ff. and 177; W. Kasper, pp. 42!?., 66ff.
2. References given in DTC, XV, 1340; Part I, pp. 182 and ipSff. Among the classic 

manuals, see Franzelin (Th. XII, p. 155; Th. XXIII, p. 263) and Bainvel {De Magist. vivo 
et Trad., pp. 1$, 47).

3. See L. Billot, De Immutabilitate Traditionis contra Modernam Haeresim Evolu- 
tionismi, Rome, 1907, p. 20, n. 1; DTC, XV, 1341, 1343; Part I, pp. 202 and 217.

4. “Ad fidem requiruntur assensus et propositio vel explicatio credendorum”: see ST, 
II—II, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2; q. 5, a. 3; q. 6, a. 1.

5. In Sent., Prol., q. 1, a. 5; III, d. 25, q. 1, a. 1, qa 4, ad 1; q. 2, a. 1, ad 1; IV, d. 4, 
q. 2, a. 2, sol. 3, ad 1; De Ver., q. 10, a. 3; CG, III, 154; In Boeth. de Trin., q. 3, a. 1 
ad 2 and 4 {infra, p. 332, n. 3); ST, II—II, q. 5, a. 3; q. 6, a. 1.

6. Rom 10.14-15. For St Thomas, as for Tradition, one must have a mission which 
comes within the categories laid down by Scripture in order to be allowed to preach the 
Word in public, unless perhaps God manifests his inspiration of a messenger by means of 
miracles (cf. In IVSent., d. 19, q. 2, a. 2, qa2, ad 4; Contra impugn., c. 4; Quodl. XII, a. 27; 
a. 28, ad 1; Com. in Rom., c. 10, lect. 2; ST, I, q. 1, a. 2, ad 2; II—II, q. 177, a. 2 c.; Ill, q. 
71, a. 1): a doctrine which is confirmed by the canonical texts. Cf. Z. Alszeghy, “Die 
Theologie des Wortes Gottes der mittelalterl. Theologen”, in Gregorianum, 39 [1958], 
pp. 685-705, esp. pp. 702-3.
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which is God himself.1 Faith is thus intrinsically determined only by 
the welcome we give to the Act of God bearing witness to itself. The 
act of faith supposes not only an immediate vertical relation with God 
but an actual event. But, for the determination of its objective content, 
it depends on the historical facts of revelation, on public witness borne 
to these facts, and on the body commissioned to pass on and interpret 
this witness, a body which extends throughout the whole historical 
process and over the whole world. This is why St Thomas, when he 
considers faith in its existential condition, defines the motive itself as 
the First Truth, bound up with the concrete conditions in which 
Truth has chosen to show itself, these being Scripture and the Church’s 
teaching.2 Scripture and the Church are created realities which, on the 
one hand, having God for author, belong to the divine causality,3 and 
on the other hand, are just conditions for proposing or determining the 
content of what God has told us. The rule of our adherence is, indeed, 
its object and, in this respect, we cannot admit the distinction Billot 
makes between object and rule. For St Thomas the mind is only 
determined by the object itself, just as voluntary action is determined 
by the good, bearing within itself its obligatory character.4 The rule of 
faith is immanent in the object of faith; the magisterium is normative 
for believers only in passing on the object of faith. The Church’s 
divine authority intervenes in the process of communication which 
comes from God to us, not in the movement from us to God, which is

i. In III Sent., d. 24, a. 1, sol. 1; De Verit., q. 14, a. 2 and 8; ST, I, q. 1, a. 8; II—II, 
q. 1, a. 1; q. 5, a. 1 and 3; In Joan., c. 4, lect. 5, n. 2, etc.

2. “Formale objectum fidei est Veritas Prima secundum quod manifestatur in Scripturis 
sacris et in doctrina Ecclesiae quae procedit ex Veritate Prima” {ST, II—II, q. 5, a. 3 c). 
“Omnibus articulis fidei inhaeret tides propter unum medium, scilicet propter Veritatem 
Primam propositam nobis in Scripturis secundum doctrinam Ecclesiae intelligentis sane” 
(ad 2; cf. De Caritate, a. 13, ad 6).

3. “Fides ex duabus partibus est a Deo, scilicet ex parte interioris hominis quod inducit 
ad assensum et ex parte eorum quae exterius proponuntur, quae ex divina revelatione 
initium sumpserunt” {In Boeth. de Trin., q/3, a. 1, ad 4). . . ab ipsa virtute increata,
sicut credimus aliqua quae nobis divinitus dicta sunt per ministros” {In III Sent., d. 23, 
q. 3> a· 3> s°l· U cf· ad 2). “Deum esse qui loquitur in eo qui fidem annuntiat.” This was 
common teaching in the thirteenth century (cf. R. Aubert, Le Probleme de l’acte defoi. . . , 
Louvain, 1945, p. 732). I have shown elsewhere how in St Anselm (cf. Spicilegium Bec- 
cense, Paris and Bec-Hellouin, 1959, pp. 371-99) and in St Francis of Assisi (cf. my 
work, Les Voles du Dieu vivant, Paris, 1962, pp. 247-64) a total submission to the 
structures of the Church, far from making difficulties, is actually implied, and justified, 
by a theonomic ideal.

4· The distinction which is made by a number of modern authors (even by Newman, 
cf. J. H. Walgrave, Newman the Theologian, i960, pp. 71, 81, 342) between the moral 
sense as a faculty for the good issuing in a practical judgement (this is good, this is bad) 
and the sentiment of obligation culminating in a judgement of conscience (what I ought 
to love) is foreign to genuine Thomist tradition (see J. Tonneau, in Initiation thiol., Vol. 
Ill, pp. 13-36; ET Introduction to Theology, Vol. Ill, ed. A. M. Henry).



“ecclesia” as the subject of tradition 333 

the theological movement of faith. Cajetan defined this situation, or 
role of the Church as ministra objectif the organ of communication of 
an object which is the rule of faith.

We must, however, locate within this Thomist theology the truth 
which is contributed by modern treatises on Tradition in their own 
categories, which vary moreover slightly from theologian to theolo
gian. As a result of the divine institution (the mission) and the Holy 
Spirit’s assistance, pastors have in regard to the Church, over, in and 
for which they are established, the duty and privilege of authoritatively 
deciding the content and meaning of the object, i.e. the deposit, of 
which they are the ministers. For this task they have a divine commis
sion, and hence, also, a corresponding authority and charism. Here the 
Church is not the objective, rule of our faith, but the criterion (extrinsic 
to the object but uniform with it, because proceeding from the same 
author) of our interpretation of that object. This text from St Francis 
de Sales expresses the ordinary teaching well:

Scripture has no need of a rule or an exterior light, as Beza thinks 
we believe; but our glosses have, our conclusions, understandings, 
interpretations, conjectures, additions, and other like tricks of men’s 
brains, which cannot stay quiet but must always busy themselves 
with new discoveries: still less do we wish for a judge between God 
and us, as he seemingly suggests in his epistle; it is between men 
such as Calvin, Beza, Luther and others such as Eck, Fisher and 
More that we want a judge; for we are not asking whether God 
understands Scripture better than we do, but if Calvin understands 
it better than St Augustine or St Cyprian.2

i. In. IIam-IIae, q. i, a. i, Nos. X and XII. Cf. q. 2, a. 6: “Nota duo. Primo quod humana 
cognitio non est régula fidei, sed divina doctrina. Ac per hoc, quamvis universalis Ecclesiae 
cognitio non possit errare, non tamen ipsa est fidei régula, sed doctrina divina cui inniti- 
tur.”

2. Controverses, Part II, Ch. Ill, art. 1: Œuvres, ed. Annecy, Vol. I, pp. 2o6ff. See my 
Vraie et Fausse Réforme dans l’Église, Paris, 1950, p. 492.

The Church’s pastors do, on occasion, intervene to make an addi
tion to the basic authority of truth, that is, of the Word—in respect of 
which they are only ministri objecti. What they add is in the nature of 
a legal obligation, possibly accompanied by a sanction. The declaration 
of the truth which they make thus takes on, in addition, the character 
of a law for the Christian community: it becomes a dogma. This is of 
little account in respect of truth as such, which is the supreme value, but 
it is not without significance from the point of view of the Church, 
which must live in unanimity of belief and in peace: “I appeal to you

Z
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... that all of you agree and that there be no dissensions among you, 
but that you be united in the same mind and the same judgment” 
(i Cor i.io).

To the extent that the magisterium of the pastors, the leaders who 
have jurisdiction over the faithful, is a capacity to impose under 
obligation a certain interpretation or way of acting, it is truly a rule.1 
Even where it is a question of the content of divine revelation or the 
apostolic teaching, it is often the magisterium which gives to them the 
form of a canonical rule for the community of the faithful. It can thus, 
on two counts, be termed a secondary rule: (a) because it interprets 
the deposit, and judges interpretations proposed in the Church; 
(b) because it sometimes gives a legal or canonical value to what it 
imparts.

1. It is indirectly, through the exercise of this pastoral juridical authority, that the 
thesis of papal power comes, for St Thomas, to enter the realm of “dogma”. It is because 
the universal Church cannot err, he says, that the pope, who by divine institution presides 
over its unity and represents or personifies the whole Church as its earthly head, cannot 
himself err when he makes a definitive judgement on a controverted point (ST, II—II, q. I, 
a. 10; CG, IV, 76; Quodl. IX, a. 16). Thus St Thomas attaches the character of secondary 
rule of faith to the public authority of the ministry, of which the pope is the highest 
expression. This secondary rule of faith is thus tantamount to the magisterium as subject 
of Tradition. Consult also Part I, p. 200, n. 1.

In the case of mere laws, rites, or ecclesiastical customs, only the 
second count is effective. The rule is simply an ecclesiastical one; the 
Church itself is its source, and thus also its measure.

(iii) In what conditions can the magisterium best fulfil its role? If we 
remain within the domain of Tradition in its widest acceptation, it 
must be said that the magisterium’s canonical authority, the source of 
the legal value in what it transmits, is completely at the service of the 
unadorned communication of the content of the Gospel, in which area 
this magisterium intervenes simply as minister objecti. We have seen 
that the magisterium itself does not conceive of its task in any other 
manner (cf. the texts collected in Part I, pp. 206-8, and see infra, 
p. 336, n. 2).

This role of the magisterium entails its giving the primary emphasis 
to the aspect of witness, rather than to that of “definition” or exercise 
of authority. This is the traditional analysis of its role, both in the past 
and in the present, at a time when doctrinal anarchy calls for a more 
active exercise of the magisterium. But even here, the magisterium still 
transmits, while explaining, the Gospel deposit.

And it must always seek to transmit this deposit in its purity and in 
its fullness. Purity demands that it should weigh critically, in the
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balance of Tradition, the additions, novelties, and developments which 
could be merely excrescences, without however forgetting that God 
still speaks today, although revelation is completed. Fullness means 
that the magisterium is not outside history, for it is bound up with 
time. Its interventions bear the marks of history, sometimes in a way 
which shows it as bound overmuch to the limitations of a particular 
theological moment: take, for instance, the bull Unam Sanctam, the 
decrees Pro Armenis and Pro Jacobitis of 1439 and 1441, and the 
theoretical bases of the bulls deposing Elizabeth I or Henry IV of 
Navarre. It may happen that the formulations of the magisterium are at 
a given moment orientated in such a way as to leave out of count 
important aspects of Tradition. All today would admit that there have 
been momentary lapses or occlusions in the dogmatic consciousness, 
as is shown for example by the various historical cases of re-ordination. 
Likewise, the teaching of the modern magisterium on property, 
directed as it is against collectivism, insists almost exclusively on the 
legitimacy and suitability of private property, and scarcely mentions 
the patristic and medieval teaching on the primary community of 
goods. Other examples could be added here.

Tradition, like its counterpart, positive theology, seeks to be the 
fullest possible communion in the faith and thought of the ecclesia 
universalis.1 To this end there are both spiritual and technical means: 
the former, a life in communion and especially a living liturgy, which 
we shall speak of in the next chapter; the latter, knowledge, and thus 
study. Something has already been said about these in Part II, Chapter 1, 
pp. 269-70. Theologians do not belong to the “teaching Church” in 
the dogmatic sense, but they do occupy an important place in the 
Church’s teaching function. They are cooperators with the magis
terium, doubtless not indispensable, nor necessarily perfect, but often 
very useful: the admirable fullness of doctrine in the texts of Trent is 
due in great part to their collaboration.2 Their labours fulfil not merely

i. In this respect it may be noted that to reduce this formal Tradition to the magister
ium, as Billot does, is to risk depriving it of much of its vigour. It is, in fact, to risk reduc
ing it purely to its aspect of law, of dogma, to “Denzinger”. Now, the magisterium has 
not given expression to everything that is relevant to our belief, and occasionally even has 
said nothing at all so far on particular, highly important, Christian realities (e.g., Christian 
liberty), or it has reacted against errors without at the same time bringing out the deeper 
aspects, spiritually speaking, of the Catholic understanding of the matter. With this in 
mind, Fr Gardeil stressed the necessity of “reincorporating [the partial truths thus defined] 
in the living categories of the Gospel” (Ze Donné revelé et la Théologie, Paris, 2nd ed., 
I932, P- 333)· . . .

2. See A. Dupront, “Le Concile de Trente”, in Le Concite et les concites, Pans— 
Chevetogne, i960, pp. 22iff. But it is only fair to note, also, the part played by theologians 
in the less fortunate examples cited earlier (the Bull Unam Sanctam, etc.).
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the function of nourishing the dogmatic consciousness; they also 
exercise a very necessary critical function in the service of the Church, 
and of the magisterium within it (before it has spoken, of course). It is 
not only the task of the theologians to justify the magisterium’s actual 
teaching from Tradition (in the third sense of the word), but also to 
clarify the actual practice and words (not yet fixed in dogma) of the 
Church, in the light of that Tradition. A. d’Alès has said that “the 
canon of Lerins is a directive principle even for the teaching Church” 
(DAFC, IV, 1753). This is sometimes a delicate task for the theo
logians1 calling for even more Catholic sense than courage. Positive 
theology is a very difficult plant to cultivate, for it must satisfy the 
demands of a double loyalty, exercising respectively a pull towards 
historical documentation and towards references of a dogmatic nature.2 
The same is true again of a service which must at the same time be 
historico-critical in nature, and yet take into account existing differ
ences between historical tradition and dogmatic tradition.3

The history of the Church in the West since the last decade of the 
thirteenth century has largely conditioned the situation we find our
selves in at present. On the one hand, many centuries have passed, a 
thorough search for an intellectus fidei has gone on, and the fruits of 
this have been added to the treasury of Tradition (with contributions 
by scholastic theology, now by biblical study, and perhaps soon by the 
study of man, etc.). But, on the other hand, the Church’s authority, 
and in particular papal authority, has undergone great development 
since the Gregorian Reform, tending to be formulated in an increasingly 
juridical form. As a result there has been a great development in the 
notion that the Church and its present-day teaching are almost autono
mous theological sources. Hence has arisen a tendency for the Church 
to regard itself as a source, although it can only “define” what has been 
revealed,4 and despite the fact that its magisterium, far from being

i. The experience of Professor B. Altaner in 1948-50 shows this (“Zur Definibilitât 
der Assumptio B.M.V.”, in Theol. Rev., with the criticisms of J. Ternus, “Zum historisch- 
theologischer Tradition der Himmelfahrt Mariens”, in Schol, 25 [1950], pp. 321-60, and 
cf. Part I, pp. 218-19, and P· 2I9> n· 1)·

2. See my art. “Théologie”, in DTC, XV, 466—71, and La Foi et la théologie, Tournai— 
Paris, 1962, pp. i4off.

3. On this problem, see Part I, pp. 213Îf., and the account of Blondel in the next chapter.
4. St Leo repeatedly stresses that one can only teach what has been held by the Fathers 

(cf. RSR, i960, pp. 167-70, and Parti, pp. 211-9). The councils and the Fathers made 
painstaking reference to objective tradition and to the received creeds (P. Camelot, “Le 
Magistère et les symboles”, in Divinitas, 3 [1961], pp. 607-22). For the Fathers, Tradition 
and apostolic succession were closely related; in the apostolic succession they emphasized 
the essential duty of bearing witness to the faith received and of transmitting the apostolic 
doctrine without alteration (cf. J. Ratzinger, ET “Primacy, Episcopate, and Apostolic
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identical with Tradition, must refer back to Tradition as to the source 
of its teaching and, as such, its objective rule (cf. Part I, pp. 206-8).

It was against certain features of Catholic life in which this tendency 
was to be seen that there arose the spiritual, and often anti-ecclesiastical, 
movements of the twelfth century, then later Wycliffe and Huss in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and other critical spirits, rarely fully 
in touch with the Catholic sense, and lastly the Reformers of the 
sixteenth century. Authority, it was said, is not enough to provide a 
basis for the right to be obeyed, if what it teaches does not square with 
the truth which can be known by every Christian, in its normative 
formulations (in the Bible).1 Contemporary Protestants make the same 
protest and the same criticism.2 It is not possible to justify, by a sensus 
fidei or a charism of the magisterium which are practically autonomous, 
the definition as de fide of truths which are not really present in revela
tion and Tradition; moreover, the Catholic magisterium has always 
affirmed that it defines nothing not contained therein. If that is so, this 
affirmation must be honoured and its consequences taken very seriously; 
but there are certain ways of presenting truths that seem more likely to 
arouse rather than assuage fears. However, we have made a stand 
elsewhere, not only against the false principle of sola Scriptura, to 
which we shall be returning, but also against demands for a textual 
documentation or literary statement which, while they claim to fix the 
bounds of certitude in a rigorous way, can betray the reality of 
Tradition, and the very nature of this heritage by which the Church 
must live.3

In conclusion, to say that God communicates his revelation by the 
Church, through the preaching of a ministry with a divine commission 
which is the heir, at our level, of the apostolic mission (cf. Mt 28.19;

i. A number of passages to this effect are given in F. Kropatscheck, Das Schriftprin^ip 
d. Luther. Kirche. I: Die Urgeschichte. Das Erbe des Mittelalters, Leipzig, 1904, pp. 18 
(Waldenses), 378-81 (Huss), 4o8ff. (John Rucherat of Wesel, f 1481), 415, n. 2 (Wessel 
Gansfort, f 1489), pp. 419, n. 3 (Pupper of Goch, f 1475)· For the Reformers, see Part I, 
pp. 141, n. 5, 173-4, 183-4, 184, n. i.

2. See the texts and references given in Part I, p. 184, n. 2; and add H. Rückert, 
Schrift, Tradition und Kirche, Lüneburg, 1951, pp. I4ff.; G. Ebeling, Die Geschichtlichkeit 
der Kirche und ihrer Verkündigung als theologisches Problem, Tübingen, 1954, pp. 38!?.; W. 
von Loewenich, Der moderne Katholizismus..., Witten, 1955, pp. ijjff.; K. Barth, 
Kirchl. Dogmatik, I/2, pp. 622ÎF. (cf. W. Kasper, p. 347, n. 12).

3. See Vraie et Fausse Réforme dans l'Église, Paris, 1950, pp. 488ff., 498fF.

Succession”, in The Episcopate and the Primacy, Quaest. Disp., 4, 1962). Cf. Vatican I, 
Sess. Ill, cap. 3: “Fide divina et catholica ea omnia credenda sunt, quae in Verbo Dei 
scripto vel tradito continentur et ab Ecclesia in sollemni judicio sive ordinario et universal! 
magisterio tanquam divinitus revelata credenda proponuntur” {D. 1792, TCT, 66).
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Mk 16.15; Acts 1.7-8), is not the same as to identify the Church’s 
authority with God’s, as Protestants accuse us of doing.1 It is rather to 
situate the Church and the ordained ministry in the place assigned to 
them by the Word of God in the revelation of salvation. In turn we 
would address a question to Protestantism, asking it to draw the 
implications of the fact, witnessed to in the whole saving economy, 
that revelation has not an individual and private, but rather a social and 
public, nature; and also, to take seriously the promise made to the 
Church of the presence and assistance of the Holy Spirit.

(C) The Holy Spirit, the Transcendent Subject of 
Tradition. His Active Presence in the Church the

Body of Christ

Tradition, whose point of origin is God, has many human subjects: at 
the level of its historical beginnings, the prophets, Jesus Christ, and 
the apostles, and at the level of its transmission, the Church, made up 
of the faithful and their pastors. What makes these different subjects a 
unity is, we know, exteriorly the mission and interiorly, the Holy 
Spirit who, being not simply a principle but a person, becomes by that 
very fact and in a quite special sense a subject of Tradition. The 
mission and active presence of the Spirit constitute a form of sacrament, 
with its visible structure of signs, and its kernel working within. We 
must pay special attention to the Holy Spirit as the transcendent 
subject of Tradition, and to what this presupposes or entails in eccle- 
siology.

St Irenaeus speaks of a kind of transmission or tradition of the 
Spirit by the apostles,2 so too St Hippolytus.3 Irenaeus sees the Spirit 
as faith’s interior active principle, continually renewing its youth;4 
Tertullian sees the Spirit as the principle guaranteeing the Church a life 
in unanimity and truth, while faithfully preserving Tradition.5 St 
Cyprian also makes unanimity the proper and unfailing effect of the 
Spirit.6 Novatian, who has a fine theology of the Spirit’s activity in the

1. W. von Loewenich, op. cit., pp. i6iff., 165-6, etc.
2. “It was by partaking of this Spirit whom they had received from the Lord, and by 

sharing him with the believers, that they founded this Church” {Proof of the Apostolic 
Preaching, 41; ET ACW\ 16).

3. Philosophoumena, I, Praef. 6, quoted in Part I, p. 37.
4. AH, III, 24, 1 (PG, 7, 966; Harvey, II, p. 131; EP, 226).
5. De Praescr., 28 (PL, 2, 40; EP, 295).
6. Epist., 68,5, 2 (ET ANL, 8; LF, 17).
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Church, speaks particularly of the Spirit as “a great power in the 
Church, explaining the rule of faith, preventing the utterance of words 
that are contrary to Scripture, and preserving whole and entire the 
rights of the Lord’s doctrine”.1

However, the earliest Fathers said relatively little about the Spirit as 
the principle of Tradition: historical continuity, about which they were 
quite certain, was enough for them. The Spirit was brought in parti
cularly in response to the question, when it was asked, of the homo
geneity between the Church’s actual teaching and the apostolic deposit. 
We can pick out three important phases in this theology:

(i) The period from the beginning of the patristic age until modern 
theology, where we find a conviction of a permanent action of the 
Spirit “inspiring” Christians, churchmen, councils, sacred writers: 
for every right explanation or determination that occurs in the life of 
the Church comes from the Holy Spirit.2 The thought here is less 
historical than theological and sacramental. For most of the time 
it was thought enough to affirm the active presence of the Spirit, 
without stressing historical continuity with the origins. Sometimes 
it was precisely this action of the Spirit which was said to ensure 
continuity.

(ii) Confronted by the Reformation, and at the time of Trent, in the 
course of the council itself, this theology was employed to justify the 
“additions” which the present teaching of the Church shows when this 
is compared with the letter of Scripture. The value of this teaching and 
the authority of the traditions have always been justified by the fact 
that the Spirit dwells in the Church, and is at work in the most decisive 
actions of its life.4 This justification is exactly the same as that given, 
for its part, by Orthodox theology.5

(iii) In the splendid theology of Tradition that we find in the 
writings of the Tübingen school, and in particular in the Möhler of

i. De Trinit. (a.d. 251), 29 (PL, 3, 944).
2. See the documentation assembled in Part I, pp. 119fr.
3. By the influence of the Spirit the scriptural deposit is understood in that sense in 

which it was originally constituted by him: see the references in Part I, pp. 90-1 and p. 
91, n. 1, and add St Augustine, Contra Mendac., 15, 26—7 (PL, 40, 406; ET FC, 16); St 
Isidore, Etym., 8, 5, 70 (PL, 82, 305); St Thomas, Com. in Rom., c. 1, lect. 6; St Leo, 
Sermo, T), 1: “[Spiritus Sanctus] qui nunc quoque cordibus fidelium suis praesidet 
institutis ut ea omnes et obedienter custodiant et semper intelligant” (PL, 54, 419A).

4. Cf. Part I, pp. 169-73.
5. See in particular the Confessio Dosithei, cap. 2, in Harduin, Acta Cone'll., Paris, 1715, 

Vol. XI, col. 236 (in 1672): “We believe that the Catholic Church is not of less value, as 
testimony, than sacred Scripture: for the Holy Spirit is the principle of origin of both, and 
it is he who is acting whether one is being taught by Scripture or by the Catholic Church.” 
Here Catholic theology makes a clearer distinction between inspiration and assistance.
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Die Einheit we find the third phase.1 Mohler, so much inspired by the 
Fathers and taking up many of their lines of thought, did not take this 
particular theology from them as such; it is his personal development. 
But he was only making an application to Tradition of the patristic 
theology of the Spirit as the soul of the Church: in scholastic terms, one 
might say, the operative principle in the Mystical Body. Mohler saw 
in Tradition that which effectively brings about the unity of the Church 
as the Church formed both by the teaching of Christ and by Pentecost: 
through the Spirit, the truth taught by Jesus Christ is gradually 
assimilated more and more intimately and, through love, becomes the 
inspiration towards communion. The Spirit creates, from within, the 
unity of the community, and also the organs or expressions of its 
special genius, i.e., its tradition.

i. See P. Chaillet, J. Ranft and J. R. Geiselmann, all cited supra, p. 317, n. 3.
2. As well as J.-L. Leuba, cited in Part I, pp. 8-9, n. 2, see W. Kreck, “Parole et 

Esprit selon Calvin”, in RHPR, 40 [i960], pp. 215-28.

The heart of all these theologies is the identity of the principle 
which acts throughout the Church’s duration, and is at work in the 
activities by which it builds itself up, with that principle which was at 
work from the beginning in the revelation made to the prophets and the 
apostles, and in the saving actions of the incarnate Word.

We have seen in the Fathers (Part I), and shall be able to study 
further again (cf. Chapter 5, infra), that the dogmatic content of 
Tradition consists in the correct interpretation of scriptural revelation 
in terms of its central object, Christ and his Church. Now, according 
to the New Testament, though Christ is the content of Scripture, he 
gives us understanding of it through his Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit who 
enables us to say “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor 12.3); the texts of Scripture 
are obscure until we turn for understanding to the Lord, under the 
influence of his Holy Spirit (2 Cor 3.12-18). Doubtless this is why St 
Paul exhorted Timothy to “guard the truth that has been entrusted to 
you by the Holy Spirit who dwells within us” (2 Tim 1.14). And 
Protestants would surely not refuse to say with us that the Spirit is the 
soul of Tradition, taken in this wide sense.2

Other texts of St Paul, and St Luke’s Acts of the Apostles, attribute 
the whole of the Church’s life and the work of its ministry to the 
Spirit. In such conditions, one must have very definite reasons for 
excluding the Church from the promise of the gift of the Spirit, made 
by our Lord to the apostles (in St John’s gospel), on the pretext that 
the promise was only addressed explicitly to them. On the contrary, 
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we have reasons, even recognizing that it concerns the apostles 
immediately, for asserting that it applies also to the Church in all ages.1 
Swete notes the recurrence, in John 14 and 16, of the word “you”: I 
shall give you, I shall send you, he will lead you, he will give you 
understanding. This repeated “you” refers both to persons (the 
apostles) and to the community.2 In fact, at Pentecost the Spirit is 
given to all the disciples, a hundred and twenty in number (cf. Acts 
1.15; cf. Lk 24.33: “The eleven ... and those who were with them”). 
The promised Spirit was given to the community of those who were 
present; when new members were joined to the first nucleus of a 
group, and then to the Church, as time went on, they in their turn 
would receive the Spirit who builds up the body of Christ (cf. 1 Cor 
12.13).3 Was the Spirit not promised to the apostles to be with them 
for ever (cf. Jn 14.16-17)? Basically, this gift of the Spirit is on a par 
with the saving economy as a whole: the event, once it has taken place, 
concerns all succeeding generations, working in them. Mohler goes so 
far as to assimilate this fact to life which, having first appeared through 
a creative act of God, then spreads itself, from intermediary to inter
mediary, by a sharing of the original vital power.4 We have seen that 
Irenaeus and Hippolytus would also have admitted something very like 
this (cf. supra, p. 338, nn. 2 and 3). Let us re-examine our Lord’s 
promises:

1. See M.-J. Lagrange, Évang. selon S. Jean, Paris, 1904, pp. 390, 403, 407 (and in the 
8th ed., 1947, pp. 391-2, 421-5); F. Tillmann, Das Johannesevangelium, Bonn, 4th ed., 
1931, pp. 266-7, 270-1, 280-1, 285-7; H. Dieckmann, De Ecclesia, Freiburg, 1925, Vol. 
II, pp. 42, 134; A. Durand, Evang, selon S. Jean, Paris, 1927, pp. 404, 424-5, 430; A. 
Wirkenhauser, Das Evang, nach Johannes, Ratisbon/Regensburg, 1948, pp. 222-4, 231, 
241, 243—4; J. Bonsirven, Les Enseignements de Jesus-Christ, Paris, 8th ed., 1950, pp. 296, 
373—4, 400; F.-M. Braun, Évang. selon S. Jean (Pirot-Clamer Bible), Paris, 1946, pp. 431, 
439, 441-2 (upholds the application of Jn 16.13 to the apostles alone): references given by 
E. Dahnis, Gregorianum, 34 [1953], p. 207, n. See also J. M. Girarda, “La Asistencia del 
Espiritu Santo a la Santa Madre Iglesia”, in Rev. españ. de Teol., 7 [1947], pp. 47-78 (some 
patristic quotations and an account of theological criteriology); J. Giblet, “Les Promesses 
de I’Esprit et la mission des Apotres dans les Evangiles”, in Irénikon, 30 [1957], pp. 5-43.

2. H. B. Swete, The Holy Spirit in the New Testament. A Study of Primitive Christian 
Teaching, London, 1909, pp. 3o6ff. For the Holy Spirit as given to the whole community, 
see the analogous remark made by L. S. Thornton on Rom 5.1-11 (cf. also the use of the 
word “we”) (The Common Life in the Body of Christ, Westminster, 1950, p. 92).

3. A kind of new Pentecost occurs with the entry of the first Gentiles into the Church 
(see Acts io.4iff.; n.i5ff.; 15.7!^.); their full individual admission into the Church takes 
place through the imposition of hands for the gift of the Holy Spirit (8.i5ff.; 19.5 IF.).

4. See Die Einheit, § 3.

I will not leave you desolate; I will come to you (Jn 14.18; it is 
difficult not to connect this with Mt 28.20).

But the Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send 
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in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remem
brance all that I have said to you (Jn 14.26). But when the Counsellor 
comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of 
truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness to me 
(15.26). I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear 
them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 
all the truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever 
he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are 
to come (16.12-13; perhaps this last text refers to the apostles only).

The role thus vested in the Holy Spirit is the actualizing and in- 
teriorizing of what Christ said and did. This is also apparent from the 
texts of St Paul, although he does not clearly distinguish between the 
work of Christ and the work of the Spirit. St Luke and St John do this 
much better (see Part I, pp. 13!?.). Christ uttered the words of his 
gospel once; he accomplished our salvation and gave his life, once and 
for all time; he instituted the sacraments and consecrated the apostles 
once only. Thus did he establish the pattern of life for his people.

This has now to be lived out by human beings succeeding each other 
in time, coexisting separately in space. The pattern of truth and life 
set up once and for all, and for all men, must become a personal pattern 
for each man, and a common pattern for untold multitudes of men 
leading, each one, his own individual life in space and time. A personal 
appropriation has to be made, not merely by a decision taken by men, 
which would be neither a principle of unity nor a principle of divine 
life, but by a new act of God himself, no longer visibly incarnate at a 
moment of human history, but giving himself interiorly to each and 
all. This is the work of the Spirit.

Since he is Spirit, he acts in persons in a spiritual manner without in 
any way forcing them. Scripture characterizes this intervention by 
comparing it to an indwelling, a penetrating oil, an inner inspiration 
scarcely distinguishable from the normal workings of our mind,1 a 
consciousness which is alone able to plumb the depths of our personal 
life (1 Cor 2.ioff.). And yet, he is in all men, working from within to 
bring about unity and unanimity. He disposes each, according to his 
nature, vocation and place, to seek and promote the communion of all. 
His gifts are made “for the common good” (1 Cor 12.7), “for building 
up the body of Christ” (Eph 4.12; cf. 1 Cor 12.13).

1. Compare Rom 8.15-16 and 26 with Gal 4.6; cf. Rom 9.1. The witness of the Holy 
Spirit and the witness of our own spirit go together and in harmony in a sort of con- 
celebration. See my study of the Holy Spirit and the apostolic body in Esquisses du myst. 
de l’Église, ET in The Mystery of the Church, i960, and Jn 15. 26-7.
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Though such is the proper activity of the Spirit, it is not, for all that, 

an independent activity. As the “Spirit of Christ”, he does only 
Christ’s work, neither actualizing nor personalizing anything other 
than the Gospel pattern of saving truth and life brought to men by 
Christ, who also ceaselessly watches over their accomplishment. The 
institution flowers in “events”, which produce the fruits of the original 
institution throughout a time watched over by the Spirit who shares in 
eternity, who is, in fact, the eternal God coming to us and abiding with 
us in time.1 All through the historical succession made up of the 
authentic witnesses of Tradition, Christ, the invisible and heavenly 
Head of his visible and temporal body, ceaselessly acts to make his 
Gospel ever new, in continuity with the form he gave it once and for 
all.2

We have already discussed this structure of our faith, resulting, as it 
does, from the union of a spiritual energy or inspiration received 
directly from God, with the acceptance of a teaching passed on by the 
Church, from Christ and the apostles, over a long historical process. 
In our faith there are joined together an historical transmission of the 
pattern of belief and a spiritual “event” which the Spirit brings about 
in each consciousness.3 What is produced at the personal level, is 
reproduced analogically at the ecclesial level, where the great Sequentia 
sancti Evangelii must be progressively realized. The Church itself is 
perfectly well aware of this; it testifies as much, both in the words of 
the Fathers or theologians4 and in those privileged moments of self-

l. For this see J. Mouroux, Le Mystère du temps (ET, The Mystery of Time, 1964). In 
this study Canon Mouroux shows how eternity, as the Bible conceives it, places God in a 
transcendent relation to time: God is above time, but not out of contact with it, because 
he is God-with-someone, God-for-someone.

We may note here that the working of the Spirit in the faithful or in the Church corres
ponds to the existence of the Third Person within the mystery of the divine life. God is not 
isolated and apart: he is love. Within the Godhead there exists a tendency to give and to 
share: this is not a necessity in God, but a tendency to exist for and in others: thus, here 
love implies grace. Within the unity of the Godhead, the Spirit is the seal of the mutual 
giving and love of the Father and Son; the Spirit is, too, the starting point of their love’s 
external communication. The Spirit will be grace, if love’s tendency to issue freely in 
grace culminates in the bringing about of other created existences. If God is not merely 
“I am”, but also “I shall be” (Ex 3.12, 14), not merely “I am, I was”, but “I am to come” 
(Apoc 1.4), if God exists not only in himself but also in us, this must come about through 
a movement, a sending, whose principle and beginning, within the divine generosity, is 
the Holy Spirit. This link between the temporal “missions” and the eternal processions 
is clearly suggested by St Thomas, ST, I, q. 43.

2. Cf. the idea, in Passaglia and Schrader, of Christ’s communication of himself (cf. 
W. Kasper, op. cit., pp. 284—308; also p. 295, n. 204).

3. Cf. Council of Orange, c. 7 (D. 180); Vatican I, Sess. Ill, cap. 3 (D. 1791; TCT, Cf). 
For the Thomist theology of the act of faith, see supra, p. 332, nn. 2 and 3.

4. Here we refer again to Part I, pp. 119-37. For St Irenaeus, see T. F. Geraets, 
“Apostolica Ecclesiae Traditio”, in Bijdragen, 18 [1957], pp. 1-18; for St Leo, A. Lauras, 
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realization and collective stocktaking called councils.1 In both cases, 
there is the constant conviction that Christ never ceases to teach his 
Church by the gift of the Spirit.

Naturally, this does not mean that everything that occurs in the 
Church’s historical life is guaranteed by the Holy Spirit. History 
presents us with many debatable or less happy expressions and 
developments in theology or in devotion. This does not dispense the 
teaching Church from the duty of constantly referring back to the 
deposit, rather it would seem to necessitate as much, since the positive 
aid or inspiration granted to it, far from absolving it from the obliga
tion of human labour, in fact demands such labour. We must avoid 
ecclesiological monophysitism every bit as much as nestorianism: the 
truth demands a Church which is fully human, as it is fully historical.2 
It is truly indwelt, animated and assisted by the Spirit of Christ, and 
this will render any purely historicist conception of Tradition insuffi
cient, to say the least. No truth or foundation can be found for the 
Catholic doctrine on Tradition if we deprive it of the support it claims 
to find in the New Testament theology of the Holy Spirit. But this 
Church in which the Spirit dwells, which is animated and assisted by 
him, is only assured of his presence if it remains within the framework 
of the covenant and in order that it may faithfully preserve the struc
tures of the covenant.

Again, to put a limit on infallibility is no more to put the Church 
in danger of error, than affirming the human character of so many of 
its acts is to consign them to abomination and the reign of Antichrist!

This conception of the Church has sometimes been called “thean- 
dric”; but this is a word that always needs to be explained and is better 
avoided; “mysteric” or sacramental would, I think, be more suitable.

What does “sacramental” mean in this context? Ortigues says: “The 
Church, considered as an apostolic institution, is essentially sacra
mental, that is, it is a witness that bears in itself the divine presence to

i. See the texts collected in the Appendix at the end of the present chapter, pp. 346-7.
2. Apart from my study in Das Kon^il von Chalkedon, cited p. 312, n. 1, see Le Christy 

Marie et l’Église, Paris, 1952, pp. 67ft'. (ET, Christ, Our Lady and the Church, 1956); and 
Le Concile et les conciles, Paris-Chevetogne, i960, pp. 319Æ

RSR, i960, pp. 175—6; for St Bonaventure, J. Ratzinger, “Offenbarung, Schrift und 
Überlieferung. Ein Text des hl. Bonaventura und seine Bedeutung für die gegenwärtige 
Theologie”, in Trierer theol. Zeitschr., 67 [1958], pp. 13-27 {In I Sent., d. 11, q. 1, concl.: 
“Cognitio hujus articuli fundamentum habet a scriptura, profectum vel incrementum a 
ratione, sed consummationem a revelatione.”)
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which it witnesses; it is a sign that contains the reality it signifies.”1 
This much presupposes that we do not reduce the Church to a mere 
collection of the true faithful, imagining that they have been made 
Christians by a purely personal and direct relationship with Christ, 
reigning now in heaven. This conception, which derives from Ockham, 
played its part in the preparation for the Reformation. The idea of a 
congregatio fidelium was thus unhappily compromised, if not dis
qualified altogether, by the bad use that was made of it.

i. “Écritures et Traditions apostoliques au concile de Trente”, in RSR, 36 (1949), 
p. 290.

2. Cf. Eph 5.25fr.; Gal 4.2öff.
3. For example, Lk 22.19-20 and parallels (1 Cor n.23ff.); 24.44-9; Mt 28.18—20, etc. 

The subject deserves a full-scale study on the lines of biblical theology.
4. The literature is immense, but see J. N. D. Kelly, Early Baptismal Creeds, London, 

1950, pp. 155Æ; Sentire Ecclesiam (Festgabe Hugo Rahner), Freiburg, 1961.
5. See P. Nautin, Je crois à l'Esprit Saint dans la Sainte Église. Étude sur l’hist. et la 

théol. du Symbole, Paris, 1947; this formula is one of J. A. Jungmann’s arguments for 
holding that “in unitate Spiritus Sancti” = “in Ecclesia”, in that unity which is brought 
about by the Holy Spirit. Cf. “ ‘In der Einheit des hl. Geistes’ ”, in Gewordene Liturgie, 
Innsbruck, 1941, pp. 190-205; “ ‘In unitate Sp. S.’ ”, in Z.KT, 72 [1950], pp. 481-6, and 
The Mass of the Roman Rite, 1949, pp. 296-7 (see also German edition of 1958, Nachtrag, 
pp. 592-4). However, this interpretation is rejected by Dom B. Botte, M-D, 23 [1950], 
pp. 49-53.

6. W. Schweitzer correctly notes this (Schrift und Dogma in der Ökumene, Giitersloh, 
1953, p. 42): the whole basis of the Catholic position is the mystical and sacramental 
conception of the Church as the Body of Christ, living by his Spirit.

“Church” does not only mean that, even in the New Testament. It 
is also the term of the promise or of the covenant, whose supreme 
content is the Holy Spirit.2 It is that collective “we” which is the 
counterpart of the collective “you” addressed by God or Christ when 
making his everlastingly valid promise.3 It is the body of Christ; what 
Christianity, from the earliest times up to the present, has placed first 
under the term “Church”.4 It is what the faithful professed belief in 
at baptism: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, in the holy Church.”5

That Church is the ark of the New Covenant; it possesses all that 
belongs to the covenant: the sacraments, the apostolic ministries, the 
Gospel deposit, the active presence of its Lord, and the guarantee of 
the Spirit. We cannot speak about it as if there were not all these tokens.6 
This does not mean that we have to speak of a “continued Incarna
tion”, as did Möhler, and, after him, Perrone and hosts of others (cf. 
supra, p. 312, n. 1): such a phrase is a little ambiguous and needs 
explanation. We have said already that it is not an Incarnation, for the 
Church and the Spirit are only united by a covenant link. Nevertheless, 
this much does oblige us to take seriously the idea of an ecclesial body 
of Christ, and the promise of the Spirit, inasmuch as it was made to the
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Church, and also the relation subsisting between the Spirit and that 
body. Protestantism has as yet barely started on the rediscovery of the 
Epistle to the Ephesians spoken of by W. Zöllner in 1930.1 The dia
logue between Catholicism and Protestantism is not yet by any means 
over; perhaps it has scarcely begun, at least as an eirenical dialogue, 
carried on with the aid of the resources supplied by a biblical theology 
made transparent to the light of Truth at the price of much humility, 
prayer and love of God.

Appendix

Consciousness of a divine visitation and of the “event” of the Holy Spirit 
in the Church's historical witness to the Gospel (cf p. 344, n. 1)

Chalcedon shows an awareness to the fact that the Holy Spirit dictated 
its definition (Actio V: Mansi, VII, 103 [Latin] or 104A). The ecumen
ical council of Constantinople in 553 knows well that it holds “that 
faith which our Lord Jesus Christ, true God, delivered to the holy 
apostles, and through them to the holy Churches” (Coll. VUI: Mansi, 
IX, 370c). Like Chalcedon (Mansi, VH, 115c), the Third Council of 
Constantinople, in 680, declares that it only teaches what was formerly 
taught about Christ by the prophets, and what he himself taught, and 
what was handed down in the creed of the holy Fathers (Actio XVIII: 
Mansi, XI, 637 [Greek], 639B [Latin]). I have already quoted the text 
of the Second Council of Nicaea, 787: “Following the royal way and 
the God-inspired magisterium of our holy Fathers as well as the 
tradition of the Catholic Church (for we know that this comes from 
the Holy Spirit who dwells therein), we define with all certainty . ..” 
(Actio VII: D. 302).

We know that the theologians of Trent appealed to the Holy Spirit 
to justify the continuity of the Church’s teaching and its oneness in 
character with the apostolic deposit. The council itself, “lawfully 
assembled in the Holy Spirit”, according to the consecrated formula, 
often testifies to an awareness of being taught by the Spirit and of 
having a basic need of the Spirit’s help in order to carry out the work 
it has undertaken. At the beginning of Session VI on Justification, we 
read: “... veram sanamque doctrinam ipsius justificationis, quam ...

1. He said at the Waldenburg Conference: “At a particular juncture of time in the 
sixteenth century the Epistle to the Romans was rediscovered; now we are rediscovering 
the Epistle to the Ephesians as a letter speaking to the Church” {Die Kirche im Neuen 
Testament in ihrer Bedeutung für die Gegenwart, Berlin, 1930, p. 13).
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Christus Jesus . . . docuit, Apostoli tradiderunt et catholica Ecclesia, 
Spiritu Sancto suggerente, perpetuo retinuit. .(D. 792a; TCT, 556); 
at the beginning of Session XIII on the Eucharist: . etsi in eum finem 
non absque peculiari Spiritus Sancti ductu et gubernatione covenerit, 
ut veram et antiquam de fide et sacramentis doctrinam exponeret... 
doctrinam tradens, quam semper catholica Ecclesia ab ipso Jesu 
Christo Domino nostro et ejus Apostolis erudita, atque a Spiritu 
Sancto illi omnem veritatem in dies suggerente (Jn 14.26) edocta retinuit 
et ad finem usque saeculi conservabit...” (D. 873a; TCTy 718); at 
the beginning of Session XXI on Communion: “Sancta ispa Synodus a 
Spiritu Sancto, qui Spiritus est sapientiae et intellectus^ Spiritus consilii 
et pietatis (Is 11.2), edocta ...” (D. 930; TCT, 739); and again, at the 
beginning of Session XXII on the Eucharistic Sacrifice (D. TCT,
746); and Session XXV, on Purgatory (D. 983; TCTy 890), etc.

The same reference to the enduring and ever present activity of the 
Spirit is found in Pius IX’s bull Ineffabilis of 8 December 1854: 
“Catholica Ecclesia, quae a Sancto semper edocta Spiritu columna est 
ac firmamentum veritatis, tamquam doctrinam possidens divinitus 
acceptam et caelestis revelationis deposito comprehensam .. . magis in 
dies explicare, proponere ac fovere numquam destitit” (Collectio 
Lacensis^ VI, coi. 836). Here the stress is put upon the possession, more 
than upon the necessary coming, of the Spirit; we are no longer in the 
climate of the present activity of God’s interventions, but much more 
concerned with a total, once for all, justification of the Church’s 
authority and the legitimacy of its decisions. The stress on present 
activity reappears, on the other hand, with an allusion to doctrinal 
development, in the constitution Munificentissimus Deus of 1 Novem
ber 1950: “Universa Ecclesia in qua viget Veritatis Spiritus, qui quidem 
eam ad revelatarum perficiendam veritatum cognitionem infallibiliter 
dirigit..(AAS, 42 [1950], p. 768; D. 3032; TCT^ 519).



Chapter 4

TRADITION AND THE 
CHURCH’S LIFE. 
TRADITION IS A

UNIQUE MEANS OF 
COMMUNICATION

Tradition implies the idea of entrusting something to someone. 
This idea of a personal entrusting is not found in the same way in the 
written word, which in itself would seem to imply the possibility of 
wide publication. In addition, tradition contains the avowal or affirma
tion that what is thus handed on contains more than what is formally 
expressed in it. Tradition is a treasure, a deposit, which a text could 
never fully represent, and which can only be preserved in a living 
subject. The Gospel written in men’s hearts goes far beyond the 
written text, despite the fact that what is written is itself, in a sense, 
inexhaustible. The Fathers were well aware of this.1 Taking his cue 
from a text of St Basil, Dom Odo Casel said that tradition is essentially 
something that is not written down, having the character of Nicht- 
Schrift-sein, so much so that even when it transmits a written text, 
tradition’s own particular contribution remains something that is 
essentially not written, wesenshaft ungeschrieben.2

Martin Perez de Ayala, the first man to write a formal treatise on 
tradition, saw it as a different kind of teaching, alongside Scripture.3 
A century and a half later, Bossuet wrote, against Du Pin and Richard 
Simon: “The Tradition which I put forward here as interpreter of the

1. See Tertullian, Praescr., 21, 3, and especially St Basil, De Spiritu Sancto, zy (PG} 
32, 191c; ET Lewis, n.d.).

2. Jahrb.f. Liturgiewiss., 13 [1933], p. 101.
3. The preface, dated Augsburg, 6 May 1548, to his De Divinis, Apostolicis atque 

Ecclesiasticis Traditionibus. . . (Cologne, 1549), states his intention as follows: to show, 
against the Protestants, “esse in Ecclesia Dei praeter canonicam scripturam aliud genus 
doctrinae, in ipsa tamen fundatum et observatum... quod divina scriptura et Apostolici 
patres Traditionem vocant”.

348
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Law of God is an unwritten doctrine which comes from God himself 
and is preserved in the thought and universal practice of the Church.”1

In this chapter I propose to study Tradition as a means, and con
sequently as a mode of communication which differs so radically from 
writing that, not content to transmit something which is not, and 
doubtless could not, be written, it even transmits that which is written, 
in a different and unique manner.2 In the next chapter, I shall describe 
more precisely the relation that exists between Tradition and Scripture.

The Facts

The very first chapter of this Second Part began by placing Tradition 
in relation with the divine economy, which does not just begin with 
the process of revelation but takes up and continues in revelation what 
has existed from all eternity in the bosom of the Godhead: “Our 
message concerns that Word, who is life; what he was from the first, 
what we have heard about him, what our own eyes have seen of him; 
what it was that met our gaze, and the touch of our hands. Yes, life 
dawned; and it is as eye-witnesses that we give you news of that life, 
that eternal life, which ever abode with the Father and has dawned, 
now, on us. This message about what we have seen and heard we pass 
on to you, so that you too may share in our fellowship. What is it, 
this fellowship of ours? Fellowship with the Father, and with his Son 
Jesus Christ” (i Jn i.i-3, Knox).

It is one and the same stream, a single communication which, accord
ing to St John’s message, is at once light and life, revelation or mani
festation, and communion. In addition, the Johannine notion of truth 
includes these two aspects. But is it only “Johannine”, and should we 
not perhaps say “biblical” here? That is true which conforms to what 
God wills and what he has said. What is true in this way exists and lives 
to the full. Jesus Christ is the perfection of truth and life for the whole 
world; God gave him all that was needful in order that he should be 
such: “All things have been delivered to me by my Father (ττάντα μοι 
παρεδόθη παρά του πατρός μου); and no one knows the Son except 
the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and any one 
to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Mt 11.27; Lk 10.22). God 
did this, in order to give “all things” to the Church, and through the 
Church, to the world (cf. Jn 3.16). Christian Tradition (or Christianity 
as Tradition) takes its origin in the Father’s delivering of this “all” to

l. Défense de la Tradition et des saintes Pères.
2. . See the passage from M. Blondel quoted infra, pp. 360-1.

AA
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Jesus Christ; it is, in its deepest sense, the delivering of Jesus Christ 
himself. “My archives are Jesus Christ,” said St Ignatius of Antioch.1 
The ultimate basis of Tradition as a reality is the fact that God has 
“handed over” Jesus Christ, his Son (cf. Rom 8.31—2), and that Jesus 
Christ has “given” himself to us (Gal 2.20; Eph 5.2, 25): he himself is 
the Reality, and everything else is but a preparation or communication, 
a sign or sacrament, of this Reality.

Jesus Christ himself left nothing in writing, but he bequeathed to us 
Christianity: not doctrinal statements alone, but the reality of salvation 
and of communion, the reality of the New Covenant. In this many 
things were contained, and many things were therefore originally 
constituted which the apostolic texts, since they are simple, incomplete 
testimonies given to the reality of the New Covenant, do not state 
explicitly, or convey by allusion and implication, or in a veiled and 
obscure manner.2 There has been, and still is, some discussion about 
the dogmatic content of certain texts which touch upon the fundamental 
mystery of Redemption, but the Church does not take her faith in the 
mystery from those texts as such; the Church has seen Christ on the 
cross, and continues to see him there, where in a special way its faith in 
and understanding of the Redemption was formed. Again, there was 
infinitely more in the reality of the Eucharist celebrated by Christ than 
there is in the accounts given of the sacrament and its institution by the 
New Testament writings. The New Testament witness is contained in 
about forty verses: their great richness has not yet been exhausted by 
commentary, but they still only constitute a testimony, whereas the 
Church possesses the reality to which they witness. The Church was 
present and communicated at the celebrations of the apostles, who had 
in turn been with and communicated from the hands of Christ. When, 
on the days after Pentecost, the faithful devoted themselves to the 
breaking of bread (Acts 2.42,46), there as yet existed no written charter 
for the Eucharist, and when that was drawn up later it would merely 
report the facts, and express the Church’s faith, without further details. 
While the Old Testament described in great detail the rites for the 
paschal and sacrificial celebrations, the New Testament lays down

1. Philad., 8, 2. See infra, Chapter 5 on Scripture and Tradition, pp.
2. Cf. Mohler, Die Einheit, § 68: he suggests applications to the primacy and to the 

cult of the saints. Other applications could be found, for example, in our knowledge of 
the institution of certain sacraments by Christ. See, in this sense, my Vraie et Fausse 
Réforme, Paris, 1950, pp. 488ff., 501, and in Bulletin des Missions, September 1938: “Vie 
de l’Église et conscience de la catholicité” (reproduced in Esquisses . . . , ET The Mystery 
of the Church, i960). See also: “Pour une notion ‘réaliste’ de la Tradition”, in Jstina, 
5 [1958], PP· I29-32·
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nothing; there was a living model to be followed, handed on together 
with the very reality it celebrated. The Eucharist was thus celebrated 
for about thirty years before any text existed to make mention of it: it 
was par excellence, an object of “tradition”.1 Rite and action had pre
ceded the written document, though not, of course, the doctrine,2 just 
as in the hierarchical structure of the Church priestly ordination is 
prior in nature to the pastoral authority which, nevertheless, must give 
to it its essential direction and finality.3

Nowadays especially we see the apostles as founders of the Church 
and as pastors. The Fathers, the liturgy, and the great scholastics saw 
them in that way too, but certainly also and perhaps even primarily, 
they were seen as those whom God had sanctified in the image of his 
Son, in order to send them into the world:4 charismatic men, one with 
Jesus Christ in the Spirit, assimilated to him in their witness, their 
suffering, and finally their death. They possessed a deeply religious, 
spiritual, image of the apostles.5 The true covenant relationship with 
God in Jesus Christ, and through his Spirit in the Church, was under
stood by the apostles and revealed in their teaching, butbefore that they 
had lived it perfectly and had shared it in its fullness. There are many 
things that Christians have understood and that they continue to under
stand when they read the apostolic writings or the earliest witnesses, 
because they possess the reality of which the texts speak. More than 
one illustration of this fact, taken from experience, could be adduced,6 
but it will suffice to refer again to the particularly important example

1. In Saints Paul and Justin the expressions traditio, traders, are applied particularly to 
the Eucharist (B. Reynders, “Paradosis ... ”, RTAM, 5 [1933], pp. 155—91; esp. 168-9 
and 171, n. 93).

2. On this subject see L. Bouyer, in M-D, No. 10 [1947], pp. 7iff·, 75, and Le rite et 
l'homme . . . (Lex Orandi, 32), Paris, 1962; ET, Rite and Man: Natural Sacredness and 
Christian Liturgy, Burns & Oates, 1963; P. Duployé, cited infra, p. 428, n. 1.

3. Cf. V. Fuchs, “Weihesakramentale Grundlegung kirchlicher Rechtsgewalt”, in 
Schol, 1941, pp· 496-520; C. Journet, L’Église du Verbe incarné, Vol. I, Paris, 1941, pp. 
34!!., 6oiff; cf. W. Maurer, Bekenntnis u. Sakrament. . . , Berlin, 1939.

4. Cf. Jn 10.36; 17; and Congar, Pentecôte, 1956, pp. i2off. (cf. ET/TAe Mystery of the 
Church, i960).

5. It would be rewarding to study the image of the apostles as presented by the liturgy 
and the Fathers. For St Thomas Aquinas, cf. A. Lemonnyer, “Les Apôtres comme doc
teurs de la foi d’après S. Thomas”, in Mélanges thomistes (Bibl. thomiste, 3), Le Saulchoir, 
1923, pp. 153-73; N. Falligan, “The Teaching of St Thomas Aquinas in regard to the 
Apostles”, in the American Eccles. Rev., 144 [January 1961], pp. 32—47.

6. Speaking of the revival of the religious life among Protestants, F. Biot writes: “The 
progressive realization of what could be called the mystery of the religious life and its 
concrete demands and conditions has only come to these brothers and sisters after a 
number of years of community life” (“Signification ecclésiologique du renouveau céno- 
bitique protestant”, in Istina, 1961—2, p. 223). They have had to re-create, on a basis of 
experimentation, those conditions for spiritual penetration which tradition is able to offer 
immediately wherever it is found.
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of the Eucharist. We have, nowadays, a great number of documents 
and explanations, but the ordinary faithful do not refer much to these, 
and even the learned who do know of them learn more about the 
Eucharist in living it and living by it. The written text is something to 
which we can refer, and in the case of the apostolic writings this 
reference must be the normative one. But the Church’s faith, like its 
life, is governed immediately and in the first place by the Christian 
reality contained in the totality of Tradition; and only in the second 
place, although still immediately, by the apostolic writings.1

i. See J. Ratzinger, “Wesen und Weisen der Auctoritas im Werke des hl. Bona
ventura”, in Die Kirche und ihre Ämter (Festg. Kard. Frings), Cologne, i960, pp. 58—72, 
on the non-scriptural words in the liturgical formula of eucharistic consecration: the 
Church follows the institution of the apostles, rather than the gospel text’s narrative.

2. Apud Eusebius, HE, III, 39, 4. The fragments of Papias which we possess do not 
employ the word trapaSoais.

Doubtless there will be many readers, and not only Protestant ones, 
who on reflection will say /‘Agreed, but isn’t this too neat and ideal? 
We know only too well the value of a purely oral tradition. But despite 
the examples cited, we cannot forget Papias, whose aim, even before 
the middle of the second century, was to collect living evidence from 
those who had had personal contact with the apostles. His example is 
not encouraging. He preferred the living and enduring voice to books,2 
yet he has left us a considerable amount of legendary material among 
the little that remains of his Exegesis of the Lord’s Gospel.”

It is difficult to make an adequate assessment of a collection of which 
only a few very short fragments have come down to us, but we are not 
here speaking principally of traditions transmitted viva voce, on which 
it would be unwise to rely; our concern is the permanence of a reality. 
Even here, we will grant that it can fairly quickly become difficult, as 
the years go by, to distinguish among concrete realities between what 
comes from the apostles and what has been added in the course of 
history. However, what is in question here is not really the material 
detail, but rather the inner meaning of things. And so, without suc
cumbing to a rigorism which would sacrifice plenitude in favour of a 
rather cerebral and academic quest for purity, we would grant that 
nothing is equal in value to the apostolic writings considered as provid
ing the necessary criteria by which we must measure our faithfulness to 
the apostolic heritage.

If what has been said so far is correct, it will be understood that the 
essential nature of this faithfulness is likewise a reality, and that preci
sion in theological formulations, important though it is, remains 
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relatively secondary. Once a definition has been arrived at it must be 
adhered to, but before it has been made or if one is ignorant of it, 
correct understanding of a truth may still exist even behind inadequate 
expressions of it. We have long been aware of serious ambiguities in 
the christologi cal or trinitarian statements of some ante-Nicene writers. 
The Protestants in the seventeenth century made much of these diffi
culties, and Petau (Petavius) was unable to handle them. Certain 
genuinely orthodox writers have expressed themselves in ways which, 
if judged in the light of subsequent criteria, could be rejected as 
heretical. But Möhler was certainly right in thinking, and on the whole 
contemporary patristic scholarship would agree, that one should not 
look at the formulas of the early Fathers so much as gather up the 
general witness provided by the way they prayed, lived and died. “We 
cannot imagine that it would ever have been possible for an Arian to 
write an epistle like that of St Clement, or St Ignatius, or the author of 
the epistle attributed to Barnabas; nor that an Arian could have given 
Jesus Christ such heartfelt praise as Polycarp did. An Arian could not 
speak of justification by faith in Jesus Christ as St Clement did.”1

This primacy of the reality over formulas perhaps accounts for the 
difficulty sometimes felt in confirming certain dogmatic assertions by 
biblical or traditional documentary material. We can instance, for 
example, the various attempts which were made to find biblical evidence 
for the bodily assumption of the Mother of God.2 The more or less 
complicated arguments always stop short of factual certitude. On the 
other hand, I have often been struck by the way in which certain 
Fathers, making use of rather second-rate philological, and hence 
exegetical, resources, nevertheless arrived at a profound understanding 
of revelation in their biblical commentaries.3 This is because they read

I. Möhler, Athanasius der Grosse [I quote from the French transí, of J. Cohen, Paris, 
1840, Vol. I, pp. 324fr. See also, Vol. I, pp. 30fr. (St Ignatius), 85-6, 138-9, i6iff., 166, 
169; Vol. II, pp. 132, 147]. See also my study of Möhler and the Fathers in VS ('Suppl.), 
April 1938, pp. 1—25, reproduced in Esquisses . . . with ET in The Mystery of the Church. 
Also, G. Bardy, En Lisant les Peres, 2nd ed., 1933, p. 113.

2. For instance, those of A.-M. Dubarle (Is tina, 1956, pp. 399-416; 1957, pp. 113-28), 
L. Bouyer (Le Troné de la Sagesse, Paris, 1957). Cf. my remarks in Dieu Vivant, No. 18 
[1950], pp. 107—12; reprinted in Les Votes du Dieu vivant, Paris, 1962, pp. 219—26. 
Teófilo de Orbiso, “Contiénese en la Escritura la Asunción de la Virgen” (in Estud. 
Francisc., 54 [1953], pp. 5-25) sees the Assumption as formally, though implicitly, con
tained in Gen 3.15.

3. One example: St Augustine, unaware of the idiomatic meanings of such expressions 
as filius hominis (Enarr. in Ps., 8, 10; PL, 36, 113; ET in LF, and ACIV, 29), or in 
generatione generationum (En. in Ps., ιοί, 10; PL, yi, 1310fr.). Cf. Part I, pp. 64—85; 
H. de Lubac, concluding a section on Origen's exegesis, comments: “Surface misinter
pretation does not always mean the absence of a really deep understanding of a text” 
(Histoire et Esprit, Paris, 1950, p. 315).
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the text from the standpoint of the Christian reality with which they 
were in communion. But this via vitae is Tradition itself, for us just as 
much as for the early Church. When we study, for example, the 
theology of baptism in the second-century Fathers,1 we find there few 
references to Pauline texts. What we do find is a doctrine which is 
developing fundamentally from the reality of baptism itself, as pre
served and lived in the Church. We could as well call it (so defining, 
perhaps, the characteristic spirit of the Fathers and of the liturgy): a 
doctrine simply expressing the meaning of what is done in the Church.

Because he did not do this, and because he stuck too closely to a 
theory and an over-literalist reading of the scriptural text, Calvin, for 
example, despite his genius, succeeded in writing such a lamentable 
thing as Chapter XIII of the Institutes of 1539-41, which deals with 
the sacraments other than baptism and the Eucharist.2

Everything that we have just said enables us to understand why and 
how the liturgy is a privileged custodian and dispenser of Tradition, 
for it is by far the principal and primary thing among all the actions of 
the Church. It is, indeed, the active celebration of the Christian 
mystery, and as it celebrates and contains the mystery in its fullness, it 
transmits all the essential elements of this mystery.

That the liturgy is a locus theologicus of a special kind is too well 
known at the present time to be in need of proof.3 This is due to the

i. See A. Benoit, Le Baptême chrétien au second siècle. La théologie des Pères, Paris, 
1953·

2. In the Coll. Budé, Vol. IV, pp. 73ff.
3. See A. Zaccaria (f 1795), De Usu librorum liturgicorum in rebus theologicis, in Migne, 

Theologiae Cursus completus, Paris, 1858, Vol. V, 207-310; J. Brinktrine, “Die Liturgie 
als dogmatische Erkenntnisquelle”, in Ephemer. Liturg., 43 [1929], pp. 44-51; “Der 
dogmatische Beweis aus der Liturgie”, in Scientia SacrafFestg. Kard. Schulte), Cologne- 
Düsseldorf, 1935, pp. 231-51; P. de Meester, “De Liturgia ut principio conservationis et 
progressus fidei sec. conceptum theologiae Orientis separati”, in Acta VI. Conventus 
Velehrad., Olmütz, 1933, pp. 91-110; M. Niechaj, “Methodus et valor argumentationis 
dogmaticae ex factis liturgicis”, ibid., pp. 196—205; W. de Vries, “Lex supplicandi, lex 
credendi”, in Eph. Lit., 47 [1933], pp- 48—58; M. Cappuyns, “Liturgie et Théologie”, in 
QLP, October 1934, pp. 249-72; J. Weber, “La Liturgie est ‘la didascalie de l’Église’ 
(Pie XI) par son enseignement dogmatique”, in Le Vrai Visage de la Liturgie, Louvain, 
Mont-César, 1938, pp. 89-114 (in the same volume, on p. 256, there are included some 
recent hierarchical documents on the liturgy’s doctrinal value); P. Renaudin, “De Auctori
tate S. Liturgiae in rebus fidei”, in Divus Thomas, Fribourg, 1935, pp. 41-54; Ami du 
Clergé, 53 [1936], pp. 545-8; B. Capelie, “Mission doctrinale et spirituelle de la liturgie”, 
in QLP, July 1948, pp. 165-77; “Autorité de la liturgie chez les Pères”, in RTAM, 21 
[1954], pp. 5—22; M. Pinto, O Valor teologico da liturgia, Braga, Livr. Cruz, 1952, p. 102; 
I. Dalmais on the liturgy in Init, théologique, Vol. I (ET Introduction to Theology, ed. A. M. 
Henry); C. Vagaggini, Il Senso teologico della Liturgia, Rome, 1957 (ET The Theological 
Dimensions of the Liturgy, in process of publication, Newman Press, Westminster, Md); 
J. A. Jungmann, “Liturgie als Schule des Glaubens”, in Liturgisches Erbe u. pastorale 
Gegenwart..., Innsbruck, i960, pp. 437-50.
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very nature of the liturgy, which is worship and consequently has the 
character of a witnessing to or a profession of faith. Even if we take 
the well-known saying “Lex orandi, lex credendi” in its original sense 
admitted by Pius XII,1 it is still true that the Church has invested the 
whole of its faith in its prayer, and though fervour does not create 
truth, yet the liturgy contains, offers, and expresses in its own way all 
of the mysteries, only certain aspects of which have been formulated 
by our theological understanding and in dogmas. “The Church did 
not begin by saying that bread was being changed into Christ’s Body 
and that wine was being changed into Christ’s Blood; what she began 
by saying and still says, is: ‘This is my Body, this is my Blood’; the 
additional concept of change may almost be called an afterthought.”2

i. The meaning is: the law, enjoined by St Paul, of praying for all things implies the 
true doctrine of the universal necessity of grace (cf. Pope Celestine I: D. 139; TCT, 541).

2. Dorn A. Vonier, A Key to the Doctrine of the Eucharist, coll, works, Vol. II, Ch. 
XVII, p. 314 (Burns Oates, 1952).

3. See F. Probst, Lehre u. Gebet in den drei ersten Jahrhunderten, Tübingen, 1871; H. 
Schlier, Die Verkündigung im Gottesdienst der Kirche, Cologne, 1956, reprinted in Die 
Zeit der Kirche, Freiburg, 1956, pp. 244-64; R. Schneider, “Die Tradierung der neutesta- 
mentlichen Heilswahrheiten in den Anaphoragebeten der Alten Kirche”, in Una Sancta, 
April 1957, p. 29; E. Schlink, “Die Struktur der dogmatischen Aussage als ökumenisches 
Problem”, in Keryma u. Dogma, 3 [1957], p. 251; R. Grosche, “Das Bekenntnis bei 
Paulus in seiner Bedeutung f. die Kirche”, in Catholica, 11 [1958], pp. 129-38; L. Bouyer, 
Le Sens de la vie sacerdotale, Tournai-Paris, i960, pp. 34fr.; K. Rahner, “Wort und Eucha
ristie”, in Schriften ^ur Theologie, Einsiedeln, i960, Vol. IV, pp. 313—56; O. Semmelroth, 
Wirkendes Wort. Zur Theologie der Verkündigung, Frankfurt, 1962, pp. 120—33, lyiff., 
217-40; H. Oster, “Aujourd’hui s’accomplit ce passage de l’Écriture que vous venez 
d’entendre”, in Parole de Dieu et Sacerdoce (Mélanges Mgr Weber), Paris, 1962, pp. 195— 
213; J. Wagner, “La Fonction de la prédication dans la Liturgie”, ibid., pp. 179-94 
(these last three studies appeared after the writing of the present chapter). To be sure, this 
was already true of the O.T., where the liturgy celebrated the great events of the 
history of salvation, taking up, in addition to the inspired writings which relate these 
events, the response of obedience, welcome and praise demanded by the divine initiative.

Recent writers have laid stress on the fact that liturgical worship, 
and especially the sacraments, are a channel through which the revela
tion of God’s saving plan in Jesus Christ comes to us; the liturgy bears 
witness to the mysteries, it proclaims them in its celebration of them, 
continually presenting to us the most fundamental scriptural truths, 
while enabling us to make a fitting response of welcome and praise to 
the Word which it proclaims.3 This aspect of worship should be 
acceptable to Protestants, especially to those of the Calvinist tradition 
who define a sacrament as verbum visibile, and attribute to it an essenti
ally cognitive value. In this way, they tend to stress the pulpit at the 
expense of the altar; and this has often been reflected in their church 
architecture.

Altar and pulpit both have their distinct places in the communication 
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of salvation in the Church.1 Tradition is preserved and communicated 
by both of them. The pulpit—the written and spoken word—com
municates knowledge by means of conceptual signs and formulas; the 
altar communicates the very substance of the reality, in signs which 
contain it or produce its fruits. This is what differentiates sacramental 
communion from a simply spiritual communion, whose efficacy 
depends entirely on the dispositions of the believer. With reference to 
St Ignatius of Antioch’s famous “The faith which is the Lord’s flesh, 
and the agape which is the blood of Jesus Christ”, Fr Nautin writes 
that “The apostles’ Tradition is no mere intellectual thing, but a 
sacramental deposit, the Trioris of baptism, with its completion in 
áyócTni, the Eucharist”.2 In a sacrament more is received, and trans
mitted, than could be expressed or grasped; that is why, though realiz
ing the great value of feasts and celebrations for teaching the truth, 
above all to those of simple faith,3 we must avoid “using” the liturgical 
actions and sacramentáis overmuch for the instruction of the faithful 
or the semi-pagan who are attracted to these ceremonies, stifling the 
liturgy with learned doctrinal explanations, or even treating it as an 
occasion for proselytizing. The liturgy’s own way of teaching in its 
confession of faith, or in the profession of faith it makes in its act of 
praise (the doxologies are of great theological value) is not the style a 
teacher, or even a theologian, would use: the liturgy simply goes 
ahead, calmly confident, with the affirmation of what it does and 
affirming the content of what it hands on in its celebration. This, too, 
is the way in which Tradition works, communicating the conditions 
for life just as it communicates that life itself. All this has been expressed 
in typically brilliant and biting prose, with a polemical edge to it, by 
Joseph de Maistre,4 but Newman has said as much, in his own quietly 
eirenic and lucid manner:

i. See “Les Deux Formes du Pain de Vie dans l’Évangile et dans la Tradition”, in 
Sacerdoce et Parole de Dieu . . . , pp. 83-119 (reprinted in Sacerdoce et Laicat. . . , Paris, 
1962, pp. 1.23-59)..

2. Je crois au Saint-Esprit.. . , Paris, 1947, p. 53; St Ignatius, Trail., 8, 1; cf. Rom., 8.3.
3. Cf. St Thomas Aquinas on the implicit element in the faith of the simple: “Minores 

tenentur explicite credere generales artículos, ut Deum esse trinum et unum . . . et alia 
hujusmodi de quibus Ecclesia festa facit...” (De Peru., q. 14, a. 11, circa finem); note 
was taken of this element in the trials of the Inquisition. Pius XI, in instituting the feast 
of Christ the King referred to the power the celebration of feasts can have in the com
munication of a truth (Quas Primas, 11 December 1925, in AAS, 17 [1925], pp. 6o3ff.).

4. “The creeds which later appeared [after the time of the aposdes] are professions of 
faith by which Christians might know one another or oppose the errors of a particular 
time. In them you may read: We believe, but never: You shall believe. We recite them in 
private; we sing them in our places of worship, with strings and organ (Ps 150.4), as true 
prayers, because they are formulas of submission, confidence and faith, addressed to God, 
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I doubt whether one should look to the service for the doctrine of 
die Church about Confirmation, though it might be there. Prayers 
are not sermons, except accidentally. The Puritans, &c., wished so 
to make them; they looked upon sacraments chiefly as sermons, 
and thought their grace lay in their kindling impressions in the 
mind; hence they generally started with a long preachment: in the 
extreme Protestant (Continental) baptismal services, that is, you 
have a long exhortation. In the same spirit Bucer, in King Edward’s 
Second Book, prefixed the Exhortation at the beginning of the daily 
service, which still forms part of the service: in the primitive way, 
the worshipper did not think of himself—he came to God—God’s 
house and altar were the sermon which addressed him and roused 
him. His Sacraments were the objects of his regards. Words were 
unnecessary.

Hence in Ordination the laying on of hands is the whole. There 
are no words necessary. ... Hence in our Confirmation service the 
Exhortation is an address to those who come, demanding of them 
what they have to give. They give their word. The bishop imposes his 
hand—such is the interchange. The action speaks; it must be a gift. 
What else is meant by laying hands on?

I conceive this is plain to common-sense, even if the bishop said 
not a word in administering the rite.1

Newman’s example is a very striking one. Every priest has lived it 
out many times in his life. It is true that the ordination liturgy explains 
the content of the sacrament, as it goes along, but at the precise 
moment when the priesthood is conferred this is done without words, 
and yet no one fails to understand the meaning of this silent gesture. 
At the time of the discussion on Anglican orders, the Anglicans cited 
in their favour ancient ordination rituals which were no more explicit 
than Cranmer’s. This would not suffice to settle the question, since 
complete silence will suffice only on condition that it is given meaning 
by the Church’s faith and tradition. In the case of Anglican orders, it is 
precisely this faith that is in question.

From the liturgy’s character as a repository of Tradition and a means 
of its communication there derive a certain number of marks which

i. Letter to his sister Jemima, 4 June 1837: Letters and Correspondence^ol. II, pp. 233!. 

and not ordinances addressed to men. I should rather like to see musical settings of the 
Augsburg Confession and the Thirty-Nine Articles·, it would be very amusing!” {Essaisur 
le principe générateur des Constitutions politiques, No. XV [1809], in (Euvres compì., ne 
varietur ed., Vol. I, pp. 249-50).
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make it into a sacred didascalia,1 a tuition in the life of holiness, a kind 
of spiritual matrix in which Christians are formed.

(i) If we seek precision in the use of concepts, the liturgy can be 
relatively misleading. Such is my own oft repeated experience: having 
so many times been overwhelmed with an understanding of the 
mysteries, through an attentive celebration of the liturgy, to which I 
must admit that I owe at least half of what I have understood in 
theology, I have many times made (either directly, or by means of 
some publication)2 a study of the doctrine contained in the liturgical 
texts. I have noticed that their marvellously rich content, so continually 
and inexhaustibly nourishing, does not when studied yield up the 
expected precise data for theology.

(ii) Again, there is the fact that the liturgy gives the whole thing, in 
bulk, handing on the mystery of salvation in much the same way as the 
earliest Christian art, which in one way or another basically always 
portrays salvation.3 Thence derives its serene and joyful character. 
While our dogmas were often formulated against heresies, the liturgy 
is directed against no one, even though there are a number of collects 
which have Pelagianism in view, and the Gloria Patri is anti-Arian in 
origin. In the liturgy, as in the patristic writings, because the essential 
Gospel kerygma is expressed in them, we find there is a kind of pres
ence of the whole mystery in every part, which gives to every part its 
meaning, as a centre gives meaning to what surrounds it. Now, as we 
shall see better in a later chapter, the meaning of things is Tradition’s 
most precious contribution. In a preeminent way, Tradition shares and 
gives catholicity. Within Tradition, since it is continually at the centre, 
everything is given in to to, communicating its full presence and power.

(iii) The liturgy’s didascalia has a sacred character which we should 
like to describe as “mysteric”, with reference to Odo Casel.4 Scripture

i. Dorn Bernard Capelle has recorded this mark made to him by Pius XI in an audience 
(i 2 December 1935): the liturgy is “the most important organ of the ordinary magisterium, 
the didascalia of the Church” (“Le Saint-Siege et le mouvement liturgique”, in Le Vrai 
Risage de la Liturgie, Sem. lit. de Mons 1937 (Cours et Conferences, 14), Louvain, 1938, 
p. 265. See also, for what follows, B. Capelle, “Mission doctrinale et spirituelle de la 
liturgie”, in QLP, July-December 1948, pp. löjff.).

2. For instance, for the fruits of the Eucharist, E. Janot, “L’Eucharistie dans les 
sacramentaires occidentaux”, in RSR, 1927, pp. 5-24; for the theology of the Church, 
many studies, e.g., A. Wintersig, “Die Selbstdarstellung d. hl. Kirche in ihrer Liturgie”, in 
Mysterium, Gesammelte Arbeiten Laacher Mönche, Münster, 1926, pp. 79—104. On the 
other hand, the semantic investigation of the actual words themselves is extremely valu
able here; there are numerous works on this subject.

3. See O. Casel, “Älteste christliche Kunst u. Christusmysterium”, in Jahrb.f. Litur- 
giewiss., 12 [1932], pp. 1-86.

4. Apart from the study mentioned in the preceding note, see “Neue Zeugnisse f. das 
Kultmysterium”, in Jahrb.f. Liturgiewiss., 13 [1933], pp. 99-171 (as far as p. 108). 
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is the work of the Spirit, accomplished through men filled with the 
Spirit. The liturgy, communicating salvation in abstraction from the 
written word, must use special and sacred means: the sacraments, 
spiritual men, and the consecrated community. We may recall the 
liturgical and monastic atmosphere in which teaching was carried on 
in the Church before the rise of scholasticism (not that scholasticism 
came to control all areas of teaching, or that it failed to provoke re
actions which have been renewed in our own time, first of all in the 
study and teaching of theology, but also and especially in catechetics). 
Sacra Pagina, Scientia sacra, Sacra Doctrina, Divina Traditio. In the 
liturgy we find a holy thing and its celebration, a holy thing that pre
supposes a basis of prayer, fasting and openness to the Spirit. Tradition 
itself bears witness to this, creating its own conditions for existence, 
as a rule for the life of a holy Church, whose ideal form, perhaps, 
would be a little bit monastic, rather than a Church given up to com
pletely external, secular rules of life, whose decisions are made only in 
departmental offices, and are measurable only by a geometrical, 
juridical ideal. We may add that one cannot be too wary, in this 
respect, of the great harm that may well have been done by a collection 
of texts like Denzinger-Bannwart’s, despite its great fame and genuine 
usefulness.

(iv) Let us add, too, that the liturgy is by nature conservative. Its 
essence is the preservation intact of something entrusted to the faithful 
and withdrawn from profanation. By its nature, too, it is both con
gregational and hierarchical, the act of a whole people as well as of men 
specially ordained. It thus shows, in a specially notable way, the 
pattern that, as we have already seen, belongs to a subject of Tradition.

Before going on to give a theoretical interpretation of the foregoing 
facts, we may venture to quote here two especially fine passages. The 
first is taken from a commentary on the encyclical Mediator Dei on the 
liturgy, by the father of our modern liturgical movement, Dom Lam
bert Beauduin, and the second from a paper read by Maurice Blondel 
to the Société française de Philosophie, on 3 April 1919. These will serve 
to make a natural transition from the first to the second part of this 
chapter.

Christ’s message to humanity is not given completely in a written 
form, but is rather a doctrine that is lived, a teaching inseparably 
bound up with a whole form of life: the sacramental realities by 
which we live; a discipline giving social organization to the life of 
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Christ’s members, according to the apostolic customs; the com
munity prayer of the first Christians, which is their faith as prayed, 
sung and celebrated; this reality, lived out alongside written revela
tion, is as it were that “letter from Christ”, as St Paul says, “delivered 
by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not 
on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts” (2 Cor 3.3). 
[Scripture and] Tradition: a body of living, concrete realities, con
veying and translating in their own different ways truths which can 
become, by means of the magisterium, objects of knowledge and 
formulas of faith. Tradition in the Church will, thus, not be just a 
few unwritten truths transmitted by word of mouth, but in a quite 
special way the Church’s ordinary life, its way of acting, its struc
tures, discipline, sacraments, prayer, its faith as lived through the 
centuries: a faith, in the scholastic sense, exercita, or set to work in 
the whole of the Church’s life.

Consequently, alongside sacred Scripture, Tradition is that 
universal consensus of the Church, that general manner in which 
the whole Church since apostolic times and under the direction of 
its pastors, professes its faith, lives, organizes itself and prays.1

Tradition does not mean principally, nor even perhaps properly, 
that which is completely oral: nor what could be written, expressed 
per locutionem formalem, grasped and conveyed by analytic and 
didactic reflection. If it did, we should not be able to explain what 
we mean in speaking (as do conciliar texts) about traditiones scriptae, 
traditions transmitted sive voce, sive scripto, sive praxi·, and we should 
have to admit that tradition was disappearing gradually with the 
growth of historical research in collecting evidence and committing 
to writing all the forms of folklore. Now, as all are agreed, tradition 
(especially in religious matters) is a unique source, which cannot be 
exhausted, suppressed or replaced; so much so that, according to a 
remark of Bossuet, there is an element in tradition which is irredu
cible and always escapes when we formulate tradition in writing. 
What happens is that, as the active sense of the word would suggest, 
tradition conveys in a literal, not a metaphorical sense, more than 
ideas which can be given a logical form: it embodies a life which 
includes at one and the same time feelings, thoughts, beliefs, hopes 
and actions. It passes on by a kind of fertilizing contact what succes
sive generations must make their own, and must in turn bequeath 
as a permanent condition for life, to be continually and inexhaustibly 
shared by individuals. As a result, it implies the spiritual communion 
of souls that feel, think and will within the unity of one and the same 

1. “La Liturgie. Définition. Hiérarchie. Tradition”, in QLP, July-December 1948, 
PP· 123-44, esp. pp. 136-7.
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patriotic or religious idea; and it is, for the same reason, a condition of 
progress to the extent that it permits some few particles of the gold 
of truth to pass from the level of what is implicit in life (^implicite 
vécu) to the level of the expressly known (T explicite connu), whereas 
the whole ingot could never become common currency; for tradi
tion, as a principle of unity, continuity and fecundity which is both 
initial, anticipatory and final, precedes all reconstructive synthesis 
and likewise survives all reflexive analysis.1

Interpretation

When Maurice Blondel wrote those significant words, he had been 
reflecting on this question for two decades, and it was fifteen years 
since he had publicly entered into the discussion on Tradition. He did 
this in an unforgettable manner in these circumstances: in close succes
sion there had appeared, in the autumn of 1902, Albert Houtin’s La 
Question biblique che^ les catholiques de France au XIXe siècle, and Alfred 
Loisy’s IJ Évangile et ! Église-, then, in October 1903, Loisy’s Autour 
d’un petit livre and Le Quatrième Évangile. The exegetical problem was 
presented to Catholic opinion as involving a choice between traditional 
dogmatic affirmations or a treatment of the texts which would apply to 
them not only those philological methods but also the same higher- 
critical methods as one would use in a purely historical enquiry. At the 
same time, Blondel was carrying on by letter a difficult and closely 
argued discussion with von Hügel on the preservation of identity and 
continuity (Blondel’s position) between the so-called historical Jesus 
and the glorious Christ of faith.2 At this same period, too, but in quite 
another direction Blondel and his friends found themselves engaged in 
a fundamental debate with several representatives of a conception of

1. Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie, by A. Lalande, s.v. Tradition. 
When he refers, without any further details, to conciliar texts on written or unwritten 
traditions, Blondel is doubtless thinking of the Council of Trent (see CT, I, p. 492,14-16, 
and p. 524, n-19).

2. This correspondence has recently been published by R. Marié, Au Cœur de la crise 
moderniste. Le dossier inédit d’une controverse, Paris, i960. A documentary and analytic 
dossier of the crisis precipitated by the publications of Loisy has recently been produced by 
E. Poulat, Histoire, Dogme et Critique dans la crise moderniste. I: Religions et Sociétés, 
Tournai-Paris, 1962 (for Blondel, see pp. 548ff.). The opposition between an historical 
Jesus and the Christ of faith has dominated Protestant theological discussion since the 
end of the eighteenth century, and especially since F. D. Strauss. Such an opposition is, 
in its own way, a product of Scriptura sola. In our own day, Karl Barth has only escaped 
from the charmed circle of liberal thought by means of an affirmation of a pure event of 
grace; about this, one may wonder whether, beyond the purely personal character of this 
act, it has a specifically ecclesial character.



362 TRADITION AND THE CHURCH’S LIFE

apologetics, thought to be traditional, which treated the motives of 
credibility as indifferent objects of material evidence, and the mind’s 
progress towards faith as a purely rational process (cf. articles by 
Gayraud).

Blondel would not accept this over-strict position on the question, 
but he tried to answer his opponents’ demands in a new position 
consistent with his general philosophy, and after long and painful 
hesitations he published three articles entitled “Histoire et Dogme. 
Les lacunes philosophiques de l’exégèse moderne”, in the first numbers 
of La Quinzaine for 1904.1 These articles consisted, in the main, in a 
critique of the philosophical and theologico-epistemological presup
positions of Loisy’s higher-critical exegesis; Loisy was not, however, 
mentioned by name. But before this, Blondel settled old scores with the 
hyperintellectual argumentation of Gayraud. He labelled Gayraud’s 
system “extrinsicism”, while Loisy’s was “historicism”; both positions 
misinterpreted, it seemed to Blondel, the true pattern of religious 
knowledge and the identity that exists between an object of knowledge 
and the knowing subject. The subject is involved in the construction 
and the perception of the object: it follows that a subject which remains 
on the historico-critical level cannot fully grasp a religious reality, or 
the whole of its truth-content.

The truth of a religious assertion can depend on historical evidence, 
as is the case with Christianity; but it is not adequately to be measured 
by this evidence. Dogma, though dependent on historical documents, 
draws upon another source: the experience of an ever-present reality 
to which the documents bear witness at their own level and in their 
own way. Thus, “some part of the Church is beyond the power of 
science to check; and it is this which, without dispensing with or 
neglecting the data of exegesis and history, yet at the same time checks 
them all, since it has, in the very same Tradition that constitutes it, 
other means of knowing its author, sharing in his life, relating facts to 
dogmas and justifying ecclesiastical teaching root and branch”.2 This

1. Vol. 56 (15 January, 1 and 16 February 1904), pp. 145-67, 349-73, 433-58. With 
De la valeur historique du dogme {BLE, 1905, pp. 61-77), these articles have been reprinted 
in Les Premiers Écrits de Maurice Blondel, Paris, 1956, at pp. 149-245:1 quote from this 
edition. See also, F. Mallet, “Un nouvel entretien avec M. Blondel”, in Revue du Clergé 
Français, 38 (15 April and 1 March 1904), pp. 405-16, 513-31; M. Blondel, La Philosophie 
et l’esprit chrétien, Paris, Vol. II, 1946, pp. 77-88; B. Allo,“Extrinsécisme et Historicisme”, 
in RThom, 1904, pp. 437-65. Apart from the publication of R. Marié, cited in the preceding 
note (pp. 152-209), one may read the correspondence of M. Blondel and A. Valensin, 
Paris, 1957, esp. Vol. I, pp. 114-17 and 124-32, and also L. da Veiga Coutinho, Tradition 
et Histoire dans la controverse moderniste ( 1898—1910) (Analecta Gregoriana, 73), Rome, 
1954· 2. Hist, et Dogme, pp. 205-6. 
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experience, which corresponds to the direct influence these ever
present and living realities have on believers, is not the property of a 
few isolated individuals but of a whole people, the Church: it is, in its 
completeness and coherence, a characteristic principle of discernment.1 
Thus, the step which “extrinsicism” thinks it can make, and which 
“historicism” regards as illegitimate, from the material level of histori
cal evidence to the assertions of faith, is made in fact in a living syn
thesis which utilizes all the powers of the Christian mind: speculative, 
ethical and historical. This is Tradition, the characteristic sphere of 
Christian thought.

Tradition is not simply a thing of the past, an objective element in 
the deposit which has not yet been written down; it is something more 
than a first sedimentation or an explicit unwritten contribution. To hold 
this would be to have a static, mechanical and inert concept of tradition. 
It is not merely an oral surrogate for the written teaching; it keeps its 
own status even in those cases where Scripture itself has spoken. It is 
a power at once conservative and progressive, which “discloses or 
formulates truths which existed in the past unstated or without explicit 
definition” (p. 204). This is because it does not belong merely to the 
sphere of memory or conceptualized knowledge. Tradition is the 
grasp, varying in the means and resources it employs, of the treasure 
which living Christianity has possessed as a reality from the beginning, 
and which passes progressively, as a result of reflection, from the level 
of the implicit (V implicite vécu) to that of the expressly known (Texpli
cite connu).

Tradition brings to a distinct awareness elements hitherto only 
retained in the depths of faith and behaviour, rather than expressed, 
ordered and reflected upon. This conserving and preservative power 
is at once didactic and initiating. Tenderly inclined towards the past 
where its treasure is, Tradition proceeds towards the future which 
is its conquest and light. What it discloses it is humbly convinced it 
is only recovering in faith. It inaugurates nothing, because it already 
possesses its God and its all; but continually it has something new 
to teach us, in bringing the implicitly experienced to its term in the 
expressly known. In short, whoever lives and thinks as a Christian 
labours on behalf of Tradition: the saint, who perpetuates Jesus in 
our midst, just as much as the scholar who returns to the pure well- 

1. “Therefore, to cope with all the intellectual novelties and interpretative hypotheses, 
the Church possesses, in its total experience, an autonomous principle of discernment.. .. 
This witness is certainly not an isolated one, but it has an inalienable value all its own, 
based both on the collective and age-long activities of men and on God’s action in them. 
Now, according to the demands of scientific method....” (p. 212).



JÔ4 TRADITION AND THE CHURCH’S LIFE

springs of revelation, or the philosopher who attempts to open ways 
to the future, who prepares for the ceaseless coming to birth of the 
Spirit of renewal. This labour of the various members contributes 
to the body’s health, under the direction of the head who alone, in 
the unity of a divinely assisted awareness, plans and forwards its 
progress.

Paradoxical though the assertion may seem, it may thus be 
argued that Tradition anticipates the future and prepares itself to 
clarify that future by the selfsame effort that it makes to remain true 
to the past. As the guardian of the initial gift, not entirely formulated 
or even clearly understood so far, though always possessed and fully 
made use of, Tradition helps to free us from the very Scriptures 
upon which it never ceases to depend loyally; it helps us to grasp, 
without an exclusive use of the letter of Scripture, the real Christ, 
who would not be exhaustively describable or replaceable by a 
purely literary portrait.1

i. Pp. 204-5.
2. M. Blondel, “Pensées sur l’Église” (from his private notebooks), in Études, May 

i960, p. 148.
3. In some of his letters, for example to Fr Augustin Valensin, 30 March 1904 {Corres

pond., I, pp. 150-1) and in the Entretien with F. Mallet, and in the article in BLE.
4. Un nouvel entretien, p. 518.

Christ only wrote once, and then it was in the sand. What a 
disdain for all the normal human means for preserving his proffered 
word! So then, this truth is preached above all by the deeds of 
Christians, in them is preserved its indelible imprint; it is in the 
hearts of men that Christ inscribes his living doctrine by the inner 
Word.2

Blondel, when challenged on this matter, hastened to explain the 
meaning of his implicite vécu.3 First, he emphasized that faithful activity, 
which is a kind of “ark of the covenant wherein dwell the confidences 
of God”, is something very different from a vague confused feeling. 
“Provided only that it has a moral and human character, it is accom
panied by precise thought. But this thought which clarifies practice 
{pratique) and has action for its object is not as immediately manipul- 
able by deductive reflection as thought which has ideas or things for its 
object.”4 “Action is thus privileged with clarity and completeness even 
at the level of the implicit; whereas thought, with its analytic character, 
only reaches the level of knowledge by a slow and tentative reflexive 
process. And that is the reason why it seems to me essential to relate 
dogmatic knowledge, always further perfectible, to the Christian life
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which has no need of an explicit knowledge in order to be perfect.”1 
But, secondly, Blondel made it rather more clear that the implicite, vécu 
resides in acts of Christian fidelity which are expressly prescribed and 
fulfil a divine command, a supernatural teaching; acts which, in fact, 
follow from the mandata Christi.2

Blondel, carrying on his reflections in the midst of discussions with 
his contemporaries, could have cited precedents: Mohler, and even 
Franzelin and Pohle, had said similar things.3 Newman especially had 
in his study of the implicit given a place to those ideas, already defined, 
which we bear within us, but which we have not as yet brought to full 
critical consciousness; with the result that we can act in conformity 
with these ideas before expressly formulating them, and if a sudden 
emergency, a counterforce, presents an occasion, the already formulated 
tendency will become explicit in conscious thought.4 Newman’s 
analysis was perhaps more satisfactory than the more developed 
account of Blondel, as showing more clearly the already intellectual 
character of the implicit. However, Blondel did not deny that lived 
action {Taction vécue) really does contain ideas encrusted, as it were, 
in its determinate elements. Doubtless this is quite a common philo
sophical notion, to be found in some form or other in many places and 
at all times: in Maine de Biran,5 Leibniz,6 in the Augustinian analysis 
of memoria, even in Plotinus,7 not to speak of St Thomas Aquinas, 
perhaps an unexpected ally here.8

To return to Blondel. He argued in addition that it is in taking the 
Christian reality itself as a starting point, a reality acted out and lived, 
and “by an effort fed by both the sources of man’s moral life and the 
promptings of the invisible Spirit, present at all moments of time and

1. Loe. cit., p. 522. Blondel here seems to forget the logically implicit element in ideas, 
propositions or attested facts.

2. To Fr Valensin, p. 150; Hist, et Dogme, p. 212.
3. Cf. L. da Veiga Coutinho, op. cit., p. 151, n. 38, and p. 162. For Pohle, one may 

consult his article in the Kirchenlexikon, Vol. XI, 1899, col. 1938.
4. See his sermon of 2 February 1843, the last of the University Sermons; cf. J. Guitton, 

La Philosophie de Newman. Essai sur l’idée de développement, Paris, 1933, pp. 7off., and 
the same author’s The Church and the Gospel, ET 1961, pp. io8ff., the distinction between 
Origin and Emergence.

5. In his analysis, taken up subsequently by R. Le Senne (Obstacle et Ealeur), of the 
growth of self-awareness by a personal effort.

6. Cf. P. Hazard, La Crise de la conscience européenne, Paris, 1935, Vol. II, p. 242.
7. Enneads IV, IV (4): “There is such a thing as possessing more powerfully without 

consciousness than in full knowledge; with full awareness the possession is of something 
quite distinct from the self; unconscious possession runs very close to identity...” 
(transi. S. Mackenna, 1956, p. 290).

8. Cf. supra, p. 356, n. 3.

BB 
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in all forms of civilization”,1 that Christians will understand Christ’s 
teaching and fathom its meaning. Tradition is development; there takes 
place a constant interchange between primitive historical facts and 
faith, by which interchange Christian awareness gathers precision. In 
one sense Tradition does make an addition: it is definitely not a mere 
repetition of the primitive fact or its statement. Blondel’s efforts form 
part of the argumentation by which, during the Modernist crisis, 
Catholics learnt how to make a clearer distinction between a purely 
historical and a dogmatic tradition, or rather between tradition as it 
appears to the historian and as it exists for the Church.2 But there is 
also another sense in which Tradition adds nothing, for it draws 
everything from the treasury entrusted to the Church, not as a list of 
ideas but as a living reality. The Church draws everything from this 
treasury but will only have completed its inventory at the end of its 
years of pilgrimage: “It will only reach Alpha when it gets to Omega” 
(p. 214).

Here an even more precise and effective reference could be made to 
St John’s gospel: “He will guide you into all the truth” (16.13). This 
truth clearly possesses, on the one hand, that integral character, moral 
and vital as well as intellectual, which Blondel recognizes in action; 
and on the other hand, it implies a reference to eschatological comple
tion, for in biblical terms we become'true to the extent that we put into 
effect God’s intention, the “word” (dabar} which gives a thing its 
existence. Biblical studies in the last twenty years have done much to 
support the Blondelian view of Tradition in regard to this matter.

Does this mean that his view is not open to criticism? Blondel him
self did not think so, although he was, here as elsewhere, very anxious 
to make good his case. While I am in general and grateful agreement 
with him, I must append three short observations.

(i) The Church’s faith can penetrate the meaning of texts and 
events; but it is not (strictly) creative. Faith and declarations by the 
magisterium depend on the evidence, at least in a mediate way. The 
value of this evidence is guaranteed, partly by the historical character 
of the documents and partly by apologetical proofs which apply to 
the whole of the Church and its basic elements. In reacting against 
apologetic rationalism on the one hand and “historicism” on the

I. Hist, et Dogme, p. 213.
2. On this development, see the excellent study by L. da Veiga Coutinho {supra, p. 362, 

n. 1). Cf. the anti-Modernist oath: Tradition is not a “nudum factum et simplex, com
munibus historiae factis aequandum” {D. 2147; TCT, 90).
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other, did Blondel, perhaps, minimize the part played by the evidence 
and by the arguments which render the evidence of value to discursive 
reason? Did he pass too quickly over the problem of the insertion of 
dogmas into history? He did well to bring out, within the framework of 
the passage from primitive facts to dogma, the growth that occurs in 
the content of the consciousness. But he did not minimize the need to 
refer this content back to documentary data, and to the possibilities 
of history. Perhaps this was because he was dealing with an historical 
science imbued with nineteenth-century historicism, first cousin to 
scientism, whereas a more complete history, less bookish and critical, 
and more open to human realities, can offer better resources to the 
believer who wishes to discover what support his religious experience 
can find in the relevant evidence.

(ii) While traditional theology, although it had long recognized the 
fact of the implicit, only thought of the logically implicit, Blondel quite 
correctly spoke of the really implicit contained in the life of the faithful. 
In doing so, he paid too little attention to the apostolic witness con
sidered not only as narrative and history but also as containing and 
communicating a theological interpretation of facts, an interpretation 
which, originating with men who were inspired to be the founders of 
the Church, has in itself the character of a normative, objective fact. 
The treasure entrusted to the Church is not just a reality but a deposit 
of revelation which already possesses a dogmatic character.

(iii) Blondel was well aware of the magisterium’s part in the syn
thesis, coextensive with the Church’s life, which is Tradition: “The 
infallible magisterium is the higher, and truly supernatural, guarantee 
of a function which has its natural basis in the sum of the powers of 
Christians and of Christianity as a whole.. . . What is ensured by the 
divine assistance is the normal and indefectible exercise of this essential 
function.”1 It must be recognized, however, that Blondel did not 
develop this aspect: he spoke as a Christian philosopher, exposing the 
philosophical lacunae in Loisy’s thought, but he lacked, perhaps, the 
intellectual equipment of a trained theologian. Still less was he a 
trained exegete, so that he never followed Loisy on to his own ground, 
problems of biblical history. This did not prevent him, nevertheless, 
from contributing to the study of this problem and many others, 
theological insights of remarkable fecundity.

Even at that time there were many priests and theologians who lent 
1. Hist, et Dogme, p. 216; cf. p. 218.
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their support to Blondel.1 And since then, many studies, whether 
acknowledging Blondel’s work or not, have put forward a notion of 
Tradition which is thoroughly consonant with his.2

From the facts set out at the beginning of this chapter, and from 
Blondel’s interpretation, it follows that Tradition, although it may 
contain (in what it transmits) written material, is nevertheless in its 
nature as a particular mode of transmission, something different from 
the written expression of a thought.

We have already seen (cf. supra, pp. 3 5off.) how the spoken word and 
personal contact with the life of a master are more important than what 
is written when it is a question of transmitting a teaching which con
cerns the formation of a man himself, and that this man must be more 
of a disciple than a pupil. Such was the viewpoint of the ancient philo
sophers, e.g., Socrates, Plato, Epictetus. Their teaching is to such an 
extent the communication of one living personality with another that 
the very words TrapaSiSóvai, tradere, became synonymous with 
“teach”. “There could not be a manual of Platonism.”3 Still less could 
there be a manual of Christianity; even the Gospel itself is not really 
that. The Fathers inherited these views, and doubtless it was by their 
personal action that they gave shape, in the fourth and fifth centuries, 
to the Church’s tradition; at the same time, this did not mean that they 
did not write. St Basil thought that the deepest things are those that 
cannot be expressed and must be preserved and handed on in the noble 
silence of rites and practices.4 St Jerome wrote to St Paulinus: “The 
effect of the living voice has some strange and hidden power; it has 
greater resonance when coming direct from the mouth of the master to 
the ear of thè disciple.”5 This was a text later to be used frequently by

i. Most notable support came from J.-V. Bainvel (“L’Histoire d’un dogme”, in 
Études, 101 [1904], pp. 612, 632, and De Magisteri» vivo et Traditione, Paris, 1905) and 
A. d’Alès (“Tradition chrét. dans 1’Histoire”, in Études, in [1907], pp. 577—601; 112 
[I9°7k PP· 5_23> 362-92 (esp. pp. 386-7); and later, art. “Tradition” in DAFC). See also 
Correspondance, Blondel-Valensin, I, pp. 124-32, and A. Valensin, Textes et Documents 
inédits, Paris, 1961, p. 255. G. Proulx {Trad. et Protestantisme, Paris, 1924, p. 237) admits 
that Blondel’s theory is the only one which guarantees an integral transmission, but later 
(pp. 2$3ff.) he practically reduces Blondel’s implicite to the level of the logically implicit.

2. Thus, Dom J. Leclercq and A.-G. Martimort, in the Cahier de la Vie spirituelle 
devoted to the Communion des Saints, Paris, 1945, pp. 42ff. and 107—115 respectively; Fr 
Délesty at the Puy Marian Congress {L’Assomption de la Sainte Vierge, Paris, 1950, p. 
199)» Â· Liège {Init. théol., Vol. I, 1952), H. Holstein, {La Tradition dans l'Église, Paris, 
i960), and the present writer (cf. supra, p. 350, n. 2).

3. J. Moffatt, The Thrill of Tradition, London, 1944, p. 17.
4. De Spir. Sancto, 2.7, 66 {PG, 32, 188—92).
5. “Habet nescio quid latentis energiae vivae vocis actus et in aures discipuli de ore 

auctorts transfusa fortius sonat” {Epist., 53, 2; PL, 22, 541).
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sixteenth-century theologians in their defence of Tradition against the 
Reformers.1

The Reformers tackled the question of Tradition in too strictly 
intellectual and individual a manner, and also with the hastiness of a 
polemical reaction against certain excesses. They did not take the time 
to go back to a patient exploration of the living sources of Christianity, 
with the exception of course of Scripture. And this was not all: in their 
precipitate scriptural reaction they developed a thesis lacking in that 
Christian realism which it is precisely the function of Tradition to 
preserve, communicate and develop. Their protest degenerated into a 
cleavage, and thus their work was prevented from taking effect within 
the Church. The Reformers saw and affirmed the active presence of the 
Word of God, but they misunderstood certain of its conditions, which 
require it to be an active presence in the living faith of the whole 
Church, in the community’s celebration of the mysteries, in the day- 
to-day practice of the Christian life, and in the sharing in the whole of 
God’s work in souls. Tradition, from the point of view we are con
sidering in this chapter—that is, Tradition as coextensive and funda
mentally identified with the Christian life as handed on in the Church 
since the time of the apostles—is the proper milieu of faith.

Tradition’s role is the role played by any milieu in forming deep 
attitudes and spontaneous reactions to situations according to a certain 
characteristic spirit, a certain group-ethic governing the actions one 
has been trained to perform, the goals, the main points of interest and 
the hopes of the group. All this shapes the “customs” of the group, its 
overall tendency, and it is with this that one faces up to the world. If 
revelation has been given to a people as such—under the Gospel, a 
spiritual people—, it is only normal that this people should have a spirit 
or genius of its own, and itself should constitute a milieu.2

In a milieu, ideas, or at least attitudes, are communicated as much in 
an affective as in an intellectual way, in a kind of living synthesis. We 
do not wish to prejudge in an a priori manner the structure of a Chris
tian, and thus of Christianity as a whole, according to the structure of 
natural man; yet there do exist, at the very least, analogies and corre
spondences, since a given human subject remains himself after he 
begins to live the faith. Now psychology indicates that before any

I. Thus Driedo, De Script, et Dogmat. Eccles., Lib. IV, c. 5; M. Cano, De Locis Theo- 
log., Lib. Ill, c. 3 (ed. Serry, p. 77); and the Bishop of Motula speaking De Traditionibus 
sine scriptis, at Trent (CT, XII, pp. 524, 1. 33).

2. Consult here Mohler, Symbolik, § 38, and what has been said already, supra, p. 317, 
and ibid., n. 3.
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personal rational activity, an infant, in order to grow, even simply in 
order to live, is in need of a milieu of confidence. In this milieu he 
gradually opens out, by an attitude of faith based on an instinct of 
sociability and love which is, as it were, the basic constituent of con
sciousness. The little child has need, a physical need, of affection as 
much as of food.1 There are affective conditions for the bringing up of 
children which are as necessary as the bodily ones. This rearing is done 
by living creatures; the child grows within a family, in an affective 
community where his formation is achieved less by the inculcation of 
rational principles than by an adaptation, grounded in love and faith, 
to the life of more developed beings. In this way he grows up according 
to a certain spirit. Tradition, too, seen under the aspect or in the 
dimension according to which it could be identified with the com
munity life of Christians, renewing itself through the continual succes
sion of the generations, fills the role of an educational milieu.

Its mode of action is analogous: it is more elementary than an activity 
which proposes ideas, for ideas are often open to debate. The educa
tional milieu, and Tradition too, act rather as presenting facts: “We 
act thus, we think thus.” The educational milieu and Tradition bring 
with them certitude, they are not in general open to hesitation or to 
discussion.

The fundamental element in education is the presence and communi
cation of person to person. In this respect, the activities of teaching 
properly so called are secondary and ancillary. Although highly useful, 
even necessary, they are not the most crucial. Education is distinct 
from instruction and is not given by courses in morals and deportment 
but by a living communion, a kind of infectious contact with living 
models. The writings of the great pedagogues would give impressive 
support to this. Instead of these, let me quote from thinkers who have 
expressly applied these considerations to the question of tradition. 
To take one example, Max Scheier:

Tradition is the second main vehicle of that active influence 
which models have upon us. It occupies a central position between 
heredity on the one hand and completely conscious learning on the 
other. Tradition communicates itself in an automatic but vital 
manner, in the acquisition of a certain mentality, attitudes of will 
and ways of judging, by a kind of infectiousness and through the 

i. When a mother, after giving a baby his feed, smiles at him and caresses him, this is 
not just an optional extra but is as necessary to his life as food itself. It has been noticed, 
also, that mere treatment by qualified nurses would not, on its own, be enough to procure 
an invalid’s recovery: what is needed is a certain affective milieu here also.
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mechanical imitation of forms of life. In short, in tradition—and 
this is its essential characteristic—I do not realize that I am receiving 
something, I just take over the will of another as my own, making 
no value-judgement, exercising no .choice. We think we perceive 
and judge for ourselves what is in fact being transmitted to us by 
someone else. Long before education and conscious learning have 
taken over, the child, through unconscious imitation and in his 
behaviour, ways of self-expression, and actions (all of which he has 
lived through without comprehending their meaning), has already 
laid the broad bases of his future destiny.1

1. Quoted from E. Marmy’s transi, of Vorlilder und Führer (= Le Saint, le Génie, le 
Héros, (Animus et Anima) Lyons-Paris, 1958, p. 36). Similarly, we may instance these 
words of Lacordaire: “Woe to the kingdom which mistakes instruction for education, 
thinking that learning and letters of what kind soever must automatically produce good 
effects, and that the felicitous choice of words would be a fit preparation for the soul of a 
man and of a citizen! Education is the tradition of obedience, respect and devotion, to a 
soul impatient of the yoke and penetrated through and through with self; a sublime 
tradition whose absence could be supplied by naught else, and whose necessity is an 
irrefutable proof of the natural tendency of evil to outweigh good” (64th conference at 
Notre-Dame, 1850, in (Enivres, 1857 ed., Vol. IV, p. 325); Newman, attempting to define 
a university, said: “Its great instrument, or rather organ, has ever been that which nature 
prescribes in all education, the personal presence of a teacher, or, in theological language, 
Oral Tradition. It is the living voice, the breathing form, the expressive countenance, 
which preaches, which catechises. Truth, a subtle, invisible, manifold spirit, is poured into 
the mind of the scholar by his eyes and ears, through his affections, imagination and 
reason ...” (from Ch. I, “What is a University?” in The Office and (Fork of Universities, 
London, 1859, p. 22).

This passage goes to the root of the matter. We shall understand its 
relevance better if we refer to one of St Thomas Aquinas’s favourite 
themes (see our study cited above, Chapter I, p. 237, n. 1). Analysing 
the possible influence one man could exercise on another, St Thomas 
broadly distinguishes two forms or modes of activity. A man can act 
on another, determine or “move” him interiorly, either by generation 
or by teaching {doctrina) in one or other of its forms. Tradition, like 
education, would belong in this classification together with teaching, 
but represents, among different forms of doctrina, a unique modality by 
which it is linked to generation, of which it is, as elementary educa
tion, a kind of prolongation. It determines in us a certain form of 
being, before we know anything about it or have made any deliberate 
choice. The result is that we receive from it, not ideas, so much as the 
make-up of our personality.

The conditions and the result are interrelated. The means of com
munication are the attraction that one life exercises on another by the 
radiation of its inner dynamism. This affects the very core of the 
personality. We can recall how St Thomas Aquinas tries to explain 
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why Jesus did not convey his teaching in writing.1 The first reason he 
gives is drawn from the superior and even transcendent quality of 
Christ himself. Thus, “the more excellent the teacher, the more excel
lent should be his manner of teaching. Consequently it was fitting that 
Christ, as the most excellent of teachers, should adopt that manner of 
teaching whereby his doctrine is imprinted in the hearts of his hearers; 
that is why it is said in St Matthew (7.29) that he taught them as one 
who had authority. And so it was that among the pagans, Pythagoras 
and Socrates, who were teachers of great excellence, were unwilling to 
write anything. For writings are ordained, as to an end, to the im
printing of doctrine in the hearts of the hearers”. St Thomas con
centrates on the formal aspect of the matter. Christ, he says, did not 
teach by means of writings because he is the supremely perfect teacher. 
The most perfect form of teaching is that which fulfils most directly 
and perfectly the purpose of all teaching. Now, all teaching aims to 
reach the “heart” of those receiving it. This is the theme of “the Gospel 
written in men’s hearts”, to which we shall devote a special excursus.

“Heart” is here to be taken in its biblical sense. The heart is the seat 
of the intellectual, affective, moral and religious life: the place where, 
at the level of a deep-lying disposition, God’s initiative in our regard 
is welcomed or rejected.2 In modern parlance, perhaps “conscience” 
corresponds most closely to it, “soul” being a little too vague. We 
certainly do not wish to depreciate the part played by ideas in the 
strict sense, in the interior formation of conscience. What is important 
is that the teaching should reach the deeper level—beyond that at 
which ideas are simply understood and remembered—, the level of 
those inner drives which are at the roots of our behaviour. This is the 
level that all teaching seeks to attain, but the teaching that does so in 
the most perfect way is that which has its origin in a direct, personal, 
and living communication between one morally mature or wise person 
and another. And this is the way in which Tradition teaches—using 
the word in the very general sense of this present chapter.

Tradition conveys not so much particular details as a synthesis, or 
the meaning of a synthesis. It conveys the meaning of certain very 
delicate matters, in the face of which scholarly or scientific explanation 
is inadequate. We can instance such things as the religious life, the

1. Cf. supra, p. 283, n. i; ST, III, q. 42, a. 4 c. We have seen (in Part I, p. 64, n. 3) 
that St Thomas places the oral apostolic traditions in the category of private personal 
instruction rather than in that of public teaching.

2. See TWNT, III, pp. 609-16; C. Tresmontant, Essai sur la pensée hébraïque, Paris, 
1953; Dictionn. encyclopéd. de la Bible, Turnhout-Paris, i960, col. 328-9. 
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value the Church puts on virginity, following more the example of 
our Lord or his Mother than the arguments put forward in learned 
treatises; or the meaning of the Eucharist, of the mystery of the Church, 
of the sacraments, all realities which are rather “transmitted” than 
stated and explained. The Reformers misunderstood these realities 
because they misunderstood Tradition and worked with an exag
geratedly intellectual theory of religious knowledge. Faced with 
undoubted abuses, they denied and did away with everything, not 
taking the time patiently to make a searching reform, along the twin 
ways of holiness and learning, in a proud and free docility to the 
Church’s inner and continuing tradition.

Would it be an excessive anthropomorphism or psychologism to see 
Tradition as playing a maternal, feminine role? Such a role has been 
attributed to the Holy Spirit, precisely on account of his special mode 
of activity, wholly interior, forming the interior man, cultivating in 
him the sense of Christ.1 It has been remarked that in Hebrew, Ara
maic, and Syriac the word itself for spirit, mak, is feminine.

Is it not specifically the woman’s task to create the milieu in which 
human life will retain its vital warmth: the womb, maternal tenderness, 
the home? Eve is “the mother of all living” (Gen 3.20); it is woman who 
receives, conceives and forms life. Man is committed more to produc
tive work and activity; woman is closer to the sources of life, and more 
immediately devoted to its fostering. She instinctively translates what 
man expresses logically and carries out in labour into terms of life. 
Man is vowed to the hazards and wounds of struggle in the outside 
world, continually changing, given to adventure; in woman’s fidelity 
he finds one who waits, guards and preserves intact the warmth and 
intimacy of the home. If, to supplement common experience, we may 
give some literary references, compare, for example, Peer Gynt to his 
mother or to Solvejg, and see Sigrid Undset’s Kristin Lavransdatter, 
Elizabeth Goudge’s Island Magic., or A. J. Cronin’s The Citadel. The 
Church, too, has been celebrated as the Church of Tradition, Mother 
Church, home of every heart: lyrically, by Gertrud von Lefort, for 
example (Hymns to the Church'), and with great erudition and depth of 
thought by Hugo Rahner,2 de Lubac,3 and Clérissac.4

1. A. Lemonnyer, “Le Rôle maternel du Saint-Esprit dans notre vie surnaturelle”, in 
La Vie spirituelle, 3 [1921], pp. 241-51 (reprinted in Notre Vie divine, Juvisy, 1936, 
pp. 66-83).

2. Mater Ecclesia. Lobpreis der Kirche aus dem ersten Jahrtausend christlicher Literatur, 
Einsiedeln-Cologne, 1944.

3. Méditation sur l’Église, Paris, 1953.
4. Le Mystère de l’Église (posthumous), Paris, 1918.
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We saw, in the previous chapter, how the faithful share in the 
preservation and transmission of Tradition; how they thus play their 
part in the spiritual motherhood of the Church. We made special 
mention of Christian parents: it is for them, first of all, to pass on 
prayer, faith, the Christian approach to life; for them to guard the 
truths implied by or involved in the religious attitudes of the devout 
Christian. And among parents it is above all wives and mothers who 
create the Christian milieu, by a living synthesis of convictions and 
attitudes, thoughts and feelings, thanks to which one learns the faith 
within the framework and the forms of human life itself; and this is the 
secret of the Christian spirit.

It would not be possible, in a study of Tradition, to omit a section 
dealing with the relations between Scripture and Tradition. To con
clude this present chapter, and at the same time to make a transition to 
that topic, let me note that the teaching about salvation (or the Gospel) 
is delivered in two forms and according to two modes: document and 
education, the written text and the living spirit. I myself believe that 
the Christian economy here verifies what seems to be, if not a law then 
at least a consistent pattern in God’s actions: namely, the proceeding 
by means of pairs or doublets. The more I think of this, the more I am 
persuaded that there is in this recurrent pattern something very 
profound, a kind of rule of the divine Poetics, of which the antiphonal 
form of the inspired poetry of the Hebrew Bible appears as a kind of 
reflection. Why are there man and woman, father and mother, why 
two sides of the body, two eyes, two hands, etc.? Why two Testaments, 
Law and Grace, and communion under two kinds? Why are there in 
the physical world, a negative and a positive pole? Could this not be a 
sign that, according to the structure of God’s plan, one reality must 
always be complemented in another, and by another? God is Com
munion in unity, Unity in plurality. Must plentitude be realized in his 
creation only in a fusion of the one and the many? Why had there to be 
two witnesses to assure the validity of a testimony,1 and why was this 
testimony, as a result, decisive? Is it not because there exists at the 
heart of reality a kind of structure of things based on duality in unity, 
agreement and completeness in difference? I think so, and I believe 
also that this is an element of tradition which is rarely noticed, but 

i. Cf. Deut 17.6; 19.15; Mt 18.16; Jn 8.16-17; 2 Cor 13.1; 1 Tim 5.19; Heb 10.28. H. 
van Vliet, No Single Testimony. Study on the Adaptation of the Law of Deut. 13, par. 
into the New Testament, Utrecht, 1958 (Dissertation).
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everywhere presupposed, and that it is a fact which could explain 
much in the monuments of this same tradition.

The Reformation kept, or re-established, eucharistic communion 
under both kinds; it was not wrong in doing that. But there exists also 
a communion with the Gospel under the two kinds—of the text, and 
of life in the Church. That communion, too, needs to be kept or 
re-established.



Chapter 5

SCRIPTURE AND 
TRADITION IN 
RELATION TO 

REVELATION AND TO 
THE CHURCH

I. The True Position of the Fathers

In the sixteenth century it was the concern of Catholics, confronted by 
the Reformation, to justify the value of certain practices and assertions 
which could not be directly supported by explicit texts in the canon of 
Scripture. This preoccupation was certainly before the minds of the 
Fathers of the Council of Trent who voted for and promulgated the 
decree of 8 April 1546 on the canon of Scripture and the unwritten 
traditions. It was even more dominant in the thought of the contro
versialists, who read the decree from this particular viewpoint. Spon
taneously they made explicit in this sense a point which the conciliar 
drafting had left undetermined: whether there exist, in the deposit of 
faith, truths not contained objectively or materially in the Scriptures 
(the material insufficiency of Scripture). Many defended an affirmative 
reply to this—probably not Bellarmine, nor even Cano perhaps, 
whose position is complex,1 but certainly others after them—, and this 
committed them to holding that one can make an adequate distinction 
between Scripture and unwritten traditions from the point of view of 
content.

i. For Bellarmine, see J. Beumer, loc. cit., infra, p. 412, n. 3. For Cano, U. Horst, 
“Das Verhältnis von Schrift und Tradition nach Melchior Cano”, in Trierer theol. 
Zeitschr., 69 [i960], pp. 207-23, and, earlier, E. Marcotte, La Nature de la théologie après 
Melchior Cano, Ottawa, 1949, p. 116. Since the writing of this present chapter, G. H. 
Tavard has shown that if Cano does occasionally speak as if there were two sources, he 
never quotes Trent in support of this. Martin Perez de Ayala, Cochlaeus, Aurelius Sanutus, 
who all had works published in 1549, have nothing to say about two sources each of 
which is only partial (cf. “Tradition in Early Post-Tridentine Theology”, in Theological 
Studies, 23 [1962], pp. 377-405).

376
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At the present time we must rid ourselves of the preoccupation 
which held far too large a place in the sixteenth-century controversy. 
The present state of the ecumenical dialogue demands this disengage
ment: not from falsely eirenic motives which might want to conceal 
differences, but in an endeavour to go beyond the old state of 
controversy and approach the problem in a more positive way. 
Equally, the present state of theological research makes this demand, 
for it is characterized by, among other things, a re-examination of the 
sources and of tradition prior to the divisions, polemics and separations 
of the modern period.

We shall see in a moment how Ortigues, by a penetrating study of 
the text of Trent, and Geiselmann, with a well-documented historical 
study, have effectively contributed to the production of this essential 
disengagement. In doing this, Geiselmann has perhaps remained 
within the general framework of the controversy in which the relations 
between Scripture and Tradition are viewed only from the quantitative 
angle, as it were, of the material content. Now, if one goes back some 
way beyond the polemic of the sixteenth century, one can find in the 
Fathers and in the great scholastics of the Middle Ages the broad out
lines of a vision of things which is ever so much wider and deeper. 
Johann Evangelist von Kuhn, a century ago, summed up the Fathers’ 
doctrine in these four propositions: Scripture contains all the truths it is 
necessary to believe; but it can only be read and understood properly 
in and with the Church’s Tradition. This Tradition consists in the 
genuine understanding of Scripture. There exist also unwritten tradi
tions.1 I do not claim to be making any really new contribution in 
respect of these positions. I am only going to try to bring out their 
content and give them some kind of new currency, or, in some sort 
republish them, taking account of documentation and problems which 
belong to our own times.

In early Christianity there was no problem about Scripture and 
Tradition. Moreover, for the Apostolic Fathers and the apologists, 
Scripture is the Old Testament whose meaning, it was taken as evident, 
was entirely christological. The dominant idea was that of faith and of 
the Church’s preaching or “kerygma”. It was in the Church’s preach
ing and by the faith that welcomed it that the content of Scripture (that 
is, the mystery of Jesus Christ the Saviour) was understood. The 
Church was the place and means by which the revealing and saving

i. See J. R. Geiselmann, Die lebendige Überlieferung als Norm des christlichen Glaubens, 
dargestellt im Geiste der Traditionslehre Johannes Ev. Kuhns, Freiburg, 1959, pp. 133-43. 
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action of God, which had its supreme moment in Jesus Christ, reaches 
men.1 Scripture, Tradition, the Church were three inseparable terms, 
even in St Irenaeus and Tertullian, in both of whom, however, they 
take on more definite outlines. For Irenaeus, the Christian kerygma is 
preserved in the apostolic tradition transmitted in the Church by the 
episcopal succession. It is also recorded in the writings of the Old and 
New Testaments, read as forming a consistent unity in the witness they 
bear to Jesus Christ. Irenaeus neither subordinates Tradition to 
Scripture, nor Scripture to Tradition. They are two expressions or 
tracings of the saving revelation which is entrusted to the Church 
and is found in it; this revelation comes to men by the preaching 
of the apostles preserved in Tradition, in the Church’s teaching 
and in Scripture. If there were no Scripture, Irenaeus adds, we should 
believe merely through the Church’s preaching, but Scripture is 
the means whereby we can prove to heretics that the Church’s 
preaching is identical with the Tradition received from the apostles. 
Even so, we only do this in taking as our starting point this same 
Tradition outside which the Scriptures have no meaning and, there
fore, cannot express their meaning. Scripture and Tradition have 
the same content, but under two different aspects and in two states.2 
They are inseparable, supporting and illuminating one another 
mutually.

In the earliest Fathers, no distinction was made, from the point of 
view of content, between an oral tradition and what is transmitted to 
us in Scripture, though Tertullian and Origen were well aware that 
there were things held and practised in the Church for which Scripture 
provides no express testimony. This awareness was more distinct and 
more clearly expressed in the fourth century (cf. Part I, pp. 47ff.). Yet, 
even then there was no predominant idea of a duality of the sources of 
knowledge. They considered that everything one should know about 
God, Jesus Christ, and salvation, is contained in some manner in

i. For this paragraph, see I. H. Marron’s commentary on the Epistle to Diognetus, in 
SCh, yj, 1951, pp. 232ft'.; E. Flesseman-Van Leer, Tradition and Scripture in the Early 
Church, Assen, 1954 (as far as Tertullian); cf. J. Moffatt, The Thrill of Tradition, London, 
1944, p. 76: “In these early centuries there was no strict partition between Scripture and 
Tradition, as if revelation, in the sense of guidance by the Spirit, was confined to the 
interpretation of the Bible. At its best, in its most representative leaders, the Church was 
conscious of living and moving in the Spirit, with the Word of God as its norm for truth 
and belief but also with a continuous, creative power of development in the expression 
and application of the gospel, as that inspired fresh forms of service—service being taken 
in the widest range of the term, from worship to duty.” For what follows, see also G. 
Tavard, Holy ITrit or Holy Church, pp. 1-11 and infra, pp. 391—7.

2. For Tertullian, see R. Refouk’s introduction to the SCh edition of the De Prae
scriptione (46, 1957, pp. 54-8).
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sacred Scripture.1 They felt no embarrassment in affirming at once 
both the sufficiency of Scripture and the existence of unwritten apos
tolic traditions. In fact, as we have seen,2 when examples of such 
traditions were given, they all concerned in recto (directly) matters of 
liturgy, discipline or custom. In terms of post-Tri den tine theology one 
would say that the Fathers admitted the material sufficiency of Scrip
ture, but affirmed no less strongly its formal insufficiency. All things 
necessary for faith could indeed be found, in one way or another, in 
Scripture; but, for a proper understanding of Scripture, for a proper 
grasp of the faith, something beyond Scripture was necessary, namely, 
the authentic knowledge of its real meaning: the letter alone would not 
suffice. Over and above this, even to understand that of which Scrip
ture speaks sufficiently, there was need of a force controlled and filled 
bY

(i) Scripture's sufficiency. We seek, and find, everything in it. All theo
logical and pastoral activity flows from it

St Paul wrote as follows to Timothy: “From childhood you have been 
acquainted with the sacred writings which are able to instruct you for 
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God 
and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training 
in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for 
every good work” (2 Tim 3.15-17). St Paul was referring to the

1. See Part I, pp. 107fr.; P. Lengsfeld, Überlieferung, Tradition und Schrift in der evangel, 
u. kathol. Theologie der Gegenwart, Paderborn, i960, pp. I2off.; J. R. Geiselmann, Die 
Hl. Schrift und die Tradition, Freiburg, 1962, pp. 222-49. Cf. ‘nfra, P· 4IO> n· r·

2. See Part I, pp. jo-64; Lengsfeld, op. cit., p. .125, n. 162.

an act of God
“revealing” the meaning of Scripture
to the Church and to the faithful in the Church.

Such is the idea the Fathers had of the relation between Scripture and 
Tradition. It remained fundamentally the idea of the Middle Ages and 
of the great scholastics, even though they do not speak much of 
Tradition, or at least seldom use the term. I propose now, referring on 
occasion to these writers, to take up and comment on these ideas, and 
perhaps even to elaborate them in a more technical way, in the next 
seven sections.

II. A Theology of the Relation between Scripture, 
Revelation, Church and Tradition
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prophetic writings in this passage, but if we add to them the writings 
of the apostolic age, we can say that this has remained the programme 
for the whole Christian spiritual tradition.

The Fathers did not regard Scripture only as a source of knowledge: 
for them it is the very principle of salvation and perfection, in short, of 
Christian living. For them, indeed, there was hardly a meaningfùl 
distinction between knowledge and salvation: still less an opposition 
between the two. The Christians of the first two centuries had a vivid 
sense of the light brought by the scriptural revelation to a darkling 
world; this is a frequent theme of their thanksgiving prayers.1 They 
appreciated the intellectual side of this knowledge, but were more 
conscious of it as wisdom, wherein knowledge and value were both 
united as instruction and a guide for living. Antiquity was familiar 
with the constant search for wisdom; and the Christians, for their part, 
acquired, in Scripture, the sovereign treasure of the true philosophy 
and a total wisdom, leading to the ultimate goal of the blessed life. 
Men had, throughout their history, made numerous efforts to escape 
from their misery; this it was that had spurred on research in the arts 
and sciences. They did not succeed; but God had come to their aid, 
and had given them his own Wisdom in Scripture.2

i. Texts are given in my article “Dum visibiliter Deum cognoscimus”, incl. in Les 
Poles du Dieu vivant, Paris, 1962, pp. 79—107.

2. This is the scheme given in, for instance, the Hortus Deliciarum (from the years 1175 
et seq.), which shows, after the dispersion brought about by the tower of Babel, an 
attempt at a “generis humani reparatio doctrinalis” by means of the sciences and arts (see 
the Receuil de cinquante planches. . . with introductory text bv T. Walter. Strasbourg. 
1952, pp. 68ff.).

3. In Ep. ad Col., c. 3, Hom. 9, n. 1 {PG, 62, 359-62; ET LF, 14). For St Augustine, 
see the references given in the indices of PL, 46, 598.

4. Origen, Hom. 12 in Exod., 2 {PG, 12, 383); In Ep. ad Rom., Lib. IX {PG, 14, 1206); 
St Jerome: see D. Goree, La “Lectio divina” des origines du cénobitisme à S. Benoît et 
Cassiodore. I. S. Jérôme . . . , Wépion-Paris, 1925; St Gregory, In Eqech., Hom. 1, 7, 14 
{PL, 76, 846); Moralia, XX, 1, 1 {PL, 76, 135). The writers of the Middle Ages seem to 
presuppose the idea that Scripture was given for our salvation (see for instance Alcuin, 
De Pirt. et Pitiis, c. 5 {PL, 101, 616-17); Theodulph of Orleans, Capitul., II {PL, 105,

Scripture was at once a source of knowledge and a key to salvation. 
Thus the Fathers attribute to it effects in the spiritual life which we 
should usually ascribe to grace. Scripture frees from vainglory, says 
St John Chrysostom, it cures and consoles. Ignorance of Scripture is 
the cause of all evils. We are saved by it, and should not be saved with
out it.3 Origen, Jerome, Gregory the Great, express themselves 
similarly. They speak of Scripture as if it achieved the whole recon
stitution of man in the image of God, the whole of the spiritual life 
from the initial purifications to the divine union.4 Modern authors, too,
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show how Scripture contains a principle for our communion with 
God:1 it communicates Christ to us, thus taking on a sacramental 
character.2

Thus it is in a very real sense that Scripture contains everything, 
according to the Fathers and the medieval writers; in it, God has given 
us everything necessary or useful for the conduct of our lives. It in
cludes in itself the whole of saving truth.3 Hence, so convinced of this 
were some writers that they did not hesitate to suppose that what was 
true in Plato’s writings must have been borrowed from the books of 
Moses. Scripture contains the whole of the mystery of Christ, and thus 
the whole of “the power of God and the wisdom of God”.4 Our 
analytical approach has lost something of the freshness with which the 
Fathers were able to see the very presence of Christ assimilating us to 
himself: the body of Christ, in fact.5 It is through Scripture that 
Christians are what they are.6

Scripture is the rule of faith, and of truth.7 This is the reason why
i. See G.-E. Closen, Clefs pour la Sainte Écriture ..., Bruges, 1954, pp. i7ff.; C. 

Charlier, La Lecture chrétienne de la Bible, 5 th ed., Maredsous, pp. 284-8 (ET The Christian 
Approach to the Bible, London, 1958, pp. 24off.); a Protestant view, W. Stählin, Pom 
göttlichen Geheimnis, Cassel, 1936, pp. 36—7.

2. In many of the accounts of the martyrs (especially during the Diocletian persecution, 
303), sacred Scripture is spoken of as if it included the whole of Christianity: see the 
accounts of Marinus (262 at Caesarea), Felix (303 at Carthage), Irene (304 at Thessalonica) 
in Ausgewählte Märtyrerakten, ed. R. Knopf and G. Krüger, Tübingen, 3rd ed., 1929, 
pp. 85-6, 90—1, 98-9. See likewise St Ambrose, Enarr. in Ps., 1, 33 (PL, 14, 983D— 
984A); St Jerome (cf. D. Goree, op. cit., pp. 340—1); “Les Deux Formes du Pain de vie 
dans l’Évangile et la Tradition”, in Parole de Dieu et Sacerdoce, Paris, 1962, pp. 23-58 or 
in Sacerdoce et Laicat. . . , Paris, 1962, pp. 123-59. Among modern writers, Μ. Pflieger, 
Dienst am Leben, Heidelberg, pp. A. Stonner, Bibellesung mit d. kathol. Jugend, 
Paderborn, 1933, p. 97; Pom Sinn und Wert d. Hl. Schrift, Vienna, 1927, p. 10.

3. See Parti,pp. 107-18 and pp. 65-6,n. 2;H. deLubac, Exégèse médiévale, Paris, 1959, 
Vol. I, pp. 5öff., 672; P. Lengsfeld, op. cit., pp. i2off.; infra, Excursus B, pp. 508-19.

4. i Cor 1.24; St Jerome: “Qui nescit Scripturas, nescit Dei virtutem ejusque sapien- 
tiam: ignoratio Scripturarum, ignoratio Christi est” (Com. in Is., Prol., PL, 24, 17A; cf. 
Anal. Maredsoliana, III/2, p. 59).

5. See H. de Lubac, op. cit., p. 523; for Origen, see H. Urs von Balthasar, Geist und 
Feuer, Salzburg, 1938; St Ambrose, In Lucam, VI, 33 (PL, 15, 1763): “Intellige quemad- 
modum corpus Filii unguentum oleat.. . . Corpus ejus traditiones sunt Scripturarum ...” 
(cf. “Les Deux Formes du Pain de vie”, supra, n. 2).

6. Tertullian, Praescr., 38, 5: “Quod sumus, hoc sunt scripturae ab initio suo. Ex illis 
sumus, antequam nihil aliter fuit quam sumus”; and the canons of Hippolytus on trini
tarian heresies, n. 5: “Ideo multo magis nos arcta unione in virtute Dei conjunct! separa- 
vimus illos, quoniam non consentiunt ecclesiae in Deo, neque nobiscum sunt, qui sumus 
discipuli Scripturarum” (in Hahn, Bibliothek der Symbole, No. 6).

7. These terms are from St Augustine, De Doctr'ma Christiana, II, 9, 14 and III, 2, 3 
(PL, 34, 42 and 66); De Bapt., II, 1, 2 (PL, 43, 127); De Civ. Dei, XVIII, 40 and XXI, 6 
(PL, 41, 600, 716); cf. St Thomas Aquinas, ST, II—II, q. 1, a. 9, obj. 1; In Joan. Ev.,

CC

193); Bruno of Segni, Expos, in Exod., c. 25 (PL, 164, 315)); therefore it is the beginning 
of justification and sanctification (Peter Comestor, SermoIIinAdv. Dom., PL, 198,1727). 
From the biblical viewpoint see Suitbertus a S. Joan, a Cruce, “Die Vollkommenheitslehre 
des ersten Johannesbriefes”, in Biblica, 39 [1959], pp. 319-33·
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patristic theology is purely and simply the study of the sacred writings:1 
the Fathers are essentially tractatores, expositores sacrae Scripturae. 
Throughout the Middle Ages the Bible was the textbook for theo
logical teaching, and its ceasing, eventually, to play this role entailed a 
subsequent decadence in theological thought.2

(ii) Scripture is not self-explanatory: heretics have always appealed to it, 
while differing among themselves

At an early date the Church encountered heresies whose authors 
invariably took their stand on Scripture, often claiming to recognize 
this as the sole court of appeal; thus the Arians, Pelagians, Mono- 
physites,3 in fact, all heretics, as Origen had already noted,4 and 
after him Saints Hilary5 and Cyril of Alexandria,6 then, against 
Wycliffe, Thomas Netter,7 and, arguing against Luther who had been 
warned in the same terms by his own teacher and knew exactly where 
he stood,8 the Catholic controversialists, Thomas More,9 Driedo,10 
Stapleton,11 and much later, Mohler,12 etc.

1. Thomassin defines it as “Scripturarum meditatio” (Discipl. Eccles., Vol. II, p. 268). 
Cf. H. de Lubac, op. cit., pp. 6off.

2. See the work of H. Denifle, M. Grabmann, J. de Ghellinck, M.-D. Chenu, J. Beumer, 
H. de Lubac.

3. See the texts cited by Stapleton (infra, n. 11), and by Mohler, Symb.. § 39 
(ed. Geiselmann, 1958, p. 424, n. 1). Also the Gothic Arians: cf. F. Heiler, Altkirchliche 
Autonomic u. papstlicher Zentralismus, Munich, 1941, pp. 173!^. St Ignatius had, already, 
had to deal with people who would admit only what was in writing (in the O.T.): 
Philad., 8, 2.

4. “Scripturae haeretici ignem alienum imponentes, hoc est sensum et intelligentiam 
alienam a Deo et veritati contrariam introducentes . . .” (In Numer., 9, 1; GCS, p. 54). 
Cf. De Prine., I, Praef., 2 (PG, 11, 116; ET ANL, 10); Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 
VII, 17, 106-8 (PG, 9, 548A-552A; ET ANL, 12; LCC, 2).

5. “Neminem haereticorum esse, qui se nunc non secundum Scripturas praedicare ea, 
quibus blasphemat, mentiatur” (Ad Constantium Augustum, II, 9; PL, 10, 569).

6. Epist., 50 (PG, 77, 276c): there are some who destroy, by their interpretations, the 
very meaning of God’s message. He tells them: “Walk by the light oiyour fire, and by the 
brands which you have kindled!” (Is 50.11) .

7. Cf. F. Kropatscheck, Das Schriftprin^ip d. luther. Kirche, I, Leipzig, 1904, pp. 375, 
378, n. 2.

8. Luther admits that one of his teachers said: “Quid est Biblia? Biblia est omnium 
seditionum occasio” (T'tschreden, W, II, p. 6, No. 1240). For Luther himself, see infra, 
p. 385, n. 3; p. 386, n. 1.

9. In his criticism of Tyndale. Cf. the article of E. Flesseman-Van Leer, in Nederlands 
Archief voor Kerkgesch., 1959, p. 159.

10. Cf. J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, Milwaukee, 1959, p. 28, 
n. 52 (references).

11. Principiorum fidei doctrinalium Demonstr. Method., XII, 6 and 7, Paris, 1582, p. 442. 
12. See Die Einheit, §§ 15; 18:4; 20-22; Symbolik, §§ 39 and 42.

c. 21, Leet. 4: “Sacra Scriptura est regula fidei, cui nec addere nec subtrahere licet”; St 
Basil, Epist., 189, 3: “Inspired Scripture is our arbiter in matters of doctrine” (PG, 32 
688).
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From the earliest times, the defenders of the Catholic faith accused 
the heretics of misuse of Scripture.1 They often reproached them with 
a material corruption of the scriptural texts. In especial, it was argued 
that they distorted the Scriptures, perverting their meaning by reading 
into them their own personal and erroneous ideas. Irenaeus and 
Tertullian compared the heretics’ treatment of Scripture to the making 
of centos from scraps of Homer.2 Tertullian not only reproached 
heretics with misuse of Scripture,3 but even categorically denied them 
the right to handle in a way other than the Church’s own what is in 
fact the legitimate property of the Church alone. Origen, like Tertul
lian, held that heretics steal the divine words from the Church in order 
to give them an alien meaning: this is, he said, a kind of spiritual 
adultery.4 “The devil himself has quoted Scripture texts,” says St 
Jerome; “we could all, while preserving the letter of Scripture, read 
into it some novel doctrine.”5 St Augustine, likewise, argues that 
heretics are wrong because they misread scriptural texts which are 
themselves good, and which they are quite right to value highly.6 This 
is a common patristic theme, found alike in writings on heresy or on 
Scripture, and it is further to be encountered frequently in the Middle 
Ages.7

It is also emphasized that heretics fail to agree among themselves. 
Lack of unity in faith is in itself a sign of error: Thomas Netter pointed 
this out against Wycliffe’s disciples,8 and it was widely used by the 
Catholic apologists against the Reformers, but St Vincent of Lerins 
had already drawn the conclusion that it is necessary to adhere to a 
reading of Scripture which is directed “secundum ecclesiastici et 
catholici sensus normam”. He wrote, in 434:

i. Already in Dionysius of Corinth (see Eusebius, HE, IV, 23, 12: text in SCh, 31, 
Paris, 1952, pp. 205!.), and the author of a work against Artemon (HE, N, 28, 13-15: 
SQ, 41, 1955, pp. 77ff.).

2. See infra, p. 390, n. 1.
3. See Praescr., i7; Flesseman-Van Leer, op. cit. (supra, p. 378, n. 1), p. 181.
4. “[Haeretici]. . . furantur verba Dei et intellectum eorum perversa interpretatione 

subripiunt et adulterinum fidei sensum ad Sponsam Christi Ecclesiam in regios thalamos 
inducunt” (In Rom., 2, 11; PG, 14, 898); they pervert the sense of the Scriptures (In 
E^ech. Hom., 2, 5 (PG, 13, 686c).

5. Adv. Luciferianos, 28 (PL, 23, 182A); cf. Epist., 53, 7 (PL, 22, 544). And, already, 
St Athanasius, Orat. II c. Arianas, 1.

6. Epist., 120, 3, 13 (PL, 33, 459, with the famous intellectum ama·, cling with love to 
the true intellectus of Scripture); In Joan. Ev. Tr., 18, I (PL, 35, 1536); De Genesi ad Litt., 
VI, 9, 13 (PL, 34, 360). See M. Pontet, “La Notion de schisme d’après S. Augustin”, in 
L’Eglise et les Eglises, Chevetogne, 1954, Vol. I, pp. 163-80, esp. pp. i67ff., i73ff.

7. See St Gregory, Moralia, XVIlI, 13, 20 (PL, ~6, 48CD); H. de Lubac, op. cit., pp. 
I09ÎF. (Carolingian period), etc.

8. Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei, II, 22, 6 (Venice, 157i, pp. 204!!.); Kropatscheck, 
op. cit., p. 378, n. i.
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Here, perhaps, someone may ask: Since the canon of the Scripture 
is complete and more than sufficient in itself, why is it necessary to 
add to it the authority of ecclesiastical interpretation? As a matter of 
fact, [we must answer] Holy Scripture, because of its depth, is not 
universally accepted in one and the same sense. The same text is 
interpreted differently by different people, so that one may almost 
gain the impression that it can yield as many different meanings as 
there are men. Novatian, for example, expounds a passage in one 
way; Sabellius, in another; Donatus, in another. Arius, and Euno- 
mius, and Macedonius read it differently; so do Photinus, Apolli
naris, and Priscillian; in another way, Jovinian, Pelagius, and 
Caelestius; finally, in still another way, Nestorius. Thus, because of 
the great distortions caused by various errors, it is, indeed, necessary 
that the trend of the interpretation of the prophetic and apostolic 
writings be directed in accordance with the rule of the ecclesiastical 
and Catholic meaning.1
The argument here is brief and to the point. The fact that all authors 

of new doctrines appeal to the Bible and yet fail to agree among them
selves proves that the preservation of the faith is not governed simply 
by the individual’s reading of Scripture, even presupposing the interior 
guidance of the Holy Spirit: what is required is Church guidance, the 
Catholic sense, or the ecclesial understanding of Scripture, which we 
spoke of earlier. Present-day theology has further developed the 
notion of the assisted magisterium’s regulative role in the Catholic 
sense and interpretation of Scripture: in short, the Church must itself 
be counted among the regulating elements of its own belief. We must 
add here that this holds good not only for Scripture but equally for the 
witnesses of Tradition: for heretics have also at times appealed to the 
Fathers or to an early stage in the history of institutions or of doctrine, 
as can be seen in the case of Berengar of Tours,2 the Jansenists and the 
Old Catholics.

The trouble is that there are two elements in Scripture: the letter and 
the meaning. The letter poses a problem to begin with, for why do we 
accept this particular piece of writing as normative and not another? We 
shall return to this later, in speaking of the canon of Scripture. The 
meaning or sense of Scripture also presents us with a difficulty: it is 
distinct from the letter, “Scripturae enim non in legendo sunt, sed in 
intelligendo”;3 and it does not follow on as a matter of course as soon

I. Commonitorium, 2 (PL, 50, 639; EP, 2168; ET FC, 7, pp. 269 f.).
2. See H. de Lubac, Corpus mysticum. L’Eucharistie et l’Eglise au Moyen Age (Théo

logie, 3), Paris, 1944, Ch. VII, pp. lôjff.
3. St Hilary, Ad Constantium, II, 9 (PL, 10, 570A); St Jerome, Adv. Luciferianos, 28 
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as we have determined the letter. Was it not a medieval saying that 
auctoritates have wax noses, which could be bent to right or left as 
preferred?1 Duns Scotus, for example, admitted that the letter of the 
eucharistie texts in the New Testament did not seem to him, of itself, 
to impose transubstantiation as an explanation: this is rather a clarifica
tion due to the sensus Ecclesiae, celebrating and living the mystery, and 
to its assisted magisterium.2 This is the conclusion we must come to once 
we have seen that Scripture is not sufficient of itself to found belief.

Luther denied this conclusion, though quite well aware that heretics 
or “enthusiasts” {Schwärmer} would also make their appeal to Scrip
ture, just as he had done but—against him.3 While still a Catholic, 
Luther stressed the necessity of a living teaching. Without in fact 
abandoning this necessary complement, as an indispensable counter
weight to freakish interpretations, he later insisted upon the self
authenticating character which Scripture possesses in virtue of its 
essential content, Christ and his saving grace. “Every spirit which does 
not confess Jesus is not of God” (1 Jn 4.3). Scripture presents itself as 
speaking of Christ: this is the “analogy of faith” (Rom 12.6), that is,

I. Alain of Lille, De Fide Catholica, Lib. I, c. 30 (PL, 210, 333). Samuel Werenfels, in 
1718, gave another, often quoted, expression (Opuscula Theol., Basle, p. 859: S. Scripturae 
abusus. Quoted by Kropatscheck, op. cit., p. 8):

Hie liber est in quo sua quaerit dogmata quisque, 
Invenit et pariter dogmata quisque sua.

2. See Part I, p. 131, n. 1.
3. See the present writer’s Vraie et Fausse Réforme dans l’Église, Paris, 1950, p. 519. 

Add also, together with the passage mentioned on p. 382, n. 8, these two passages, which 
date from Luther’s Catholic period: (i) “Omnes heretici et superbi et diffidentes hanc 
habent conditionem, quod non contenti de iis, que expressa continet Scriptura et manifesta 
agit practica Ecclesie, aliter insuper etiam sibi volunt probationem illorum fieri.. . . Adeo 
increduli et rebelles sunt, ut potius omnem scripturam negent aut corrumpant et contra 
tot generationum Ecclesiam pugnent: quam ‘suum sensum captivent in obsequium 
Christi’. Omnia revocant in dubium et in questiones, que per tot secula sunt servata et 
pro quibus tot martyres occubuerunt... . Igitur nolle credere et omnia in dubium 
revocare ac sic novam doctrinam expectare: hecest gravissima tentatio domini. Cave ergo, 
o homo: sed humiliter disce sapere et ne novus author transgrediaris limites quos posue
runt patres tui. Sed ‘interroga patrem tuum et dicet tibi’. Spiritum enim legis posuit deus 
non in literas in papyro positas, in quas heretici confidunt, sed in homines officiis et 
ministeriis prepositos, ut ex illorum ore requiratur. Alioquin quid facilius diabolo quam 
seducere eum, qui suus Magister esse nititur in Scripturis reiecto hominis ministerio? 
Unum verbum male intellectum in tota Scriptura confusionem facere potest” (Scholia 
on the Psalter, in Ps 77.25; W, III, 578-9). (ii) “Unde nec intellectus Scripture alicui 
sufficit, nisi tradat se in magisterium hominis discreti vel superioris. Nescit enim quando et 
quomodo applicare eam debet, nisi ex obedientia et directione alterius erudiatur. Sic enim 
deus vult hominem per hominem salvare ut nullus contra alium superbiat, quasi non 
indigeat alterius, sed solius dei nutu dirigatur... . Erraverunt in solitudine, scilicet extra 
communionem Ecclesie, et in inaquoso, licet sibi non ita tunc videatur” (Dictata sup. 
Psalter., in Ps. 106; W, IV, 211).

(PL, 23,182A); cf. Com. in Gai., 1: “Lex evangelica non in Scripturis est, sed in sensu, non 
in verborum foliis, sed in radice rationis” (PL, 26, 386).
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the pointing of the relationship, or, the reference on the strength of 
which an interpretation proves itself authentic or otherwise. The 
interpretation that declares or confesses Christ is authentic, but Christ 
is confessed in truth when no human works are placed above or against 
his grace, that is to say, when one adopts the criterion of salvation by 
faith alone.1 Luther thus found within Scripture a criterion which would 
respect, which would even presuppose and declare its “sufficiency” 
and its “transparency”.

We are agreed on this idea of the “analogy of faith”, but think it an 
insufficient criterion: for to accept it would be to suppose that the 
problem had been already solved. It is quite true that Scripture (or 
what amounts to the same, revelation, faith) must refer as a whole to 
the Christian mystery, or to the covenant relationship established by 
God in Jesus Christ: this will be examined further in the rest of this 
chapter. But the key question is how exactly we may know whether 
what the Church says, for example, about Mary, and the sacraments, 
etc., belongs or does not belong to this covenant relationship as 
established in Jesus Christ, and inherited in full by the Church from 
the apostles. It is the content itself, which Luther wishes to take as a 
criterion, which is in question here: and it is of this content that we 
speak when we say that it can only be preserved and known in the 
Church, by receiving it from the Church and living it in the Church, 
and therefore, by finding it in Scripture. We thus return to the tradi
tional position of St Vincent of Lerins and (in this matter) of Tertullian 
who justified on this ground his use of the argument of prescription: 
“Wherever it is obvious that the truth of Christian doctrine and faith 
resides, there also will be found true Scripture, true interpretations 
and all the true Christian traditions.”2
(Hi) The meaning of Scripture must be communicated by the Spirit of God 
in a revelatory action whose fruit in us is Christian knowledge, “gnosis” 
The Fathers and medieval theologians believed that God had placed in 
Scripture, once and for all, the whole of wisdom. But as God alone is

1. See the sermon of 30 July 1525 (IF, XVII/i, 362^). The false prophets “verbum 
furen”, “meisterlich furen scripturam”. “Hine queruntur ubique: scriptura est verus liber 
heresium. Verum est, quia nullo libro abutuntur homines quam isto. Dicere quoque 
possum deum ein buben got propter abutentes eius nomine. Non legendus iste liber, 
quia omnes hereses inde promanant. Dicam: ergo non nominandum nomen dei, quia in 
nomine eius incipitur als ungluck [a frequent theme with Luther: reference in n.]. Si 
abutimur nomine dei, monet nos, sic scriptura est nostrum refugium: Si abuteris, etc.” 
(pp. 363-4). Luther replies with the analogia fidei, that is, a text’s relation to the centre of 
revelation, Christ the Saviour (pp. 365 and 367); “Christus vere praedicatur quando coram 
deo nullum opus extollo” (p. 366).

2. Praescr. 19, 3 (SCh, 46): the relevant passage begins at c. 18.
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able fully to understand what he has said, he alone can enable us to 
understand in our turn: Scripture must be read by the light of the same 
Spirit as has inspired its writing.1 As long as the human race lasts, 
there must correspond to that perfect act which God posited once and 
for all in giving the Scripture to men, an activity on God’s part by 
which he confers upon them a growing understanding of the meaning 
and content of his Word. Scripture is inspired, it contains the truth, 
but its content and meaning must be disclosed or revealed to us. In 
this sense, for the Fathers and medieval writers, the canonical Scriptures 
are not revelation: revelation (or inspiration) in their vocabulary does 
not designate a mere objective deposit, but rather an act: the act by 
which God communicates to us the knowledge of what he thinks or 
wills. This can be the name of the person to whom God wishes to 
entrust the priestly or royal ministry; it can be a particular detail in the 
matter of sacramental rites or in what we call casuistry; it can also be 
the meaning of sacred Scripture, or many other things besides.2 
Whatever the matter in question, there must be a fully “theonomic” 
manner of living, under God’s guidance, in which we wait until he 
makes known (revelare) his thought or will. We must not await this 
activity in a purely passive, quietist, manner. God intervenes as he 
wills, but we can dispose ourselves to receive his inspirations. This is 
done by prayer, alms, fasting, the good use of natural resources, 
particularly of the intelligence. A text of St Bonaventure is particularly 
relevant here: it concerns the dogma of the procession of the Holy 
Spirit. This has, he says, its basis in Scripture, and this basis is common 
to both Greeks and Latins. Theological reasoning elaborates this and 
it is at this level that the Greeks are wrong in wishing to restrict the 
scriptural statements to the domain of the temporal mission or proces
sion. In doing this they have closed up the way of revelation by which 
God accomplishes his communication of the texts’ meaning.3

We have many witnesses to affirm that the understanding of 
Scripture is a special object of this inspiratio or revelatio·. St Justin’s

1. Cf. Part I, p. 91, with n. 1. These further references may be added: St Jerome, In 
Galat., 5, 19-21 {PL, 26, 445); St Augustine, C. Mendac., 15, 26-7 {PL, 40, 506; ET 
FC, 16); St Isidore, Etym., VIII, 5, 70 {PL, 82, 305); Richard of Saint-Victor, De Erudit. 
Hom. Int., II, 6 {PL, 196, 1305AB.); St Thomas, Quodl. XII, a. 26 (important); M.-D. 
Chenu, La Theologie comme science au XIIIe siecle, Paris, 2nd ed., 1943, p. 28.

2. All these cases are illustrated by the documentation given in Part I, pp. 119fr., text 
and notes, which should be read again in reference to the present subject.

3. In I Sent., d. 11, art. unic., q. 1 (Quaracchi ed., I, pp. 211-13); Part I, p. 125, n. 2; 
J. Ratzinger, “Offenbarung, Schrift, Überlieferung. Ein Text des hl. Bonaventura u. 
seine Bedeutung für die gegenwärtige Theologie”, in Trierer theol. Zeit sehr., 67 [1958], 
PP· i3-27·
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account of his conversion;1 St Cyprian’s almost exclusive insistence on 
Scripture as the sole norm;2 Saints Jerome and Augustine;3 and other 
Fathers and medieval doctors, from whom we have quoted texts else
where.4 It must suffice here to refer to Gratian’s famous remark, 
in 1140, on the norms of law: there, the Fathers are called tractatores, 
commentators: certain of them excelled both by a more extensive 
knowledge and a more abundant grace of the Holy Spirit, and thus 
their commentaries have even, on occasion, enjoyed a greater authority 
than those of certain popes.5

The result of this divine action is the understanding of the text. The 
Greek Fathers, in this connexion, spoke of gnosis.6 St Paul asked that 
his faithful hearers should be filled with gnosis·, he himself professed to 
have received this gift. By it he meant a rich and living knowledge of 
God’s plan, the “mystery” of Christ.7 Following St Paul, the Fathers 
called gnosis a spiritual gift which has for its object or content the 
knowledge of the ways of God, the understanding of the great saving 
acts accomplished by Christ, and of their proclamation in Scripture.

This spiritual gift of understanding enables us to enter into the 
depths of a text. Unanimously, the Fathers and medieval writers 
thought that the deeper meaning of a text was beyond the literal sense, 
although only to be reached through the literal sense. And since the 
method by which one thing is communicated by means of another was 
called “allegory”, so also the deepest meaning, which one comes to by 
the study of the literal meaning, going beyond it ad interiora, was also 
known as “allegory”.8 Scripture was a kind of sacrament with its outer

1. Dial, cum Tryph. (mid-2nd cent.), 7, 3 (conversion); 112, 1; 119.
2. “Ut quantum sufficit mediocritas nostra auxilio divinae inspirationis instructa” 

{Ad Fortunatum, 1, 3; Hartel, 17, 8); “[Deus] cuius inspiratione ecclesia eius instruitur” 
(council of 256: Sent. Episcop., 28; p. 447, 12).

3. St Jerome, In Mich., 1, 10-15: “Si quando indiguimus Spiritu Dei (semper autem in 
exponendis Scripturis sanctis indigemus adventu)” {PL, 25, 1215); understanding of 
Scripture is acquired at the level of the “heart” {Com. in Is., Praef., Lib. XIV; PL, 24, 
477c. In Dan., 8, 15; PL, 25, 537D). According to St Augustine, to understand Scripture 
one must be an intus auditor {Serm., 179,1; PL, 38, 966, and the whole theme in Augustine 
of the interior “magister”). Cf. supra, p. 387, n. 1.

4. Part I, pp. 125-7 and 126, n. 2. Likewise, see H. de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale, III 
(Théologie, 42), Paris, 1961, pp. 2911!.

5. Dictum ante, D. XX, c. 1 (Friedberg, 65).
6. See L. Bouyer, “Holy Scripture and Tradition as seen by the Fathers”, in ECQ, 

1947» PP· i—16 (esp. pp. yff.); “Gnosis. Le Sens orthodoxe de l’expression jusqu’aux 
Pères alexandrins”, in JTS, New Series, 4 [1953], pp. 188—206.

7. Cf. Eph 3.14-19; Phil 3.8; cf. Rom 15.14; 1 Cor 1.5; 2 Cor 8.7; 2 Peter, 1.5; 3.18. 
For Paul, 2 Cor 11.6; 2.14. See J. Dupont, Gnosis. La Connaissance religieuse dans les 
épitres de S. Paul, Louvain-Paris, 1949. The object of Pauline gnosis is not formally the 
meaning of Scripture.

8. Cf. H. de Lubac, Exégèse . . ., I/2, pp. 498!!.; “Ad interiora”: pp. 5o8ff. A character
istic definition from St Bede: “Allegoria est cum verbis sive rebus mysticis praesentia 
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and inner reality, and the believer was invited to pass from the first to 
the second with the aid of God’s revelatory action. The very word 
sacramentum was peculiarly fitted to express all this.1

(iv) The content of this understanding or gnosis is the Christian mystery 
as the key to the unity of the two Testaments, in whole and in part alike'2. 
To heretics who would only admit what was contained in documentary 
evidence, that is in the Jewish Scriptures, St Ignatius of Antioch 
retorted: “My archives are Jesus Christ.”3 This meant that the centre 
and meaning of every testimony to the work of God is contained in 
Jesus Christ. Ignatius did not use the word “tradition”, but according 
to St Irenaeus the content of the tradition received by the Church from 
the apostles is their “kerygma”, that is, the exegesis of the economy, 
an explanation of Scripture with reference to the Christian mystery of 
which Scripture speaks fully enough.4 The same is true, with slight 
changes of emphasis, for Clement of Alexandria,5 Origen6 and St 
Augustine.7

This true meaning of Scripture consists first of all in a christological 
reading of the Old Testament which allows us to grasp the consonantia 
of the two Testaments.8 In the New Testament itself, such a reading 
bestows the perception of its total significance for the Christian life 
and the Church’s life, and for the Christian’s eschatological hope:9 in

i. See the passage from Bede, preceding note.
2. For the whole of this section, see Part I, pp. 3off., 64-83; H. de Lubac, op. cit., I, 

p. 57, n. 7, pp. 672-81. 3. Philad., 8, 2.
4. Cf. Part I, pp. 30-3, 32, n. 5; H. Holstein, “La Tradition des Apôtres dans S. 

Irénée”, in RSR, 36 [1949], pp. 229—70; La Tradition, dans l’Église, Paris, i960, pp. 70—1.
5. Stromata, VII, 17,106 (PG, 9,548A; GCS, p. 75; ET ANL, 12, and Hort and Major, 

1902).
6. R. P. C. Hanson, Origen s Doctrine of Tradition, London, 1954; H. de Lubac, op. 

cit., p. 672.
7. He describes allegory (in the sense we have spoken of already) as “that form of 

understanding which comes to us from the apostles”: “Haec forma intelligendi de apos
tolis descendens locum nobis aperit (Gal 4.24) quemadmodum Scripturae duorum Testa
mentorum verteris et novi, accipere debeamus” (De Civ. Dei, XV, 11; PL, 41, 430).

8. See H. de Lubac, op. cit., pp. 330, 333—4; Part I, p. 32, n. 4. The word consonantia 
is found in Tertullian (Adv. Marc., 14, 39); St Irenaeus says “melody” (AH, II, 41, 4), 
and Clement of Alexandria, “symphony of the two choirs” (Stromata, VI, 2, 18).

9. A typical text of St Irenaeus, AH, IV, 26,1 (PG, 7, 1052-3; Harvey, II, p. 235). See 
Part I, pp. 83-5; H. de Lubac, op. cit., pp. 500, 5O2ÎT.; and the idea of the totus Christus in 
St Augustine and the medieval writers who made it the subject of theology (Glossa 
Ordinaria, Peter Lombard, Gilbert de la Portée, Robert of Melun, Kilwardby, Robert 
Grosseteste, etc.).

Christi et Ecclesiae sacramenta signantur” (Liber de Pariis Quest., 9, 4) is quoted on p. 
500. Cf. M.-D. Chenu, La Théologie au XIIe siècle, Paris, 1957, pp. 2ooff. In the works of 
St Bonaventure, Ratzinger argues, allegoria = Scriptura sub fide (cf. In I Sent., d. 11, art. 
unie., q. i, and supra, p. 387, n. 3).
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short, the full and detailed content of the covenant relation accom
plished in Jesus Christ. Finally, this reading consists, in regard to indi
vidual texts, in perceiving the meaning of these texts within the total 
architecture or “system”. The error of the Gnostics, according to St 
Irenaeus, is to make a selection from Scripture, a text here, and a text 
there, without reading it within Tradition, that is, with the awareness 
of its complete meaning, as inherited by the Church from the apostles.1 
This remark of Irenaeus is, alas, equally applicable to present-day 
sects. On tile other hand, when one places oneself in the right perspec
tive, and contemplates Christ, and then, in this light, the true relation 
established between God and man, all the prophetical writings are 
clarified and blended together in harmony. As at Cana, tasteless water 
becomes a full-flavoured, inspiriting wine, the veil is lifted and things 
that before seemed meaningless take on their meaning.2

We are not talking here, in Tradition, of particular truths not con-

i. “Such, then, is their system, which neither the prophets announced, nor the Lord 
taught, nor the apostles delivered, but of which they boast that beyond all others they have 
a perfect knowledge. They gather their views from other sources than the Scriptures 
[lit. reading from things unwritten]; and, to use a common proverb, they strive to weave 
ropes of sand, while they endeavour to adapt with an air of probability to their own 
peculiar assertions the parables of the Lord, the sayings of the prophets, and the words of 
the apostles, in order that their scheme may not seem altogether without support. In 
doing so, however, they disregard the order and the connection of the Scriptures, and so 
far as in them lies, dismember and destroy the truth. By transferring passages, and 
dressing them up anew, and making one thing out of another, they succeed in deluding 
many through their wicked art in adapting the oracles of the Lord to their opinions. 
Their manner of acting is just as if one, when a beautiful image of a king has been con
structed by some skilful artist out of precious jewels, should then take this likeness of 
the man all to pieces, should re-arrange the gems, and so fit them together as to make them 
into the form of a dog or a fox, and even that but poorly executed; and should then 
maintain and declare that this was that beautiful image of the king which the skilful artist 
constructed, pointing to the jewels which had been admirably fitted together by the first 
artist to form die image of the king, but have been with bad effect transferred by the later 
one to the shape of a dog, and by thus exhibiting the jewels, should deceive the ignorant 
who had no conception what a king’s form was like, and persuade them that that miserable 
likeness of the dog was, in fact, the beautiful image of the king. In like manner do these 
persons patch together old wives’ fables [mythous] and then endeavour, by violently 
drawing away from their proper connection, words, expressions, and parables whenever 
found, to adapt the oracles of God to their baseless fictions” (AH, I, 8, i; PG, 7, 521; 
Harvey, I, pp. 67-8; ET ANL, 5). The Scriptures must be interpreted according to the 
Church’s tradition, says St Irenaeus; when one is familiar with Homer’s subject-matter, 
one will be able to distinguish his actual poems from centos. “In like manner, he also who 
retains unchangeable in his heart the rule of truth which he received by means of baptism, 
will doubtless recognise the names, the expressions, and the parables taken from the 
Scriptures, but will by no means acknowledge the blasphemous use which these men make 
of them” (AH, I, 9, 4; PG, 7, 544f.). Cf. Tertullian, Praesc., 39, 4-5, with Refoule’s notes 
in SCh, 46, 1957, p. 143.

2. Origen, Comm, in Johan., 13, 60 (GCS, p. 295); and H. de Lubac, Histoire et 
Esprit, Paris, 1950, p. 272, n. 154; St Augustine, In Joan. Ev. Tr., 9, 3 (PL, 35, 1459; 
ET NPF, I, 7); De Utilitate Credendi, 3, 9 (PL, 42, 71; ET FC, 4). Cf. infra, p. 395, nn. 
2 and 3.
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tained in the scriptural deposit or at least not in that which Scripture 
bears witness to. St Irenaeus even says that there could be no truths 
which the apostles did not pass on in a public manner. No; we 
are talking here of the meaning of the whole. If we can find in 
“Tradition” particular truths which were not expressed in Scripture, 
this will doubtless be due to Tradition’s own proper genius, by means 
of the “analogy of faith”, in other words, thanks to the light that can 
be thrown on some particular question by the interrelation of various 
truths with one another, with their centre and with the end term of the 
whole investigation. This is peculiarly the case with the two Marian 
doctrines defined in the modern period, the Immaculate Conception 
and bodily Assumption of the Mother of God.

Such is, according to the Fathers, the fundamental relationship 
between Scripture and Tradition. They would have approved of the 
formula of the contemporary writer who’characterized Tradition as “a 
scriptural instinct consubstantial with Scripture”.1 This was the 
habitual practice, the grace and special genius of the Fathers. This is 
also the grace and special genius of the liturgy, and we could illustrate 
this from the usage—so often clarifying and educative for the Christian 
understanding of the texts—of Scripture in the Church’s annual cycle, 
or from the means whereby the Church sees and illuminates the 
Marian mystery through an accumulation of the biblical texts which 
bear witness to the divine plan. We shall deal with this in the next 
chapter.

(v) The “locus” of God’s self-revelatory action, and of his communication 
of the understanding of the Word, is the Church, made up of men who have 
been converted to Christ

The unanimous thought of the Fathers, and of theologians of all 
times, goes on further to affirm that Scripture can be authentically 
preserved and its true meaning fully understood only in the Church.2 
St Irenaeus sees the Church as the “place” where the reading of 
Scripture is authentic, because it is the place of the divine charisms,3

i Quoted by C. Moeller, “Bible et Œcuménisme”, in Irénikon, 23 [1950], p. 181. There 
are some valuable pages on the Fathers and Scripture in A. Benoit, L’Actualité des Pères 
de l’Église (Cahiers théol., 47), Neuchâtel-Paris, 1961, pp. 65-70.

2. See J. Beumer, “Das katholische Schriftprinzip in der theologischen Literatur der 
Scholastik bis zur Reformation”, in Schol, 1941, pp. 24-52; “Heilige Schrift u. kirchliche 
Lehrautoritat” in Schol, 25 [1950], pp. 40-72; H. de Lubac, op. cit., pp. 59ÎT.

3. “The apostles, like a rich man putting money in trust, have committed to the Church 
the perfect fullness of the truth. He who wishes may draw therefrom the draught of life; 
but outside this Church all are thieves and rogues” (AH, III, 4, 1; PG, 7, 855; Harvey,
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and these charisms are found in particular among the presbyters, who 
have the apostolic succession.1 The same assertion is found in Origen2 
and—we only mention this text, after Franzelin, as witnessing to the 
common doctrine of the third century—in the pseudo-Clementine 
Recognitiones? “Those who are outside the Church”, said St Hilary, 
“cannot have any understanding of God’s Word.”4 “We cannot”, 
continues St Cyril of Jerusalem, “learn and profess the faith except in 
receiving it as transmitted (•trapaSiSoiaevnv) by the Church, and pro
tected by the texts of holy Scripture.”5 Commenting on the verse of 
the psalm: “He has stretched out the heavens like a tent”, St Augustine 
interprets it figuratively, seeing this heaven as Scripture, and he adds: 
“God has placed this authority first of all in his Church.”6 For St 
Augustine, Scripture and the Church are two instances, each with some 
degree of immediacy incorporating the divine authority. They are 
interdependent, and the faithful can submit properly to one only in 
submitting to the other. It is for this reason that we can gather from 
St Augustine, sometimes texts primarily referring to Scripture and 
then to the Church, as to an additional authority,7 and sometimes texts

i. See AH, IV, 26, 2 (PG, 7,1053; Harvey, II, p. 236; EP, 237). After speaking of the 
presbyters appointed by God to teach the Church, Irenaeus writes: “It is where the Lord’s 
charisms are to be found that one must learn the truth: among those who possess the 
Church’s succession that derives from the apostles, among those whose conduct is 
irreproachable and whose words likewise contain the unadulterated truth” (AH, IV, 26, 5; 
PG, 7,1056). “Post deinde et omnis sermo constabit si et Scripturas diligenter legerit apud 
eos qui in Ecclesia sunt prebyteri, apud quos est apostolica doctrina, quemadmodum 
demonstravimus” (IV, 32, 1; PG, 7, 1071,· Harvey, II, pp. 254-5).

2. “When heretics show us the canonical Scriptures, in which every Christian believes 
and trusts, they seem to be saying: ‘Lo, he is in the inner rooms [i.e., the word of truth]’ 
(Mt 24.26). But we must not believe them, nor leave the original tradition of the Church, 
nor believe otherwise than we have been taught by the succession in the Church of God” 
(In Matth., Serm. 46; PG, 13, 1667).

3. Lib. X, 42 (ET ANL, 3): the apostle Peter is there spoken of as having attacked a 
reading of Scripture where each would follow his own interpretation. On the contrary, he 
says, one must “take from the Scriptures themselves their true meaning and to do so, learn 
the sense from someone who keeps this sense according to the truth received from the 
elders” (Franzelin, De Div. Trad., p. 94).

4. In Matth., 13, 1: “Qui extra Ecclesiam positi sunt, nullam divini sermonis capere 
possunt intelligentiam” (PL, 9, 933).

5. Catech., N, 12 (PG, 33, 520-1; ET LF, 2).
6. En. in Ps., 103, 8 (PL, 37, 1341).
7. See, in addition to the passages describing Scripture as regula fidei (veritatis), 

supra, p. 381, n. 7: Epist., 54, 2, 3 (PL, 33, 201); De Gen. ad Litt., I, 21 (PL, 34, 262); 
De Doctr. Christ., Ill, 2, 2 (PL, 34, 65). St Augustine says of Christians who are still of

II, p. 15). “Et Ecclesiae quidem praedicatio vera et firma, apud quam una et eadem salutis 
via in universo mundo ostenditur. Huic enim creditum est lumen Dei, et propter hoc 
‘sapientia’ Dei, per quam salvat omnes homines. ... Ubique enim Ecclesia praedicat 
veritatem: et haec est hrra|iu£o$ lucerna, Christi bajulans lumen” (V, 20, 1; PG, 7, 1177; 
Harvey II, p. 376). “Confugere autem ad Ecclesiam et in ejus sinu educari et dominicis 
Scripturis enutriri” (V, 20, 2; 1178; p. 379).
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placing the rule of faith in the living consciousness and teaching of the 
Church.1 In any case, we must follow Scripture as it has been trans
mitted to us from the time of Christ and the apostles by a succession 
of bishops and as it has come down to us, preserved, recommended 
and explained by the Catholica.2 We have seen already what Vincent 
of Lerins thought (cf. supra, p. 384).

This traditional position remains that of the Middle Ages, often also 
with a more precise insistence on the canonical and institutional 
structures of the Church.3 It remains that of modem Catholic theology 
too. Though Tradition, as far as dogma is concerned, consists prin
cipally in the integral interpretation of Scripture from the christo- 
logical, soteriological, ecclesiological and eschatological viewpoints, 
this Tradition expresses itself in the teaching of the Church.

This teaching of the Church is the rule of faith. This expression, 
“rule of faith”, refers, in the Fathers, not to a formal regulative 
principle, but to the concrete rule found in the Church’s faith preserved 
by the succession, which the catechumen accepts and in the profession 
of which he is baptized.4 Our faith is concretely conditioned by the 
structures in which God has conveyed his revelation and which he has 
given to his covenant. Thus, St Thomas Aquinas, whose astonishing 
sense of the wholly théologal character of the act of faith is almost 
without parallel in other theologians, could nevertheless define its deter
mining motive in these terms: “The adherence of faith is given to all the 
articles of faith because of. .. the first Truth as it is proposed to us in 
Scripture, properly understood according to the Church’s teaching.”5

One must always return to the Church’s faith and the Church’s 
teaching, and one starts from these in judging. Where this teaching has

1. See F. Hofmann, Der Kirchenbegriff des hl. Augustinus, Munich, 1933, pp. 297ff. 
(see also pp. 94!!., 197!?·, 2oiff.).

2. Contra Faustum, XXXIII, 9 (PL, 42, 517—18).
3. Apart from the references given already, p. 391, n. 2 (Schol, 1950, pp. 50-4), see 

Part I, pp. ijzff. St Gregory represents the transition from the Fathers to the Middle 
Ages (Moralia, XX, 9; PL, 76, 149): as they have been cut off from communion with the 
universal Church, the heretics are in a kind of wilderness where Christ is not to be found 
(Mt 24.26). This is Origen’s idea again, cf. supra, p. 392, n. 2.

4. References are supplied in Part I, pp. 26S. and 177 together with the corresponding 
notes. Cf. A. Benoit, “Ecriture et Tradition chez S. Irénée”, in RHPR, 40 [i960], pp. 32— 
43; G. Bardy, “La Règle de foi d’Origène”, in RSR, 9 [1919], pp. 162-96. Notwithstand
ing his application of the expression to Scripture (supra, p. 381, n. 7), Augustine remains 
faithful to this usage too (cf. Part I, p. 177, n. 2; P. Batiffol, Le Catholicisme de S. Augustin, 
Paris, 1922, p. 27; supra, n. 1).

5. ST, II—II, q. 5, a. 3, ad 2; De Caritate, a. 13, ad 6; supra, p. 312.

indifferent quality: “Regulam fidei diligenter inquisitam firmissime tenent [by careful and 
attentive reading of Scripture], et si quid ab ea deviant, cito auctoritate catholica corri
guntur” (De Bapt., V, 27; PL, 43, 196).
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not yet been formally expressed, it nevertheless exists in some virtual 
or latent manner, in the sensus ecclesiasticus, the φρόνημα εκκλησια
στικόν which Eusebius speaks of in citing St Hippolytus, so happy an 
expression that it was taken up by all the theologians of Tradition in 
the nineteenth century.1 Other expressions have approximately the 
same meaning: that Christian sense, that feeling of the ecclesia about the 
real content of its belief. The New Testament spoke of διάνοια, the 
active faculty of understanding,2 and the Latin Fathers of sensus, 
intelligentia, intellectus? We have spoken about this Catholic sense 
already under its subjective aspect of a spiritual instinct, and its objective 
aspect as communion or unanimity: both are made active by the influence 
of the Holy Spirit. We shall return later to the consensus Patrum.

The Fathers and the medievals understand by “Church” not only, 
as we have seen, the whole Christian community, but a fundamentally 
spiritual reality. It is true that beginning with the Gregorian Reform 
(last third of the eleventh century) a juridical mode of thought slowly 
infiltrated into ecclesiological ideas and ended by an invasion of the 
modern treatises De Ecclesia. The rediscovery of Tradition was only 
made in the nineteenth century with Möhler and the Tübingen school 
and the influence of this on Passaglia, Franzelin, Scheeben, with Newman 
also, and then in the twentieth century, in a vigorous movement whose 
main lines of research have been detailed by Fr S. Jaki.4

When the Fathers and the medieval writers, not yet influenced by a 
legalistic view of things, speak of Tradition, whether they use the 
word or not, as an ecclesial understanding of revelation, of which the 
canonical Scriptures are, as it were, the real presence, they understand 
by the “Church” less a hierarchical charism, juridically assured and 
exercised, than the mystery of the Bride, unceasingly turning from 
sinfulness to purity,5 striving to live a life of perfect fidelity towards

I. Eusebius, HE, N, 28, 6: quoted by Mohler, Symbolik, § 38 (ed. Geiselmann, p. 415); 
see Newman, On Consulting the Faithful, 1961, p. 73; and Passaglia (cf. W. Kasper, op. 
cit., pp. 215, 290); and Franzelin (De Div. Trad., p. too).

2. I Jn 2.20-7; Jn 6-45- This is the word used in the passage of Jer 31 which is referred 
to in Heb 8.10; 10.16, and also in the statements on loving God with one’s whole mind 
(Mt 22.37; Mk 12.30; Lk 10.27 — Deut 6.5).

3. Cf. supra, p. 383, n. 6; p. 384, n. 3; and St Vincent of Lerins, “secundum ecclesiastici 
et catholici sensus normam” (n. 37); “ecclesiasticus sensus” (letter inter Epist. August., 
Ep. 225; PL, 33, 1002).

4. Les Tendances nouvelles de Γ Ecclésiologie (Bibi. Acad. Cath. Hungaricae, Sectio 
Philos.-theol., 3), Rome, 1957.

5. See the numerous references given in Fraie et Fausse Réforme dans l’Église, 1950, 
pp. 8off. (including those to the theme mysterium lunaef, in H. de Lubac, Méditation sur 
l’Église, Paris, 1953, pp. 82fr.; P. Camelot, “Le Sans de l’Église chez les Pères latins”, in 
NRT, 83 [1961], pp. 367-81; H. Riedlinger, Die Makellosigkeit der Kirche in den lateini
schen Hoheliedkommentaren des Mittelalters, Münster, 1958.
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the Spouse, and of openness to his Spirit. They understand it as the 
totality of men who are converted to Jesus Christ, and in whom the 
Spirit is at work. From Origen to St Gregory, including St Augustine, 
the Fathers inform us that “gnosis” or understanding is given to the 
souls who are converted to Jesus Christ: “The veil is lifted from the 
eyes of a Church which has been converted to the Lord,” said Origen.1 
“If we do not look to Jesus Christ, the Scriptures become tasteless; if 
we taste the Saviour there, all is light and understanding, all is reason,” 
says St Augustine, who recalls the change of attitude in the disciples at 
Emmaus: their doubt and disillusion before their recognition of Christ 
(“We had hoped ...”), then the warmth and joyful certainty of their 
souls when they have recognized him and their hearts are opened: 
“Were not our hearts burning within us?”2 Elsewhere, Augustine 
writes that when the Church is converted and turns to Christ, the veil 
is lifted from its eyes and it receives the interior grace of justification.3 
Origen’s remarks on the Transfiguration were in the same vein: when 
Moses bears witness to Christ, the veil which covered his face falls, and 
his face becomes completely luminous. In the Middle Ages we some
times find the same idea in the depiction of Christ with one hand crown
ing the Church, whilst with the other he removes the bandage covering 
the eyes of the Synagogue: “Quod Moyses velat, Christi doctrina 
revelat.”4 This profound idea, according to which we see the true 
meaning of a text when we turn and come to Christ, so as to find him 
everywhere in it, is at the basis of typological exegesis (or “allegorical” 
exegesis, in the early meaning of the word); the frequent want of 
attention to the literal sense in the use of the principle should not be 
allowed to discredit the principle itself, which is found throughout 
Tradition, and whose theological value is obvious.

1. Origen, Cant., 3 (GCS, pp. 204-5; ET ACW, 26). This is a frequently recurring 
theme: In Exod. Hom., 12, 1 and 14, 2 (GCS, pp. 286, 452); In Levit. Hom., 1, 1 (p. 281); 
In Jerem. Hom., 18, 8 (p. 162); In Matth., 11, 14 and 17, 14 (pp. 57 and 628). Cf. H. de 
Lubac, Histoire et Esprit, pp. 303-4, 316.

2. In Joan. Ev. Tr., 9, 3 (PL, 35, 1459).
3. De Spir. et Litt., 17, 30 (PL, 44, 219; ET TCL, 19; LCC, 8). Cf. supra, p. 390, n, 2.
4. Cf. E. Mâle, L’Art religieux au XIIe siècle en France, Paris, 2nd ed., 1924, p. 166. 

Suger gives a verse form of the expression which was earlier well known to St Augustine 
(Quaes t. in Heptat., a, yy, PL, 34, 623; cf. De Civ. Dei, V, 18; XVI, 26; Sermo, 25, 2, 1-2 
and 160, 6; PL, 38, 167-8 and 876, etc.). Cf. St Ambrose, En. in Ps., 61, 34 (PL, 14, 
1180); G. Auzou, La Parole de Dieu, Paris, 1956, p. 104, n. 1; H. de Lubac, Histoire et 
Esprit, p. 442, n. 246.

This Church exists principally in spiritual men, or, in the Pauline 
and Augustinian sense of the word, in the saints. Sancti is also the title 
given by the scholastics to the auctoritates, that is, to the men who, by a
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revelatio or inspiratio from God, had received the gift of understanding 
or had penetrated the allegoria of the sacred text (cf. supra, p. 388, n. 
8). The use of such a title serves to indicate the preference given to 
the realities of spiritual anthropology over juridical categories.

The members of the hierarchy themselves, bishops and popes, were 
in particular considered, in the domain of spiritual knowledge, as 
spiritual men: for, as they were called to a function instituted by God, 
they were essentially “charismatics”.1 They were charismatics in a 
special sense—from their insertion into a Gospel institution endowed 
with a promise from the Lord (“Where two or three are gathered 
together in my name ...”)—in the holding of councils: unanimity 
was the sign of the Holy Spirit’s presence. For this reason, the councils 
were conscious, gathered together, as they were, in the Spirit (which 
did not prevent them at the same time from being very “historical” 
and human!) of extending and unfolding the meaning of the revelation 
attested in Scripture.2 The councils promulgated “the faith professed 
by the Fathers according to the Scriptures”.3

1. See A. Μ. Königer, “Prima sedes a nemine judicatur”, in Beiträge f. Gesch. des 
christl. Altertums u. der by^antin. Literatur. A. Ehrhard Festgabe, Bonn, 1922, pp.273-300 
(the bishop as a spiritual and charismatic man); O. Casel, “Benedikt von Nursia als 
Pneumatiker”, in Heilige Überlieferung CFestgabe I. Herwegen), Münster, 1938, pp. 96—123; 
and also the present writer’s essay in Problems of Authority, ed. J. Μ. Todd, 1962.

2. See the evidence in Part I, pp. 13 iff., p. 43, n. 3; and my study referred to supra, 
Ch. I, p. 237, n. 1.

3. St Athanasius, Ad Epictet., 1 {PG, 26, 104).
4. See G. Tavard, and infra. Excursus A, pp. 494fr.

If spiritual men are thus the bearers of Tradition, this Tradition 
must itself be holy, heilige Überlieferung. That is holy which comes 
from God, who alone is holy, from his Spirit, who is the Holy Spirit. 
It is because the promptings of this Spirit are at the origin of the whole 
succession of genuine spiritual gnosis whose total aggregate, stored up 
and transmitted through the centuries, forms its basis, that we can justly 
term Tradition itself holy. The consciousness of this sacred character 
was unhappily obscured in the controversial writings of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. This is not yet true of the first anti-Lutheran 
controversialists, who still had the general formation and spirit of the 
pre-Tridentine schools, thanks to whom, also, the council itself pro
duced texts of such a rich theological character.4 Nor is this defect 
found among those who were nourished on the patristic writings, 
Bossuet, Thomassin, for instance, but it is seen among the more 
plodding type of controversialist in the post-Tridentine period. 
These controversies were carried on in a complete divorce from any
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sort of spiritual consideration. It is not that spiritual dimensions were 
unknown to these authors: St Robert Bellarmine wrote works of 
spirituality, and was not alone in doing so; but it was at this time that 
theology and spirituality split off from each other into two different 
realms, with self-sufficient frameworks. Life’s spiritual conditions were 
doubtless presupposed, but they did not enter into the epistemological 
structure of Tradition. This was seen as a quasi-mechanical trans
mission of an already constituted deposit. Though intended as a living 
supplement to lifeless texts, as an interaction of living beings on one 
another, and ultimately as the action of God in giving life to the 
believer, it seemed, on the contrary, to have shrunk into a mere series 
of texts marshalled in support of a juridically authoritative principle 
drawn from the closely argued conclusions of treatises De Locis Theo
logicis. The Probatur ex Traditione of the manuals is usually quite as 
alien to the historical meaning of the texts and their contexts, as to the 
theological and Christian meaning of God’s continuing action in his 
Church.

If the Holy Spirit is mentioned in such chapters De Traditione, it is 
in an. external way, as the assured guarantee of the Church’s infallibility 
(meaning the infallibility of the hierarchical magisterium whose links 
with the Christian community are envisaged in a unilateral, juridical 
manner). There is no reference now to the necessity for a continuing 
effort of conversion to Christ: it seems that the Church no longer has 
to strive for full fidelity, no longer has to strive to call down upon 
herself the visitation of the Spirit. Spiritual anthropology now seems 
to have been drawn off from ecclesiology; the legal structure is all- 
sufficient with its guaranteed administrative charisms. We have already 
quoted Mohler’s comment on this matter: “God created the hierarchy 
and thus provided more than sufficiently for the needs of the Church 
until the end of time.” By God’s grace, we are today emerging from 
the seven years of famine.

(vi) The unanimous consensus of the Fathers or of the Ecclesia clearly 
indicates a “locus” of the divine action

In every age the consensus of the faithful, still more the agreement of 
those who are commissioned to teach them, has been regarded as a 
guarantee of truth: not because of some mystique of universal suffrage, 
but because of the Gospel principle that unanimity and fellowship in 
Christian matters requires, and also indicates, the intervention of the

DD



SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION398

Holy Spirit.1 From the time when the patristic argument first began to 
be used in dogmatic controversies—it first appeared in the second 
century and gained general currency in the fourth2—, theologians have 
tried to establish agreement among qualified witnesses of the faith, and 
have tried to prove from this agreement that such was in fact the 
Church’s belief. As a matter of fact, a few testimonies sufficed, even 
that of one single man if his particular situation or the consideration 
accorded him by the Church were such as to give to what he said the 
value of coming from a quasi-personification of the whole Church at 
that time.3 The decisive factor was not mere quantity but the repre
sentativequality of the testimony: “Nonnumerentur,sedponderentur!”

Unanimous patristic consent as a reliable locus thcologicus is classical 
in Catholic theology; it has often been declared such by the magisterium 
and its value in scriptural interpretation has been especially stressed.4

Application of the principle is difficult, at least at a certain level. In 
regard to individual texts of Scripture total patristic consensus is 
rare.5 In fact, a complete consensus is unnecessary: quite often, that 
which is appealed to as sufficient for dogmatic points does not go 
beyond what is encountered in the interpretation of many texts. But it 
does sometimes happen that some Fathers understood a passage in a 
way which does not agree with later Church teaching. One example: 
the interpretation of Peter’s confession in Matthew 16.16—19. Except 
at Rome, this passage was not applied by the Fathers to the papal pri
macy;6 they worked out an exegesis at the level of their own ecclesio-

1. See Part I, p. 49 with nn. 2 and 3; p. 127; Franzelin, De Div. Trad., pp. 76ff.; P. 
Gaine, “De Valore consensus universae Ecclesiae”, in Acta Acad. Felehrad., n [1920-2], 
pp. 6—16. 2. Cf. Part I, p. 82.

3. Examples in H. van Laak, Theses quaedam de Patrum et Theologorum magisterio 
necnon de Fidelium sensu, Rome, 1933, pp. 22ff.

4. The Fifth Ecumenical Council (CP, 553) applies this principle (Cavallera, Thesaurus, 
No. 132). Formal statements: Council of Trent, Sess. IV (D. 786; TCT, 98); profession 
of faith of Pius IV, 1564 (D. 995; TCT, 9); in more general terms, the letter of Pius IX 
in 1857 to Cardinal Geissel (D. 1657); Vatican I, Sess. Ill, c. 2 (D. 1788; TCT, too); 
Providentlssimus Deus, 1893 (ZX 1942, 1944, 1948); anti-Modernist oath (ZZ 2145-7; 
TCT, 88—90). For its employment in Christian antiquity see H. de Lubac, Exegese ..., I, 
p. 65; the richest single text is from St Vincent of Lerins, Commonit., 28: “Sed eorum 
dumtaxat patrum sententiae conferendae sunt, qui in fide et communione catholica 
sancte, sapienter, constanter viventes, docentes et permanentes, vel mori in Christo fideliter 
vel occidi pro Christo feliciter meruerunt. Quibus tarnen hac lege credendum est, ut, 
quidquid vel omnes vel plures uno eodemque sensu manifeste, frequenter, perseveranter, 
velut quodam consentiente sibi magistrorum concilio, accipiendo, tenendo, tradendo 
firmaverint, id pro indubitato certo ratoque habeatur” (PL, 50, 675; EP, 2175).

5. M.-J. Lagrange, La Methode historique, Paris, 1904, p. 122.
6. See J. Ludwig, Die Primatworte Mt 16.18, 19 in der altkirchlichen Exegese, 

Münster, 1952. This objection is made by Döllinger, for example (his letter to the Arch
bishop of Munich, Mgr Scherr: Briefe u. Erklärungen, p. 75; cf. p. 141), and by A. Mortain 
(Papal Claims, 1948, pp. n-14).
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logical thought, more anthropological and spiritual than juridical.
This instance, selected from a number of similar ones, shows first 

that the Fathers cannot be isolated from the Church and its life. They 
are great, but the Church surpasses them in age, as also by the breadth 
and richness of its experience. It is the Church, not the Fathers, the 
consensus of the Church in submission to its Saviour which is the 
sufficient rule of our Christianity. This instance shows too that we may 
not, at the doctrinal as distinct from the purely historical level, take the 
witnesses of Tradition in a purely material sense: they are to be weighed 
and valued. The plain material fact of agreement or disagreement, 
however extensive, does not allow us to speak of a consensus Patrum 
at the properly dogmatic level, for the authors studied in theology are 
only “Fathers” in the theological sense if they have in some way 
begotten the Church which follows them. Now, it may be that the 
seed which will be most fruitful in the future is not the most clearly so 
at present, and that the lifelines of faith may not pass through the great 
doctors in a given instance. Historical documentation is at the factual 
level; it must leave room for a judgement made not in the light of the 
documentary evidence alone, but of the Church’s faith. We shall come 
back, in the next chapter, to this problem which we have already, in 
fact, encountered: that is, the question of the precise distinction to be 
made between material (historical) and formal (dogmatic) Tradition.

It can, however, be seen that as regards the explanation of a particular 
text, or a particular article of doctrine, the theological weight of the 
consensus Patrum is subject to so many conditions1 that it cannot be 
easily assessed. Students and devotees of the Fathers—among whom 
I should wish to number myself—might well feel disappointed if they 
had no other guidance. But, for a start, there are the foundations of 
faith, the articles on which the whole structure rests; there are the 
directions, meanings and spiritual climate in which the content and 
implications of our covenant relation, as attested in Scripture, have 
been lived, developed, specified and defended. As far as the reading of 
Scripture is concerned, there has been built up in that way something 
more valuable than an interpretative exegetical consensus on some 
individual verse, I mean the total framework, inside which and starting 
from which all Catholic reading of written revelation has been formed 
and educated. This is the most important element, the essential 
contribution of the Fathers to the formation of an exegetical Tradition.

i. These are indicated, even given in detail, in the manuals and in the art. “Pères”, 
DTC, XII, 1198-9, or in van Laak, op. cit., p. 398, n. 2.
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When we see the Fathers in this way, as those who have formed the 
milieu of the Church’s historical growth (see the next chapter), we 
find that they are unanimous, we are at the heart of their real consensus. 
We have seen that Tradition is for a Christian almost what the educa
tional milieu is for man in general; the child needs to form its own 
conclusions in a milieu which provides him with security; it is funda
mentally the role of the consensus of the Fathers to provide such an 
element in the Church.

(vii) The sense in which Tradition represents something distinct from 
Scripture

At the risk of one or two repetitions, I wish to elaborate further on the 
fundamental principle governing the relations between the canonical 
writings and the Church’s Tradition, as outlined in the foregoing 
paragraphs.

Scripture does not yield its meaning entirely by itself. Text must be 
complemented by interpretation, as is evidenced by the numerous 
interpretations to which any one text may be subject. Christians do 
not read the Old Testament in the same way as the Jews, who would, 
indeed, refuse the epithet “Old”. On the other hand, a Dutch 
Protestant author remarked recently: “Was not the Reformation’s 
watch-word Scripture only? I suggest that the plurality of Churches 
contradicts this slogan.”1

We need to go still further: Scripture is not, by itself, the word and 
message by which God purposes to give life to men. It is, to be sure, 
the word of God inasmuch as God has assumed responsibility for it, 
but of itself it is not God’s word in the sense that God could be called 
the subject of the act of speaking to me. His Word is, in a sense,rlaid 
down or deposited; it has become an object, a “thing”, in the scriptural 
text, and by this means what was said once can span the centuries and 
reach me in the present. But in order that its content may be rendered 
actual in a living mind, its meaning must be perceived in the present 
moment by such a mind, as a result of a new act by God: this is no 
longer the original act by which the sacred writer was inspired, but an 
act by which God communicates the meaning of his Word to his 
people, in the fellowship of the prophets and apostles.

The Catholic apologists of the sixteenth century continually taxed

i. J. N. Bakhuizen van den Brink, “La Tradition dans l’Église primitive et au XVT 
siècle”, in RHPR, 36 [1956], pp. 271-81.
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the Protestants for identifying Scripture with the Word of God.1 St 
Robert Bellarmine observed shrewdly that the disciples journeying to 
Emmaus knew Hebrew, that the apostles fearfully gathered together in 
Jerusalem after the crucifixion also knew Hebrew, and that Queen 
Candace’s eunuch could read the text of Isaiah. But what they lacked 
was the meaning of the revelation to which the texts bore witness;2 
Jesus gave this understanding to the apostles, who passed it on to the 
Church, where it is preserved through the renewing power of the 
Spirit. Fundamentally, Scripture is only a witness to a revelation that 
has been made, and a means given by God for the revelation he wishes 
to make to us of himself and his salvation. This revelation is only fully 
itself when it is made to someone, when it is actually received by a living 
mind in the act of faith which demands an action, in us, of the living 
God bearing witness to himself: “He who believes in the Son of God 
has the testimony in himself” (i Jn 5.10). The living theology of the 
Middle Ages had a clear realization of this. Ratzinger has demonstrated 
it in the case of St Bonaventure.3 It is the basis of the thoroughly theo
logical doctrine of St Thomas on the act of faith.4 There were, it was 
held, two stages in God’s self-revelation: the act which he posited once 
and for all in the ecpcnraÇ of the prophets, Christ, and the apostles; and 
the action which he promised to accomplish continually in the Church 
throughout the ages.

i. See the references given in Fr Tavard’s valuable study {Holy Writ or Holy Church, 
London, 1959), Cochlaeus, p. 125; Alberto Pio, p. 161; Mensing, p. 164; Nicholas Her
born, p. 165; cf. Johann Eck, p. 174, and Thomas Harding, p. 233. To these we can add 
Martin Perez de Ayala, the first to write a formal treatise on Tradition (Cologne, 1549): 
cf. Tavard, “Tradition in the Early Post-Tridentine Theology”, in Theol. Studies, 23 
[1962], p. 393. These all distinguish between the letter written down on paper and its 
meaning as understood (by and in the Church). We may recall that, for Luther, the 
Gospel is not identified with Scripture: it is the word as preached (cf. T. Sartory in 
Mysterium Kirche, Salzburg, 1962, pp. 963^".).

2. Controv. Getter. de Verbo Dei, Lib. Ill, c. 1 (Opera, I, Paris, 1870, p. 167). He writes 
again (Lib. IV, c. 2, p. 196): “Verbum Dei non est tale nec habet ullam auctoritatem quia 
scriptum est in membraneis, sed quia a Deo profectum est vel immediate ut sunt sermones 
Domini, vel mediantibus apostolis.”

3. Cf. supra, p. 387, n. 3.
4. See Y. Congar, La Foi et la Théologie, Paris, 1962, pp. 86ff.

The first stage of God’s self-revelatory action was the definitive 
formation of an objective deposit; the second, the Gospel’s flowering 
in a personal human subject, throughout an endlessly varied history. 
Scripture is what was posited once and for all, the Word of God as 
completed. The Church’s Tradition, conceived not just as a material 
object but as the active presence of revelation in a living subject, by 
the power of the Holy Spirit, represents what is as yet unfulfilled, in
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progress, ceaselessly requiring fulfilment, in the Word of God. Here 
Protestantism fears lest die progressive element should oust the original 
deposit completely, lest it tend to become innovation, creation, and 
the Church itself virtually independent of the Word. Here we touch 
the most crucial and delicate point in the question of the relations 
between Scripture and Tradition. It is no solution to sacrifice either of 
these terms to the other. It always seems to Protestants that we sacrifice 
Scripture, whereas they generally seem to us to sacrifice the Church. 
It is not that they are unaware of the need for some divine act other 
than the original scriptural inspiration given unrepeatably to the 
prophets and apostles: the doctrine of the Spirit’s inner witness, indeed, 
insists on the necessity of another activity, at the present moment, in 
ourselves. But this present activity is seen (i) as strictly limited to the 
elucidation of Scripture (Why?); and (2) within the framework of 
individual understandings, not of the Church as such. This question 
we shall consider again in Chapter 7.

The twofold aspect of God’s revelatory activity corresponds to the 
duality in the missions of Christ and the Holy Spirit. We have already 
mentioned this (cf. supra, pp. 340!!.). Christ is the “form” of grace and 
truth given once and for all time; the Spirit is the power granted to 
persons who multiply and succeed one another throughout human 
history. The Spirit is truly the Spirit of Christ, as promised and sent by 
Christ to recall, deepen, make clear, and apply everything that Christ 
said (Jn 14.26; 16.13-15). But it is also true that the Spirit is given to 
the Church, and to each believer within the Church’s unity and 
according to the place which is his in the whole body of Christians.

Some kind of development is necessarily entailed: at least, as an 
unfolding or an explanation. The Church is commissioned to proclaim 
and to fulfil the plan of the covenant established in Jesus Christ in an 
earthly context.1 The Church is both transmission and life, both 
repetition and reissuing, a response given on the basis of the one and 
only text to the ever new questions asked by time. It is the making 
present in personal and world history of the saving plan made in Jesus 
Christ, and it requires a future fulfilment. The Holy Spirit bears wit
ness to the Church, that what it preaches is indeed the content of the 
mission it received to proclaim the Gospel. He enlightens the Church 
about the true content of the economy of salvation and this activity 
cannot thwart in any way what God has already done in speaking by 
his servants the prophets, in the written testimony of revelation, but

1. The liturgy does this in a preeminent manner: see the next chapter.
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at the same time, it is not reducible to a written testimony. It depends, 
in point of fact, on the work of God, which is certainly not reducible 
to scriptural inspiration, and which is at work in Tradition.

Recent Catholic theology has dwelt insistently on this aspect of 
Tradition, especially in connexion with modern developments in 
Marian dogma. We have not disguised the danger, in this matter, of 
admitting a kind of autonomous life in Tradition, in regard to the 
original deposit, and especially the scriptural witness.1 If the magis
terium elucidates Scripture, it first and always submits itself to Scrip
ture and must be ready to receive from it. We could not grant to it a 
virtual autonomy, against which, moreover, its own most solemn 
declarations protest. But Protestants, calling attention to such declara
tions, add that the Church’s present practice appears to them out of 
harmony with such a rule. They hold that in practice living Tradi
tion is equiparated to a new revelation, although the Holy Spirit’s 
activity is stated to be guaranteed only for the conservation and the 
faithful explanation of the unique revelation made once and for all 
(cf. Vatican I: D. 1836; TCT, 216).

1. Part I, pp. 203-9.

Doubtless the debate will only be concluded when the Spirit has 
aided our separated brethren to understand that which the Church 
believes he has in fact enabled her to understand. We ourselves can 
only take care that no “development” should occur or become estab
lished which cannot be justified, within, the living Tradition, on the basis 
of the revealed deposit, and we must apply ourselves to showing our 
separated brethren by what stages, against the background of the 
analogy of faith, the relevant articles have commended themselves to 
our Christian fidelity as belonging to the economy attested to by 
Scripture, and lived out by the Church under the action of the Holy 
Spirit.

The sacramental structure of the Word of God

This has often been stressed in the case of the Old Testament prophets 
where a statement brings about that which it states (Is 55.ioff.). But, 
even apart from the prophets, the “word” has, in the Old Testament, 
a kind of sacramental value. It entails or brings about something 
similar to itself and its content: bad news causes distress and earns its 
bearer death, good news causes rejoicing and brings the bearer a
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reward.1 The Word of God was seen throughout as a sign of divine 
saving action, an efficacious sign, a sign of grace’, and these are also the 
marks of a sacrament. Not surprisingly, then, the Word’s sacramental 
nature has been traditionally recognized;2 Protestant theology, too, 
has recognized this, the more vigorously perhaps as this theology has 
granted to the Word what it has too often neglected to grant as 
positively and properly belonging to the sacraments.

This sacramental structure implies at once unity and duality. The 
duality was formulated by the scholastics, following the Augustinian 
analysis, in the terms sacramentum and res. The sacramentum is the 
sign itself: elements used, with faith in the words accompanying them, 
significant acts performed by the celebrants of the sacrament, the 
believer and the minister. Res et sacramentum is the spiritual reality 
which the sacrament produces of itself, when it is valid, but which 
demands in addition an effect in us: this is in baptism, for example, the 
“character” or spiritual mark of our consecration; in the Eucharist, the 
presence of the sacrificed Christ. The res tantum is the spiritual and 
saving fruit which the sign points to: it is produced in the soul of the

i. As G. Friedrich observes, in TWNT, II, pp. 718-19.
2. Although, as O. Semmelroth notes (in Wirkendes Wort, Frankfurt, 1962, p. 172), 

Catholic theology has often seemed to reserve efficacy to the sacrament alone and to 
treat the word as if it had a merely cognitive value; yet at the same time we should note: 
1. The numerous examples in the liturgy where an operation of grace, of a sacramental 
kind, is attributed to Scripture or to the gospels: (a) It is as if the Lord or his apostles were 
present (St Augustine: “Nos itaque sic audiamus evangelium quasi praesentem Dominum”; 
In Joan. Ev. Tr., 30,1; PL, 35, 1632); and they are greeted and reverenced as such. This 
occurs in the celebration of the Eucharist (cf. H. Leclercq, art. “Evangeliaires”, in DACL, 
V, 777-8; A. J. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite, pp. 28311.; P. Jounel, in Parole de 
Dien et Liturgie (Lex Orandi, 25), Paris, 1958, pp. 43ff; ET Liturgy and the Word of God, 
Collegeville, 1959, pp. i5ff). Likewise in the councils, where the gospels preside, placed 
upon an altar, as if Christ himself were taking part in the council, as St Cyril of Alexandria 
remarked (Apol. ad Augustum [Theodosius]: PG, 76, 471). (b) In the consecration of 
bishops (cf. supra, p. 272, n. 3). (c) The celebrant’s words after the proclamation of the 
Gospel: “Per evangelica dicta deleantur nostra delicta.” These words seem to have been 
used first at the beginning of the eleventh century (Jungmann, op. cit., p. 287). 2. The 
traditional notion of lectio divina in the Fathers and the Middle Ages: this lectio effects the 
beginnings of salvation and sanctification, the reshaping of the soul in the image of God 
(see supra'). 3. Explicit theological texts (rather rare): Paschasius Radbertus: “Nihil enim 
Christus Ecclesiae suae magis aliquid in mysterio reliquit, quam hoc [the Eucharist] 
baptismique sacramentum, necnon et Scripturas sanctas, in quibus omnibus Spiritus 
Sanctus, qui pignus totius Ecclesiae est, interius mystica salutis nostrae ad immortalitatem 
operatur.” “Est autem et sacramentum in Scripturis divinis ubicumque sacer Spiritus in 
eisdem interne aliquid efficaciter loquendo operatur” (De Corpore et Sanguine Domini, 1, 
4 and 3, 2; PL, 120, 1271AB and 1276A); Remigius de* Girolami, a disciple of St Thomas 
Aquinas, counts the Word of God among those powers which lead to faith (Μ. Grabmann, 
“Die Lehre v. Glauben, Wissen u. Glaubenswiss, bei fra Remigio de Girolami”, in 
Mittelalterl. Geistesleben, Vol. II, pp. 534-5). 4. Contemporary writings: for instance, P. 
Schoonenberg, “De Analogie tussen sacrament en prediking”, in Jaarboek, 1954, pp. 
44-57; K. H. Jüngerschaft und Apostelamt, Freiburg, 1957, p. 69, and the studies
referred to supra, p. 381, n. 1.
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believer but not contained as such in the sacrament, and requires for its 
existence a new act·, it is, for example, in baptism, the grace by which 
we are made sons of God and members of the Body of Christ; in the 
Eucharist, the grace of the deepest possible ecclesial unity. These 
sacraments envisage these ultimate spiritual effects; there is a continuity 
of movement and intention all the way from the sacramental sign to 
the reality of grace. In order that the ultimate spiritual effect may be 
obtained in the living, personal and free subject whom it is to sanctify, 
a new spiritual act must supervene. This is why, in a last “epiclesis”, 
the liturgy has us ask that our participation in Christ’s body and blood 
should bring about in us by a visitation of grace the fruit of the 
sacrament.

Concerning the Word of God, in Scripture but also as preached, the 
epiclesis implores a personal coming of the divine Word: he it is, not 
the written word, who effects in us understanding and salvation. 
Christian tradition is untiring in its affirmation of this; such affirma
tions often take the form of prayer.1 There is no doubt that Barthian 
theology has re-established in Protestant thought the notion that God’s 
Word is an act of God; going beyond the Scholasticism of Protestant 
orthodoxy which had become a religion of the book (cf. Part I, pp. 
153ff.), it has rediscovered the vein of realism whereby the Reformers 
attributed to Christ himself, in his living presence, and not to the book, 
the whole efficacy in procuring salvation. Yet do we not still find in 
Protestantism some traces of a tendency to link the Christian life to the 
Bible rather than to the living Christ?

Tradition, on the other hand, is full of the themes of the interior 
Master {magister') who opens the eyes and ears of the “heart”, that is, 
of the living man in his spiritual dimension. We could instance here 
dozens of texts, for instance those blessing formulas which precede 
liturgical readings of the Word. These are only illustrations of the 
traditional concept of lectio divina, parallel to that of the sacraments as 
profitable and salutary signs, and quite as realist. This tradition origin
ates in the ancient notion that Scripture is (only) a sign of the active 
presence of the uncreated Word, a demand for his coming, a kind of

1. “Jesus alone can lift the veil so that we may behold what has been written, and 
fully understand what was once said in a veiled manner” (Origen, Dialogue withHeraclides, 
French transl. by Scherer in SCh, 67, i960, p. 91, from which I quote; ET in LCC, 2); 
other texts in H. de Lubac, Histoire et Esprit, pp. 316, 340. Cf. the theme of the interior 
Master (magister) in St Augustine, St Gregory, and all the great medieval figures; also, 
the blessings used in the liturgy before readings, of which almost four thousand have 
been collected by Fr Beyssac; also a number of the texts cited already, cf. p. 387, n. 1, 
to p. 388, n. 8.
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institutionalized Word that calls for the Event.1 Nevertheless, when it is 
a matter, not of the simple preaching of a minister of the Word, in 
which a man intervenes with his human freedom and weakness, with
out the grace of inspiration,2 but rather of Scripture, the sign it 
(Scripture) represents is truly sacramental inasmuch as it is of folly 
divine institution: its institution, precisely in its visible form, is more 
completely divine than is the institution of the sacraments, with the 
exception of baptism and the Eucharist.

1. See H. de Lubac, op. cit.; Exégèse médiévale, I/2, Paris, 1959, pp.
2. Even for the inspired authors, the part played by man is greater than in the sacra

ments. So, as St Thomas remarked, St Paul can say my Gospel**, but he does not say 
“my baptism’’ (In Rom., c. 2, lect. 3, end; In 1 Cor., c. 1, lect. 2, end; ST, III, q. 64, 
a. 5,6 and 9; q. 67, a. 2, ad 1).

Once again, we must recognize that there are two acts of God: the 
first, accomplished once and for all and constitutive of the forms of 
salvation; the second, ceaselessly renewed and making present the 
fruits that the forms once constituted in the past are meant to produce 
in living men. The Church is the beneficiary of this second operation, 
which gives to it its character of a living Church in the sacramental 
framework given to the people of God by the structure of the covenant. 
Taken in its unity and continuity, this operation is the principle of the 
Church’s Tradition. In its objective reality Tradition is constituted by 
the stored-up aggregate of the witnesses left us by those whom the 
Spirit of revelation has moved all throughout the course of history.

What can this Tradition add to Scripture?

In some way Tradition goes beyond the text of Scripture. But how? 
And from what starting point? It does so through an understanding of 
the scriptural meaning, a penetration of its content and implications, 
and the need there is to formulate the Christian message throughout 
human history, and to answer the questions raised by the needs of the 
times, their errors, their discoveries, etc. Lastly, it can be said to add 
something through those contributions to the understanding of God’s 
covenant (to which Scripture is nothing more than a witness) which 
come through the Church’s direct experience of the realities which are 
involved in the working-out of the covenant according to God’s plan. 
Upon what grounds, and on what conditions does all this occur?

First of all, in the light of the “analogy of faith”. This phrase, taken 
from St Paul (Rom 12.6) is taken to mean the proportion and relation-
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ships existing between the parts themselves with one another, or be
tween all the parts and their common centre, which we may call the 
revelation of the covenant relation in Christ, the centre of the Christian 
mystery. This analogy of faith exists at the level of the dogmas or 
articles of faith. It is, thus, one of the main resources of theology.1 It 
exists also at the level of the scriptural texts and is in this way one of 
the main principles of theologico-biblical hermeneutics.2 This principle 
rests on the essential oneness of the Word of God, the covenant plan it 
communicates to us, and the unity that follows from this for Scripture. 
Therefore, not only is it impossible to find one passage in real con
tradiction to another, but also we cannot deal with any text in isolation 
from the rest of Scripture, as the fundamentalists and sectarians do 
incessantly. It follows, too, that by bringing texts into relation with 
one another, even if they are rather remote at the literary level, conduct
ing our argument, however, still within the context of the overall 
structure of the Christian mystery, we can sometimes go beyond the 
formal terms of the Text. A Protestant theologian like Diem would not 
reject such a view, in principle at least.3

Fundamentalism (which is a literalism so narrow as to be unintel
ligent) and the sects know nothing of the analogy of faith. They fasten 
on one. text, which they interpret narrowly, sometimes without any 
even remote contact with probability, and without seeing its connexion 
with other texts, or with the totality of the Christian mystery. They 
reject Tradition and its synthesizing role. Minus Tradition, we should 
only possess a collection of more or less disparate witnesses: Paulinism, 
a “primitive christology”, the Johannine writings, a Synoptic eschato
logy, the eschatology of Paul or John, etc., but not revelation as a 
single whole. Consistently applied, Scriptura sola would hardly lead to 
the unity which the teaching of the faith requires in order to be re
ceived into the mind, still less could it serve as the principle of unity for 
a Church. The Protestant communions do not observe it rigorously 
and do not regard it as the complete basis of their belief: they have 
preserved, for example, the teaching of the first ecumenical councils. 
The Church itself hammered out its tradition in the period of the 
Fathers and the great councils, especially the first four, as in its classical 
era or crucially formative years, working out the elements of the

1. See Vatican I, Sess. Ill, cap. 4 (D. 1796·, TCT, 76).
2. Recommended as such by Leo XIII, Providentissimus Deus (D. 1942—3); the anti

Modernist oath (D. 2146; TCT, 89); Pius XII, Humani Generis (AAS, 42 [1950], p. 569; 
D. 3015).

3. Dogmatik, 1955, pp. 306-7; cf. Istina, 1957, p. 114, n. 36.
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synthesis. Some points needed to be given more precision: Israel and 
the Church, the Church and the Kingdom, the Word and Jesus, the 
Spirit and God, the Spirit and Christ, etc. It is easy for us today to find 
in Scripture the dogmas of Nicaea, Ephesus, Chalcedon and Con
stantinople; but when we survey Origen’s writings (see for example his 
Dialogue, with Heraclides), or Athanasius, Basil, and the other Fathers, 
full of word-by-word discussions of texts which were stumbling- 
blocks for those we consider heretics, we notice that things did not by 
any means go as a matter of course, and that our reading of Scripture 
has incorporated, together with theirs, the best contributions of 
Tradition. However, the Fathers and the councils, as St Athanasius 
said, have only reconstructed the meaning (διάνοια) of Scripture.1

I. De Deer. Nic. Syn., 20; PG, 25, 452B.
2. Codex Juris Can., c. 1391 with the documents referred to in annotated editions; 

see my note “Bibliques (Sociétés)”, in Catholicisme, II, 26-9. It should be noted that the 
examples of definitive interpretation of Scripture by the magisterium are very rare (cf. 
Providentissimus Deus (Enchir. Bibi., nn. 96-7, 107); Pius XII, Divino Afflante {A AS, 
35 [i943]> P-31?))·

It is in order that our reading of sacred Scripture should benefit from 
the contribution Tradition has made to our understanding of it that 
the Catholic Church requires that the faithful should read it in editions 
which are supplied not only with cross-references (highly valuable, 
but corresponding only to the principle of Scriptura sui ipsius interpres) 
but also with notes.2

In this way the Church gradually acquired an awareness, some
times one that went beyond the explicit letter of the text, of the content 
of the Christian mystery by which it lives. It unfolded, into a synthesis, 
certain elements which had been more or less left aside by the textual 
witnesses. Many “Catholic” features were included here: the religious 
life, sacraments, Mary, devotion to the saints. The Protestants reject 
this development in the name of the sovereignty of Scripture alone or, 
as they say, the Word of God. They have often lacked understanding 
of many things whose Christian value, and even apostolic character, 
they are rediscovering today. Catholics cannot adequately justify their 
position by appeal to explicit texts, but, holding these positions as 
elements of the Christian reality which they have received through 
tradition, they can rediscover and point out their points of insertion, 
their connexions and support in Scripture. Hence the Church justifies 
its belief by scriptural texts without ever being restrictively limited to 
what they state expressly. It recognizes, on the basis of what it already 
holds and has experienced, supports for this that a purely scientific 
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reading of the text could not uncover.1 The text regulates the Church, 
but the Church in turn casts light on the text: the text is never anything 
but a witness to the facts and realities by which the Church lives.

1. What we are saying here is not unrelated to that “plenary sense” which Scripture 
scholars have been discussing during the last fifteen to twenty years, though it is not 
identical with it. The “plenary sense” is a true sense of the text of Scripture, intended by 
its primary author, God, but of which the human author may have been unaware; the 
meaning thus would not be clear to men until a later time, and in the light of later events 
in the history of salvation. Fr M. Villain writes (in Introd, à 1'œcuménisme, Paris- 
Tournai, 3rd ed., 1961, p. 247; ET Unity: a History and Some Reflections, London, 
Harvill, 1963, p. 300): “ . . . it is clear that Tradition (all tradition, Protestant as well as 
Catholic), adds something to Scripture, and for us Catholics the solemn enunciations of 
the Church are definitive and infallible. But on the level of fundamental intentions the 
Church adds nothing to the contents of the Bible when she carries out today, as she did 
in the first century, the mission received from Jesus Christ and interprets the sacred text.”

2. Cf. G. Schiickler, “Der theologische Aufbruch in der protestantischen Bibel- 
wissenschaft des Alten Testaments”, in Catholica, 11 [1958], pp. 108—25.

3. Critics of Scriptura sola are legion: Bellarmine and other sixteenth-century contro
versialists; Mohler (Symbolik, § 39); J. Ev. Kuhn (cf. Geiselmann, op. cit. [supra, p. 377, 
n. 1], pp. 1 toff.); etc.

Protestants would not go all the way with this, stopping short at the 
point where a theological exegesis, which many of them would allow 
in principle,2 risks going beyond a christological and christocentric 
application. Karl Barth admits some degree of Marian doctrine as a 
christologischer Hilfssat^ (auxiliary). The difference between the 
Reformation Churches and us could well be one of ecclesiology rather 
than of hermeneutics here. Once again it seems to me that Protestant 
thought separates Christ in too radical a manner from his Body, the 
Church. Failing to recognize sufficiently that by the sending of Christ 
and his Spirit God has truly entered into history, it isolates in an 
excessive manner the ephapax of Christ from its effects in humanity, 
which effects it plays down in order to exalt the sovereignty of the 
Lord. It misconstrues the significance of the Mass, thinking thus the 
better to preserve the uniqueness of the Cross, and ignores the value 
of Tradition, because it thinks it would be powerless otherwise to 
preserve that of God’s written Word.

III. “Scriptura Sola”?3

There is no one who holds that the letter of the Text alone is sufficient. 
Protestant thought makes the biblical text the limiting framework of 
the Spirit’s present activity, but admits also the necessity of an activity 
by which Christ’s Spirit makes present to, and imposes upon us the 
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living reality of Jesus Christ as God and Saviour. We have already said 
that what is lacking is the perspective given by seeing this activity as 
taking place within the Church, though we must make exception for 
some recent tentative suggestions of which we shall have to speak in 
Chapter 7. The line of cleavage between the Old Church and the 
Reformation may doubtless be drawn at the level of different under
standings of mankind’s basic religious relationship with God: does this 
relationship hold between each individual consciousness and God, or is 
it established in the framework set by a public revelation and covenant, 
that is, in a People and a Church?

We must take the principle of Scriptlira, sola seriously if we wish to 
make criticisms which will be of any value. As I understand it, this 
principle admits an activity of the Spirit in men, at all times, but limits 
that activity to the elucidation of what is written, reserving to Scripture 
alone the character of rule of faith.

(i ) For the moment, before dotting some of the i’s that will have to 
be dotted later, we can admit Scriptura sola in the sense of a material 
sufficiency of canonical Scripture. This means that Scripture contains, 
in one way or another, all truths necessary for salvation. This position 
can claim the support of many Fathers and early theologians.  It has 
been, and still is, held by many modern theologians.  The decree of 
the Council of Trent, they hold, does not prevent one’s still holding 
this position, for it merely affirms that the revealed truths and the 
principles of Christian living which are wholly contained in the Gospel 
are conveyed both by the traditions and by Scripture.

1
2

i. To the references given in Part I, pp. 107-18, 167-8, may be added the texts men
tioned by H. de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale, I, pp. 50ff., 672; also the important study by 
B. Decker, “Sola Scriptura bei Thomas von Aquin”, in Festschrift für Bischof Albert 
Stohr, Mainz, i960, pp. 117-29; J. R. Geiselmann, quoted supra, p. 379, n. 1; Excursus B 
on the idea of the “truths necessary for salvation”, infra, pp. 508-19. According to U. 
Horst (referred to supra, p. 376, n. 1), Cano himself admitted the material sufficiency 
of Scripture.

2. To the nine references given in Part I, p. 63, n. 2, and p. 117, add the Anglican 
W. Palmer (A Treatise of the Church on Christ, London, 3rd ed., 1842, Vol. II, pp. I2ff.) 
who quotes from Cassander, Du Perron, Veron, Bossuet, Bailly, Lamennais; Newman 
(cf. G. Biemer, “Die doppelte Suffizienz der Glaubensquellen u. ihre Bedeutung nach 
Kard. Newman”, in TQ, 140 [i960], pp. 385—409; and Überlieferung, pp. 2iiff.); Fran
zelin (De Div. Trad., Th. XIX); W. Kasper (op. cit. infra, pp. 399fr.); Μ. J. Scheeben 
(Dogmatik, Nos. 297-302); J. Bainvel (De Magist. et Trad., p. 42); G. Proulx (Trad, 
et Protestantisme, Paris, 1924, which gives documentation for this question, pp. 175fr.); 
J. Stakemeier (in Catholtca, 14 [1961], pp. 34—48); C. Charlier (ET The Christian Approach 
to the Bible, London, 1958, pp. 233!^.); K. Rahner “Virginitas in partu ...”, in Kirche u. 
Überlieferung, Festg. J. R. Geiselmann, Freiburg, i960, esp. pp. 62-5; also included in 
Schriften)·, G. H. Tayard; H. de Lubac (Exégèse médiévale, I, pp. 56-8); W. Kasper 
(Die Lehre v. d. Tradition in der römischen Schule, pp. 166-8); O. Semmelroth (Wirkendes 
Wort, Frankfurt, 1962, pp. 105fr.).
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This interpretation of the decree, as worked out by Ortigues, and 
especially by Geiselmann,1 has recently been under fire from different 
sides,2 although it has also gained considerable support.3 Against 
Geiselmann, it has been shown that the change of partim . .. partim 
to et. .. et, at the Fourth Session of Trent did not necessarily imply a 
change, as far as the Fathers’ intention was concerned, from the 
assertion of two independent and different sources to the statement 
simply of two ways or modes of communication, and that until 
Canisius or Bellarmine, no contemporary authors either Catholic or 
Protestant did regard this alteration as implying such a change of 
intention. This, I believe, is historically correct and should be regarded 
as established. Nevertheless, while recognizing this, I do not feel in any 
way bound to adopt the polemical position of those who oppose 
Geiselmann, for the following reasons:

The fact that those theologians who drew up the decree did not 
replace partim .. . partim by et... et with the explicit intention of 
favouring the thesis of the material sufficiency of Scripture, does not 
rule out the fact that, theologically speaking, since the alteration was 
made, room was in fact made at the same time for this thesis. Ortigues 
and Geiselmann were quite right to show the great importance and the

i. See Part I, p. 156, n. 1, and supra, Ch. 2, p. 298, n. 2; add these references: “Das 
Missverständnis über das Verhältnis von Schrift u. Tradition u. seine Überwindung in 
der kathol. Theol.”, in Una Sancta, 11 [1956], pp. 131-50; “Die Tradition”, in Fragen 
der Theologie heute, ed. J. Feiner, J. Trütsch, F. Böckle, Einsiedeln, 1957, pp. 69-108. 
Since the preparation of the present volume Geiselmann has published another explana
tion of his thesis in Die Hl. Schrift u. die Tradition. Zu den neueren Kontroversen über 
das Verhältnis der Hl. Schrift {u den nichtgeschriebenen Traditionen (Quaest. Disput., 
18), Freiburg, 1962 [ET See p. xviii]. [Translator’s note.—Another work of Geisel- 
mann’s available in English is his “Scripture, Tradition and the Church: An Ecumenical 
Problem”, in Christianity Divided, ed. Oallahan, 1962].

2. See Part I, pp. i66ff.; and add H. Lennerz, “Scriptura et Traditio in decreto IV 
Sessionis Concilii Tridentini”, in Gregorianum, 42 [1961], pp. 517-22; A. Ibanez Arana, 
“La Relación ‘Escritura-Tradición’ en la teología pretridentina”, in Scriptorium Victoriense, 
5 1I95S], pp. 147-88; “ ‘Escritura y tradición’ en el Concilio de Trento”, in Lumen 
(Victoria), 7 [1958], pp. 336-44; G. Rambaldi, “Un texto del Franciscano Andrés de 
Vega sobre la Tradición”, in Estudios eclesiást., 33 [1959], pp. 429-30; “In libris scriptis 
et sine scripto traditionibus. La interpretazione del teologo concillare G. A. Delfino, 
O.F.M. Conv.”, in Antonianum, 35 [i960], pp. 88-94; F. Bruno, “Le Tradizioni aposto- 
liche nel Concilio di Trento”, in Studi di Science ecclesiastiche, Naples, i960, pp. 317-34. 
After the preparation of this volume: C. Boyer, “Traditions apostoliques non écrites”, 
in Doctor Communis, 15 [1962], pp. 5—21.

Let me also instance the following articles which make qualifications with which I am 
in near agreement: J. Lodrioor, “Écriture et Traditions”, in ETL, 35 [1959], pp. 423-7; 
J. Beumer, “Katholisches u. protestantisches Scrhiftprinzip im Urteil des Trienter Kon
zils”, and “Das kathol. Traditionsprinzip in seiner heute neu erkannten Problematik”, 
in Schol, 34 [1959], pp. 249-58, and 36 [1961], pp. 217-40.

3. To the list given in W. Kasper, op. cit., p. 158, n. 21, may be added B. van Leuwen, 
“Schrift u. Tradition”, in Wissenschaft u. Weisheit, 21 [1958], pp. 217—25; G. H. 
Tavard, p. 245, and his article mentioned supra, p. 376, n. 1. 
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great possibilities from the theological point of view of the terms in 
which the text was providentially formulated. I may add that my 
experience of conciliar discussions has shown me that when it becomes 
clear that there is opposition to a formula (which was the case at Trent 
with partim .. . partim), an attempt is generally made to give some 
satisfaction to the opposition view—which does not necessarily imply 
agreement with or adoption of the view—by adopting a wider formu
lation which will not close discussion and exclude such a view. It is 
highly probable that such was the feeling of the Fathers at Trent, as we 
know to what extent the council had resolved only to affirm those 
doctrines on which Catholics were agreed, and to eschew those points 
on which there was divergence.1

The Fathers’ preoccupation and aim was not to answer the problem 
posed in the recent debate: it must be said that if such was their inten
tion, they fulfilled it rather badly, since it is their text itself which has 
given rise to discussion. Their concern was not to distinguish, in the 
substance of revelation, which they include in the idea of “Gospel”, 
two material parts: one contained in the canonical Scriptures and 
another in no wise contained there but having as its source only oral 
traditions. Their intention was only to assert, against the innovators, 
the principles on which the Church had always founded its life and, 
in particular, that what the Church regards as normative and which 
would seem not to appear in Scripture, deserves the same respect as 
what has explicit scriptural warrant if it bears upon matters of faith or 
discipline: for the apostolic heritage has come to us through unwritten 
traditions as well as by Scripture.2 But it was widely, if not commonly, 
admitted that all the truths necessary to salvation are at least outlined 
in Scripture, their meaning being validly declared only in Tradition 
and ultimately, in a global manner at least, in the teaching of the 

• · magisterium.
We find in the medieval theologians and the Fathers of the classical 

period both the assertion that all is contained in Scripture, and also the

i. On this, see H. Lennerz, “Das Konzil v. Trient u. theologische Schulmeinungen”, 
in Schol, 4 [1929], pp. 38-53; H. Jedin, “Historische Randbemerkungen zum Thema: 
Tridentinum u. Wiedervereinigung”, in Begegnung der Christen (Festgabe O. Karrer), 
Einsiedeln, 1959, pp. 450-61 (esp. pp. 455fr.).

2. See Part I, pp. 156-76 and A. Spindeler, “Pari pietatis affectu. Das Tridentinum 
über hl. Schrift u. apostol. Überlieferung”, in Theol. u. Glaube, 51 [1961], pp. 161-80.

3. J. L. Murphy, correcting and completing Lodrioor’s findings in ETL, 26 [1950], 
pp. 37-53, has shown that Driedo held this {The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, 
Milwaukee, 1959, pp. 132-7, 241fr., 255fr., 278). J. Beumer has shown that it was also 
the position of Seripando (cf. supra, p. 411, n. 2) and of Bellarmine (see “Die Frage nach 
Schrift u. Tradition bei Robert Bellarmin”, in Schol, 34 [1959], pp. 1-22); etc. 
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assertion that the Church believes certain things by unwritten tradition. 
When one attempts to harmonize the two statements, one comes to 
this: to the degree that we are concerned with faith as a whole, that is, 
as centred on and summed up in the Christian mystery (as were the 
Fathers, and as the liturgy is still), we shall find this faith in Scripture. 
This is, indeed, the function and the content of the dogmatic Tradition. 
Thus we find fully verified the formula of men like Newman and Kuhn: 
Totum in Scripture, totum in Traditions. All is in Scripture, all in 
Tradition, in the different ways our foregoing chapters have tried to 
explain.

If we seek a critical justification of a particular article of faith by an 
express witness (for example, the bodily assumption of the Mother of 
God), we may, perhaps, not find this in Scripture, but only distant 
references, general outlines, which demand a long and subtle process 
of reasoning in the light of the analogy of faith before we can arrive at 
the article in question. Despite this, however, the process of Tradition 
and of theological development animated by the whole Church’s 
Christian sense under the twofold and harmonious direction of the 
Spirit and the assisted pastoral ministry,1 is never without some 
connexion with the scriptural witness, nor without some reference to 
the inspired Text.

In fact, the Church holds no truth from Scripture alone, and none 
from tradition alone, without Scripture. Examples adduced in a 
contrary sense2 serve rather to prove the truth of this statement, as do 
the remarks of those who have approached this question with a 
thorough knowledge of the historical material, e.g., Newman,3 
Hefele,4 De Vooght,5 and Holstein, who writes that “Tradition,

1. Cf. Acts, 20.28, and my article “Le Saint-Esprit et le Corps apostolique”, in Es
quisses (ET in The Mystery of the Church, i960).

2. It is in this contrary sense that Delfino alleges the following truths as having been 
defined by councils sine Scripturis·. the consubstantiality of the three divine Persons, the 
procession of the Holy Spirit from Father and Son, the union of two natures in one 
person in Christ, the reality of baptism administered by heretics but in forma Ecclesiase 
(cf. G. Rambaldi, loc. cit. [supra, p. 411, n. 2], p. 90, n. 5). It is clear that sine Scripturis 
here only refers to the actual words of the definitions. Weightier examples would be 
these: Mary’s perpetual virginity post partum, the limitation of the number of the sacra
ments to seven, the fact that the washing of the feet is not a sacrament, although it seemed 
to possess all necessary properties to qualify for recognition as such, infant baptism, 
etc. But are not these all cases of a certain (developed) interpretation of basically biblical 
data? And is not this precisely Tradition’s dogmatic function? In re the canon of Scripture, 
whose principle seems to me to be scriptural, cf. infra. The Assumption seems to be the 
most crucial example.

3. Cf. G. Biemer, cited supra, p. 410, n. 2; Part I, p. 118.
4. At Vatican I (Mansi, LI, 932CD).
5. “Écriture et Tradition d’après des études catholiques récentes”, in Istina, 5 [1958], 

pp. 183-96, esp. pp. 192, 195.

EE
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though present everywhere, is nowhere completely isolable.”1 The 
modem Marian definitions of the Immaculate Conception and the 
Assumption, appeal simultaneously to the teaching and to the faith of 
the Church, to Tradition and to sacred Scripture. Does not this 
betoken the impossibility of making an “adequate” distinction between 
one area or content of truths that has Scripture as its exclusive source, 
and another that has Tradition as its principle of origin, to the exclusion 
of Scripture? “Written” and “unwritten” indicate not so much two 
material domains as two modes or states of knowledge, two ways in 
which the Church triumphs over time and its passing and remains still 
purely and fully apostolic. This explains why the idea of the sufficiency 
of Scripture has never and will never invalidate the necessity of 
Tradition. Scripture and Tradition are less two independent sources 
(an unfortunate and scarcely traditional manner of characterizing their 
relationship), than two testimonies borne to one and the same revela
tion, differing in their form and their degree of explicitness, and by the 
place they have in the fulfilment of the mission the Church has received 
to preach the Gospel, to extend mankind’s covenant relationship with 
God to every creature.

i. La Tradition dans l’Église, Paris, i960, p. 9. Appeal could also be made to Bossuet, 
Défense de la Tradition et des Saints Pères, Liv. Il, Ch. 6.

Scripture has not a total autonomy in respect of Tradition, if we 
understand by Scripture not the materiality of the printed text but the 
reading and understanding of the sacred Text. The unanimous verdict 
of Christian history is that Scripture must be read within the Church, 
that is to say, within Tradition. Likewise, Tradition or the Church have 
no complete autonomy in regard to Scripture. To imagine that the 
Church, at a given moment in its history, could hold as of a faith a 
point which had no statable support in Scripture, would amount to 
thinking that an article of faith could exist without bearing any relation 
to the centre of revelation, and thus attributing to the Church and its 
magisterium a gift equivalent to the charism of revelation, unless we 
postulate, gratuitously, the existence of an esoteric oral apostolic 
tradition, for which there exists no evidence whatsoever. It is an 
express principle of Catholic teaching that the Church can only define 
what has been revealed; faith can only have to do with what is formally 
guaranteed by God.

In short, Scripture and Tradition are not to be placed side 
by side as rivals, but always to be combined, and referred each to 
each.
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Granted this, it remains true that there exist apostolic traditions 
which are not recorded in the writings of the apostles and we cannot 
say a priori that among these there are not certain articles of faith. The 
existence of such traditions, presupposed and even affirmed by the 
apostolic writings themselves, has been established over and over again 
by Catholic authors in unrefuted and irrefutable arguments which it is 
surprising to reflect that Protestants have not taken more into considera
tion. The Orthodox, on the other hand, are here fully in agreement 
with us. When it affirmed the existence of such traditions and their 
right to the same respect as Scripture, the Council of Trent mentioned 
as criteria for recognizing these: (1) a succession in their transmission, 
as it were, from hand to hand; (2) a connexion with “the Gospel” 
(i.e. the transmission of the truth of salvation), with the object of faith, 
with the genuine covenant relation established in Christ.

The existence of traditions unrecorded in the apostolic writings 
appears still more likely if we consider the occasional nature of those 
apostolic writings, especially the epistles. These latter are neither 
catecheses (like the gospels) nor dogmatic treatises, except occasionally 
and on some particular point. The eucharistic teaching in 1 Corinthians 
is occasional: can we think that what the Church received on this 
matter from St Paul could only amount to these few verses, dense with 
meaning though they may be? The apostles often found themselves in 
quite special situations: should these conditions prevail for all times? 
The faithful, in the apostolic period, were not and could not be mixed 
up in the ordinary routine of the world; they were scattered throughout 
a society managed by pagans. Can the texts which bear upon such a 
situation be normative without more ado, and in a limitative fashion, 
for every age of history? It is true that more or less fundamentalist and 
narrowly biblical sects take minority attitudes which are hostile to the 
world.1 They lack the synthesizing element contributed by Tradition. 
It is true also that the apostles, even when they are dealing with a 
particular case, relate it so closely to what is central and essential in 
Christianity that they have handed on words which have value for 
every age, as indeed they were providentially chosen to be the teachers 
of every age. But notwithstanding this, it is unlikely that they ex
pressed in the epistles the whole of the teaching they delivered to the 
Church.

It has often been remarked that they preached first of all, and that

i. Examples: the Czech Taborites, late fourteenth to early fifteenth centuries (Kro- 
patscheck, op. cit., p. 83); certain Russian sects; at the present time, Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
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the Church lived through many decades before what we call the New 
Testament came into existence. Sometimes more weight has been 
attached to this than it can in fact bear, for the Church which lacked 
apostolic writings possessed those of the prophets, and still possessed 
the apostles, living and governing as pastors. Perhaps it is not very 
convincing to isolate this situation, and to see in the precedence in 
time, even the exclusive existence, of the spoken word in the apostolic 
period a proof that such'could remain the state of the Church through
out its history.1 In this Church, the problem is to know how to 
discover the evangelical and apostolic word which gave it birth. If 
apostolic doctrine was able to exist in the Church, in the apostolic 
period, without writings, it could continue to do so. Saints Irenaeus 
and Augustine tell us that many men preserve the faith without know
ing the Scriptures.2 The only serious objection to be made here is that 
with the increase of intermediaries, the difficulties of faithful trans
mission would also be on the increase: thus it was not a merely in
different matter that the apostolic writings should have been granted 
to us by Providence. As Newman often stressed, they are necessary to 
the Church to justify its preaching; and to nourish its preaching too. 
But nothing apart from the stubborn and exclusive attitude that always 
characterizes an opposition movement, would allow us to hold that 
throughout its history, at present and in the future, the apostolic Scrip
tures were the sole means whereby the Church has received and still 
receives the apostles’ teaching. Here is the nub of the question: to 
wish, as regards what has been delivered to us by the apostles, to 
accept only that which has come down from them in writing is, as 
Thomas Netter pointed out already to Wycliffe,3 to pledge oneself to 
an inheritance which has, in fact, been maimed. The example of the 
Eucharist, to which we have referred, is a clear illustration of this 
argument.

Let us admit that the apostolic writings are an indispensable refer
ence, in fact, for testing in critical fashion the purity of the apostolic 
heritage: Tradition is the equally essential means of ensuring its 
fullness. This role of Tradition was expressly recognized by the Coun
cil of Trent.

i. Cf. P. Lengsfeld, op. cit. [infra, p. 420, n. 1], p. 105, n. 84. However, this has been 
done by some great apologists: Bossuet, Expos, de la Doctr. cath. {(Euvres, ed. Vives, 
1867, Vol. XIII, pp. 96b); Mohler, Die Einheit, § 9; quoted by H. Holstein, La Tradition 
dans VEglise, pp. 109, 119!.

2. St Irenaeus, AH, III, 4, 2 {PG, 7, 855; Harvey, II, p. 15; EP, 213); St Augustine, 
De Doctr. Christ., I, 43 {PL, 34, 36; ET Robertson, 1958).

3. Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei, I, Prol. (Venice, 1757, 5 c).
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One article, at least, of immense dogmatic import not to be found in 
Scripture is the scriptural canon itself. This requires some further words 
of explanation. There is much good documentation at our disposal on 
this point,1 but there exist, too, a number of theoretical interpretations 
differing, sometimes rather subtly, among themselves,2 and I shall take 
up a position as regards these, but implicitly, and without entering 
into a technical discussion of the matter.

The actual fixing of the canon is one thing, the principle of canon- 
icity, or normativity (for “canonical” means “normative”), is quite 
another matter. The principle itself was an accepted thing at the time 
of the apostles, in the awareness they had (which was recognized by 
the Christian communities) that the decisions they were making as 
founders or leaders of churches had a normative value for these 
churches. These decisions derived ultimately from God, having the 
Holy Spirit’s guarantee and God for their author, in virtue of the fact 
that the apostles had been chosen to be the foundations of the Church’s 
structure. The apostles were aware of this, of being “chosen witnesses” 
(cf. Acts 10.41) whose word would be decisive. The charisms fitting 
them for this role were exceptional, and continually confirmed by 
divine interventions. The consciousness of being moved by the 
Spirit in founding churches had its origin in their apostolic charism: it 
can be considered as the result of a “revelation”. From this angle, it is 
clear that the principle of canonicity was revealed.

For its part, the Church from the beginning recognized that each 
testimony from an apostle had a certain regulative value, whether it was 
actually written down by the apostle himself, or drawn up by some 
disciple with the apostolic guarantee.3 The early writers, who were 
especially interested in doctrinal principles and had no such strong 
feeling for historical detail as we have, were quite ready to think that 
tradition had transmitted to them since the time of the apostles a canon 
originating with the apostles.4 They were perhaps mistaken about a

I. H. Lesêtre, art. “Canon des Écritures”, in DB, II, 1899, 134-84; M.-J. Lagrange; 
Introd, à l'étude du N.T. I·. Hist, ancienne du Canon du N.T., Paris, 1933; H. Höpfl, art· 
“Canonicité”, in DBS, I, 1928, 1022-45; J· Ruwet, “Lecture liturgique et Livres saints 
du N.T.”, in Biblica, 21 [1940], pp. 379-405; L.-M. Dewailly, “Canon du N.T.”, and 
“Hist, des dogmes”, in Vire et Penser, i (1941 = RB, 50), pp. 78-93.

2. Among the latest treatments of this, see K. Rahner, Über die Schriftinspiration 
(Quaest. disp., 1), Freiburg, 1958 (ET Inspiration in the Bible, 1961); B. Brinckmann, 
“Inspiration u. Kanonizität der Hl. Schrift in ihrem Verhältnis zur Kirche”, in Schol, 
33 l1??8]; PP· 208-33.

3. That is canonical which derives from an apostle (DB, II, 167; Lagrange, op. cit., pp. 
44, 173!?.; Brinckmann, loc. cit., pp. 2i8ff.; St Augustine, Ep., 82, 7 {PL, 33, 278)).

4. See J. Ruwet, loc. cit., pp. 392fr.; for Tertullian, see R. Refoulé’s introduction to 
the SCh ed. of De Praescriptione (46, 1957, pp. 54-5).
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defined canon, but not about the principle of canonicity. The moment 
such a principle was recognized a canon was virtually settled; the 
moment it was recognized as going back to the apostles, it was suffi
ciently related to the revelation which closed with them. Other dogmas, 
the divinity of the Holy Spirit for instance, or the number of the 
sacraments, arise in similar conditions, except that for the doctrine of 
canonicity to pass from a principle to an actual list of canonical 
writings a knowledge of certain facts was required. Eventually, 
the canon was fixed on this basis. The fluctuations which took place 
in this development do not exceed in the time they lasted and in 
their scope those encountered in the history of other similarly funda
mental dogmas. What is most important for us is to note that they were 
divergences in the attribution of such and such a writing to an apostle 
or some other apostolic figure. What is of most interest for us is to 
know what the criteria were for the entry of writings into the canon.1

Liturgical use, contrary to what has been sometimes suggested, was 
not a criterion: liturgical use itself, if it is genuinely a question of that 
and not simply of an edifying public reading, would actually pre
suppose canonicity. Once established, it could serve as a guide in 
practice, since canonicity and liturgical use coincided. But at the level 
of the earliest institution, the recognition of canonicity preceded 
adoption for liturgical use.

Two criteria were employed, the second serving to ensure the first’s 
correct application. These were: the historical criterion of apostolic 
origin; and the dogmatic criterion of conformity to the Church’s 
kerygma, a continuation of the apostolic kerygma.2 The early Church 
first regarded as normative or canonical that which came from the 
apostles; eventually, the practice of the separate churches set up as an 
absolute criterion the recognition of a writing’s apostolic character on 
the grounds of an historical tradition.3 In addition, recourse was had 
in solving doubtful cases to the criterion of agreement with the 
Church’s doctrine or preaching in which the apostolic kerygma was 
continued. In this sense, it is correct to admit, with the rationalist 
Charles Guignebert, that the Church was guided, when admitting 
writings into the canon, by the feeling of confidence which they in
spired as a result of their conformity with its own sentiments,4 or, with

i. Lagrange, op. cit., pp.· 13, i^ff., 114 (Council of Laodicea); J. Ruwet, loc. cit.
z. We. may note here how similar these criteria are to those applied by Trent to apos

tolic traditions (supra, p. 415).
3. Lagrange, op. cit., pp. 175-9.
4. L’Évolution des dogmes, Paris, 1910, pp. 85, 96.
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the Protestant theologian Ebeling, that for the early Fathers, faith 
interprets the text and decides what is Scripture, rather than the other 
way round.1

Eventually, at quite a late date, the list of canonical writings was 
fixed by an act of authority. The Muratorian Canon is attributed to 
St Hippolytus by Lagrange.2 Other canons were fixed by councils: for 
us, the first official and definitive canon was given by the Decree for 
the Jacobites, 4 February 1441/2 CD. 706), later confirmed by Trent, 
8 April 1546 (D. 784; TCT, 96).

This intervention by authority, and the earlier rather more vague 
intervention of the ecclesia, does not imply that the Church could 
create the normative value of Scripture; it can only recognize it.3 One 
cannot say, therefore, that Scripture takes its authority from the 
Church, or even its canonicity, fundamentally.4 There is, however, in 
the establishment of the canon, that is to say in the giving of a character 
of normativity to certain definite writings to the exclusion of others, 
an act of the Church which is posited in virtue of a charism quite distinct 
from the apostolic inspirational charism, although in continuity with 
it, with a view to completing its work for mankind’s benefit. It is 
from the Church that the faithful learn which are the books of the 
Old and New Testaments.5 Without the Church, the Bible could be 
known as a remarkable book but we could exclude from it neither the 
Odes of Solomon, nor more than sixty Jewish writings and fifty gospel 
narratives, which we regard in fact as apocryphal. The question of the 
canon is linked in such a way with that of the Church that certain 
sects have often wanted to make up their own.6

The main thing for our problem (still that of Tradition) is that in 
the establishment of the canon three elements unite: Scripture, Tradi
tion, the Church. The apostolic writings which show already that the 
apostles regarded themselves as inspired, were transmitted, as inspired,

I. Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche u. ihrer Verkündigung als theologisches Problem, 
Tübingen, 1954, p. 42.

2. Op. cit., pp. 78fr. and “L’Auteur du ‘Canon de Muratori,”, in RB, 35 [1926], 
pp. 83-8.

3. This was said already by Tertullian (cf. Flesseman-Van Leer, op. cit. [supra, 
p. 378, n. 1], p. 192); the same was said too by Mgr Gasser, in the name of Vatican I, 
Collectio Lacensis, VII, 140.

4. Thus, the following formula is a little unfortunate: “To ask onself who was re
sponsible for establishing the scriptural canon, and from whom, as a result, Scripture 
derives its authority along with its canonicity...” (L. Cristiani, art. “Réforme”, in 
DTC, XXIII, 2045).

5. This is said by St Cyril of Jerusalem (Catech., IV, 33; PG, 33, 496; cf. col. 435, 497).
6. Marcion, the Manichees, Gnostics, dualistic sects and Catharists in the Middle 

Ages; in our time, the Mormons (see F. Kropatscheck, op. cit., pp. 33ff., löjff.).
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to a Church whose spiritual instinct justified a final judgement and 
certitude on this point. This judgement proceeds simultaneously from 
external signs of the apostolic origin of the writings (but these signs 
were oddly mingled and confused!) and from an interior experience or 
illumination which is linked to the movement we have already spoken 
of whereby the Church turns towards its Lord and doing so, sees. The 
recognition of canonicity is thus a structural factor, analogous to 
lectio divina, the sacred reading of Scripture. In both cases, Scripture 
demands Tradition and the Church; the act which made Scripture 
requires a second divine act occurring both outside Scripture and in 
continuity with it. The mistake would be, to place completely outside 
one another—an even worse mistake would be to oppose—what are 
three different but consonant realities: Scripture, Tradition, the Church.

The question of the canon has for a long time been one of the trump 
cards of Catholic controversialists; and it is still a sore point for 
Protestant theology which has been much occupied with the question 
in the last twenty years.1 This theology has usually approached the 
question in the manner first proposed by Luther, who said: “That is 
apostolic, and hence canonical, which speaks to us of Jesus Christ” 
According to Karl Barth, the Bible of itself compels recognition as 
speaking of Christ: “It is this content which makes the book the canon 
of the Church, and it does this of itself and as such. Ecclesiastical 
pronouncement has value merely as a sign, as an index pointing to
wards God’s authority, which is the authority of his Word in Jesus 
Christ; of itself it has no authority, at any rate no absolute authority, in 
determining something at the level of faith. The canon, as a list made 
by the Church, can be revised, and writings could be added to or 
subtracted from it.”

It should, however, be noted that Barth and almost all Protestants, 
in preaching and in theological writing, do in fact follow the traditional 
canon, even limiting themselves, for the Old Testament, to the not 
very correctly named “Palestinian” canon. The notion of altering the 
traditional canon remains at a purely theoretical level and neither 
Barth nor any other writer has seriously applied the principle of 
measuring canonicity by christological reference: according to this

i. See A. Tanner, Über das kathol. Traditionsprinfip u. d. protest. Schriftprin^ip, 
Lucerne, 1862, pp. 109fr.,· H. Bacht. “Tradition u. Kanonbildung”, in Catholica, 12 
[1958], pp. 16-37; there as a very good chapter with references to contemporary (German) 
Protestant theology, in P. Lengsfeld, Überlieferung, Tradition u. Schrift in der evange
lischen u. kathol. Theologie der Gegenwart, Paderborn, i960, pp. 72fr.
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criterion, a book which spoke explicitly of Christ, including the work 
of Barth himself, would be more canonical than almost the whole of 
the Old Testament. Anxious to avoid giving any real, specific value to 
Tradition or the Church, Protestant theologians have felt compelled 
to dispense with them in a matter where there is clear evidence that 
they have played a definite part. Why not admit the facts? Was the 
early Church really unfaithful and already “Catholic”? Yet it is from 
the early Church that we received and accepted the canon. Is it per
missible to accept such a result without following the principles and 
methods by which such a result was arrived at?

(ii ) More clearly even than they admitted a material sufficiency of 
Scripture, the Fathers and medieval theologians affirmed its formal 
insufficiency. Scripture, they held, does not itself suffice to yield its 
true meaning; it must be read within the Church, within Tradition 
(cf. supra, (v), pp. 391^.). Scripture itself is sovereign and is not 
subject to any rule which could judge it. But it does not itself fulfil all 
the functions that are necessary for fixing the faith of Christians. 
Moreover, Scripture itself does not claim to be an exclusive rule: it 
witnesses, on the contrary, to the fact that Jesus, who wrote nothing 
himself, gave to men the gift of the Church together with his Spirit and 
the apostolic ministry, joined in a kind of concelebration.1 The whole 
work of Christ was ordered to the establishment of the Church, and to 
discount the Church in matters of clarifying rules of belief or conduct 
is to divorce theory from reality. Man’s covenant relation with God is 
effected in a Church; if the theory does not recognize this, the omission 
is righted in practice. It has often been remarked that the issuing of 
confessions of faith by Protestant communions goes against the notion 
of the complete sufficiency of Scripture alone as the rule of eccles
iastical faith.2 Many other facts would point in the same direction.3

1. Fr A.-M. Dubarle writes: “Scripture nowhere claims for itself an exclusive authority 
in doctrinal matters after the death of the apostles; all it says on the matter would suggest 
the opposite, and one would have to do violence to an ordinary reading of the matter in 
admitting that the status of the Christian community had changed or needed to change 
when the apostles were no longer present to settle controversies about the faith. Thus 
it should be recognized that the rule demanding that Scripture should be the sole arbiter 
in religious doctrine cannot satisfy its own requirements in this case”, and he adds, in a 
note: “This counter-attacking argument was outlined by St Robert Bellarmine, De 
Verbo Dei, Lib. IV, De Verbo Dei non scripto, cap. 4, end of the chapter; and by St Francis 
de Sales, Contravenes, Part II, Ch. II, Annecy edition, pp. 196-200” (“Écrit. Trad, á 
propos de publications protestantes récentes”, in Istina, 3 [1956], pp. 399—416, and 4 
[1957], pp. 113-28; the quoted passage on p. 416).

2. See, for example, what is said on this by the non-Catholic author W. L. Knox, in 
Essays Catholic and Critical, 3rd ed., p. too.

3. Example: the case of the free Theology Faculty at Oslo (cf. Istina, 7 [i960], pp. 504!^.).
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Protestants say that a confession of faith is only a clarification of a 
belief which is completely subject to Scripture, and to Scripture alone; 
but neither the Fathers nor we ourselves would say anything different 
in respect of the conciliar canons. Protestants add that the normative 
value of such confessions is completely conditioned, conditional and 
revisable.1 But in fact these confessions have no more been revised 
than the conciliar dogmas, and their normative value is just as absolute.2 
The difference between these confessions of faith, as seen by Protestant 
theology, and the traditional thesis on Scripture-Tradition-Church is 
principally the absence in Protestant thought of a genuine ecclesiology.

IV. Conclusion

Scripture and Tradition are two modes by which the apostolic heritage 
is communicated to men. Two modes neither of which is identifiable 
with God’s saving and sanctifying presence. Two means, also: in both, 
the communication is made through the employment of human agents.

In this respect, however, Scripture and Tradition are not on the same 
level. Scripture has an absolute sovereignty; it is of divine origin, even 
in its literary form; it governs Tradition and the Church, whereas it is 
not governed by Tradition or by the Church. Moreover, Scripture is 
fixed: it contains evidence from human witnesses who have now 
disappeared in the form in which they gave it. It is thus superlatively 
qualified to act as the unalterable “witness”, and in this respect both 
the Church and Tradition are seen to be subject to it.

Yet this linear relation of subordination does not exhaust the 
connexions between these three realities. Influenced by its reaction to 
a Middle Ages which had run to seed in tile fifteenth century, Protestant 
theology has been over-preoccupied with keeping the Church subject 
to the divine rule and with preventing the Church from itself assuming 
the status of a rule. Now, Scripture’s sovereign character does not 
prevent it from being just one component of God’s redemptive work, a 
work which demands in addition the Church and Tradition. Nor does 
it mean that there do not hold between these three realities certain 
reciprocal interrelations which make it impossible to isolate them com
pletely from one another, still less to actually oppose them.

It is always possible in practice to isolate one element and give to it

i. See P. Lengsfeld, op cit., pp. I73ff.
2. Ibid., pp. iyyff.
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an exclusive kind of centrality: Protestants treat Scripture in this way, 
certain Catholic statements would almost seem to do as much for the 
Church, giving it a kind of autonomy in regard to the objective and 
objectively accessible norms of Scripture and Tradition.1 Certain sects 
(the Schwärmer opposed by Luther, the Quakers) run the risk of 
isolating the Holy Spirit’s activity not only from the Church, but also 
from Scripture. Tradition itself has sometimes been isolated from 
Scripture and made autonomous: for example, the Jewish Cabbala.

I. A passage such as the following fails to avoid at least the appearance of such a mistake: 
“Rome speaks: and that is enough for all Christians... to accept the truth, thus pro
claimed, in the obedience of faith, without having to go back to the sources whence the 
Church draws this truth” (G. Filograssi, “La Tradizione divino-apostolica e il magistero 
ecclesiastico”, in La Civiltà Cattolica, No. 2426, July 1951, p. 147).

2. See Part I, pp. 5 ff. ,

The Fathers, on the other hand, affirmed that Scripture, Church and 
Tradition could not be thought of independently of one another.

Tradition is in Scripture, which is only a partial drafting of it; this is 
the truth brought to light by Form Criticism.2 Not only the gospels, 
but also the Old Testament writings, especially the Pentateuch, and 
the Pauline epistles too, betray the ideas and beliefs of a religious 
milieu, a community. In this way, and through the establishment of 
the canon as well, the Church is in the Bible. So is Tradition: Scripture 
only discloses its meaning, and the divine revelation of which it is, as it 
were, the sacrament only becomes a reality in Tradition and in the 
Church.

Scripture and Tradition act in the Church as an internal objective 
rule, entrusted as a deposit to its faithful keeping. They are subordinated 
and articulated in the manner which we have tried to explain: they make 
the Church as the tools Christ uses in building it up.

The Church is in Tradition as its human subject (see Part II, 
Chapter 3); it is the milieu of that life whose transcendent principle is 
the Holy Spirit. Scripture, too, is intimately related to Tradition. It is, 
indeed, interpreted within Tradition, but it is also its higher, and 
negative, guide (in the sense that what is inconsistent with it ought to 
be regarded as vain error).

These three realities are thus insufficient, even inconsistent, when 
separated one from another for they entail one another, beneath the 
causality of the Holy Spirit which is common to all three. They 
represent the means laid down by God in order to link us, under the 
Holy Spirit’s ever-present and active influence, to the revelation given 
once and for all to the apostles. The balance and strength of the
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Catholic position, as shown in particular in the work and discussions 
which preceded or accompanied the definitions of the Immaculate 
Conception and the Assumption, consist in the joint and comple
mentary affirmation of these three realities.

A distinguished student of the Fathers has summed up their position 
—the position of the “undivided Church”—in these words, which will 
serve to close, and summarize, this chapter:

Tradition and Scripture are not independent sources which 
complete one another as two separable parts of a whole. It we are 
tempted to think so, it is because we have not escaped from the 
unfortunate cleavage made by Protestantism. To the Christians of 
antiquity, the Bible is so inseparable from Tradition as to be, in fact, 
part of it: it is its essential element, its nucleus, so to say. But, on the 
other hand, if it were to be torn from the living whole which is 
constituted by the many factors of Tradition, guarded and trans
mitted by the conscience of the Church, always watchful, always 
active—then the Bible would indeed become incomprehensible. It 
would be, in fact, separated from the life of the very realities of 
which it speaks. For the Catholic then, the Bible and Tradition does 
not mean the Bible plus a foreign element without which it would 
remain incomplete; it means the Bible replaced, or rather remaining, 
in its proper atmosphere, its natural environment, its native light. It 
is the Bible and nothing but the Bible; but it is the whole Bible, not 
its letter only, but with the Spirit who dictated it and does not cease 
to inspire the reading of it. Where indeed, asks St Augustine, will 
one find the Spirit of Christ if not in the Body of Christ? It is, then, 
in the Church, the Body of the living Word of God made flesh, that 
the Word, once given by inspiration to men of flesh, dwells on as 
Spirit and life. Catholic Tradition, far from diminishing (as is too 
often believed) the unique importance of Holy Scripture, alone 
preserves its full value by preserving its full meaning.1
i. L. Bouyer, La Bible et 1’ Évangile ... (Lectio Divina, 8), Paris, 1951 (ET The 

Meaning of Sacred Scripture, London, 1958, pp. if., from which comes the quoted text).



Chapter 6

THE MONUMENTS OF 
TRADITION

The expression is attributed to Franzelin,1 but is found already in 
Perrone and even in Drey.2 In the Middle Ages, the word used would 
have been documenta·, realities connected with and having a value for 
teaching. We shall see that the documents of Tradition are not Tradi
tion itself; they are expressions in which Tradition is, at least partially, 
fixed and contained, and in which as a result it can be grasped and 
analysed. Tradition is, logically at least, prior to its monuments, since 
they are only expressions of it. Things may, in fact, have been held as 
truths but without our being able to know this because of their lack of 
adequate formulation in this way. With regard to the living tradition 
of today, the already established monuments of earlier tradition serve 
as a witness, source and reference, but their importance is not always 
normative to exactly the same degree. The precise ways in which this 
importance varies need to be brought out more clearly.

A special treatise, called sometimes Loci theologici, and sometimes 
Theological Criteriology, determines the value and the conditions for 
their use of different expressions of tradition (in the widest sense of the 
word, i.e. Catholic teaching as a whole). I shall not even outline such 
a treatise here, as that would carry us far beyond the limits of our 
present subject, and also because there are a number of useful one 
already available. Instead I shall merely give here the headings for a 
very short scheme which I have worked out:3

(A) The objective rule or material content (quod) of the Church’s life 
of faith (= id quod hominibus traditur ad salutem per fidem, 
mediante Ecclesia):

i. By A. Michel, for instance, in DTC, 1338.
2. Perrone, Praelectiones (1835), Vol. I, p. 195, n. 125; cf. W. Kasper, Die Lehre von 

der Tradition in der römischen Schule, Freiburg, 1962, p. 31, n. 19. For Drey, p. 170.
3. See La Foi et la theologie, Paris, 1962, pp. 142fr., with a bibliography which I shall 

not repeat here.
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(i ) Constitutive loci (Tradition; the apostolic heritage):
(a) Scripture: the study of questions raised in the treatise on 

the Introduction to Scripture (e.g., the canon; inspiration; 
inerrancy; senses of Scripture; texts and versions; Scrip
ture and the Church; rules for interpretation).

(b) Unwritten traditions: their existence; relations with 
Scripture and the Church. These are, in fact, only 
accessible in documentary form in the following:

(2 ) Declarative loci (Tradition) which help our understanding of 
the content and meaning of (1). These are the monuments of 
Tradition:
(a) The teaching of the magisterium.
(b) Liturgy (and, to a lesser extent, epigraphy, archaeology, 

iconography) and the Church’s practice.
(c) Fathers and doctors.
(d) Sacred canons; facts of the Church’s life and sacred 

customs.
(e) Theologians (and the use of reason).

(B) The Subject of Tradition (= quid sit Ecclesia vivens in fidej.
(1) The Church, an organic and organized body:

(a) The believing Church, living infallibly in faith.
(b) The teaching Church, the created means of life in the 

infallibility of the faith (the Holy Spirit is the uncreated 
means).

(2) The magisterium, the organ of Tradition in its form as 
regula fidei, setting up the content of Tradition as the formal 
rule of faith for the faithful:
(a) The ordinary magisterium. Ordinary and universal: 

the bishops united to the pope: ut singuli; ut corpus 
apostolicum;
the pope himself; his de jure ecclesiastico assistants.

(b) The extraordinary magisterium:
ecumenical councils; creeds and professions of faith; 

the pope speaking ex cathedra;
(theological notes or censures are one of the means by 
which the ordinary or extraordinary magisterium finds 
expression).

The monuments of Tradition are in practice identical with what is 
included in this table under section (A) (2). We shall only speak of the 
documents of the magisterium here in order to situate them in globo;
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the detailed study of each would belong to a full-scale treatise on the 
loci theologici. In the acts of the magisterium, especially those of the 
extraordinary magisterium, or in the formal teaching of the ordinary 
and universal magisterium, Tradition takes the form of teaching, even, 
indeed, of a formal rule of faith, as we have seen in Chapter 3. Here 
we shall concentrate more upon Tradition before it reaches that stage, 
on material tradition, if you like, before the judgement of the magis
terium has conferred upon it a formal, strictly normative character. 
Thus we shall not be speaking here about conciliar decrees, creeds and 
professions of faith, nor of papal dogmatic statements, nor even of the 
formal teaching of the bishops (though we do not deny the value of 
this last as a witness to and monument of Tradition, for it is properly 
catechetical teaching, in its most genuine form). We shall restrict 
discussion to three main monuments in which Tradition’s character as 
an educational milieu is particularly in evidence: these are the liturgy, 
the Fathers, and the ordinary expressions of the Christian life.

(A) The Principal Monuments or Witnesses

I. The Liturgy1

I want these few pages to be a hymn of filial homage and respect. 
There will be no details of a juridical sort on the conditions under 
which some particular text, or the existence of a feast, may or may not 
be cited as proof for a theological assertion.2 We are not here concerned 
with the liturgy as a dialectic arsenal (!), but as the expression of a 
Church actively living, praising God and bringing about a holy com
munion with him: the covenant as fulfilled in Christ Jesus, its Lord, 
Head and Spouse. Vox Populi (Dei), vox Corporis (Christi), vox 
Sponsae\ Not the voice of the magisterium teaching, defining, reprov
ing, condemning or refuting, but the voice of the loving, praying

i. Numerous works deal with the liturgy as a locus theologicus·, here are some which 
are of particular relevance to our present subject: B. Capelle, “Mission doctrinale et 
spirituelle de la liturgie”, in QLP, July-December 1948, pp. 165-77; and “Autorité 
de la liturgie chez les Pères”, in RTAM, 21 [1954], pp. 5-22; L. Bouyer, Life and Liturgy, 
London, 1962 (ET); Rite and Man . . ., 1963 (ET); R. Aubert, “Liturgie et Magistère 
ordinaire”, in QLP, 33 [1952], pp. 5-16; Der Mensch vor dem IPorte Gottes (Lit. u. 
Mônchtum, 3. F., H. XII), Maria Laach, 1953, esp. W. Kahles, “HI. Schrift u. Liturgie”, 
PP· 50-67.

2. It is possible to treat these rules, also, in the spirit of the liturgy: this is done by 
I.-H. Dalmais, for instance, in his chapter in Initiation théologique, Vol. I, 1952 (ET, 
Introduction to Theology, ed. A. M. Henry, Vol. I), also, briefly, in L’Église en prière, 
Paris, 1961, pp. 221, 225!?.
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Church, doing more than merely expressing its faith: hymning it, 
practising it, in a living celebration, wherein too, it makes a complete 
self-giving. For this reason, the liturgy is assured of a character and a 
place without parallel as an instrument of tradition, as much because of 
its style or characteristic forms, as because of its content.

Style or manner.—I shall not repeat what has been said already 
(pp. 354ff.) on the reasons for the liturgy’s matchless value as an 
educative milieu. Everything turns on the fact that the liturgy is not 
just theoretical or notional statement, but sacred action. This action or 
activity is synthetic, incorporating and expressing a conviction, and at 
the same time developing it and conveying it to others. The liturgy is 
not a manual, working with clear concepts and definitions: it procures 
entry into the Christian truths by way of prayer and actions, by familiar 
signs expressing men’s faithfulness and love. The entry into these 
truths is not by way of discussion or argument, but through the 
intimacy of living experience. “We need to feed slowly upon things 
themselves, rather than upon the explanations of things.”1 For the 
Church, the liturgy is not a dead monument, a kind of Pantheon to be 
visited as one visits a museum, but a home which is always lived in, the 
conditioning envelope or atmosphere of its whole life.

Nevertheless, as a ritualized activity, the liturgy has a monument’s 
powers of conservation. Ritual is a fixed thing, transmitted and per
formed in a fixed manner. On the one hand, there is the risk of empty 
formalism, “tradition” in the sense of mechanical, routine gesture: we 
know this only too well! But on the other hand, there are splendid 
resources here for tradition in its broad sense of fidelity and fullness. 
Ritual preserves: while everything changes, and we ourselves pass 
through phases which are not always those of continuous growth, ritual 
remains. The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries come, with their loss of 
all liturgical feeling, and their exaggerations and excrescences in the 
shape of human demonstrative and tragic devotions of every sort; the 
eighteenth century, with its taste for the rational and the useful, its 
distrust of mystery; then the nineteenth century, with its historicism, 
its critical analyses and destructions. After all this, what has become of 
the Mass, Easter, the episcopate, anything apart from the Madonnas, the 
worship of the Supreme Being, or the “Historical Jesus?” How do we

1. [P. Duployi], “L’lmage comme condition et expression d’une culture”, in M-D, 
No. 10 [1947], pp. 43—<5. On pp. 44-5 he remarks: “Images go to make up that mysterious 
reality which acts, in the life of a man or a collectivity, as the reservoir for those powers, 
ancient and yet ever new, which give a man or a collectivity personality and density.” 
(See, too, L. Bouyer, op. cit., and in M-D, No. 10, pp. yoff.)
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fare in the twentieth century, living after so much demolition work? 
But we need only step into an old church, taking holy water, as Pascal 
and Serapion did before us, in order to follow a Mass which has scarcely 
changed, even in externals, since St Gregory the Great, or we may open 
our missals at the pages which give the Paschal Triduum. . .. Every
thing has been preserved for us, and we can enter into a heritage which 
we may easily transmit in our turn, to those coming after us. Ritual, 
as a means of communication and of victory over devouring time, is 
also seen to be a powerful means for communion in the same reality 
between men separated by centuries of change and affected by very 
different influences.

Both as a lived action and as a ritualized action, the liturgy preserves 
and hands on to us elements which are much more numerous than 
were realized by those men who performed and preserved the rites, and 
actually handed them on to us: many more, even, than we ourselves 
can know. The whole Eucharist is given to me in its celebration, I my
self possess it in its entirety, although I understand and could express 
so little of it. The liturgical action is synthetic, its gestures sum up and 
recapitulate past experience. The whole of our love is expressed in the 
liturgical kiss, even if we do not really attend sufficiently to what we 
are doing. The whole of our faith is in the most ordinary sign of the 
cross, and when we say “Our Father” we already imply all the know
ledge which will be given to us only when we embrace it in the revela
tion of glory.

It is right that we should have re-established the historical meaning 
of the famous axiom Legem credendi statuit lex Grandi·, the lex orandi is 
not the liturgy but the evangelical and apostolic precept of praying 
without ceasing and for all necessities; this entails a belief in the neces
sity also of grace, which is the lex credendi. Nevertheless, it is true that 
we can get to know what we are to believe by starting from an order 
on how to act, but this advantage is something much greater than a 
mere dogmatic precision; it contains a more interior element. We come 
to understand many things through prayer and as a result of prayer: 
such is the case, for example, with God’s attributes, by which we invoke 
him and in doing so enter into a communion with him. A large part of 
the Church’s belief has become known to it through the holy living- 
out of its faith, hope and love. Thus the liturgy is the privileged locus 
of Tradition, not only from the point of view of conservation and 
preservation, but also from that of progress and development. The 
part it plays in the progressive development of our dogmatic under-

FF
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standing of revelation is considerable. Moreover, it is clear that such 
growth and development must be controlled by a magisterium which 
makes constant reference to the objective standards of the apostolic 
kerygma and especially, for verification, to the scriptural witness.

Content.—The liturgy is a celebration, the active recalling or effica
cious representation, at the present moment of human and cosmic 
history, of the mysteries of salvation which were revealed in history at 
an earlier time. Therefore, it is at one and the same time theology, 
soteriology, anthropology and cosmism. The liturgy follows the 
natural time of the world, the rhythm of seasons, weeks, days and 
hours; it follows the course of human life which, whether on the small 
day-to-day scale or in a larger way, must unfold in the framework of 
this rhythm. Into this framework it inserts the fact of Christ, making 
him present there so that he may become the source of salvation and 
holiness for men and for the world, and the source of glory for God.1 
It does not insert Christ’s work merely by proclamation and teaching 
but, through the unique and sui generis reality of the sacramental order, 
it is able to assume the form of a present reality, at once hidden and 
revealed, and active, though never automatically so. Like the Word, 
which it includes and takes up, the liturgy is the means by which 
Christ, who dwells in it and acts in it as Priest, King and Prophet, 
perfects and completes in mankind that new creation which he in
stituted in his sacred transitus. The liturgy has, thus, in another manner 
the same content as Scripture. Its manner or mode is not narrative and 
historical, as is Scripture’s, retailing a whole series of facts; it centres 
more upon the mysteries of salvation and upon Christ as fulfilling in 
his transitus, by which he became the cause of ours too, the truth of 
mankind’s covenant relationship with God. The whole of the Bible is 
paschal, but the liturgy must be so to a greater degree because it is 
something created in the light of Easter and Pentecost, as illuminated 
by these events: equally, because it is an active sharing in the transitus 
and not merely its retelling or proclamation. For content it has, in a 
more concentrated way then Scripture, the truth of the divine-human 
covenant relationship, finally confirmed in the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, the unique meeting-point between God and man.

It celebrates this relationship, shares it and gives it life in a biblical, 
christological and catholic manner. It hands it on to successive genera-

i. For those familiar with this terminology (cf. O. Cullmann, etc.), we could say that 
the kairoi of salvation history are inserted sacramentally into the chronos of the world.
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tions in its full reality and it is on this account that it is “the principal 
instrument of the Church’s tradition”.1 We must explain briefly each 
of these terms.

1. Bossuet, États d’oraison, Liv. VI, in (Euvres, ed. Migne, 1856, Vol. IV, p. 115.
2. To the references given in L’Église en prière, 3rd ed., p. 118, we may add J. Daniélou, 

The Bible and the Liturgy, 1956 (ET); J. Schildenberger, “Das Alte Testament in seiner 
Beziehung zur Liturgie”, in Der Mensch . .. (cf. supra, p. 427, n. 1), pp. 68-85; C. 
Vagaggini, Il Senso teologico della liturgia, Rome, 1957, Part 3.

3. A Martimort, in L’Église en prière, 3rd ed., p. 125.
4. See for instance P. Jounel, loc. cit. [supra, p. 404, n. 2], pp. 24—5; A. Chavasse, “La 

Structure du carême et les lectures des messes quadragésimales”, in M-D, No. 31 [1952], 
pp. 76-119.

Biblical.—It is evident to anyone who is acquainted with Scripture 
and the liturgy that the latter is woven out of scriptural texts and 
allusions, a fact upon which sufficient has been written by scholars.2 
Many liturgical gestures simply reproduce those mentioned in the 
Bible. Further, the liturgy’s ethos is in continuity with that of Scripture. 
“In both Bible and liturgy there is one vision of the world, one attitude 
towards God and one interpretation of history, to such an extent hat 
there can be no liturgical life without some initiation into Scripture, and 
conversely, the Bible finds in the liturgy a living commentary which 
gives it its fullest meaning.”3 This living commentary places the texts 
in relation to one another and to their centre, Christ in his paschal 
mystery. The marvellous manner in which the liturgy links texts to
gether, quotes passages, or alludes to episodes which we should not 
have thought of ourselves but which, in their new contexts, take on 
deeper meanings, is something we must discover for ourselves, pos
sibly with the help of learned studies.4 The liturgy is itself completely 
centred upon the paschal mystery, which is its heart precisely because 
the Eucharist is its heart. When it celebrates the Eucharist it celebrates 
too the Passover, so that it reads the Scriptures in the same light as that 
in which Christ explained them to his followers on the way to Emmaus 
or in Jerusalem on Easter Day (Lk 23.27 and 44-5). Wherever in the 
world the Eucharist is celebrated, the liturgy’s spiritual location is the 
Jerusalem of Easter: it is, as it were, the permanent making present of 
that temporal situation.

At one and the same time, following the bent of Scripture and con
forming to its requirements, the liturgy applies to man in his daily life 
the reality of Christ which it makes known, celebrates and shares. It 
does this first of all in its texts and prayers. It does this, too, in the 
preaching which is an integral part of the liturgical action. The liturgy 
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demands such a commentary, for by it the priesthood, which is 
essentially a prophetic rather than simply a ritual one, as having the 
Gospel as its point of origin, teaches men of faith how “today the 
Scripture you have heard is fulfilled.”1

Christological.—This communication occurs in the same process as 
a thorough biblical revivifying, and that explains why each liturgical 
renewal is accompanied by a refocusing of faith on Christ as the 
centre.

Catholic.—We could as well say “Christian”, in order to indicate 
that Christians are always included in what the liturgy proclaims, 
celebrates and fulfils. It is not enough for the liturgy to recall the 
biblical statements together with the events of sacred history: these 
must find their fulfilment in the hearts of men. Therefore the liturgy 
is the place where the Christian is never separated from Christ: not 
only in the sense that without Christ there can be no Christians—a 
point which Protestant biblical studies bring out very well—but in the 
sense, less stressed by these studies, that without Christians Christ 
would not be present. The biblical character of such a truth is indis
putable, but we owe much to the Fathers for recognizing it and assert
ing it so forcefully. It is continually borne out, also, by the liturgy 
which shows forth Christ in the act of joining to himself a holy and 
faithful people; it adds the saints’ and its own commentaries to the 
Word of God himself and celebrates with Christ the mystery of the 
saints and the communion of saints. The sanctoral cycle and the cult of 
relics and images possess this meaning, and we must not allow distor
tions and misplaced emphases to obscure their very real depth and 
genuineness. On fragments of a vase found among the ruins of a 
basilica at Belezma in Numidia, which had once contained relics, it is 
possible to make out the inscription: “In isto vaso sancto congrega
buntur membra Christi.”2 The liturgy has understood, and will help us 
too to realize, that if the whole of Scripture unfolds before us man’s true 
relation with God, it does not speak only about Christ, but about us as 
well, it does not sunder Jesus Christ from his saints: in it he appears as 
clothed with them, as with his visible body.

I. This is the title of a fine article by H. Oster (cf. Ch. 4, p. 355, n. 3); and see, ibid., 
P. Bockel’s “Le Prêtre éveilleur des consciences à l’actualité de la Parole de Dieu” (esp. 
pp. 22off.).

2. Cf. J. Gagé, “Membra Christi et la disposition des reliques sous l’autel”, in Rev. 
archéologique, 1929, pp. 137-53.
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Among the saints, but linked to Christ’s mystery by ties which are 
not only more close but in fact quite unique, the liturgy celebrates in a 
very special way “holy Mary, Mother of God”. It places her in a 
relation to the whole plan of God and to the inspired texts by which 
that plan is communicated to us, and experiencing the Marian mystery 
in the fact of its celebration, in a way which words are unable to 
express adequately, the liturgy has stored up an understanding of this 
mystery which is irreducible to the understanding obtainable by 
theological study and investigation, no matter how great—but also 
how precarious—this grasp of the mystery may be. The manner in 
which the Catholic liturgy, both in the East and the West, using the 
analogy of faith, applies to Mary themes, images and texts taken from 
the whole body of Scripture, and especially its most mysterious sections, 
counts as the most important aspect of Tradition in regard to mario- 
logical doctrine. All this is only possible because Mary, as the mother 
of Jesus, is together with him at the centre of God’s saving plan: she 
is thus seen in a christological light and at the same time as the centre 
of the mystery of the Church, which is itself at the heart of the re
deemed world. But here Tradition extends Scripture while it uses it, 
reading it with eyes able to perceive a deeper reality than is attainable 
by purely philological or historical perceptions.1

The liturgy communicates our relation to God in its fullness.—I have 
pointed out a number of times already that it is the special property of 
action, as also of symbols and rites, to embody the whole of a reality 
in a more complete way than the mind can grasp, even confùsedly. 
Likewise, it is the special prerogative of the faithful carrying out of the 
Church’s worship to be able to retain and pass on again its heritage, 
in its entirety, no matter how fragmentary may be our awareness of its 
actual content. This is true in a quite special way of the liturgical life, 
and this fact would account for an experience I have had in the ecumeni
cal movement: the study of formularies of belief and dogmatic treatises 
is not enough if we are to penetrate the full reality of a Christian 
communion, or even its actual and living belief; we must add to this a 
concrete knowledge, and hence some sort of experience, of its life and 
liturgy. You cannot properly understand another Christian until you

i. The best illustration of the present remarks may be found in Fr Alexis Kniazeff’s 
admirable article, “Mariologie biblique et Liturgie byzantine”, in Irénikon, 28 [1955], 
pp. 268-89 (published separately, Chevetogne, 1955). Cf. “La Vierge Marie dans la 
prière de l’Église”, in M-D, No. 38 [1954], and the relevant chapters in the encyclopaedia 
Maria (ed. H. du Manoir, Paris, Beauchesne).
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have seen him at prayer in his own community, and—with all due 
respect to the laws forbidding communicatio in sacris—attended his 
place of worship to pray with him.

Made up as it is of both action and ritual, the liturgy is in the highest 
degree synthetic. As is milk for the newly born child, it is a complete 
food, answering to all requirements and at the same time easily 
assimilated. It joins up, reconciles and resolves in a higher synthesis, 
elements which are not only different but even opposed to one another. 
To show in detail how this occurs would take up too much space and 
would also take us out of our way,1 but here is a short-list of the 
elements:

i. On this one may read J. Jungmann, “Sens et Problèmes du culte”, in NRT, 82 
[i960], pp. 823-39. Cf. M.-D. Chenu, Anthropologie et Liturgie, in M-D, No. 12 [1947], 
PP· 53-65·

the universe, man, and God’s saving acts; cosmic time and salvation 
history, retelling of historical facts and dogmatic affirmations;

mystery and symbol, the supra-rational of mystery, the infra- 
rational of symbol;

ordained priesthood and the faithful, fully sacerdotal people of God; 
doctrine and action, word and sacrament;
body and soul;
freedom of the spirit and fixed formulas; inspiration and discipline; 
the secret and the public; person and community;
God’s initiative and man’s response or commitment; 
simplicity and richness; nature and culture.

Through the liturgy’s quite special character, a mass of questions 
are resolved in a sane, Christian manner sometimes before they are 
even put, or at least without their being accompanied by tensions and 
difficulties: perhaps somewhat like the peaceful solving, within the 
calm of a normal family circle, of questions full of discrepancies and 
conflicts, for example, authority and freedom, person and community", 
continuity and innovation, tension and relaxation, etc. It is the liturgy 
which gives to the Church the fullness of its family atmosphere; in this 
it rejoins Tradition, which is, as we have already seen, something very 
similar to what education is in the succession, die solidarity and the 
renewal of the generations.

Because of all this, the liturgy is “the principal instrument of the 
Church's Tradition”. “It is in the liturgy that the Spirit who inspired 
the Scriptures still speaks to us; the liturgy is tradition itself, at its 
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highest degree of power and solemnity.”1 The liturgy acts according 
to the general manner of Tradition, and since it is endowed with the 
genius of Tradition, it fills Tradition’s role in a superlative way. 
Speaking about the liturgy, and describing its activity, I have felt 
myself to be speaking of Tradition itself and describing its work. Thus 
Pius XII could call it “the faithful mirror of the teaching handed on by 
our forefathers”.2

II. The Fathers*

It is no part of my intention here, any more than it was in the case of 
the liturgy, to give a detailed account of the technical conditions under 
which it is possible to base valid theological argumentation on the 
Fathers: that belongs to the treatises on theological criteriology (cf. 
supra, p. 399, n. 1). I shall not dwell on the role of the official magis
terium in the approbation of the Fathers, and hence in the establish
ment of their authority. This point, whose importance was already 
noted in antiquity,4 received systematic formulation as a result of the 
reaction called forth by Gratian’s dictum:5 by now it is too generally 
accepted and understood to need establishing here. However, it does 
not actually tackle the question we are interested in here, and which I 
should phrase in this way: What makes the Fathers privileged witnesses

I. Dom P. Guéranger, Institutions liturgiques.
2. “Doctrinae a maioribus traditae veluti fidele speculum” (Encycl. Ad Caeli Reginam, 

1954, AAS, 46 [1954], p. 631).
3. On “the Fathers”, see Mgr Fessler, Institutiones Patrologiae, Innsbruck, 1890, 

Vol. I, pp. 15—57; D. Goree, Petite Introduction à l'étude des Pères, Paris, 1928; E. Amann, 
art. “Pères (de l’Église)”, in DTC, XII [1933], 1192—1215; M.-J. Congar, “L’Esprit des 
Pères d’après Môhler”, in VS (Suppl), April 1938, pp. 1—25 (also in Esquisses. . ., and 
in ET The Mystery of the Church, i960); Dom O. Rousseau, “Théologie patristique et 
Théologie moderne”, in VS, 80 (January 1949), pp. 70-87; and “S. Bernard, ‘le dernier 
des Pères’ ”, in A. Bernard théologien (Anal. S. Ord. Cisterc., 9 [1953], pp. 300—8; J. 
Quasten, Patrology, Intro, to Vol. I; A Mandouze, “Mesure et Démesure de la Patris
tique”, in the Third International Congress of Patristic Studies, Oxford, 1959 (publ. 
in TU, 78, Berlin, 1961); H. Tardif, Quest-ce que la patrologie?, Toulouse, 1961; A. 
Benoit, L'Actualité des Pères de l'Église, Neuchâtel-Paris, 1961.

4. See St Vincent of Lerins, Hormisdas, the so-called Gelasian Decree, Pope Celes
tine; for St Augustine, see texts in DTC, XII, 1194!!. and 1197; H. van Laak, Theses 
quaedam de Patrum et Theologorum magisterio, necnon de fidelium sensu, Rome, 1933.

5. Gratian, Dictum ante, D. XX, c. 1 (Friedberg, col. 65): “Plurimi tractatorum, 
sicut pleniori gratia Spiritus Sancti, ita ampliori scientia aliis praecellentes, rationi magis 
adhaesisse probantur. Unde nonnullorum Pontificum constitutis Augustini, leronimi 
atque aliorum tractatorum dicta eis videntur esse praeferenda.” The canonists had re
acted quickly in re-establishing the primacy of the papal magisterium (cf. C. Munier, 
Les Sources patristiques du droit de l'Eglise du VIIIe au XIIIe siècle, Mulhouse, 1957, 
pp. 183ÎT.). Among the theologians, Hugh of Reading (Amiens, Rouen), Dialogorum 
Libri VII, Lib. I, Interr. V and Lib. V, Interr. XII (PL, 192, 1145B, 12060), St Thomas 
(ST, II-II, q. 10, a. 12) hold that the Fathers derive their “authority” from the Ecclesia 
and from the apostolic See. Cf. D. 165, 1320, 2146, 3014.
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of Tradition, and as such a unique and very precious locus theologicus? 
This is no question of hair-splitting distinctions in the patristic argu
ment. It is one of Christian ontology, and brings in, on the one hand, a 
certain view of the Church and its historical life and, on the other hand, 
a recognition of the Fathers’ own characteristic ethos.

Who are “the Fathers”? How may we define this class of men? 
Catholic theology provides an adequate definition and exacts definite 
requirements: orthodoxy in doctrine, antiquity, sanctity and the 
approval of the Church, especially of the Roman Church, in communion 
with which the authors in question lived and died. This requirement 
has at times been criticized by historians, who, as pure historians and 
patristic scholars, have accused it of introducing a non-historical 
consideration, framed as it is in terms of an orthodoxy and a magis
terium.1

Such a criticism is perhaps justified from the historian’s viewpoint, 
but it will not deter the churchman or theologian from recognizing the 
value of dogmatic criteria in this matter. Yet, this definition and these 
criteria are still rather external and descriptive, and also imprecise in 
one respect: how can we interpret and apply the note of “antiquity”? 
Authors are not agreed about this.2 Should we refer not to purely 
chronological evidence but to the civilization of the ancient world as 
an intellectual framework and context of intellectual growth? This has 
been the general custom among scholars and I believe it to be valid, 
for it was indeed the vocation and historic role of the Fathers to give 
Christianity its shape and expression within the Graeco-Latin world 
of the Roman Empire. This marks them out historically in a way which 
is both relevant and valuable, though still extrinsic. It is reasonable to 
regard the patristic era as finishing in the West with Boethius, St 
Gregory and St Isidore, men who were for the West, in a very real 
sense, the last great heirs of ancient culture. Nevertheless, this criterion 
is not completely adequate. There were some Fathers who taught out
side the Graeco-Latin cultural framework: Syrians, Persians, Armen
ians, the school of Nisibis. Along with those who are generally 
recognized as Fathers they too possess a certain characteristic manner 
of handling the Christian dogmatic heritage which we shall describe and 
which seems to be characteristic of the Fathers at a new and deeper 
level. It is because of this same manner that a few authors of later ages

1. See, for example, the latest of these, A. Benoit, op. cit., pp. 31 fF.
2. Cf. J. de Ghellinck, Patristique et Moyen Age, Brussels—Paris, 1947, Vol. II, pp. 

176-9.
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such as St Bede, Rabanus Maurus and even St Bernard have sometimes 
been included among the Fathers.

A brief enquiry into the historical usage of the title “Father” poses 
new difficulties, for this usage seems very varied and perhaps even 
vague, but it will eventually lead us to a more interior and satisfactory 
concept.

(i) The New Testament took up the Jewish expression “the 
fathers”, “our (your) fathers”, and used it to refer to the ancestors who 
had been the immediate witnesses and beneficiaries of the great events 
of the Promise, the Exodus, the Sinai Covenant, etc.1 Above all, 
Abraham was the father, and Yahweh was invoked as “God of our 
fathers”. These usages are sometimes found in Christian tradition, 
where “the Fathers” can refer to the patriarchs of the Old Testament.2 
The Jews had a keen sense of a father as being one from whom one 
proceeds and upon whom one depends.3 The title was extended to a 
master4 and it is presumably this usage which influenced the Christian 
one.

(2) The title “Father” was attributed to the bishops or pastors of a 
flock.5

(3) It was given to those who defined the Church’s faith or dis
cipline at councils,6 and this is a usage which is found at the present time.

1. Cf. Lk 1.55; Jn 6.21, 49; 1 Cor 10.1; cf. Rom 15.8, etc.
2. For example, in St Gregory the Great, Moral., XVIII, 26, 39 (PL, 76, 58: “antiqui 

patres”); Hom. 19 in Evang., 1 (PL, 76, 1154) and cf. L. Weber, Hauptfragen 1er Moral- 
theol. Gregors d. Gr., Fribourg, 1947, pp. 51-2; again, St Thomas Aquinas, ST, II-II, 
q. 1, a. 7 (“tides patrum”); q. 174, a. 6; III, q. 8, a. 3, ad 3, etc.

3. Cf. G. Schrenk, in TWNT, V, pp. 959, 983-4.
4. Ibid., pp. 953, 3$ff.; 977, 1007. The idea of the father-master was connected with 

that of paradosis (cf. p. 976).
5. Polycarp is “father of the Christians” (Mart. Polyc., 12, 2; A. Benoit, op. cit., 

pp. $£); the Christians of Lyons address the Bishop of Rome as “Pater Eleuthere” 
(Eusebius, HE, N, 4, 2; ET Loeb, 153; TCL, 6; FC, 19); Timetius and James address 
St Augustine as “venerabili patri episcopo Augustino” (De Gestis Pelagii ad Aurelium 
Episcopum, 24, 48; PL, 44, 347); St Leo, Sermo, 4 (PL, 54, 149). This title is also 
given, by extension, to simple priests: St Epiphanius, Panarion, Haer. 75, 4 (PG, 42, 
513; EP, 1108). The term Papa has the same meaning (cf. P. de Labriolle, “Papa”, 
in Bull. Du Cange, 3 [1928], pp. 65-75; and “Une esquisse du mot ‘Papa’”, in Bull. 
d'Anc. Litt, et d'Archéol. chrét., 1 [1911], pp. 215-20).

6. St Basil, Epist., 140, 2 (PG, yz, 588); St Cyril of Alexandria, demand made to 
Nestorius, November 430 (Mansi, IV, 10720); Epist., 39 (PG, 77, 1800); Chalcedon, 
D. 148: TCT, 4 14; John the Deacon, Epist. ad Senarium, 13 (PL, 406); Second 
Council of Constantinople, 553, D. 212: TCT, 91; Lateran Council of 649, can. 20 
(D. 274); Third Council of Constantinope, 680 (D. 290-1); Second Council of Nicaea, 
787 (D. 302-3); Leo IX, Jaffé, 4302 (No. 10, PL, 143, 751); Humbert of Moyenmoutier 
(Silva Candida), Adv. Simoniacos, III, 28 (Libelli de Lite, I, p. 234, 32 = those who, in 
the councils, have determined the Church’s canonical life); St Thomas Aquinas says 
continually, when speaking of the Nicene Creed: “In symbolo Patrum”: see, for instance, 
In Symbolum, art. 2, “dicitur in Symbolo a patribus”; art. 3, “et ideo sancti patres ad hoc 
removendum addiderunt...”
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(4) Eminent teachers of doctrine, appealed to as authentic witnesses 
to the Church’s faith, are so styled.  These, cited either together with 
the Fathers of earlier councils, or for their writings, furnished matter for 
the patristic argument so strikingly developed during the doctrinal 
struggles of the fourth and fifth centuries (Arianism, Nestorianism, 
Pelagianism, Monophysitism). They were generally bishops. How
ever, the first to do so, St Augustine appealed to the authority of the 
priest Jerome, who had just died, as to that of a Father.

1

2
(5) In the same sense, the term was applied especially, if not re

served, to the popes. This was particularly the case with the men behind 
the Gregorian Reform and with St Gregory VII himself.3

(6) Founders, models, and legislators of the monastic life.  The 
abbot has this title in a more special sense since he must act as a father 
to his monks.

4

5

1. Origen, In Numer. Hom., 22, 2 {GCS, 30, p. 206); St Athanasius, Epist. ad Afros, 
6 {PG, 26, 1040), and cf. P. Smulders, in RSR, 40 [1952], pp. St Cyril of Alexandria
had a list of patristic evidence read out at the First Session of Ephesus, 22 June 431 
(Mansi, IV, 1084!?.); the Fifth Ecumenical Council of 553 declared that it was following 
“the holy Fathers and doctors of the Church”, and named, in chronological order, a 
number which included both Latins and Greeks: Athanasius, Hilary, Ambrose, Basil, 
Gregory the Theologian and Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine and Leo, Theophilus, John 
of CP, Cyril, Proclus, etc.; St Gregory, Epist., IX, 147 {MGH, II, p. 146, 2): “Cyril- 
lum pattern catholicum veneratur.”

2. Contra Julianum, I, 7, 34 {PL, 44, 653).
3. Humbert of Moyenmoutier: cf. A. Michel, Die Senten^en .. ., p. 3, n. 2; p. 9, n. 1; 

p. 117 and n. 3; St Peter Damian, Epist., I, 12 {PL, 144, 2ijd); St Gregory VII, Reg., 
II, 67 (ed. Caspar, p. 224, 28); Anselm of Lucca, Coll. Can., I, can. 42 (ed. Thaner, p. 2).

4. Cf. the titles : Vitae Patrum, Sancti Patres Eremitae·, St Benedict’s Rule, Ch. 9 
(four times); Antoninus of Piacenza, Itinerarium, sixth century {CSEL, 39, p. 188, 15; p. 
180, 20, “sanctus pater Hilario”); etc.

5. See Blaise-Chirat, Dictionnaire du Latin Chretien, s.v. Pater, No. 5.
6. Epist., 69, 2 {PL, 54, 891B).

From these different usages we can derive a common meaning. The 
name “Fathers” has been given to those who have contributed a decisive 
element to the Church! s life, either in its faith, its discipline, or its general 
attitude. For St Leo, the Fathers are “those whose teaching we revere 
and follow”.6 In some sense they can be said to have “fathered” us. 
That which makes us what we are has its origin beyond us and existed 
before us: it is a heritage. Such, without any doubt, was the idea the 
Middle Ages had of it. Making use of the canonists’ documentation, 
Munier has written: “From the ninth to the twelfth century, the 
compilers used the term Patres to refer to all their auctoritates. They 
included under this term the Fathers of the Church in the modern 
sense, the supreme pontiffs and the members of councils. The different 
meanings of Patres were thus fused to make a general name for all those 
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witnesses who were brought in to explain the Church’s law.. .. Atto 
of Vercelli, towards the middle of the tenth century, puts forward all 
the guarantors of canonical tradition as: ius Patrum, sanctorum Patrum 
edicta, or sanctorum Patrum institutiones. ... It would be possible to 
gather numerous formulae of this kind from the polemical writings 
which resulted from the Investiture controversy.”1 In fact, more 
references could be added to those given by Munier which are limited 
by him to the canonists. For example, this significant text of Placid of 
Nonantula: “Sancti Patres, et praecipue apostoli vel evangelistae .. . 
qui sententialiter diffinierunt.”2 Such is the meaning in the frequently 
used expression: to keep to the boundaries or rules fixed by the 
Fathers (something of an ecclesiastical topos'),3 by which are meant at 
one and the same time the scriptural writers, Fathers of the Church, 
the council Fathers, the popes, and in short, all the normative authori
ties, all those who have given ecclesiastical tradition its accustomed 
appearance. This cumulative meaning could be easily traced as far as 
the most recent times.

We know already that if the “Fathers” were thus able to give some
thing its permanent form in the Church’s life, it is because they were 
“inspired”, raised up, enlightened, guided and strengthened by the 
Holy Spirit.4 Thus, they themselves are the “holy Fathers” of a holy 
Church. The medieval writers called the doctors, who are for us 
Fathers par excellence, Sanctv. a term which, far from being hackneyed, 
is full of meaning.5 Indeed, when one reflects on the part played by St 
Athanasius or St Hilary on behalf of faith in the Trinity, by St Basil in 
establishing belief in the divine person of the Holy Spirit, by St Jerome

i. Op. ch. (supra, p. 435, n. 5), p. 103.
2. De Honore Ecclesiae, c. 70 (Libelli de Lite, III, p. 597, 32—5).
3. Biblical origin: Deut 19.14; Prov 22.28; 23.10; cf. Ex 19.12. Cf. Epistle to Diognetes, 

XI, 5 (ET ANL, 1; ACW, 1; LCC, 1); Origen, Ad Afric., ] (PG, 11, 6oa); St Jerome, 
Epist., 63, 2 (PL, 22, 608); Acacius to St Cyril of Alexandria, in 431 (Acta Cone. (Ecum., 
I/i, 7, p. 146); Gelasius to Honorius (Jaffé, 625; PL, 59, 30); Council of Frankfurt, 
October 794; St Bernard, against Abelard, Epist., 193 (PL, 182, 359); Peter Comestor, 
followed by the author of a prologue on the Sentences (R. Martin, “Note sur l’œuvre 
littér. de Pierre le Mangeur”, in RTAM, 3 [1931], pp. 54-66), the Summa of Vat. 
Lat. 10.754 (cf. A. Landgraf, ibid., p. 353); Alain of Lille (cf. M.-D. Chenu, La Théologie 
au XIIe siècle, p. 380, and see p. 389, n. 2; pp. 393!!.); Gregory IX, letter Ah Aegyptiis 
to the theologians of Paris, 7 July 1228 (D. 442), etc.

4. Consult again Part I, Excursus B, pp. 119-37; G. Bardy, “L’Inspiration des Pères 
de l’Église”, in RSR, 40(1952 = Mélanges Lebreton, 2), pp. 7-26.

5. For the twelfth century, see A. Landgraf, “Zum Werden der Théologie des 12. 
Jahrhunderts”, in ZKT, 79 [1957], pp. 417-33: esp. pp. 42iff., 431 and p. 422, n. 27. 
For St Thomas, see In III Sent., d. 25, q. 2, a. 2, qa 1, ad 5; Contra Errores Graec., Proem.; 
speech on his mastership, 1256, quoting Eph 3.8—9: “Mihi omnium sanctorum minimo 
data est gratia haec in gentibus evangelizare . ..” (Opusc., ed. Lethielleux, IV, p. 493); 
Quodl. XII, a. 26.
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in giving the Latins a better Bible text, by St Augustine in the doctrine 
on grace, by St Cyril and St Leo on the Incarnation, together with the 
councils which correspond to these stages in doctrinal development, 
and after them so many other saints and councils, one realizes only too 
well how none but men and assemblies of men raised up by God and 
sustained by his Spirit were able to wield such a decisive influence 
upon the life of the people of God. In the sequence and the total effect 
of such tasks of clarification, we may discern a real continuation, one 
that is nevertheless entirely secondary and subordinate, of the part 
played at the level of the original foundation by Scripture.1

The. Fathers’ special value and historical importance.—Like Scripture, 
and like the Church too, the tradition of the Fathers is a very human 
thing. It is not an epiphany of glory, but a work of God in frail human 
vessels, a work whose luminosity of outline is apparent only to the 
eye of faith, which, though it takes into account the contributions of 
reason, must have overcome numerous objections and difficulties. The 
Fathers were largely conditioned by the culture of their times, its 
rhetorical procedures, its general, non-technical Platonism suggesting 
an opposition between the perceptible and the ideal, etc. They were 
also strictly conditioned by the heresies of their period. All this is 
particularly noticeable in their exegesis, which is not only excessively 
allegorical with a naivety verging on the unacceptable, but which also 
lacks the historical perspective, philological resources and knowledge 
of literary contexts, sources and analogues which we possess today. 
When I follow the lead given by the magisterium in praising the 
patristic understanding of Scripture, I am not suggesting that we 
should return to this mentality (which today would probably be 
infantile) in the use or neglect of modern scientific techniques in the 
service of faith. Time has marched on, and no age has been without 
its special contribution to learning. Our own is certainly not worse off 
in this respect than its predecessors.

This will explain why some have reacted against the present return 
to the Fathers, which they see as in some ways a fad, even a regression. 
Such was the case of that good friend, and truly spiritual man, Dom 
Clement Lialine, in the years just prior to his death. He felt that a kind 
of absolute value was being given to the Fathers, and that no distinc
tion was being made between what was perennis in their work and

i. On this continuity, see Part I, pp. 131 ff.; my article cited in Ch. 1, supra, p. 237, n. 1; 
St Thomas, Quodl. XII, a. 26.
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their ordinary historical value, which belonged to a particular, though 
very important moment of history. It seemed to him that an over
privileged position was being given to one period, although the Holy 
Spirit has continued to inspire men in succeeding centuries, and con
tinues to do so in our own time. The truly decisive factor, he insisted, 
was the Church with its living magisterium.1 If Dom Lialine had 
known the text of a lecture given in i960 at the festival in honour of 
Gregory Palamas by the Orthodox patristic scholar Fr George 
Florovsky, he would have hailed with joy the expression of some quite 
remarkably similar observations.

1. Dom Lialine included in his mistrust the biblical movement too, which he saw 
likewise as containing elements of excess. Individual reading of the Bible is not characteris
tically Catholic, he said; the Eucharist is given to the individual believer, to incorporate 
him into the community, the body of Christ, but the Bible is given to the Church as such, 
to the hierarchy, as the text and the support of its preaching, and only in a subsidiary 
manner to the individual, in order to nourish his personal life.

Fr George Florovsky himself was reacting against a fairly wide
spread way of thinking of the Orthodox Church as the “Church of the 
Fathers”, the “Church of the Seven Ecumenical Councils”, which 
would amount to thinking that the Holy Spirit had spoken in that 
Church, but only up to a certain time in the past; and that, since 749, 
when St John Damascene died, or 787, the date of the seventh ecu
menical council, the Orthodox Church has known no creative visita
tion by the Spirit of God, and is only able to repeat and comment on 
the “inspired” texts of the Fathers and the early councils. This concep
tion, Fr Florovsky argues, is false. The Church is not only apostolic; 
it is also, and in the same line, patristic, in the whole of its historical life; 
that is, the grace of the Fathers exists in the Church today and always. 
He shows this in these remarkable words which evidence a deep 
understanding of the providential role both of Tradition and of the 
Fathers:

It is only because the Church is patristic that it continues to be 
apostolic. This relation to the apostles can be described in a number 
of different ways. We may instance another hymn, from the office 
of the Three Doctors [30 January]: “You establish by the word 
of knowledge doctrines once expressed by fishers in simple words, 
by the power of the Spirit, for it was right that our simple reverence 
should thus reach its full stature.” So then, there are two stages in the 
affirmation of theChristian faith. “Our simple reverence” must 
“attain its full stature”. This growth was demanded by an inner need, 
an inner logic. To be sure, the Fathers’ teaching is the same simple 
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preaching which was transmitted and preserved by the apostles once 
and for all. But it was necessary that it should be expressed fully and 
developed as a complete and coherent whole, by means of rational 
steps (logos') and yet with the aid and power of the same spirit... . 
The term “the mind of the Fathers” represents a basic theme 
in Orthodox theology; it is not less important than the word of Scrip
ture and is never separable from it. As a well-known writer recently 
remarked: “The Catholic Church of all ages is not simply the child 
of the Church of the Fathers, but is and remains the Church of the 
Fathers.”

... The title “Fathers of the Church” is ordinarily given to the 
teachers of the early Church. It is commonly thought that their 
authority and influence depend on their antiquity, their closeness to 
“primitive Christianity”, the Church of the early centuries. St 
Jerome, however, had already rejected this notion. In fact, in the 
course of ecclesiastical history, there has been no lessening either in 
authority or in the immediacy of spiritual awareness, and yet this 
idea of a falling-off has strongly influenced our present-day theo
logical thinking. The assumption, conscious or unconscious, that the 
early Church was, in some way, closer to the source of truth is often 
to be met with.

. .. The habitual emphasis on the “Seven Ecumenical Councils” 
is not, really, much better, when it suggests, as it does usually, a 
limiting of the Church’s spiritual authority to the first eight centuries, 
as if the Golden Age had passed and we were now in an Iron Age, 
much inferior in spiritual vitality and less genuine in some way.... 
Did the Eastern Orthodox Church’s character change at a particular 
moment in history in such a way that later development has been 
less genuine, or important, or even lacking in all authority?1

i. Georges Florovsky, “Grigorie Palamas et la patristique”, French transl. in Istina 
8 [1961-2], pp. 116-19. ’

2. See “Ecclesia ah Abel”, in Abhandlg. über Theol. u. Kirche. Festg. K. Adam, 
Düsseldorf, 1952, pp. 79-108.

Fr George Florovsky rejects such a view, claiming for the Church 
and the theological work carried on in it a full continuity in spirit, 
grace and spiritual authority with the earliest centuries in its life.

It would not be difficult to collect from Catholic sources evidence 
for the same view. The idea of the Ecclesia universalis, embracing the 
Church in its unity and continuity “from Abel, the first just man, until 
the last of the elect”, was much in evidence until the seventeenth 
century.2 Thus there was no wedge to be driven between the Church 
of the Fathers, which was inspired, and the later Church, which was not.
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Yet, the feeling did linger that the Fathers had a special creative in
spiration on which later centuries were to be for ever dependent. John 
Driedo, fifteen years before the Council of Trent, includes scholasti
cism along with the Fathers: the decisive factor for him is not chrono
logical antiquity but an orthodoxy which is guaranteed by the Church’s 
approval, especially that of Rome.1 The notion of the “Church” clearly 
takes precedence over “Christian antiquity”. The same point of view 
is found in modern pontifical documents: whether in the rejection of 
the accusations of rationalism which are sometimes brought against 
scholastic theology, and by which some seek to justify antipathetic or 
critical attitudes towards it,2 or in putting Catholics on their guard 
against a certain almost automatic preference for what is early, ill- 
defined, vague, incomplete and pre-dialectical, with its attendant risk 
of undervaluing the present teaching of the magisterium.3 It might, 
indeed, happen that a systematic preference for the Fathers could 
derive from a questionable anti-intellectualism. It might also derive, in 
present-day Catholicism, from a lack of confidence in one’s own powers 
seeking the support of the greater vitality of less sophisticated centuries. 
Finally, this sort of thing could proceed from an essentially historiciz- 
ing, documentary, static and academic theory of Tradition, going 
together with insufficient esteem for the living Church. Such was, as 
we have seen, the case with the Jansenists and sometimes the Galileans, 
as also with the historians (Döllinger for example) who supported the 
Old Catholic schism. Such also is the danger with a too mechanical 
employment of the “canon of Lerins” which would never allow the 
Church to do more than repeat its own past, never allow it to go 
beyond the forms of its infancy.

i. Cf. J. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, Milwaukee, 1959, pp. 
145-65.

2. Cf. La Foi et la Theologie, p. 155.
3. Pius XII, Humani Generis, D. 3014; cf. D. 1320.

In this case, there would be a risk of gravely wounding the Church’s 
missionary character, that is, the mission (and the corresponding grace) 
which it has received to make the Gospel coextensive with, and present 
to, the whole of human history. What the Fathers achieved, in pro
claiming and explaining the Gospel according to the logos of ancient 
civilization must be done today, too, and will be necessary again 
tomorrow for other cultural periods. In this respect, the Fathers had a 
role which was historically conditioned and defined and which must 
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not be allowed to render sterile or impossible other analogous historical 
roles, but should on the contrary inspire and stimulate them. In order 
the better to fulfil these roles, the Church at all times and in every 
century remains as full of vigour and promise as it was in the fourth 
and fifth centuries.

Nevertheless, the Church of the Fathers is possessed of something 
quite special and privileged, and we must recognize this, not just in 
virtue of some romantic taste for the primitive, but because of what 
that period represents, historically, in the Church’s life. It represents, 
to be precise, the moment when the deposit of apostolic faith was given 
an exact form with a view to excluding certain interpretations rejected 
as heretical. It is the moment when the faith assumed for the first time 
a particular human form and expression. The apostles and the simple 
preaching (kerygma) did not have to do that, but when belief was 
implanted in a cultured society such an undertaking could not be 
avoided any longer. This was the historical role of the Fathers, and 
that of the great dogmatic councils too. Among these latter, the first 
four have a kind of preeminence,1 for, like the Fathers with which they 
are contemporary, they had to determine the fundamentals of belief, 
the trinitarian and christological dogmas; they had to forge, for 
future generations, the elements of a whole Christian language. They 
also laid the foundations, in their canons, of Church discipline. Many 
other provisions have since been added, but these have remained. It 
was the Fathers who gave the Church its canonical tradition: the title 
“Fathers”, in such expressions as statuta patrum, traditiones patrum, is 
often given to them in that context.2

Again, it was in the age of the Fathers that the forms of liturgical 
celebration were fixed, in all essentials, according to the manner in 
which we carry them out today. In the middle of the fourth century the 
period of liturgical improvisation came to an end: “The creative period 
can be placed between the middle of the fourth century and about 650,

1. See Le Concile et les conciles, Paris-Chevetogne, i960, pp. 75—109.
2. Apart from John the Deacon referred to supra, p. 437, n. 6 (“statuta patrum”), 

we may note the following evidence: in the Sententiae Anselmi (ed. Bliemetzrieder, 
Beitrage, XVIII, 2—3, Münster, 1919, p. 112), the patres (modern!) are those who forbade 
consanguineous marriages, after the apostles had determined the monogamous character 
of marriage, and thus they are those who have completed the working out of the Church’s 
discipline; in a letter from Urban II to Lucius of Pavia, between 1088 and 1090: “Caeterum 
schismaticorum et haereticorum sacramenta, quoniam extra Ecclesiam sunt, juxta sanctorum 
patrum traditiones, scilicet Pelagii, Gregorii, Augustini, Cypriani, Hieronymi...” 
(quoted by A. Landgraf, in Schol, 1940, P· 206). See also, in addition to Munier, referred 
to supra, p. 435, n. 5, G. Le Bras, “La Doctrine, source des collections canoniques”, 
in Mélanges F. Gény. Recueil d’études sur les sources du droit, Paris, 1934, Vol. I, pp. 
67-75.
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or the end of the seventh century.”1 In the East, the classical anaphoras 
were fixed in the fourth century: that of the Apostolic Constitutions 
and those named after the great doctors, Saints Basil, Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Cyril and even the anaphora of St John Chrysostom in its 
first Antiochene state.

Thus, in the three areas of faith, worship and discipline, the 
Fathers affected the Church’s forms at the decisive moment when its 
peculiar style or genius was evolving. This is not all; we must add, too, 
the exegetical tradition, spoken of before, and what we may call 
patristic spirituality, bearing in mind that this is not really separate or 
even distinct from their dogmatic reflection which is in turn closely 
bound up with their meditation on sacred Scripture. The Fathers had a 
decisive influence on the Church’s life, giving it a definite shape. They 
did not start from nothing, of course, but from Scripture and the 
previous experience of the Christian life, both interacting upon and 
clarifying each other. They did this, starting from Scripture and 
drawing out its implications, as they continually insist and as Florovsky 
points out; but they did it very effectively, as has been shown here 
many times already. Our belief in the Trinity, the Person of the Holy 
Spirit, in Jesus Christ as true God and true man, in grace, the Eucharist, 
the Virgin Mary, and in the Church and its priesthood, is at once 
entirely biblical and entirely patristic. The same could be said for almost 
all the other matters we believe. What is held in common by all those 
who have been called by the name “father” but especially the Fathers 
par excellence^ is a certain paternal relationship in regard to the Church, 
whose structural form owes so much to them.

It is quite true that they did all this within a Church which was 
already provided with the strictly divine elements of faith and the 
sacraments of faith.2 It is also true that they only taught the Church 
what, as St Augustine said,3 they had learnt from it. St Basil4 and St 
John Chrysostom5 speak in the same sense. Basically, the Fathers were 

i. B. Botte, in L’Église en prière, Paris, 1961, p. 37.
2. See Part I, pp. 223-4.
3. “Ecclesiam docuerunt, quod in Ecclesia didicerunt”, Opus imp. c. Julian., I, 117 

(PL, 44, 1125); cf. Ill, 18 (col. 1254); P. Batiffol, Le Catholicisme de S. Augustin, Paris, 
1921, pp. 488, 500; G. Martil, La Tradición en S. Agustín, Madrid, 1943, pp. I2jff.

4. “The things we teach are not at all the result of our personal reflections, but rather 
what we have learnt from the holy Fathers [of Nicaea]” (Epist., 140, 2: PG, 32, 588); 
cf. St Cyril of Alexandria, Apol.pro XII Capit. (PG, 76, 350).

5. H. Holstein (La Trad, dans l’Église, Paris, i960, p. 188) summarizes some passages 
from St John Chrysostom’s Baptismal Instructions (ET ACW, 31) as follows: “They 
teach what they themselves have learnt from their predecessors. They have received 
those rites which they explain from the Church’s tradition. They preach only ‘the dogmas 
of the Church’.”

GG
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simultaneously both sons and fathers of the Church: sons because they 
lived in and by the Church’s communion, at a much deeper level of 
intensity than that of mere external conformity. They truly lived, 
thought and spoke in medio Ecclesiae. Origen makes this kind of 
assertion with a humble pride: “I am a man of the Church, living in the 
faith of Christ, and set in the midst of the Church.”1 Yes, the Fathers 
lived in the Church and would have gladly admitted their total debt 
to it. And yet, at the same time, they were Fathers because they all, to 
some degree, begot, nourished, trained and instructed this Church. 
They were Fathers in virtue of a vocation addressed to them at the 
decisive historical moment at which they were needed. It is not just by 
their personal genius, if such they had, that the Fathers played this part 
in individual ways, but more because of a mission and grace which 
answered to the needs of a definite historical juncture. This is, I daresay, 
why their paternity belongs less to their individual than to their collec
tive personality; we speak of them in the plural, and this fact is not 
without its significance.2

i. In Jos. Hom., <), 8; In Levit. Hom., i, i; In Is. Hom., 7, 3 (H. de Lubac, Intro, to the 
transi, of Origen’s homilies on Genesis in SCh, 7 [1943], p. 26, n. 2; p. 33, n. 6). Compare 
St Vincent of Lerins, Commonit., 28 (EP, 2175); St Thomas, ST, II-II, q. 10, a. 12; 
In II Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1, and, for Möhler, see my Esquisses {supra, p. 435, n. 3), 
pp. 130fr.

2. Noted by O. Rousseau, in S. Bernard théologien, p. 300. Outlining the history of the 
Fathers, Möhler saw it less as a history of individuals than as a history of the whole 
thinking and writing Church (cf. my Esquisses..., p. 139): “patristics” rather than 
“patrology”. Better, perhaps, would be the term “ecclesiography”.

This definite historical phase belonged to the Church’s youth; it 
was the period not of birth, nor of the very first years, but the time 
when there first come to light the themes and images, convictions and 
deep reactions, first orientations and experiences, and rejections, too, 
which define the bases of a character, and will continue to have an 
influence throughout the rest of life.

The Fathers brought about these determinations of the Church’s 
character and structure at a time when its past consisted only of the 
apostles, their disciples and the martyrs. The Church had not as yet 
made its peace with the world, culture, power or philosophy. It was 
still placed in something of an immediate relation to its sources. The 
Church’s doctrine, predominantly cathechetical in style and containing 
few non-biblical elements, was still close to the basic blueprint of 
Christianity. Through the Fathers the Church was able to remain in 
that state, even though it was their special vocation to open up a way 
from the Catacombs to a full public life in the Empire, with honours, 
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culture and a highly developed organization. St Thomas Aquinas 
characterizes the Fathers, in contrast to the scholastic masters, by their 
modesty before the scriptural disclosure of the divine mystery, their 
wish only to be commentators on Scripture, their concern not to go 
beyond the inspired Text itself, except when absolutely necessary for 
the preservation of its genuine meaning, in its fullness, from error.1

This explains why, when we are investigating a particular theme in 
the Fathers, we come upon a state of affairs which is indeed very close 
to the pristine quality of the scriptural and primitive Christian doctrine. 
Whether it be a question of general dogmatic themes such as the temple, 
sacrifice and priesthood, or of practical realities such as sabbath 
observance or the people’s participation in worship, we encounter with 
the Fathers the purity of a stream at its origin. They are still in direct 
contact with Christian fundamentals, their theology centres on what is 
essential, whereas scholasticism was to add a great number of peri
pheral questions, and would treat of these with such thoroughness that 
great vigilance would be needed to preserve the primacy of the 
essential elements. Scholasticism was to push such elaboration even 
further, building on positions which were not really fundamental, 
employing arguments, analyses, and a dialectical method which would 
gradually draw it away from this centre.

This much would justify us in making constant reference, without 
fear of archaeologism or neglect of the Church’s present teaching, to 
those “ancient forms of dogmatic statements and wise ordinances in 
ecclesiastical discipline” of which Pope John XXIII spoke, and which 
belong to the patristic age.2 This too would account for the sense of 
freshness and fullness experienced by those who return to the source 
of the Fathers as well as to the source of the Bible. We may, in this way 
also, get a clearer idea of what is meant when the patristic period is 
called the period of the “undivided Church”: a notion born of a kind 
of romanticism, and threatening to encourage such romanticism. With 
or without romanticism (“myths” can, of course, have their good 
points too!), this idea is popular with the ecumenically minded, being 
relevant to their love of the Fathers and their receptive attitude to
wards Tradition.3 It is true that, in one sense, perfect unity has never

i. De Div. Nominibus, c. 2, lect. 1; cf. De Potentia, q. 9, a. 5, sol.; Quodl. IV, a. 18.
2. In the first announcement of the council, 25 January 1959 (cf. Doc. cathol. 1959, 

col. 387); and at the closure of the Roman Synod, in speaking of certain forms of Marian 
devotion, Pope John said: “We wish to invite you to keep to what is simplest and most 
ancient in the Church’s practice” (Doc. cathol., i960, col. 215).

3. Such as A. Benoit, op. cit.; cf. M. Thurian, “L’Unité visible des chrétiens” in 
Verbum Caro, No. 57, also published separately, p. 12.
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existed,1 yet the Church did know a period when it was purely enough 
itself, purely enough dependent on nothing but its divine origins, and 
free enough from the limiting effect of a too close association with 
human institutions, to be able to be in the fullest sense a centre of com
munion open to all men. This undivided Church was the Church of the 
Fathers, and it is of this Church that they are the Fathers.

Characteristic features of the Fathers.—Spiritual paternity includes 
in itself a number of contributory and defining elements. In the case of 
the Fathers of the Church, a certain centrality in the authentic line of 
Christianity and Tradition is demanded which is not adequately con
veyed in the standard terms “eminent doctrine” and “holiness of life”.

(i ) The Fathers are pastors; their aim is basically “to build up 
God’s Church”, according to Origen’s claim;2 they write only in order 
to answer the needs of the Church of their own times. Their treatises 
are sermons or catecheses, refutations of the heresies of the day, replies 
to enquiries, exhortations, or manuals of Christian instruction. “Since 
they were for the most part bishops, the Fathers of the Church bore 
the weight of responsibility for the Church of their own times, both 
locally and universally. Athanasius and Hilary acted as defenders of the 
faith for the whole Christian world against Arianism, and it is not just 
by chance that Hilary, returning from exile, travelled all over Gaul 
before arriving back at Poitiers. Cyril of Alexandria, likewise, took 
note of what was being preached in Constantinople.. .. Augustine, 
indeed, was the ‘conscience of Western Christianity’ during the whole 
of his episcopate, which, nevertheless, only gave him jurisdiction over 
an insignificant part of Africa.”3 Enquiries and appeals came to Augus
tine from the whole of the West, and he was compelled to devise a 
scheme which would classify these in their order of importance, in 
order that his more urgent enquirers might be the better served.4

i. A point often emphasized by non-Catholics. See E. Wolf, “ ‘Verlorene Einheit’?”, 
i n Evangelische Theol., 8 [1948-9], pp. 141-51; S. L. Greenslade, Schism in the Early 
Church, London, 1953; W. Elert, Abendmahl u. Kirchengemeinschaft in der alten Kirche .. . , 
Berlin, 1954, pp. 46ff.

2. Cf. H. de Lubac’s introduction (mentioned supra, p. 446, n. 1), p. 60, n. 4.
3. H. Holstein, La Trad, dans l'Église, i960, p. 187; my article reprinted in Esquisses 

. . . , pp. 138-9.
4. On this, see his Epist., 169, especially the conclusion, 13 {PL, 33, 747-8). He 

replies first (at some length) to the questions put to him, then indicates to his corres
pondent where, in his own writings, more may be found. He adds: “Permit me now to 
devote my time to the investigation and explanation of some other matters, necessary to a 
greater number, and seeming to me to deserve a certain precedence over your own en
quiries which are of interest only to a few.” And cf. Augustinus Magister, Paris, 1954, 
p. 817, and F. van der Meer, Augustine the Bishop, London, 1961.
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(2) As pastors, the Fathers were committed to the proclamation, 
exposition and defence of the Christian mystery, which was for them 
not merely a subject of research but a reality in which and by which 
they lived and which they celebrated, prayed, shared in and assimilated. 
The theology developed by them employs not only the resources of 
the human logos (and it does this at times with some virtuosity), but 
the properly religious materials of a knowledge bound up with a life 
in Christ, through the grace of the Holy Spirit. Though generally 
bishops, the Fathers were first monks: both elements contributed to the 
Christianity they were to hand on to future generations. Their work 
was blended with prayer, fasting, penitential exercises and the life of 
divine union. This gives to many of their writings a tone which puts 
them among “the writings of an eye-witness about the country of his 
birth”.  In the Fathers we find an immediacy of contact with spiritual 
realities which is characteristic of the “witness”: they are indeed 
witnesses of Tradition, understood in the sense we have explained. 
Through them we have contact with Christianity in its germinating 
phase. In the same way, they breathe that atmosphere of all-round 
knowledge which is one of the ideals of Christian anthropology, when 
it attempts to reunite man in his unity and totality as a being made in 
the image of God. “For the whole of truth, we need the whole of 
being.”  This rediscovered unity of the whole man is “wisdom” at its 
highest point, the complete fulfilment of a Christian man, sought by 
the Fathers and ancients within man, whereas we are at present tending 
to concentrate overmuch on externals.

1

2

(3) The same quality of totality is found in the content of patristic 
theology: here the objective result corresponds to the subjective 
conditions of the work. The Fathers always see the unity of faith and 
Christian life. The whole is always present in their writings, because 
the Fathers never deal with a point of doctrine without making a 
reference to this whole, the central and ultimate core. This explains the 
striking way in which, when speaking about the Eucharist, for example, 
they will always refer to the Christian economy of covenant and 
redemption as a whole: and similarly with other doctrines. Such 
doctrines were not, for them, separate “theses”, each requiring to be 
“proved” by some “authority”, but an aspect of the Church’s mystery, 
whose unfolding is the scriptural salvation history. All the different 

1. The expression is from Ivan Kireevsky, quoted by A. Gratieux, Al. St. Khomiakov 
et le Mouvement slavophile. I·. Les Hommes (Unam Sanctam, 5), Paris, 1939, p. 74.

2. Ibid.
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parts of this mystery coexist in a kind of mutual presence, compénétra
tion, or “circumincession”.1 If, as we have argued, the peculiar 
genius and endowment of Tradition is a synthesizing one, as pro
foundly unlike the spirit of heresy or sectarianism as possible, then the 
Fathers, once more, are seen to be in possession of this inner sympathy 
with Tradition: they are (and without any exclusiveness or autonomy) 
the Church’s living Tradition. Their theology is not dispersed over a 
wide area of particular elaborations, but wholly concentrated on 
exposition and illustration of the inner direction of revelation, and of 
the saving economy which comes from God through Christ to the 
Church as the sacrament of the new order of salvation.

Dorn Odo Casel summed up the main lines of this theology in the 
following terms:2 absolute theocentricity: God is the primary and, in a 
sense, the unique reality; everything else is seen in relation to God 
(theonomy). God is the Creator: the creature is only considered 
subsequently and in relation to God. The power by which every 
creature moves towards its full freedom, unity and perfection is the 
Spirit of God. The Spirit is given by Christ: the thought of the 
Fathers is christocentric. Christ acts as Head of the ekklesia, through 
which salvation comes to men. Patristic thought is also ecclesiocentric. 
As the Church’s life is accomplished in the celebration of the mysteries 
we can also say that this thought is mysteriocentric. The Church is the 
Communia sanctorum, this last word indicating the sane ta, the sacra
ments. In these ways patristic thought unites, in a single series, the four 
terms: God, Christ, the Church and the sacraments.

III. Ordinary expressions of the Christian life

By these we mean in the first place the actions and customs expressive 
of the Christian spirit, among those acts which make up the ordinary 
setting of human life: birth and death, childhood and old age, love and 
the family, illness, consideration for the poor, festivities, labour and its 
fruits, etc.3 This is something quite distinct from folklore: rather is it a 
matter of the effects produced by the faith in the conditions of ordinary 
social life.

The Church lives in a special manner in the saints and through them.
i. See my article reprinted in Esquisses ... , p. 140; L. A. Winterswyl, “Athanasius der 

Grosse, der Theolog der Erlösung”, in Die Schildgenossen, 16 [1937], pp. 262-71.
2. O. Casel, “Neue Zeugnisse für das Kultmysterium”, in Jahrb. f. Liturgiewiss., 

13 [i933], PP· 99-I7i·
3. Fr Paul Doncoeur has published Retours en chrétienté. La naissance, le mariage, 

la mort, Paris, 1933.
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They have a special authority as bearers of Tradition, as was noted 
already by St Vincent of Lerins (cf. Chapter 5, p. 398, n. 4); the 
medievals called the early doctors sancti; modern treatises De locis 
theologicis make room for the acts of the martyrs1 and for the writings 
of the saints. Their lives too are relevant, for it has always been held 
that the lives of the saints will help us to understand Scripture, as they 
are under the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit.2 Pius XI said, also, 
that the lives of the saints are a message from God, in the sense that 
through their lives God communicates something to the world which 
helps to complete the unfolding of the covenant.3 Pius XI said this 
about Thérèse of the Child Jesus, whose example is in fact particularly 
striking and to whom the liturgy applies these words of St Paul: “It 
pleased God, who had called me by his grace, to reveal his Son in 
me.”

Each of the forms in which the faith finds expression has its value as 
a witness and monument of Tradition. This applies especially to 
Christian art in its origins, where it makes up to some extent for the 
scarcity of texts. Christian art at that time is focused on what is 
essential, and wholly related to salvation by faith in Christ, in the 
Church. Consequently, in addition to its apologetic role in showing 
how a particular belief belongs to the most primitive strata of Christian 
thinking, and hence to the deposit of Tradition,4 it will foster in us a 
genuine and deep understanding of the covenant which God has 
founded in Christ and in the Church.5

(B) The Relation between Tradition and its 
Monuments

An historian, who is also a monk, has written: “Tradition is not bound 
down to history. Just as catholicity does not depend on statistics which

i. A. Hamann, “Signification doctrinale des Actes des martyrs”, in NRT, [1953], 
PP· 739-45·

2. See St Augustine, Contra Mendacium, 15, 26-7 {PL, 40, 506; ET FC, 16); St 
Gregory, In Ezech. Hom., 1, 10, 78 (PL, 76, 901: the “Fathers” here are the authors of 
Scripture; cf. L. Weber, op. cit. [supra, p. 437, n. 2], p. 52); St Thomas Aquinas, In 
Rom., c. i, lect. 5; St Bonaventure, In 11 Sent., d. 26, q. 2 (Quaracchi ed., II, p. 635).

3. Pius XI, quoted in A. Combes, Introd, à la doctrine spirituelle de sainte Thérèse, 
Paris, 1946, p. 24.

4. On this, see for instance E. Marucchi, Le Catacomle e il Protestantesimo, Rome, 
2nd ed., 1911.

5. Like the liturgy, and often with the very same symbols, Christian art in its earliest 
forms conveys the meaning of the Christian mystery (cf. O. Casel, “Älteste christl. 
Kunst u. Christusmysterium”, in Jahrb. f. Liturgiewiss., 12 [1932], pp. 1—86). For the 
Middle Ages, see F. Quiévreux, Évangile et Tradition. I: Les Paraboles, Paris, 1946.
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would allow us to gauge the limits of the Church’s influence, so too 
Tradition is independent of the written documents which it produced 
in the past.”1 It would be hard to pose more sharply the question of the 
relations obtaining between Tradition and its monuments or docu
ments.

There is no identity between the two. As we have seen already, it is 
not possible to equate Scripture with revelation: the Bible is only a 
testimony or monument of revelation. Yet, in this case, the testimony 
bears, in virtue of its documentary existence, an absolute guarantee of 
divine authority. The same can be said, proportionately, for the 
Church’s dogmatic definitions, but not for the other monuments of 
Tradition in general. We have met with the distinction between the 
Bible and the Word of God, whereby the book is said to exist in itself 
while the Word is spoken to someone and has its existence in a living 
subject, in whom God’s activity is produced and received.

In the same way, if we make due allowances, the monuments of 
Tradition are objective historical realities; but Tradition is a theological 
reality which supposes an action of the Holy Spirit in living a subject, 
and this subject is the Church, the People of God and the Body of 
Christ. A treatise on Tradition which ignored God’s continuous 
“inspiration” of the Church, in the standard sense given to this word 
by a long succession of authors, would be utterly useless. This divine 
action is constitutive of Tradition, and any usage which reduced this 
term to a simple designation of historical documents would be in
adequate and even ambiguous. However, “tradition” is often used to 
mean a collection of historically verifiable witnesses; this is the case not 
only with the classical Probatur ex Traditione of the manuals, but also 
with the official declarations of the magisterium.2

The distinction we have just made between Tradition itself and its 
monuments was, fundamentally, known already in the earliest cen
turies.3 However, it was scarcely elaborated then; it was to become so 
when men arrived at a genuine historico-critical knowledge of the past,

i. J. Leclercq, “Catholica unitas”, in Communion des saints (Cahiers de la Vie Spiri- 
tuelle, Nos. 4-5), Paris, 1945, p. 44. More complete text given infra, p. 456.

2. In these statements it is sometimes difficult to determine whether the word traditio 
means a collection of witnesses, and thus of documents, or the living teaching of the assisted 
magisterium, expressed and available in documents to which references could be given. 
For example, at the Council of Trent, D. 970 and 983 (TCT, 856 and 890), and in the 
Bull Ineffabilis (Coll. Lacensis, VI, 842).

3. A real equivalent is to be found in St Irenaeus’s notion of formal apostolicity (cf. 
T. F. Geraets, “Apostolica Ecclesiae Traditio”, in Bijdragen, 18 [1957], pp. 1-18), also 
in the way St Leo expresses himself (cf. pp. 175-6 of A. Lauras, RSR, 48 [i960], pp. 
166-84), or in St Bonaventure’s analysis referred to in the previous chapter.
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no longer related merely in an ancillary fashion to dogma, and when 
they began to apply this knowledge to the fundamental articles of the 
Christian faith: the Bible, the Fathers, and the history of the Church 
and its institutions.

Crisis loomed eventually (in a clumsy form, as is the case with many 
such crises) with the work of a man like Richard Simon; it had come 
nearer by the time of the confrontation that took place between tradi
tional belief and the critical attitude of the philosophes and certain 
Protestant biblical scholars in the eighteenth century. By the time of 
the Protestant school at Tübingen, and with the Protestant liberalism 
of the nineteenth century, the crisis had been openly admitted.1 In the 
Catholic Church it reached its full development only with Modernism.2 
It is clearly present still in modern biblical criticism and in Bultmann’s 
whole programme of “demythologization”.3 The same problems can 
be seen, though stated in a less radical manner and applied to a less 
burning question, at the basis of certain discussions which took place 
during the preparations for the definition of the Assumption.4

I. For D. F. Strauss, see J. R. Geiselmann, in Die mündliche Überlieferung, pp. 2ooff.; 
Die lebendige Überlieferung als Norm d. christl. Glaubens ... im Geist der Traditionslehre 
v. J. Ev. Kuhns, Freiburg, 1959, pp. uff. For liberal Protestant thought, cf. H. Pinard, 
“La Théorie de l’expérience relig.. . .”, in RHE, 16 [1921], pp. 63-83, 306-48, 547-74.

2. See L. da Veiga Coutinho, Tradition et Histoire dans la controverse moderniste 
(1898-1910), Rome, 1954; Part I, pp. 213fr.

3. The biblical problem: there is a summary by R. Marié, “Le Christ de la foi et le 
Jésus de l’histoire”, in Études, 103 (July—September 1959), pp· 65-76. Demythologizing: 
H. Cazelles and R. Marié, in DBS, VI, 246—68; R. Marié, Bultmann et l'interprétation du 
N.T., (Théologie) Paris, 1956; L. Malevez, ET The Christian Message and Myth, SCM, 
1958.

4. Some indictions are given in Part I, p. 202, n. 4; pp. 218-19 and p. 219, n. x.

In this last case the problem was to know if, and on what conditions, 
it was possible to affirm in the name of “Tradition” a fact which was 
unknown to Scripture as such, and for which there was no evidence in 
the earliest monuments of Tradition. How could one speak of Tradi
tion when evidence did not seem, at least, to be forthcoming? In the 
field of gospel and biblical criticism, the problem was complex: the date 
of the documents’ composition, the determination of their literary 
genre, the historical value of miracle accounts, or of the dogmatic 
discourses put by John’s gospel into the mouth of Jesus—all these 
represent elements in the problem, to which we must add the ultimate 
question of the identity or otherwise of the Christ of faith with the 
historical Jesus.

In answer to Loisy, Maurice Blondel had affirmed that the fusion 
between the Christ of faith and the historical Jesus comes about in
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Tradition, which can command a direct experience of that which the 
texts merely bear witness to, in order to elucidate something beyond 
the bare literal meaning of these texts. But Tradition itself is open to 
question: or rather, in the context of Blondel’s reply, of which it forms 
as it were the keystone, Tradition’s true nature must be brought out 
more clearly.

Catholic theology has done this by distinguishing “historical” 
from “theological” tradition.1 The first is the series of accessible docu
mentary witnesses, the second the belief preached and professed by the 
Church. These are not realities of the same kind, nor are they situated 
at the same level. Fundamentally, the Catholic position could be 
summed up in these propositions, which we shall have to examine in 
the following pages: (i) Documents are not the sole constitutive ele
ments of Tradition, which cannot be either conceived or defined with
out the inclusion of its living subject, which is (primarily) the Holy 
Spirit, and (visibly) the Church with its assisted magisterium. (2) The 
Church and the magisterium have no autonomy whatever in regard to 
the depositum fidei. But this deposit must not be identified with the 
documents or monuments. The Church and the magisterium are 
closely tied to these latter, and yet command resources which go beyond 
those of a purely documentary kind.

To bring out this difference more clearly we can take a few analogies. 
In human experience, no expressions we can give to it will succeed in 
exhausting the content of our consciousness. “One can only lay hold 
of the content of this consciousness in the measure that it is formulated, 
but this formulation does not exhaust its content, and ultimately, it is 
this lived content which remains as essential and permanent throughout 
the successive formulations which may manifest it.”2 We could appeal 
to other analogies taken from religious subjects: there is, for example, 
the Bible read critically, as a history of the people of Israel, and 
Scripture understood as salvation history. We could also take the 
history of the Church seen at the level and within the framework of 
ordinary human history, of which it forms only one aspect or chapter, 
and, on the other hand, we could take the time which is properly that

1. This distinction was outlined by Perrone and Passaglia to be applied to scriptural 
texts, especially Gen 3.15, in reference to the Immaculate Conception (W. Kasper, 
op. cit., p. 256). Franzelin made the distinction in the very terms, in 1870 (Th. X, p. 89); 
Scheeben distinguishes between the “written” or “documentary tradition” and “living 
tradition”, of which the former is only a kind of sedimentary deposit and an expression 
{Dogmatik, §24). Deneffe gives more details about the use of these terms, and cf. Part I, 
pp. 218ft'.

2. P.-A. Liigi, in Initiation theologique, Vol. I, p. 24 (ET Intro, to Theol., I, pp. 7ft).
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of the Church, constituted, as we have seen, by the visitations of the 
Spirit. These visits of grace are often to be remarked in observable 
facts, but not invariably: on any hypothesis, we cannot superimpose 
one history upon the other, for they are discontinuous. Dom Jean 
Leclercq’s analogy is perhaps the closest: that of numerical or statistical 
universality on the one hand, and catholicity in the properly theological 
sense, on the other. In the same way we could take apostolicity as an 
example. It would be quite normal to find catholicity at the level of a 
statistical universality, but nevertheless it does belong to another order. 
Between the two senses as between a simply descriptive religious 
history and salvation history there is interposed the divinely created 
reality of the Church, and the perception of faith.

History is a science of mankind’s past. Tradition is something else 
entirely. Historical tradition has its fragmentary and uncertain elements: 
there are gaps, vacillations, uncertainties, perhaps even contradictions, 
of which writers like Loisy, Guignebert, and Turmel, especially, 
would be quick to take advantage.1 Almost all dogmas, and many 
parts of the Bible, give rise to similar difficulties. Dogmatic tradition 
emerges rather slowly and arduously as a simple and clear affirmation. 
It has support in historical documentation, but the human bases of 
faith always have their unsatisfactory elements; they are always of such 
a nature that the negative thesis is never quite without some argumenta
tive force.2 The human resources utilized by the supernatural reality 
do give it genuine support but it does not derive its solidity from these, 
possessing as it does its own proper validity and consistency. It de
mands and implies such support, but has its own proper “order”, as 
Pascal would call it. Dogmatic Tradition has its translation, and finds 
its witnesses, in historical tradition, but it is not simply and solely 
reducible to this last. To hold that position, either in theory or in 
practice, would be to misunderstand or neglect the two crucial data 
which specifically constitute the subject of Tradition and its inner 
reality: the Holy Spirit, and the Church as a creation of grace.

Unfortunately this is something which Protestants often seem to do. 
They speak of questions of Tradition while employing purely humanis
tic, that is, historical and critical standards. Kuhn taxed David Strauss 
with doing just this with the gospels (1836). There is, in my opinion, 
little hope of blazing a trail to the solution of our disagreements in these 
matters so long as Protestant thought is lacking in a more positive

1. See L. da Veiga Coutinho, op. cit., pp. 21-3.
2. For Pascal this is the whole nature and role of faith (cf. Part I, p. 221, with n. 1).
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theology of the Church, of the Spirit’s activity in the Church, and of 
the experience of Christian realities as the source of the Church’s 
doctrinal convictions about these realities.

I am aware of possible dangers in the Catholic thesis which is 
founded upon such an activity and experience, and above all, on the 
assistance promised to the magisterium to enable it to carry out 
unfailingly its apostolic mission to teach all nations. The danger, as 
regards the experience of Christian realities, would be that of devaluing 
revelation as a divine message, by conceiving it, as did Tyrrell, as the 
Church’s progressively growing consciousness of the spiritual gifts by 
which it lives.1 The most we can grant to this opinion is that as regards 
realities conferred upon the Church certain categorical judgements can 
be recognized as true, by divine guarantee, although no single Scripture 
text exists which could constitute the immediate and explicit basis of 
this point.

The danger in the Church’s teaching would be to attribute to this 
teaching an independence of documentary witness, and to make dog
matic tradition, in turn, completely independent of historical tradition.2 
I illustrated this danger in the course of the historical survey. It may 
take one of several forms: the magisterium can be exalted into an un
conditioned absolute; a distinction can be established between a 
“positive theology of the sources” alone, clearly doomed to inadequacy, 
and a “positive theology of the magisterium” alone; or finally, the 
Church’s consciousness can be regarded as justified a priori, once and 
for all, by God’s promise, so as to constitute of itself and independently 
the sufficient guide of faith. This is how Dom Jean Leclercq (an his
torian) continues the passage whose opening lines were quoted earlier:

The touchstone for orthodoxy is not antiquity but lawful trans
mission, and the method to follow in order to discover what is 
tradition’s teaching in matters of faith is not to question the past— 
this would be an historical procedure—but, at any period, to rely 
on the contemporary magisterium.

Fr Hugo Rahner, in turn, writing from a long experience in the 
study of the earliest writings, remarks apropos of the Assumption:

The chief guarantee we have that something belongs to the 
apostolic faith is not history alone, or philology, or logic, however 
i. This is what H. Lennerz (Gregorianum, 1952, pp. 320-1) accused H. M. Koster 

of doing (cf. Unus Mediator, pp. 72, 80).
2. See Part I, pp. 2oiff., 2i3ff.



RELATION BETWEEN TRADITION AND ITS MONUMENTS 457 

useful or even necessary, these branches of knowledge may be, but 
simply the fact of the Church’s present belief.1

I think these statements rather onesided, failing as they do to bring 
out how the Church in its belief and the magisterium in its teaching are 
conditioned by that objective deposit whose trustee the Church claims 
to be. The magisterium itself declares that it has no creative powers and 
can only state and interpret this deposit.2 Quite certainly it would not 
equate this deposit with the documentary material which comes within 
the purview of the historian. In respect of the deposit the magisterium 
has no independence but may only propose for the belief of the faithful 
what has the divine guarantee. This guarantee, however, as was said 
above, can be recognized at a level which goes beyond the purely 
documentary level, although not apart from all relation to the primor
dial Document of divine revelation, sacred Scripture as a whole.

Just as the Catholic Church, while realizing that faith cannot be 
reduced to its rational elements, yet affirms at the same time that it has 
got such rational elements and that a dialogue is thus possible between 
the believer and the natural man, so too it claims that Tradition has its 
documentary support, which can be shown to the historian when 
required. The Church has not forgone the possibility of a dialogue with 
the historian, but asks him to accept her for what she is, something 
irreducible to the narrow limits admitted by historicism as its proper 
domain. The connexions between dogmatic and historical tradition, 
the Church’s Tradition and that of the historian, are not a matter of a 
short and easy transition from one level to another. For the pure 
historian there is nothing beyond what can be attested by documentary 
evidence. This cannot be so for the Church, whose very existence has 
a special and original relation to history which is itself superior to 
history although the Church does live out its life within history’s 
confines, wherein it inscribes innumerable testimonies to its faith.

A reference to Text and to documents continues, however, to be for 
the Church a necessary type of guarantee. Its magisterium is only 
assisted so that it may state, explain, and define what is revealed·, the 
whole of its power derives from its mission as witness. Because of this 
the Church must seek out and procure the services of those functions 
which, within its own structure, are devoted specifically to the tasks 
either of tracing Tradition in its monuments—the task of positive 
theology—or of showing to the reasonable man that faith is not

i. In Orientierung, 1949, p. 11, referred to in H. Holstein, op. cit., p. 227.
2. Cf. Part I, pp. 2o6ff.; supra, pp. 336-7, 403; p. 302, n. 2; p. 336, n. 4.
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unreasonable nor Tradition without documentary support. The 
magisterium itself is, furthermore, invested with a supervisory function 
which entails constant attention to any overluxurious growth of piety 
in the Church, as also to what is said and preached in the Church, all 
from the standpoint of the fullness and purity of the original deposit. 
This last task demands that there should be in the Church a great and 
continuing vitality in those sciences which bear on the “data” of 
Tradition, and demands, too, a close attention to the findings of these 
sciences, even though it is not for them to pronounce the last word on 
the matter. About this I have spoken already.

Tradition is ultimately synthetic in its method of growth: it contains 
both documents and objective facts, both original data and life given 
through the Holy Spirit, an objective external norm together with a 
living subject. We could not give an adequate account of Tradition if 
we were to reduce it to any single one of these constitutive elements.



Ch apter 7

CONTEMPORARY
PROTESTANT

THOUGHT AND THE
PROBLEM OF
TRADITION1

I. The Question of Tradition in the Early 
Reformation Period

It was hardly likely that the problem should have been stated properly. 
It had not received adequate formulation even in the best years of the 
Middle Ages, and during their decline it was often stated badly. Often 
indeed, though not always, the problem had been posed in terms of a 
rivalry between two authorities, Scripture and the Church (or the 
pope); and occasionally some theologians would exalt the Church at

I. The bibliography for this subject is quite considerable. An almost exhaustive 
list of works will be found in Bibliography on the Problem of Tradition (1930—1960), 
by the Rev. Gerhard Pedersen, duplicated (Commission on Faith and Order. Theological 
Commission on Tradition and Traditions). See also P. Lengsfeld, Überlieferung. Tradi
tion und Schrift in der evangelischen u. katholischen Theologie der Gegenwart, Paderborn, 
i960. I give here, in alphabetical order for convenience, only the studies—I think they 
are the chief ones—which I have read or consulted and shall refer to in the course of 
this chapter:

J. Bakhuizen van den Brink, “Tradition u. Hl. Schrift am Anfang des dritten Jahr
hunderts’’, in Catholica, 9 [1953], pp. 105—14; “La Tradition dans l’Église primitive et au 
XVIe siècle”, in RHpR, 36 [1956], pp. 271-81; “Traditio im theologischen Sinn”, 
in Vigiliae Christianae, 13 [1959], pp. 65—86.

Peter Brunner, “Schrift und Tradition”, in Viva Vox Evangelii {Fest sehr. f. H. 
Meiser), Munich, 1951, pp. 119-40.

O. Cullmann, La Tradition. Probleme exégétique, historique et théologique (Cahiers 
théol., 33), Neuchâtel-Paris, 1953 (ET in The Early Church, SCM, 1956, pp. 55-99).

H. Diem, Das Problem des Schriftkanons (Theol. Studien, 32), Zurich, 1952; Dogmatik. 
Ihr Weg zwischen Historismus und Existentialismus, Munich, 2nd ed., 1957; Was heisst 
Schriftgemäss?, Neukirchen, 1958.

F. W. Dillistone, ed., Scripture and Tradition, London, 1955.
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Scripture’s expense.2 As the critical questions raised from the thirteenth 
century onwards had concerned certain determinations not expressly 
mentioned in Scripture, and yet supported by ecclesiastical authority 

G. Ebeling, Ktrchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung d. Hl. Schrift, Tübingen, 
1947; Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche und ihrer Verkündigung als theologisches Problem, 
Tübingen, 1954. . . .

H. Engelland, “Schrift und Tradition”, in Theologische Literaturiettung, January 
i960, col. 19-32.

E. R. Fairweather, “Scripture in Tradition”, in Canadian Journal of Theology, 5 
[1959], PP· 7-14·

G. Gloege, “Offenbarung und Überlieferung”, in Theologische Literaturryitung, 
1954/4, col. 213—36; Offenbarung u. Überlieferung. Ein dogmatischer Entwurf, Hamburg- 
Volksdorf, 1954.

D. Jenkins, Tradition and the Spirit, London, 1951.
E. Kinder, “Tradition und Glaube”, in Tradition u. Glaube. Ihre Problematik in der 

neueren deutschen Geschichte und Gegenwart, Jahrbuch der Ranke-Gesellsch., Frankfurt— 
Berlin-Bonn, 1955.

“Schrift und Tradition”, in Die Katholiftat der Kirche . . ., ed. H. Asmussen and 
W. Stählin, Stuttgart, 1957, pp. 9-79; same title in Begegnung der Christen {Festschrift f. 
O. Karrer), ed. O. Cullmann and Μ. Rösle, Einsiedeln, i960, pp. 115-31.

F. J. Leenhardt, “ ‘Sola Scriptura’ ou Écriture et Tradition”, in Études théol. et relig., 
1961/1, pp. 5-45.

J.-L. Leuba, “Le Rapport entre l’Esprit et la Tradition selon le N.T.”, in Verbum 
Caro, No. 50 [1959], pp. 133-50.

G. Merz, “Das Problem der Tradition in der reformatorischen Theologie und in der 
protestantischen Kirche der Gegenwart”, in Kirche und Kosmos. Orthodoxes u. Evange
lisches Christentum, Witten, 1950, pp. 64-76.

J. B. Nelson, “Tradition and Traditions as an Ecumenical Problem”, in Theology 
Today, 3 [1956-7], pp. 151-65.

A. C. Outler, The Christian Tradition and the Unity we Seek, London, 1957.
P. E. Persson, “Zum Traditionsproblem”, in Lutherische Rundschau, 5 [1955], pp. 

65—99; Evangelische und römisch-katholische Kernfragen der heutigen Diskussion, Göttingen, 
1961.

J. Pelikan, “Die Tradition im Konfessionellen Luthertum”, in Lutherische Rundschau, 
6 [1956-7], pp. 228-37 (English version in Lutheran World, 3 [1956-7], pp. 214-22.

H. Roux, “La Tradition”, in Foi et Vie, May—June 1954.
H. Rückert, Schrift, Tradition, Kirche, Lüneburg, 1951.
H. Schüssler, “Wahrheit und Überlieferung zwischen den Konfessionen. Zur Diskus

sion um Schriftprinzip u. kirchliches Lehramt”, in Festgabe J. Lort^, Baden-Baden, 
1958, Vol. I, pp. 109-34.

W. Schweitzer, Schrift und Dogma in der Ökumene . . . , Gütersloh, 1953.
K. E. Skydsgaard, “Schrift und Tradition. Bemerkungen zum Traditionsproblem in 

der neueren Theologie”, in Kerygma u. Dogma, 1 [1955], pp. 161-79 (English version, 
“Scripture and Tradition. Remarks on the Problem of Tradition in Theology Today”, 
in The Scottish Journal of Theology, 9 [1956], pp. 337-58, from which I quote here.

Μ. Thurian, “L’Unité visible des chrétiens et la Tradition”, in Verbum Caro, No. 
37 [1961], also printed separately, with same title and pagination.

Some Catholic studies: A.-M. Dubarle, “Écriture et Tradition à propos de publications 
protestantes récentes”, 'mlstina, 5 [1956], pp. 399-416, and 6 [1957], pp. 113-28.

G. Dejaifve, “Bible et Tradition dans le luthéranisme contemporain”, in NRT, 78 
[1956], pp. 33-49.

P. Lengsfeld, op. cit, in Select Bibliography, particularly pp. 147Æ, “Verständnis für 
Tradition”.

i. See Part I, Ch. Ill, Sect. A, pp. 86ff. Replying to Luther’s 95 theses, at the be
ginning of 1518, Sylvester Prierias said, for instance: “Veniae sive indulgentiae auctoritate 
Scripturae nobis non innotuere, sed auctoritate ecclesiae Romanae Romanorumque 
Pontificum, quae major est” (in Löscher, Vollständige Reformations-Acta, Leipzig, 
1723, Vol. II, p. 31).
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and held as normative, the aim of theologians was to vindicate the 
authority of these determinations. They were placed, as a whole, in the 
category of “traditions”, no attempt being made to bring out their 
differences and possible interrelations, or to situate them in relation to 
the notion of Tradition as an all-embracing teaching and an ecclesial 
interpretation of Scripture.1 As a result, the problem of Tradition did 
not really arise, and attention was all focused on the traditions, especi
ally the ecclesiastical ones. The Council of Trent itself was to make 
scarcely any advance on this theological position except to claim a 
par pietatis affectus for the apostolic traditions alone—a considerable 
step in its own way.

Luther encountered the problem only in the form of ecclesiastical 
creations, foremost among them being indulgences, which were to be 
justified by the authority of the Church of Rome. He was no more 
concerned with the problem of Tradition, properly speaking, than 
were the theologians of the later Middle Ages. Encountering practices 
and decisions of the Church which in his eyes were not justified by 
Scripture, he rejected them as Menschensatpungen, purely human 
traditions.2 The Reformers suffered from a real ignorance as regards 
Tradition, and as for the traditions, they rejected these angrily. They 
looked at the whole problem in a polemical light and were preoccupied 
with the necessity of opposing and separating Scripture and Tradition. 
Contemporary Protestant theologians do recognize that, as far as 
Luther was concerned at least, this polemical, narrow, negative and 
insufficient character was fundamental to die whole problem during 
the Reformation period.3 While registering my agreement with them 
on this, I should like to make two additional observations.

First, the Reformers managed to recover a sense of the content of 
Tradition as an ecclesial reading of Scripture: not starting from the 
formal principle of tradition but from Scripture itself, as read by the 
individual Christian. The criterion of apostolicity, and therefore of 
canonicity, and the interpretative rule formulated by Luther, was

I. Nevertheless there are a few exceptions, notably Thomas Netter against Wycliffe. 
He distinguishes “fides Scripturarum”, belief as governed directly by Scripture, from 
“fides Ecclesiae communis, quam Jesus Christus, quam etiam apostolus Paulus tradebat 
non scriptam” {Doctrinale, Prooemium).

2. See Part I, pp. 139fr.; H. Holstein, La Tradition dans l’Église, Paris, i960, pp. 
96ff., 2)4ff.; A Sperl, “Zur Geschichte des Begriffes ‘Tradition’ in der evangelischen 
Theologie”, in Das Wort Gottes in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Theologische Aufsätze von 
Mitarbeitern an der Augustana-Hochschule in Neuendettelsau, ed. W. Andersen, Munich, 
1957, pp. 147-59· , , Tr

3. Thus E. Kinder, in Die Katholi^ität, pp. 11-13, and Festg. Karrer·, and K. E. 
Skydsgaard, in Scottish Journ., pp. 337, 345ÎT.
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Christum treibt (that which is directed to and speaks of Christ), served 
him well and is still used by Protestants to eliminate the authority of 
the Church as unnecessary. It is, in itself, absolutely genuine, and it 
corresponds to the patristic and traditional principle for reading sacred 
Scripture. For this reason, the Fathers’ censure of heretics has only a 
partial validity when applied to the sixteenth-century Reformers: it 
applies at the formal level, since the Reformers rejected ecclesiastical 
control as such, but not at the material level, since they reached broadly 
the same conclusions starting from Scripture alone (not considered as a 
rule) as had that very Church and Tradition whose authority they were 
rejecting. In fact, they reached these conclusions with the help (un
avowed, it is true) of this same Church and its Tradition.

This agreement, however, emerges only from an overall view and 
does not hold on particular points, even very important ones touching 
the very conception of God’s covenant relation with men. Further, in 
wishing only to read the text and ignoring what it has produced in the 
Church’s historical life, the Reformers failed to see what the letter could 
contain or suggest beyond or in addition to itself, things which could 
be discovered in the light of a living and prolonged experience of 
Christian realities.

Secondly, Luther was the most violent and exclusive of the Re
formers. Calvin is not so negative, and attention can be drawn to some 
quite positive statements in his works on the value of the Fathers and 
of Tradition, subordinated always, of course, to the sole sovereignty 
of Scripture.1 Melanchthon, without abandoning the scriptural prin
ciple, gradually came to attach more importance to agreement with the 
early Church, that is, the Fathers and the councils.2 A little later, 
following an increasingly humanist trend, George Cassander was to 
move towards a conception of the Tradition, which he understood as 
the explanation and interpretation of Scripture.3 He did this in terms 
and in a line of thought not followed up by Protestant orthodoxy.

i. See Part I, pp. 143fr.; A. Benoit, op. cit. (Ch. VI, p. 435, n. 3), pp. 19fr.
2. A. Sperl, Melanchthon zwischen Humanismus und Reformation. Eine Untersuchung 

über den Wandel des Traditionsverständnisses bei Melanchthon und die damit zusammen
hängenden Grundfragen seiner Theologie, Munich, 1959; P. Fraenkel, Testimonia Patrum. 
The Function of the Patristic Arguments in the Theology of Philip Melanchthon, Geneva, 
1961. For Melanchthon, God has revealed himself “in scriptis propheticis, apostolicis 
et symbolicis” (CR, IX, 735; Sperl, p. 167).

3. “Cum haec traditio nihil aliud sit quam Scripturae ipsius explicatio et interpretatio, 
ita ut non inepte dici potest, Scripturam esse implicatam quandam et obsignatam tradi
tionem, traditionem vero esse Scripturam explicatam et resignatam” {De Officio pii ac 
publicae Tranquillitatis vere pmantis Piri in hoc Religionis Dissidio, 1561, referred to in 
Geiselmann, Die lebendige Überlieferung . . ., p. 159, n. 3a).
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And yet, the idea of an exegetical tradition, having an indicative but not 
a normative value, would be generally admitted in Protestant theology, 
although it has no real part to play in that theology, and in no way 
prepares for the formation therein of a theology of Tradition.

These survivals or rediscoveries, however, remain merely peripheral 
to the main issues. The divergence between the Reformation and the 
Church is still very serious, for it involves the very notion we ought 
to have of God’s covenant relation with men. The Reformers wished 
this to depend on God alone and to be established directly (vertically) 
between God and sinful man, as a pure salvation by grace through 
faith. This suggestion involved the three following consequences (as 
far as the present subject is concerned, at least), and, to my mind, these 
still constitute the decisive points on which progress will have to be 
made before any substantial rapprochement can be achieved on the 
question of Tradition.

(1) Elimination of the reality “Church” as a constitutive element of 
the covenant relationship. Scrutiny of the very interesting efforts made 
by contemporary Protestant theologians on, say, the problem of the 
scriptural canon, or even Tradition, brings the realization that they 
pursue their studies in abstraction from the Church, often quite 
intentionally with the purpose of dispensing with it. It seems that what 
is required is a Scripture which is jeZ^communicating, and a tradition 
which owes none of its value to a Church given life by the Holy Spirit, 
but depends solely on Scripture, and so on.

(2) The omission, neglect or exclusion of the ministry considered 
as something different from and more than a merely human organiza
tion or a simple element of good order. What is thus denied is the 
ministry’s character of continuing in history the ministry by which the 
apostles began to carry out the mission given by our Lord when he 
said: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them, 
.. . teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I 
am with you always, until the consummation of the world” (Mt 
28.19-20). Calvin’s decision to limit the mission of the apostolic 
ministry, which was favoured with special charisms and corresponding 
powers, to the persons and the time of the apostles, was to have many 
and serious consequences. For a long time his decision motivated more 
or less an abstention on the part of Protestants from missionary work. 
It was joined to the resolution to attribute authority only to Scripture, 
and to preachers only in so far as their word is a faithful translation of 
Scripture. All the Reformers and the whole of Protestant theology 
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refuse to recognize that there is any authority proper to an instituted 
ministry, that is to say, to see in such a ministry one of the means 
founded by God to effect his saving covenant with man and to bring 
him to the life of faith. This is, of course, one of the essential elements 
in the Catholic theology of Tradition.

(3) The concentration of all the means of grace, or of the realization 
of man’s covenant relationship with God, solely in the Word of God, 
in practice identified with Scripture. Much could be said about this 
constantly recurring identification. It is sometimes claimed that for 
Catholics the Church is, in the last analysis, the only sacrament; how
ever disputable or in need of clarification this statement may be, it 
seems to me that, on the contrary, in the Protestant view, Scripture is 
the only true means of grace, any others having value only through it.1 
The Reformers tried to establish a via media between the Catholic 
Church on the one hand, which according to them boosted ecclesiasti
cal authority so much as to render the Holy Spirit useless and the 
gratuitousness of his initiatives meaningless, and on the other hand, the 
tendencies of the spirituals (well to the left of the Reformers), whose 
watchword was continually: “The Spirit! The Spirit!” Their solution 
was to unite the Spirit and Scripture, so that neither the Spirit would 
be without an objective rule, nor the rule at the mercy of merely 
human caprice. From this solution, at once interesting and profound, 
there derived the theology of the “inner witness of the Holy Spirit”.2 
I have already suggested, and later will show more clearly, that this 
theology is, partially, a kind of equivalent or replacement of Tradition, 
in a completely different climate of opinion—in which, alas, the 
Church plays no part. The important thing to notice for the present is 
that the bond between the Holy Spirit and the Word of God, identified 
yet again, by Calvin, with Scripture, is so close that the role of the 
Holy Spirit is limited to giving an understanding of Scripture, to 
ratifying the Word of God.3 Immediately there are eliminated: (1) the 
bond existing between the Holy Spirit and the instituted apostolic 
ministry;4 (2) a whole dimension of the Holy Spirit’s activity, as the

1. Luther: Solum verbum est vehiculum gratiae.” See the references given in “Les 
Deux Formes du Pain de Vie dans I’Evangile et dans la Tradition”, in Parole, de Dieu. 
et Sacerdoce, Paris, 1962, pp. 21—58, esp. pp. 36ft'.

2. References given in Part I, p. 143, n. 1. For Calvin, see the treatment in Tavard, 
pp. 99^, lozff.

3* For Luther, see E. Persson, Das Amt des Geistes”, in Kerygma u. Dogma, 1959, 
pp. 99-116; cf. Engelland, loc. cit., col. 21, 26 and 30, Number 1. For Calvin, W. Kreck, 
“Parole et Esprit selon Calvin”, in RHPR, 40 [i960], pp. 215-28.

4. See my article on the Holy Spirit and th? apostolic body in Esquisses . . . (ET 
in The Mystery of the Church, i960),
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principal subject of Tradition (this activity does not, of course, lead 
away from the scriptural modes of thought, still less does it go against 
them, yet it does move beyond the literal witness of Scripture). 
Catholic apologists of the Reformation period did not fail to draw 
attention to this point, but they did not really consider the Protestant 
theology of the witness of the Holy Spirit in a sufficiently positive 
manner.1 In fact, by this very debatable exclusive attention to Scripture, 
a theology of Tradition is deprived in advance of two all-important 
elements: the action of the Holy Spirit in Tradition and the assistance 
he renders to the magisterium. Once again, it seems that no decisive 
approach will be made by Protestant theology towards Catholicism, 
either Eastern or Western, until progress is made on these points.

I shall confine myself in this chapter to a consideration of the 
continental Reformation and Protestant theology. Anglicanism merits 
a special study which would take us too far afield without any great 
gain to the dialogue we wish to engage in here. The doctrine of 
Tradition is one of those few points—I consider them to be few— 
where Anglicanism would be able to play the role of “bridge Church” 
that it dreams of having. For, while it is thoroughly scriptural, it has 
nevertheless a very positive attitude towards these quite crucially 
important factors: Tradition and the ministry.2

I. Thus, rather ponderously, Cochlaeus (cf. Tavard, pp. I28ff.); Driedo (cf. Murphy, 
op. cit., p. 66).

2. For Tradition, see Part I, pp. 139-40, n. 2; H. Marot, “Aux origines de la théologie 
anglicane. Écriture et Tradition chez Richard Hooker (f 1600)”, in Irénikon, 33 [i960], 
pp. 321—43; but especially the text of the 1958 Lambeth Conference from which I shall 
quote, summarizing certain passages: “Neither Bible nor Church is understood apart 
from the other.” From the first, the Church had, as a result of Christ’s coming, baptism, 
an oral teaching and a catechesis aided by certain short formulas; and then men sent by 
Christ with authority to teach and govern in the Church. With time, fidelity to the Gospel 
was guaranteed more by certain fixed outward forms: the baptismal creed; the placing of 
certain writings, regarded as canonical, alongside those of the O.T.; the bishop’s office, 
now distinct from that of the presbyters, and with certain functions, which the apostles 
had exercised, in the service of Church unity and continuity; in particular, episcopal 
succession in a see assured the continuity of correct teaching. These developments were 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. “The New Testament is thus not to be seen in 
isolation, the Church preceded it in time, and it was within the Church, with its sacra
ments, Creeds and Apostolic Ministry, that the New Testament was canonized. The 
Church is the witness and keeper of Holy Writ, charged to interpret it and expound it by 
the aid of the Spirit of truth which is in the Church. But on the other hand the Church 
is not ‘over’ the Holy Scriptures, but ‘under’ them, in the sense that the process of 
canonization was not one whereby the Church conferred authority on the books, but 
one whereby the Church acknowledged them to possess authority. And why? The books 
were recognized as giving the Witness of the Apostles to the life, teaching, death and 
resurrection of the Lord and the interpretation by the Apostles of these events. To that 
apostolic authority the Church must ever bow” (¿The Lambeth Conference, I9j8,pp. 2,3-5).

For the ministry, see my Chretiens désunis, Paris, 1937, pp. 189-92 (ET Divided 
Christendom, 1938).
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II. Protestant Criticisms of the Catholic Theology 
of Tradition

The Protestantism involved here is that for which the Scriptures are a 
norm of absolute value. Doctrinal liberalism, having abandoned the 
scriptural principle, finds no difficulty in putting what it calls tradition 
on the same footing as Scripture, which it has dislodged, as it were, 
from its pedestal, and in proclaiming that in this situation there is no 
longer a problem.1 We prefer the frank opposition of dogmatic 
Protestants to this apparent conciliation on the part of a liberalism 
which sets aside that which is most dear to us.

i. This was precisely the position of P. Lobstein, “Entre protestants et catholiques. 
L’Écriture sainte et la Tradition. Un problème périmé?”, in RHPR, i [1921], pp. 246-58.

2. For example, Pastor Marc Bœgner, “Église et Tradition”, in Foi et Fie, March 
I936·

3. Institution chrétienne, text of 1541, Ch. 5, ed. Coll. Budé, II, p. 216.
4. Interim germano-adulter um. La vraye façon de réformer l’Église chrestienne . . . , 

1882 (limited edition), p. 93.
5. F. A. Loofs, Symbolik oder christl. Konfessionskunde, p. 209, repeated by G. Ebeling, 

Die Geschichtlichkeit, p. 47, and E. Brunner, Das Missverständnis der Kirche, Stuttgart,
1951, P· 49·

If those minor objections are disregarded which belong more to 
ancient polemics than to modern dialogue,2 Protestant theologians 
basically voice only one criticism, which is expressed in different ways. 
The Catholic doctrine of Tradition seems to them to make the Church, 
and indeed the pope, the sole judge, from whom there can be no right 
of appeal.

Consequently, the Church has deprived Scripture, and so God, of 
sovereignty, in order to make itself equal, and even superior, to 
Scripture. “They wished to rule without God and without his Word,” 
wrote Calvin;3 and again, “The primacy is wrested from God and 
transferred to the mitres and croziers.”4 In our own day this reproach 
is ceaselessly voiced by our Protestant friends: in practice, they say, in 
attributing to the Church’s Tradition a value as a source and norm of 
faith, we are placing tradition above Scripture and the Church above 
tradition. One writes, for example: “What happened to Scripture at the 
Council of Trent, happened to Tradition at the [First] Vatican Council. 
It has been outclassed by another reality, namely, the teaching Church. 
Tradition indicates what Scripture teaches: thus decreed Trent. The 
Church teaches what Tradition is: so decided Vatican I.”5

The Catholic Church, we are told, continues indeed to proclaim 
that its magisterium merely explains what it finds in the sources of 
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revelation, but this is a theoretical statement only, or rather a veritable 
fiction, since at the same time it claims for itself an authority to inter
pret Scripture, puts its tradition on the same footing as Scripture, and 
finally gives the name “tradition” to whatever it holds unanimously 
at any given time, even though witnesses from a previous age suggest 
that it is at least doubtful that such has been held since the earliest 
times.1 In a word, the Catholic Church has its norm within itself: it is 
thus its own norm. In this way, any difference of kind between the 
Church’s historical life and its divine sources of revelation is abolished;2 
no longer is there any dialectic between the Church and its ideal. A 
passage from Karl Barth expresses this fundamental criticism so well 
that it has been repeated again and again since he wrote it. Here it is:

It would have to be said that, so far as it had pleased God to make 
this unwritten, spiritual-oral tradition the canon of the Church, the 
canon would be as faintly distinguishable from the life of the 
Church, as we distinguish the blood of our fathers which flows in 
our veins from our own blood; in other words, the Church is once 
more left to her solitary self and concentrated upon herself.... In 
the unwritten tradition the Church is not addressed, but is engaged 
in a dialogue with herself (ist die Kirche nicht angeredet, sondern in 
Gespräch mit sich selbst begriffen).3

The Church, he suggests, no longer has another with whom to 
converse, a Gegenüber·, it is limited to a Selbstgespräch, an interior

1. Some texts: “Die römischen Erkenntnisquellen sind also heute [since Vatican I] 
die Bibel und der Papst, oder, da der Papst die Auslegung der Bibel in der Hand hat, 
der Papst und die Bibel” (P. Tschackert, Evangelische Polemik, Gotha, 1885, p. 100); 
“Tradition ist, was in der römischen Kirche als Tradition gelehrt wird” (Tschackert, art. 
“Tradition” in Realenzyklopädie f. prot. Theol. u. Kirche, Vol. XX, 1908, p. 13); “Die 
Kirche selbst steht als judex über die Schrift” (G. Ebeling, Die Geschichtlichkeit, p. 
46); “Die Anerkennung der Offenbarungsquellen als höherer Autorität ist hier nur 
theoretisch vollzogen. Denn dadurch, dass die Kirche etwas verkündet, wird es ja im 
gleichen Augenblick Bestandteil der Tradition, also einer der beiden angeblich über
geordneten Offenbarungsquellen” (W. Schweitzer, Schrift u. Dogma, p. 32; and he adds, 
pp. 32-3: “Der Fall, dass ein kirchlich verkündigter Satz nicht in der Offenbarung ge
gründet wäre, kann deshalb hier gar nicht eintreten”); O. Cullmann, La Trad., p. 37 = 
ET The Early Church, p. 84; “So wird das kirchliche Lerhamt der Ort an dem entschieden 
wird, was katholische Wahrheit ist” (W. von Löwenich, Der moderne Katholizismus, 
Witten, 1955, p. 156); H. Grass, who has published a collection of the chief Catholic 
texts on Scripture and Tradition {Die katholische Lehre von der Hl. Schrift u. von der 
Tradition [Quellen zur Konfessionskunde, Reihe A, Nr. 1], Lüneburg, 1954) comes to 
this conclusion on the development of the notion in the Catholic Church: in virtue of the 
apostolic power it possesses, the Church can proclaim new dogmas while agreeing 
that their basis in the apostolic period cannot be shown, and the Church in this way 
places itself above Scripture (pp. 5-6).

2. To the references given in W. Kasper (p. 53 and n. 49), add Baudraz, in Le Concile 
et les conciles, Paris, i960, p. 323.

3. Kirchliche Dogmatik, I/i, p. 197 (ET Church Dogmatics I/i: The Doctrine of the 
Word of God, Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark, 1936, pp. 117-18).
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monologue, soliloquy.1 This reproach, this question thus addressed to 
us by the Reformation is terribly important. It issues from the heart of 
its protest: the will to withdraw from the Church what belongs to 
God, in order to restore it to God, i.e. to reject the Church’s claim to 
be a rule and to embody so adequately the work of God that to all 
practical purposes there is no longer either distance or tension between 
this Church and its Lord. This same feeling dominates all Protestant 
positions in the field of ecclesiology; both their method of placing the 
realization of the classical marks of the Church, less in the only too 
human historical Church than at the transcendent level of the invisible 
and gratuitous action of Christ, and their ceaseless reproach that Cath
olics identify the Church on earth with the Kingdom of God, etc.

In respect of Tradition, this protest finds concrete expression in the 
desire to preserve the value of the apostolic witness and its normative 
character, considered as both above the Church and over against it. 
In Oscar Cullmann’s thought, so often adopted and quoted in the last 
ten years, this is the idea of an apostolic ephapax, and his interpretation 
(which I think is highly disputable) of the fixing of the scriptural 
canon.2 It is found too in the work of those who have made the most 
strenuous efforts to grant Tradition some positive value. For them, 
Tradition must be completely at the service of apostolicity, and 
measured by it,3 and they refuse to see Scripture as a mere organ of 
Tradition, as it were, developing within Tradition like a seed: this 
would be tantamount to making away with its normative character, 
given once and for all, as absolute and unchanging,4 and ultimately the 
pope would be able to decree whatever he liked.5

In the same way as the prophets preached “An oracle concerning 
Nineveh” (Nah i.i) or “The word of the Lord concerning Israel” 
(Zech 12.1), so also may we in turn say: “The Lord’s appeal to the 
Reformed Churches. The Lord’s appeal to the Catholic Church”: a

. 1. See Engelland, loc. cit.; W. Schweitzer, op. cit., p. 52; G. Gloege, Offenbarung und 
Überlieferung. Ein dogmatischer Entwurf, pp. 19fr.; E. Kinder, in Begegnung d. Christen, 
pp. 120, 125-9; H. Diem, “Theologie als kirchliche Wissenschaft”, in Dogmatik, Munich, 
195 5? Rj PP· t9off.; C. Klinkhammer, Gespaltene Christenheit. Darf das sein?, i960, p. 11 
(Scripture is given to the Church as a bleibendes normatives Gegenüber).

2. Cf. R. Mehl, Du Catholicisme romain, Neuchätel-Paris, 1957, pp. 23-37, 63.
3. See Peter Brunner, “Schrift u. Tradition”, in Elva Eox.
4. See K. E. Skydsgaard, Scottish Journal of Theology, pp. 355—6.
5. Sic F. J. Taylor, in Scripture and Tradition, ed. by F. W. Dillistone, pp. 85-6. 

Cf. F. J. Leenhardt, “ ‘Sola Scriptura’. ..”, p. 12: “Nothing prevents the Roman Church 
from being carried off by any winds of doctrine whatever. She is a law unto herself. For 
her, expediency precedes principle, fact constitutes right.. . .”
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double appeal to give an answer to the question each puts to the other. 
The question asked by the Reformers (in order that the revelation of 
God may be supreme, it is imperative that Scripture should truly be 
given the status of a norm) ought to be taken very seriously and as a 
call from the Lord. But the question which we ask of the Reformers 
ought to be taken just as seriously and equally as a call from the Lord: 
in the name of a norm posited once and for all, do they not misunder
stand and ignore, as unworthy of attention, the permanent reality of the 
Spirit united to the Church by a covenant relationship, and the reality 
of the instituted and assisted apostolic ministry?

How difficult this dialogue between us is—and yet, how funda
mental to our lives!

What is at stake, in fact, is the full truth of the Christian position. 
This is not to be found in a tradition or a magisterium divorced from 
scriptural reference, nor in a reference to Scripture which would exclude 
Tradition and the magisterium. It is to be found in the fullness of that 
synthesis whose achievement is the precise object of the whole ecu
menical dialogue.

III. The New Approach to the Problem of Tradition 
in Contemporary Protestantism

(i) What factors have prepared the way for a new outlook?

First, I think it was an extensive movement towards a rediscovery of 
the ecclesial dimension.1 Guardini’s phrase is equally applicable to 
our Protestant brethren: “A religious event of incalculable importance 
is taking place: the Church is experiencing an awakening of interest in 
the souls of men.”2 This involves a rejection of individualism which, if 
it were dogmatically consistent, would indeed represent progress. The 
notion of tradition would only stand to benefit from such a rejection.3

i. I have often had cause to speak of “Protestant rediscoveries” in papers read on 
various occasions. Some of these, I hope, will soon be published in a collection of ecumen
ical studies by Éditions du Cerf. See Μ. Villain, “Redécouvertes de valeurs catholiques 
par quelques groupements réformés d’aujourd’hui”, in Rythmes du monde, 1949, pp. 
57-73; H. Schütte, “Wiederentdeckung der Kirche in evangelischer Theologie”, in 
Theol. u. Glaube, 50 [i960], pp. 339-58.

2. Vom Sinn der Kirche, Mainz, 1922, p. 1.
3. As E. Kinder recognizes, in Die Katholiftät der Kirche, p. 35; see the quotation from 

T. Preiss, infra, p. 478.

This movement within Protestantism is up to a point parallel to the 
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movement which has been going on in our Church for some time 
already, and has certainly received a powerful, even a decisive, helping 
hand from ecumenical experience.

For example, as a result of encounter with the Orthodox who, 
because they are not “Romans”, command attention as fundamentally 
“Cadiolic” with no concomitant, and repellent, polemical connotations. 
Both in large-scale conferences and in preparatory commissions for 
such conferences, or in smaller meetings, the Orthodox have quietly 
but firmly continued to raise the question of Tradition and its relation 
to Scripture.1 They have also often been asked to speak about it. 
But die mere fact of ecumenical meetings, had they even been limited 
to Protestants alone, would have meant that eventually the problem 
would have to be considered. These meetings have brought together 
Christians, who, taking a single document as their point of departure, 
have interpreted it differently, as a result of what we cannot but call 
different traditions. This was recognized as long ago as 1937.2 Indeed, 
the problem has called for so much attention that the meeting of the 
Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches 
(Studies Division), held at Lund in 1952, proposed the setting up of a 
theological study Commission which became, in 1954, a special Com
mission to study the question of “Tradition and Traditions”, with 
branches in Europe and North America. I have myself borrowed this 
excellent title, without however necessarily giving it the same content 
as would the members of that Commission. In the World Council, 
traditions are understood as the concrete forms of Christianity which 
are held to because they have been received. They constitute a human 
and historical fact. In the concrete, each man lives in and according to 
certain traditions. Now, Tradition is understood as something existing 
beyond that: the reality of God’s gift to the world, the reality of Jesus 
Christ “delivered over”—in short, Christianity, the essence of the 
message of salvation. Tradition has a normative value.

Since 1955, the problem as defined above has been central to the 
ecumenical dialogue and we find it on the agenda for the Second 
Section of the Fourth World Conference of Faith and Order at 
Montreal, in July 1963.

Protestants have thus been made to realize that they too have a 
tradition, at least in the ordinary empirical sense of the word. Better

1. D. Jenkins {op. cit., p. 15) speaks of the dialogue with the Orthodox.
2. See Social Christianity. Oxford and Edinburgh (September-December 1937) (in 

the Fr. ed., pp. 279, 318-19) and the passages cited in Fraie et Fausse Réforme dans 
l’Église, 1950, p. 509, n. 266.
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still, that they live by a tradition in which they find their ethos, the forms 
according to which their religious humanity has been educated.1 They 
realize this the more readily as they take a more active part in the 
community life of their Church and in its worship. Clearly, the Church 
of Scriptura sola does not live by Scripture alone; like the others, it 
reads Scripture within a tradition.2 Recognition of this fact sometimes 
occurs, as in the Constitution of the German Evangelical Church 
(E.K.D.). Here, in the Introduction, this Church’s foundation is 
defined as the Gospel of Jesus Christ, in harmony with the writings 
of the Old and New Testaments and the Church’s creeds; and, 
for an understanding of these, the Reformation confessions of faith, as 
received in the member Churches or congregations (Lutheran, Reformed, 
or United), have a regulative function (massgebend).

i. See, already, H. J. Holtzmann, Kanon und Tradition, Ludwigsburg, 1859, § 50, 
pp. 395ff.; the Protestant participants at the Edinburgh Conference (ref. in preceding 
note); J. Loos and J. N. Bakhuizen van den Brink, Hervorming en Catholiciteit. Een 
Verklaring, Rotterdam, 1950; F. J. Leenhardt, “Des Raisons et de la façon d’être pro
testant”, in Verbum Caro, Nos. 25-6 [1953], pp. 31-2: “No one can altogether avoid 
tradition. Each receives a multitude of traditions (language, customs, thought-forms). 
The same is true in the Church (catechism, chants, devotional forms, liturgies). These 
traditions are the individual’s protective framework, the collectivity’s contribution to the 
building-up of his personality. Only the madman would think himself able to shake off 
tradition. The content of tradition differs according to particular circumstances, and the 
problem is to know whether tradition, too, will be subject to the requirements of the 
Bible’s historical and theological teaching.” See also E. Kinder in Die Katholiftat der 
Kirche, pp. 18—21; E. Schlink, Der kommende Christus und die kirchlichen Traditionen, 
Gottingen, 1961, pp. 199-200: “The whole Church exists within a tradition, whether it 
has become aware of this and has developed a dogmatic concept of Tradition, or not. .. . 
What was new [at the time of the Reformation] was not the principle of the superiority 
of Scripture, but the critical use that was made of Scripture by the Reformers against the 
decadent traditions of the Middle Ages.” Further references are given in P. Lengsfeld, 
op. cit., pp. 154, 160.

2. See F. J. Leenhardt, in Étudies théol. et rei., 1961, pp. i6ff., and infra, p. 488.
3. In Die Katholifiiat der Kirche, pp. 3off.

This recognition of the existence and great practical importance of a 
tradition has elicited a variety of comments on what could be called 
Christianity’s historical condition. Oscar Cullmann showed in Christ 
and Time (1947; ET, 1952) that the time of the Church after the 
Ascension is not a vacuum: from the point of view of salvation 
history something is still happening as a result of the central Christ- 
event, itself unrepeatable. Christianity, observes E. Kinder,3 is neither 
a mystical religion bound to a direct experience of a timeless divinity, 
nor a philosophical religion, living by “eternal verities”, nor a morality 
religion, based upon certain supra-temporal ethical ideas; it is an 
historical religion, living by the saving action of God in history, and 
therefore by the testimony borne to this action, as transmitted by men 
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who live by it. In such a situation it is essential for the Church to live 
by a tradition, in the deepest sense of that word.1

We find here, in these contemporary Protestant theologians, the begin
nings of a kind of theological reflection on Tradition, in the full sense, 
which is completely absent from the thought of the Reformers, namely, 
the question of its relevance to the actual transmission of the faith.

It is not just a question of transmission by the first witnesses. A 
number of Protestants are now beginning to take more notice of the 
fact that something more than a kind of vacuum or syncope, or alter
natively a long succession of errors and superstitions, was in existence 
between apostolic times and the sixteenth-century Reformation. 
There were, in fact, Christians and even Christian thinkers. Luther did 
not discover something lost since the time of the apostles or St 
Augustine.

For some time now [writes Cullmann] Protestant theology has 
been turning, more than in the past, to the study of patristics. Thus 
we are beginning to understand on the Protestant side what an 
immense treasure there is in the work of the Fathers, and we have 
begun to break away from that strange conception of Church history 
and Christian thought which supposed that between the second and 
the sixteenth centuries there was, with the exception of certain 
sects, a complete eclipse of the gospel.2

Thus we have seen works of Protestant theology, in the last twenty 
years, which make reference to the witnesses of Tradition as valuable 
interpretations of Christianity within the framework of a history from 
which the influence of the Spirit has never been wholly absent.

(ii) A new look at Tradition

The changes just referred to have been achieved in an ecumenical
I. H. Engelland, in Theol. Literatur^eitg., i960, col. 19: “Ist vor allem in Wesen der 

Kirche begründet, dass sie aus der Tradition lebt.” Cf. G. Ebeling, Die Geschichtlichkeit 
der Kirche, pp. 31-7 and divers studies by Jaroslav Pelikan for the Commission of the 
World Council of Churches on “Tradition and Traditions”.

2. ET in The Early Church, p. 98. Cf. J. Hornus, Évangile et Labarum . . . , Geneva, 
i960, p. 8: “To pay fresh attention to the thought of the Fathers of the Church does 
not involve the abandonment of the scriptural principle on which the Reformed tradi
tion is founded; the Reformers themselves read, and were nourished by, these same 
Fathers. We are just discovering that the ecumenical dialogue, if it is to reach its proper 
depth, must be a dialogue in time as well as in space. Tertullian, Origen and Lactantius 
are not the “Gospel word”, but they are a genuine Christian witness to just as much an 
extent surely as are the contemporary theologians to whom we pay so much attention.” 
See further, rather for the early councils than for the Fathers, Μ. Thurian, “L’Unité 
visible”, pp. 78-86 (“Temporal catholicity”), and, for the Fathers, A. Benoit, referred 
to supra, Ch. VI, p. 43 5, n. 3.
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climate, which appears more and more as the thing willed by God, 
inspired by his divine grace, and bringing to all who share in it a light 
of joy and increasing reassurance, in themselves irrefutable signs that 
we are on the right path. We have come a long way today from the 
short-sightedness which led the sixteenth-century Reformers to 
consider Tradition only under the aspect of traditions, and to treat 
these as Menschensatpungen, i.e., vain observances invented by men. 
Contemporary Protestant theologians realize this; what the Reformers 
attacked under the name of “traditions” was not what the Fathers 
called Tradition.1 The Reformers were heirs to an unhealthy separation 
of Scripture, Church and Tradition, whose relation to one another was 
too often presented as a relation between rival authorities, one of which, 
moreover, must always take precedence.2 Protestant theologians now 
realize that the problem of Scripture and Tradition ought not to be 
discussed in terms of opposition, as if the former were the Word of 
God and the latter purely a human word, suspect in principle of being 
deceptive.3 Such theologians4 may even reproach Barth for simplifying 
the problem by reducing it to the level of caricature, which in the final 
analysis is sterile, and also for seeing it as only an opposition between 
Scripture and Tradition (or the Church) and a pure and simple 
subordination of one term to the other; whereas, “more and more 
generally, just as much among Catholics as among Evangelicals, the 
conviction is growing that the mutual relationship can no longer in 
future be adequately described in terms of an opposition.”5 The debate, 
which has hung fire for four centuries, is thus taken up afresh. Almost 
all the Protestant theologians who have approached the question in these 
last few years have sought not for an oversimple opposition but for a 
positive relationship between Scripture and Tradition,6 without so far

1. See E. Flesseman-Van Leer, Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church, Assen. 
1954, p. 186. Among the first to recognize this was H. Strathmann, “Heilige Schrift 
u. Tradition und die Einheit der Kirche”, in Theol. Blätter, 21 [1942], col. 33-46.

2. E. Kinder, in Die Katholifttät der Kirche, p. 11.
3. See Regin Prenter, “Der Auftrag der evangelischen Kirche”, in Evangelisch-luther. 

Kirchenyitung, 14 [i960], pp. 305-6. Cf. G. Gloege, “Offenbarung und Überlieferung”, in 
Theol. Literaturryitg., 1954, col. 217; K. E. Skydsgaard, Kerygma u. Dogma, 1955, p. 
169; H. Engelland, in Theol. Literaturyitung, col. 19.

4. E. Flesseman-Van Leer, op. cit., pp. 195-6.
5. K. Schmidt-Clausen, “Les Courants catholicisants dans le protestantisme allemand”, 

in Istina, i960, p. 44.
6. See the beginning of K. E. Skydsgaard’s article, in Kerygma u. Dogma or The 

Scottish Journ.·, E. Kinder, in Festg. O. Karrer, and in Die Katholirität der Kirche, pp. 
11, 22ff.; H. Engelland, Schrift u. Tradition·, W. Stählin, Allein. Recht und Gefahr einer 
polemischen Formel, Stuttgart, 1950; H. Rückert, Schrift, Tradition, Kirche, Lüneburg, 
1951, p. 22: “Der Katholizismus hat einfach recht, wenn er uns darauf hinweist, dass in 
den Dilemma ‘Schrift’ oder ‘Schrift und Tradition’ eine falsche Alternative steckt.
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(as we shall see in a moment) moving on to discern the whole reality 
of their relationship to the third term of the discussion, the Church. 
Let me try to summarize the results of this research.

The time of the Church presents men with a history of the Word of 
God. In it the Word of God is clothed in human forms which absorb 
the contributions of a Church doing its best to be faithful to its 
mandate. Nowhere in history is there a “chemically pure Word of 
God”, only a translation of this Word in the preaching of the Church 
in time, in which is embodied its living response to God’s initiative.1

The Holy Spirit, who has given the canon of the New Testament 
to the Church and by the Church, continues ceaselessly to animate 
the Word of God contained in the Scriptures, and to make it present 
and efficacious in the Church and in the world. Tradition is this 
unfailing life of Scripture in the Church under the Spirit’s influence. 
Tradition is the Church’s life of listening to the Holy Spirit repeating 
the Word of God ever anew.2

Protestant theologians have scarcely developed the idea that it is a 
duty and therefore also a right for the Church to interpret Scripture.3 
All, on the other hand, admit the existence and the positively bene
ficial character of an exegetical tradition, so long as it is regulated by 
its scriptural source.4 A man of such strict confessional loyalty as 
Pastor P.-C. Marcel even goes beyond the notion of an exegetical 
tradition in admitting an interpretative tradition. On the subject of 
infant baptism, for which there is no formal evidence in Scripture but

I. E. Kinder, in Die Katholiçitat der Kirche, pp. 34, 55-6; K. E. Skydsgaard, Interim 
Report Faith and Order Commission, August i960, pp. 16—17 (typescript).

2. Μ. Thurian, op. cit., pp. 10-11.
3. Remarks to this effect are to be found in R. P. C. Hanson, “The Church and Tradi

tion in the Pre-Nicene Fathers”, in The Scottish Journal of Theology, 12 [1959], pp. 21— 
31; J. C. Margot, Les Épîtres de Pierre, Geneva-Paris, i960, p. 109; even in R. Mehl, 
Du Catholicisme romain (Cahiers théol., 40), Neuchâtel-Paris, 1957, pp. 35-6.

4. Examples of authors favourable to an exegetical tradition are very numerous. See, 
for example, F. C. Bauer, Der Gegensatz des Katholirismus u. Protestantismus, Tübingen, 
1834, pp. 341-2; K. Barth, in P. Lengsfeld, op. cit., pp. i8off.; G. Ebeling and H. Engel
land, studies already referred to; J. Ellul, “Signification actuelle de la Réforme”, in 
Protestantisme français, Paris, 1945, p. 178: “On the contrary, Tradition is both good 
and useful in its proper place, seen in the light of biblical revelation; the witness of the 
Fathers and Martyrs can also serve to confirm religious truth in so far as it is itself in 
harmony with the teaching of Scripture”; O. Cullmann, op. cit., ET pp. 84-7, and 97; 
G. Gloege, Offenbarung und Überlieferung. Ein dogmatischer Entwurf, Hamburg, 1954; 
S. F. Winward, in Christian Baptism. A Fresh Attempt to Understand the Rite in Terms 
of Scripture, History and Theology, ed. by A. Gilmore, London, 3rd ed., i960 (this author 
is a Baptist); Regin Prenter, loc. cit., infra, p. 477.

Denn erstens ist auch die Schrift Tradition, und zweitens leben auch wir von nicht
geschriebener, wenigstens nicht in der Bibel geschriebener Tradition. Auch Luther hat 
von ihr gelebt.”
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which is derived from the well-authenticated baptism of adults, he 
writes:

The question here is one of a legitimate deduction.... In 
theology, that which follows from scriptural norms by legitimate 
deductions is as precise as what is explicitly mentioned there. 
Theologians and the Church constantly employ this principle in the 
ministry of the Word, in ordinary Christian life and in the elabora
tion of doctrine; the Church never holds only to the letter of the 
scriptural deposit. On the basis of Scripture and under the Spirit’s 
guidance, it posits the normative principles and elaborates the con
sequences and applications which make its life and development 
possible. Otherwise, the practice of the pastoral ministry, the care 
of souls, preaching, Church discipline, etc., would be quite impos
sible.1

We must avoid the temptation to draw too quickly the implications 
which seem to be contained in such a passage, but they are, surely, 
quite considerable. Coming from a pastor of souls, not an academic, 
these few lines demonstrate the real continuity of the Church’s life 
with its source, even when it is making, in some respects, an addition 
to this source. If one looks at things from the point of view of the 
believer, one is compelled to admit that his life is not ruled by Scripture 
alone (although it is ruled by Scripture ultimately): it is ruled also, in 
accordance and in cooperation with Scripture, by two realities which 
must be called the Church and Tradition. This is the basis of the 
Catholic (and traditional) position.

Protestantism in the present century has largely begun to rediscover 
the role of the Church, expressing itself in a Tradition, as a necessary 
context for the reading of Scripture, which it continues to identify with 
the Word of God. We have just seen that the^aci that each denomina
tion reads Scripture in a tradition has been given general recognition 
today. From this derives the idea that the Church is the spiritual locus 
for such a reading. J. N. Bakhuizen van den Brink cites certain texts of 
Luther and Melanchthon to this effect.2 Modern Protestant theologians

1. P.-C. Marcel, “Le Baptême, sacrement de l’alliance de grâce”, in Revue réformée 
(Saint-Germain-en-Laye), i960, Nos. 2-3, p. 143. As an example of a “legitimate deduc
tion”, in reference to the sacraments, the author gives the fact, which is not attested in 
Scripture, that women may take part in the Lord’s Supper.—One may compare, at the 
level of preaching, P. Scherding, referred to infra, p. 484, and at rhe dogmatic level, H. 
Diem, Dogmatik. . ., Munich, 1955, and Théologie als kirchliche Wissenschaft, Munich, 
1952.

2. Luther: “It is a dangerous and abominable thing to listen to and believe in something 
which contradicts the unanimous witness, faith and teaching of all holy and Christian 
Churches, and which has been held by them from the first and throughout the whole
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echo them: “Only in a living bond with the expressions of its faith 
which the faithful (rechtgläubig') Church gives can we rightly hear the 
Word and make a response of personal and mature faith. .. . Only in 
a living union with the faithful Church, which is a kind of workshop of 
the Holy Spirit, can we hear the saving Word of God properly,” wrote 
W. Stählin.1 Again (a Calvinist this time): “Protestants ought in their 
turn to agree that Rome is right to affirm that Holy Scripture is the 
Church’s book, and that it can only really be understood in the context 
of the People of God.... We must relearn the value of a community 
reading of Scripture: only within the family created by the scriptural 
revelation do the sacred writings assume their full meaning.”2 Re
ferences such as these could be multiplied.3

Some authors go even further. This family formed by the scriptural 
revelation, in fact, does not stop at any particular confessional frontier: 
of its nature it is ecumenical, extending to all Christianity throughout 
the whole of its history. Here also we can turn to the Reformers.

I. “Schrift und Tradition’’, in Die Katholi^ität der Kirche, pp. 49, 51-2.
2. R. M[artin] A[chard], “Écriture et Tradition dans le dialogue entre les chrétiens 

séparés”, in Réforme, 2 February 1957 (quoted in Doc. cathol., 54 [1957], col. 296). Later 
(cf. col. 297) die author admits the notion of books composed within the community, 
which itself is prior to them and ceaselessly pursues its reflections, on the lines of the 
earlier writings which it reads in the context of its own history. This is the midrashic 
principle, found also in Tradition.

3. Barth has said that Scripture is better understood in the Church than in an artificial 
vacuum (Kirchl. Dogmatik, I/2, pp. 678-80). See the article by G. Hebert, “Which comes 
first, the Church or the Bible?”, in The Student World, 42 [1949], pp. no—16; C. H. 
Dodd, “The Relevance of the Bible”, in Biblical Authority for Today, ed. by A. Richard
son and W. Schweitzer, London, 1951 (Church and Bible are inseparable); in reviewing 
the Liénart Bible in 1951, Le Christianisme au XXe siècle asked: “Will we continue pub
lishing the Bible as if an unaided individual reading of it would be enough for an under
standing of its full meaning? Or is this meaning accessible only within the reality of the 
Church?” For his part, K. E. Skydsgaard writes: “As a member of this Church, the indi
vidual can then also read and study the Bible” (Scottish Journ., p. 356). Pastor Pierre 
Courthial notes: “To be sure, it is not the Church’s word that binds me in conscience, 
but only the Word of God. But it is the Church which has given me this Word of God, 
and it continues to do so, in dimensions, and in a richness and depth which I alone as a 
single member cut off from Christ should never have discovered” (La Réforme, ser
vante de l’unité, Coll. Les Bergers et les Mages, Paris, i960, p. 33). Lastly, an editorial 
comment in Kerbum Caro: “The [Faith and Order] Commission on ‘Tradition and Tradi
tions’ is gradually discovering the significance of living tradition for the understanding 
of Scripture. The famous Scriptura sola may be felicitously completed by an in consensu 
Ecclesiae, so true is it that the Holy Spirit did not inspire Scripture for the use of iso
lated individuals but in order to give it to the whole Church as the norm of its ecu
menical faith” (14 [i960], pp. 297f.).

world for fifteen centuries.” Melanchthon, in 1534: “Ecclesiae auctoritas maxima est”, 
for it is the People of God, and Christ will not abandon it (cf. J. N. Bakhuizen van den 
Brink, “Traditio in de Reformatie en het Katholicisme in de zestiende eeuw”, in Mededelin- 
gen der Kon. Ned. Ak. van Wetenschappen. Afd. Letterkunde, N. series, XV, 2, Amsterdam, 
1952, pp. 8 and 12 (mentioned by C. Moeller, in Irenikon, 25 [1952], p. 338)). For Luther, 
cf. Part I, p. 143, n. 3, and infra, p. 477.
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Luther, two days before he died, and at the very moment when Trent 
was formulating its decree on Scripture and Tradition, said: “No one 
will understand the Eclogues unless he has long been a shepherd.... 
Let no one think he has sufficiently mastered Holy Scripture unless, 
for a hundred years, he has ruled the Churches with Elias, Eliseus, 
John the Baptist, Christ and the Apostles.”1 There are numerous 
Protestant theologians today who claim that the Bible cannot be 
separated from the way in which it has been read, from the way in 
which it has been understood, and from the Church’s experience of it 
throughout the ages. Each member, group and era had only a frag
mentary understanding—only the Church as a whole has a complete 
understanding. This takes us back to the Tradition of the Church 
which is, according to Regin Prenter, “the memory of what the 
Church has heard already of the living Word of God, in which God 
himself is present and active”.2 For his part, Max Thurian writes:

While the Church remains disunited, our fidelity to Scripture in 
teaching doctrine and confessing the faith will not attain that 
fullness which is only possible in the fellowship of love. I should 
agree with Pastor Bardet (though correcting him) when he writes 
in his little book Le Dogme dans l'Église·. ‘We must affirm . . . that 
outside communion with the traditional Churches fidelity to the 
letter of the revealed deposit of faith is not sufficient’ (Lausanne, 
T939> P· 34)·”3

As we have already seen, the principle of a personal reading of 
sacred Scripture called for by the Reformation involves a positive 
assertion of the inner witness of the Holy Spirit. Thus man’s relation 
with God in faith was situated as between the individual conscience 
and God, with no other constitutive principle than the direct action of

1. 16 February 1546, quoted by F. Funck-Brentano, Luther, p. 344.
2. M. Bœgner (Quest-ce que l’Église?, Paris, 1931, pp. 96-7) spoke already of “the 

Church’s tradition, by which the solidarity of Christians throughout the centuries de
clares itself and the communion of saints is realized”. E. Kinder (“Schrift u. Tr.”, in 
Begegnung. . . (Festg. O. Karrer), pp. I23ff.) says that the Bible cannot be separated 
from readings men have made of it, from the understanding they have had of it, or the 
experience it has communicated to men. F. J. Leenhardt (“ ‘Scriptura sola’...”, pp. 40-1) 
has the same idea as M. Thurian (quoted here in the text). At the St Andrews session of the 
Faith and Order Commission, in i960, Professor Devadutt declared that the Commis
sion recognizes, as a source of theology, Scripture interpreted under the Holy Spirit’s 
guidance; for his own part, he added, with the approval of almost all the members, die 
words “ .. . with due regard to the testimony of the Church throughout the ages”.

3. “Développement du dogme et tradition selon le catholicisme moyen et la théologie 
réformée”, in Ferhurn Caro, No. 4 [1947], pp. 145-67 (cf. p. 157); cf. “L’Unité visible”, 
pp. 11-12: “Tradition is thus a universal and ecumenical reading of Scripture by the 
Church with the light of the Holy Spirit. This ecclesial reading alone will be able to 
introduce us to the fullness of the Word of God.”

II
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God himself: by his Word and his Spirit.1 The task of discerning the 
truth was taken out of the hands of the (external) hierarchical power, 
on which the later Middle Ages had insisted too exclusively (the 
theory of “implicit faith” against which the Reformers reacted), and 
it was given to the religious subject instead, even to the individual 
subject. From there, the passage was easily made to an individualism 
which Protestantism was to favour eventually to such an extent that 
it became an anarchical force, destroying the reality of anything which 
might deserve to be called a Church. Surely, by its rediscovery of the 
ecclesial context of a sane and holy reading of Scripture, contemporary 
Protestantism must begin to understand the inner witness of the 
Spirit as “a gift made to the Church”?2 This was suggested by the 
author of a monograph, Le Témoignage intérieur du Saint-Esprit, Théo 
Preiss:

A whole study is needed of the witness which the Holy Spirit 
bears the Church. This study is all the more urgent because we have 
not finished unlearning our Protestant individualism. If the Spirit 
gives to each of the faithful the certainty that the Christian witness is 
indeed the Word of God and that he is saved in Jesus Christ, this 
witness and certainty are only given him and renewed in him if he 
lives in communion with the Church. It is a fact of common experi
ence that the Spirit only lets us see a few pages of the Bible in one 
glance—the others have to be continually rediscovered. Therefore, 
theology is the concern of all the members of Christ’s body.3

The last part of this quotation, as it happens, conjures up the eccle- 
siological problem to which, sooner or later, any theology of Tradition 
is bound to lead. The word tradition is not mentioned—but, basically, 
in its dogmatic aspect, it is simply the witness given, under the action 
of the Holy Spirit, to God’s self-revelation and will in his people; 
of this witness the Church is the true subject. But what is this “Church”? 
Is it simply the sum-total of individuals each of whom is separately and 
independently made a Christian, or is it a unique reality in which and 
through which individuals become Christians?4 Any ecclesial inter
pretation of the witness of the Holy Spirit should question a merely 
individualistic conception of man’s relationship with God. Some points

i. But note that the “Word of God” is here Scripture, in abstraction from all historical 
intermediaries, as regards the text, and from the Church’s intervention for their dis
cerning, in their capacity as canonical Scriptures.

2. J. Ranft’s phrase, Der Ursprung des katholischen Traditionsprlnftps, Würzburg, 
1931, p. 39.

3. Cahiers théol., 13, Neuchâtel-Paris, 1946, p. 36, n. 2.
4. Cf. the present writer’s Fraie et Fausse Réforme, pp. 44iff.
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of Protestant dogma itself would seem to lend support to such a view. 
What do the confessions of faith of the Protestant Churches and their 
positive normative value (even though they are not regarded as irre
formable) eventually amount to (see supra, p. 471) unless they are a 
concrete conditioning by the Church of God’s covenant relation with 
believers? The confessions of faith, according to Protestant theology, 
are subject to the judgement of Scripture, whose most fundamental 
affirmations only do they attempt to translate. Agreed—but this is 
precisely what we say about the dogmas formulated by the councils, 
or the various witnesses of Tradition; our treatises De Locis all obey 
this same principle.

Quite clearly, everything we have been dealing with leads, on the 
one hand, to the ecclesiological question, and, on the other, to the 
question of the authority one is prepared to grant to the Church’s 
Tradition. Perhaps we can frame this question now in such a way as to 
further the dialogue. We are all agreed not to admit a Tradition which 
would be totally independent of Scripture (this is the basic minimum). 
The problem is as follows: is there only one authority, Scripture, or is 
there a proper authority in Tradition, distinct (that is, not deriving the 
whole of its value from Scripture) but secondary in relation to the 
supreme authority of Scripture?

A Catholic must reply in the affirmative. Such a reply is based first 
of all on the existence of elements other than their writings originating 
from the apostles—for us this is quite certain. Protestant theology, 
which sometimes admits it, though with some diffidence as yet,1 does 
not seem to have taken this seriously enough. Secondly, this reply is 
based on the fact of the Spirit’s operation in the Church, which is 
different from (though not opposed to) that operation by which he 
inspired the writing of the cano,n of Scripture. This also has not 
received sufficient attention from Protestant theologians.2

What of the Protestant reply? Is it completely negative? In the 
concrete, we do indeed see Protestant theologians quote the Fathers 
and the councils, even seeking to harmonize their own thought with 
that of Tradition. This remains a personal opinion, the choice of a 
particular spirituality, as it were; but do they mean to place themselves

i. S. F. Winward (“Scripture, Tradition and Baptism” [see supra, p. 474, n. 4]), 
writes: “It can be reasonably maintained that aspects of the apostolic tradition have been 
transmitted to us quite apart from the Scriptures.”

2. In the Faith and Order Commission there has been a recognition of the necessity 
of going beyond Scriptura sola to make room for the Church and for the Holy Spirit: 
the formula Scriptura suprema was suggested (cf. Conference on Faith and Order, Meetings 
at Amsterdam & Baarn, 1948, pp. 31-2)·
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within the school of Tradition and to recognize its authority as such? 
There do exist within Protestant theology as a whole what seem to be 
references and suggestions to this effect. E. Flesseman-Van Leer says 
that the promise of the Holy Spirit was made to the Church. Paul 
Tillich speaks of “the normative character of the Church’s history”, 
each age having its own grace in order to contribute to the establish
ment of a theological norm.1 Would this be too liberal a view? Karl 
Barth himself has stressed the duty of reading Scripture within the 
Church and even within Tradition, as the doctors of the Church and 
the councils have read it and listened to it before us; we should listen 
to what the Church herself has read and listened to in the Bible, for 
these Fathers and councils have an authority and are owed respect. 
“To my mind”, he writes, “the whole question of tradition falls under 
the Fifth Commandment: Honour thy father and thy mother!”2

We must not read any more into such remarks than is there in fact. 
Most probably Barth means that this authority allowed to Tradition is 
not only extrinsically dependent on Scripture but intrinsically derived 
from its authority. All things considered, the basic problem is ecclesio- 
logical.

There is one question that must be brought into the open: in what 
sense is it true to say that the Church is created by the Word of God? 
Is this the Reformers’ thesis in polemical form, basically a reply to the 
untenable thesis of certain fourteenth- and fifteenth-century theolo
gians according to which Scripture takes its authority from the 
Church? Can this polemical form, in which the Church is derived from 
Scripture, be maintained despite the fact that the Church existed prior 
to all the writings of the New Testament and to the drawing up of the 
canon of these writings, which itself was the work of the Church? Not 
only the Orthodox but also the Anglicans reject the Protestant thesis. 
The Church, they say, exists independently of Scripture, which is held 
as canonical in virtue of an act of the Church.3 There are Protestant

1. Systematische Theologie, I, p. 64, quoted by P. Lengsfeld, op. cit., p. 165.
2. Credo, ET London, 1936, App. Ill “Dogmatics and Tradition”, p. 181.
3. The Report of the American Continuation Committee of Faith and Order recog

nized that the N.T. was composed both for and in the Church (cf. The Nature of the 
Church, 1945, PP· 15-16). See also, M. Ramsey, now Archbishop of Canterbury, The 
Healing of our Divisions, 1947, p. 4. But special mention should be made of these words 
of the Anglican bishop from South Africa, the Rt Rev. N. S. Talbot, in the general dis
cussion at the Edinburgh Conference (The Second World Conference on Faith and Order. 
Edinburgh, August 3-18, 1937, ed. L. Hodgson, SCM, 1938, pp. 71-2): “I very much 
want to have my mind clear on this question of the Church being created by the Word 
of God. In reading the big volume on the Ministry and Sacraments, more especially the
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theologians who will admit the first of these two points (made familiar 
by the work of the formgeschichtlich school), but they do not draw out 
its “Catholic” implications, because, they say, the Church existing 
before the New Testament writings was that of the apostolic era and of 
the laying of the foundations.1 The Church of which we speak today is 
built upon these apostolic foundations and must refer continually to 
the teaching of the apostles which was fixed in their writings. Apostoli- 
city is seen in this case only as an apostolicity of doctrine: no thought is 
given to an apostolicity of the ministry, likewise guaranteed by the 
Holy Spirit. As for the second point, namely, the intervention of the 
Church in the fixing of the canon, we have seen how the majority of 
Protestant theologians approach it in such a way as to avoid postulating 
any ecclesiastical intervention. The net result is that the ecclesiological 
question is not envisaged.

In the sixteenth century, the Reformers substituted the Word of 
God for the Church in the functions, privileges or attributes which 
Catholic theologians recognized as belonging to it: and by the Word of 
God they meant Scripture. At least, their idea was applied in such a 
way as to lead inevitably back to Scripture. E. Flesseman-Van Leer 
has recently made a study of one of the first controversies in the

1. This is the well-known view of Professor O. Cullmann, shared by many other 
Protestant theologians: “Catholic theology, in order to combat the [Protestant] thesis 
of the superiority of scripture, lays much stress upon the chronological priority of 
tradition to scripture. This is a fact that no one will think of denying, provided, however, 
that it is made clear that it is the apostolic tradition which is prior” (La Trad., p. 41; 
ET The Early Church, p. 87, from which I quote). Again, “the fact of the priority of 
the oral apostolic tradition over its fixation in writing will prove nothing about the 
tradition as such” (p. 42/p. 87).

Lutheran contribution, I found myself saying: ‘Here is something which means much 
to them, but which, as expressed by them, I do not understand.’ This may be only an 
instance of the insoluble question as to which came first, the chicken or the egg. In the end 
you may get round in a circle. If you say the Church is created by the Word it seems to 
suggest that the Word of God is in existence apart from the Church and that the Church 
is only a consequence of, or appendix to the Word. That was a very common position 
when the Holy Scriptures were looked upon pre-eminently as the Word of God, and the 
Word of God was independent of the Church. The Word of Scripture seemed to be 
likened to a meteorite falling straight from the skies. Does this: ‘The Ghurch is created by 
the Word of God’ mean that the Word of God has a sort of independence of its own apart 
from the Church? Because my difficulty is this: but for the existence of the Church, the 
Word would never have been proclaimed; but for the Church having been given by God, 
our Lord would never have been heard of. That to which the Church witnessed would 
never have reached the world but for the witnessing Church. To put the position in 
another way: what is the relation of this statement (that the Church is created by the 
Word of God) to the statement in the pastoral epistles that the Church is the pillar and 
ground of truth? As I have said, you may only get into a circle in your thought, but it 
seems to me that something needs stressing on the side of the priority of the Church to 
the Gospel, which would never have been given to the world except for the Church” 
(cf. supra, p. 465, n. 2).
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sixteenth century on the problem of Scripture and Tradition; it began 
in 1526, between Thomas More and William Tyndale.1 Tyndale said, 
in effect, “I hold to Scripture”, and he attributed to it the sufficiency, 
necessity and evidence of its own inspiration and its ability to com
municate its own meaning. More said, “I hold to the Church”, and he 
attributed to the Church the custody and regulation of unwritten 
traditions, the determination of the canon and the interpretation of the 
text. Are we still in the same position today as at the outset? Have four 
centuries of controversy and four decades of ecumenism done nothing 
yet to alter the level of the debate?

(i) By advancing beyond a narrow Scriptura sola thesis as a result of 
taking seriously the reality of the ministry
I have often encountered in the course of this present work (and 
already previously),2 both among the Reformers themselves and in 
Protestant thought in general, a tendency to assimilate the “Word of 
God” to “Scripture”. “Word of God” is said, and “Scripture” is

i. E. Flesseman-Van Leer, “The Controversy about Scripture and Tradition between 
Thomas More and William Tyndale”, in Nederlands Archief voor Kerkelijke Geschie- 
denis, N.S. 43 [1959], pp. 143-64.

2. Fraie et Fausse Réforme . . . , pp. 422ÎÏ.

IV. The Ecclesiological Problem. The Future and 
Hopes for a Renewed Dialogue

The vital problem emerges clearly from all that has been said. We 
may formulate it in this way: is there a recognizable value which is 
proper to the Church’s life and to what is truly of God in its history, a 
value coordinate to the value of Scripture as to a sovereign rule but not 
reducible to Scripture? Not indeed a value in the Church of itself, but 
in the Church and what is genuine in its history, because of its institu
tion by Christ and through the action in it of the Holy Spirit. In other 
words, is Scripture the only divinely instituted means to unite us to 
God?

The Catholic answers that the Church, united with Scripture, enters 
as a unique element, willed by God, into the establishment of man’s 
relationship with God. I shall try to explain, a little later, what is 
implied in such an answer. But first I shall attempt to show that there 
is, in several respects at least, a first measure of agreement on this point 
in Protestant writings.
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meant, almost as often and as unconsciously as Catholics nowadays 
say “Church” and mean “Hierarchy”. In each of these cases we should 
need to make an enquiry into several authors and works to understand 
this fully.

We thoroughly agree that Scripture, taken as a text, is the Word of 
God in the sense that God took the initiative and responsibility for it. 
But it cannot be just that without qualification, for us, if by the Word 
of God we understood God’s present and continuing activity in the 
soul, in short, that Word which he is actually uttering now.

We are told that the Word of God creates the Church: this was the 
claim of the Reformers,1 and yet the Fathers had said it often enough2 
and before them it was stated by the New Testament.3 What is 
referred to here is the word which arouses and nourishes faith by the 
work of the Spirit: this is the word entrusted to the Church’s ministry. 
It is, however, often taken in a strictly biblicist sense: the “word” is 
the text—this is not the same thing at all—or, if the distinction is made, 
it is only to do away with it, from the ecclesiological point of view, by 
restricting the Holy Spirit’s activity to giving an understanding of 
Scripture. On the contrary, it is very important to realize that if the 
sacred text is not always the active Word of the living God, it is also 
true that the gift of God to men, by which they share his life, is not 
reducible to Scripture alone. Certain gifts of grace and works of the Holy 
Spirit do exist apart from the Word, and especially apart from the Word 
as identified with Scripture. It is even possible for a Word of God to 
exist apart from Scripture, apart from the reading of Scripture and 
formal commentaries upon it. That is why the criticism levelled at 
Catholics for believing certain things sine Verbo Dei, and hence, it is 
said, for following a completely human system of thought subject to 
error, is a petitio principii. It tacitly assumes that there can be no Word 
of God in any shape or form apart from the biblical Word and com
mentary upon it. We may freely deny such a supposition, without 
however suggesting that such a Word could be in any way opposed or 
alien to sacred Scripture.

1. The best texts are in Luther: see Vraie et Fausse Réforme . .. , pp. 422—3, pp. 424, 
n. 132, and 504-5. Luther, Von den Konftliis und Kirchen, 3rd part (ÎV., L, pp. 629-30). 
Cf. Calvin, “Lettre à Sadolet” (in Trois Traités, p. 50, Éditions Je sers).

2. Hermas, Pastor, Simil. IX, 15, 4ff.; Origen, Contra Celsum, VI, 77 (G CS, p. 147); 
St Augustine: “Praedicaverunt [Apostoli] verbum veritatis et genuerunt ecclesias” 
(Enarr. in Ps., 44, 23: PL, 36, 508); St Peter Chrysologus, Sermo, 99 (PL, 52, 479); 
St Gregory the Great, many texts.

3. Cf. Acts 6.7; 12.24; cf. 19.20; Jn 17.20; 1 Peter 1.23-5, etc.; R. Schnackenburg, 
Die Kirche im Neuen Testament, Freiburg, 1962, pp. 34(1.
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A Lutheran theologian, M. P. Scherding, in some recent reflections 
on the scriptural principle in its relation to the ministry of the Word, 
made his own some thoughts which I have found particularly valuable 
and which have, I think, their place in the present discussion.1 He 
refers to the use of the Old Testament by the apostolic writers and 
characterizes it as I have done (cf. Part I, pp. 64-83): Scripture is less 
used as a kind of scientific reference or proof-text, than quoted and 
interpreted in the light of the spiritual realities which are the object of 
faith and of Christian experience.

Similarly, Christian preaching is more than an interpretation of 
sacred texts; it is a witness to the generous and regenerative action 
of the Spirit which is a sign of Christ’s presence in the midst of his 
Church (p. 219). Opposition to the Roman Church on the one hand 
and to the spiritualists on the other impelled Luther’s later successors 
towards a much too formalist and rigorist conception of the scrip
tural principle... . The over-hasty identification of the Word of 
God with the scriptural text, to which the Reformers were led in the 
heat of the struggle, has had unfortunate consequences (p. 320). In 
its argument against the Roman Church . . . the Protestant Church, 
by advocating the principle of a return to the sources and by trying 
to establish a direct link with the early Church, has misunderstood 
the importance of living tradition, even though the image of the 
Church of Christ is represented as what the Epistle to the Hebrews 
calls a cloud of witnesses, or what according to the creed is the 
communion of saints (p. 223). The Bible seems to have become 
alien to the Protestant people, in part at least, because too great a 
gap has been allowed to develop between the past and the present, with 
no thought of relying on tradition, which bridges the gap (p. 230).

This is in fact the role of Tradition in its dogmatic reality. But that 
is equivalent to recognizing that there is an action of God, of his Holy 
Spirit, in the Church, in the working out of its history and in the pur
suit of its mission to announce the Gospel, and that this action is, for 
us, a source of knowledge and life. It is a secondary and subordinate 
source, but a source nevertheless. The scriptural principle is not 
denied, but it is surpassed at least in its Scriptura sola sense and in the 
narrow limits of a strict “It is written”. It is not sufficient to “search 
the Scriptures” (Jn 5.39), for there can be a devotion to the slogan “It 

1. P. Scherding, “Réflexions sur le principe scripturaire et son application au ministère 
de la parole”, in RHRP, 36 [1956], pp. 208-31. On orthodox Protestantism’s responsi
bility in the passage from the Word (supra, p. 483, n. 1) to the Book, see J. R. Geiselmann, 
Die Hl. Schrift u. die Tradition, Freiburg, 1962, pp. 84, 87, 95 (quoting H. Rückert, 
op. cit., pp. 22-3).
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is written” which would tend to close the letter of Scripture in on 
itself. Such a devotion would refuse to accept a reality which the 
Church holds or has inherited precisely as a reality,1 or as something 
discerned in the scriptural witness in the light of its own experience. 
We can understand why, among Catholics, the liturgy and the con
templative life should have come to be regarded as the sanctuaries of 
Tradition.

(ii) By regarding the ministry as a prolongation, into the time of the 
Church, of the apostolate instituted by Christ

Unless I am mistaken (though one must be wary of speaking too 
hastily about subjects which are really the preserve of others), current 
Protestant theology does not include, and would even decline, such an 
idea. Yet, the Reformers did not wish to exclude the ministry, but 
merely to bind it closely to the Word of God in an attempt to avoid 
acknowledging an ecclesiastical power independent of God’s authority. 
In doing this, however, they only considered the authority of God as 
making itself present in the Word, not in the form of an action by 
which Jesus Christ, our Lord, set up a lasting apostolic ministry, 
perhaps before, perhaps after his Resurrection, but certainly before his 
Ascension (see in particular Mt 28.18-20). Thus apostolicity was 
clearly established in conformity and continuity with the apostolic 
preaching, by means of Scripture. Such a thesis is not, indeed, false but 
it ought not to become exclusive.

Unfortunately, exclusive it was and Protestant theology, in con
sequence, was pledged: (i) not to admit any prolongation into the time 
of the Church of the divinely instituted apostolic ministry; (ii) to see 
ministers purely as men appointed by the community in a human way, 
the divine element in the right and authority for their ministry being 
only that of the Word; (iii) to acknowledge an apostolicity only of this 
Word and not of a function, an authority or a grace depending on an 
instituted ministry;2 (iv) to exclude the ministry from the definition of

1. It is possible to make out, in certain Protestant writings, a kind of nostalgia for 
tradition, in the sense we have spoken of supra, viz., the transmission of realities. See 
for example A. Neeser, Le Drame de la Parole de Dieu d’après la Bible, Lausanne, 1945; 
Pastor Jurgen, in Um die Einheit der Kirche, ed. J. Casper, pp. 182-3.

2. As it is not to our present purpose to make an exposition of these theses, I merely 
summarize a study which has been made elsewhere. One could refer here to Calvin, 
“Épître à Sadolet” and “Traité des scandales” (in Trois Traités, éd. Je sers, pp. 5off. 
and 286); letter to Francis I, at the beginning of the Institution, 23 August 1535; Institution, 
1541 version, Ch. 15 (Coll. Budé, Vol. IV, pp. i49ff.). Among contemporary authors, see 
E. Kinder, “Schrift u. Tradition”, in Begegnung d. Christen, p. 121.
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the Church, in which the divine institution is limited to the Word and 
the sacraments, as if the ministry formed no part of it.1 In Protestant 
ecclesiology there is no divinely instituted ministry to announce the 
Word (ecclesia congregans) to the Christian community (ecclesia 
congregata)·, there is the Word which, when it is received, alone 
creates, measures and judges the Church.2

On such a view, apostolicity and the action of the Holy Spirit are 
not only bound but also limited to Scripture. There is no chance of 
starting a discussion on the apostolicity of a ministry which would be 
the heir to that of the apostles and endowed with corresponding 
charisms, and which would also represent a way in which God could 
act and be a constitutive element in that relation with God in which the 
People of the Covenant are called to live. Several Catholic critics of 
Cullmann have noted that he implicitly reduces all inspiration to 
scriptural inspiration—it is, after all, only one example3—and also that 
he implicitly identifies infallibility with this (scriptural) inspiration.4 
As a result, according to him, the expiry of this latter would ipso facto 
mean the end of the charism of infallibility. But this means ignoring, 
at the level of the apostolic deposit, any activity, other than that of 
writing, and hence, for us, denying the existence of an apostolic 
Tradition.5 At the same time, it implies a denial of the charism with 
which the magisterium is endowed for its role in“active tradition”. 
And yet these are two of the most important items in the whole of 
Catholic theology on Tradition.

i. R. Mehl (“Perspectives œcuméniques ouvertes par la 3e Conférence mondiale 
de ‘Foi et Constitution’ ”, in RHPR, 33 [1953], pp· 261-7; esP· 263): “Has the ministry, 
as a regularly ordained institution, a place in the definition of the Church? Should it be 
added to the other two elements, the preaching of the word and the administering of the 
sacraments? Is it of the same importance? It is clear that it is of the nature of the Church 
to be a ministry, to be a service. But if we do not see this ministry as consisting in the preach
ing to all men of the good tidings of salvation, if we place alongside this the ministry as 
ordered and organized, then we are slowly but surely moving towards a definition of the 
Church which will find its guarantee in the continuity of this same ministry, that is, in the 
apostolic succession ...” (Against this, cf. infra, p. 487, n. 1).

2. Cf. H. Diem, Das Problem des Schriftkanons (Theol. Studien), 1952. K. Barth says 
that God’s self-revelation means his personal intervention as known and knowing, as 
speaking and being heard {ChristUche Dogmatik, p. 139; cf. Kirchliche Dogmatik, I/t, 
pp. 25064 I/2, pp. 222ff.) We should say: as speaking and empowering men to hear, etc.

3. P. Benoit, in RB, 62 [1955], p. 263, reprinted in Exégèse et Théologie, Paris, 1961, 
Vol. II, pp. 3156·

4. J. Daniélou, “Réponse à Oscar Cullmann”, in Dieu Vivant, No. 24 [1953], pp. 
107-16 (cf. p. 113).

5. O. Cullmann writes: “The real presence of the apostles in the Church of all periods 
is given to us in the N.T.” “It is scripture which actualizes this testimony [of the apostles], 
as it is the sacraments which actualize the redemptive work of Christ” {La Trad., pp. 
36 and 54; The Early Church, pp. 82 and 99). But note that most of the apostles wrote 
nothing.
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But it is here that certain Protestant theologians, sometimes as a 
result of a study of the New Testament and the history of the early 
Church, sometimes through theological reflection supported by a fuller 
realization of the Christian reality of the Church, propose a new and 
much more positive consideration of the ministry. It is to be seen as a 
prolongation into the time of the Church, of the apostolate that was 
instituted by Jesus Christ and that received the promise of his continued 
presence until the end of time.

Pastor J. J. von Allmen, professor in the Faculty of Theology in 
Neuchâtel, has stated that “the ministry is necessary for the Church, 
just as the Church is necessary for the ministers”, and he has shown 
how the ministry represents the encounter or confrontation of Jesus 
Christ and the Church.1 Let us recall that the Gegenüber, the con
frontation of the Church with its norm, is the great demand of Re
formed theology and the chief reason for its refusal to accept our 
notion of Tradition. But what if this confrontation is not realized 
solely in Scripture but also, in its own way, in the instituted ministry, 
that is, the hierarchy?

Pastor J. L. Leuba, also a professor at Neuchâtel, has linked the 
necessity and the role of a teaching office in the Church (magisterium) 
to the way in which he has, in other works, based the reality of a 
teaching office on the reality of a history unfolding in the time of the 
Church.2 The preaching of the Church is no mere repetition of what 
has been formulated in Scripture; it ought not only to translate the 
biblical message in terms adapted to men, but also to deal with con
temporary problems and, to this end, set forth a doctrine for which 
Scripture will supply only the basic principles. A magisterium is there
fore necessary; without it the Church could not exercise its office of 
enabling man, living in an historical situation, to enter into a relation 
with the Word of God.

i. “La Vie pastorale” (No. 40 of Verbum Caro), 1956. This outline finds its completion 
in tile work of Dorn G. Dix, The Ministry in the Early Church, 1900. In his preface to the 
French translation of this work (by A. Jaermann and R. Paquier, Le Ministère dans 
l’Église ancienne, Neuchâtel-Paris, 1955) J. J. von Allmen wrote. “I hope to be able to 
show soon, in a study on ‘the doctrine of the ministry according to the reformed credal 
writings of the sixteenth century’, that at the time of the Reformation the ministry was, 
without any hesitation, accounted along with preaching and the sacraments as one of the 
constitutive elements of the Church, without which it would in fact perish” (p. 11). With 
Dix’s article may be compared P. Menoud, L’Église et les ministères selon le N.T. (Cahiers 
théol., 23), Neuchâtel—Paris, 1949, esp. pp. 49-61, where the episcopate is understood 
as an authority coming from above and finding concrete expression in a person.

2. For the positive historical aspect: see articles referred to infra, p. 490, n. 2, and p. 491, 
n. i. Teaching function: “Was erwarten evangelische Christen vom ökumenischen Kon
zil?”, in Ökumenische Rundschau, 9 [i960], pp. 77-90, esp. p. 80.
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Pastor F. J. Leenhardt, expressly examining the problem of ‘ ‘Scripture 
and Tradition”1 (the “and” of his title having, as he demonstrates, a 
definitely conjunctive sense), has shown that the apostolate involves 
not only the function of being an actual eye-witness of the Resurrection, 
a function which ceased with the death of the last apostles, but also 
that of preaching; this office continues in the Church as a prolongation 
of the apostolic mission, in conformity with the intention of Christ. 
“The formal aspect of their mission, the mission itself, considered as 
realizing Jesus Christ’s will to be present, cannot be restricted to their 
writings; and if their function as eye-witnesses passes directly to 
Scripture, their function as witnesses, as preachers making the Gospel 
continually present to men, on Christ’s orders, continues and will 
continue as long as Christ’s will to be present endures” (p. 34). In 
short, apostolicity is not exercised by Scripture alone; the faith of 
Christians is not ruled by Scripture alone and immediately, but also by 
the preaching of an instituted ministry, throughout the history of the 
Church. Tradition recovers its lost position: its role and its justification 
derive from the existence of this human intermediary, the apostolic 
ministry, in which the presence of Christ, promised to his Church, is 
continued until the end of time.2 “Tradition becomes a living reality 
and one is not far from understanding the sense in which it would be 
possible to say (horresco referensf that the scriptural revelation is 
insufficient” (pp. 38-9). “I may hazard a more incisive formula in 
saying that the apostolic office belongs to the essence of the Church, 
but not Scripture” (pp. 34-5).

After this, is there any need to quote again the declaration of those 
twenty-nine public figures in the Dutch Reformed Church addressed 
to “all those who love the Church of Jesus Christ”?3 Need we make 

/ any mention of P. Y. Émery, the theologian from Taizé, who has made
an excellent synthesis of the content of this new departure in a renewed 
theology?4

i. “ ‘Sola Scriptura’ ou Écriture et Tradition”, in Études théol. et relig., 1961, pp. 
5-46, esp. pp. 22ff.—This can be taken as replying to Cullmann as quoted supra, p. 481, 
n. 1.

2. Cf. p. 38. And again: “There is no caesura between apostolic times and the time of 
the Church, for Christ’s real presence persists from the former into the latter (ref. is 
made to Mt 28.18-20)” (p. 31). Leenhardt would even admit a certain infallibility for 
this continuation of the apostolate (cf. pp. 32ff.).

3. Hervonning en Catholiciteit. Een Eerklaring, Rotterdam, 1950. See Église vivante, 
1950/4, pp. 495ÎT.J Vers l’unité chrétienne, June 1951, pp. 2-6.

4. P. Y. Émery, “Réforme et Unité”, in Éerbum Caro, No. 61 [1962], pp. 42-65. 
Here is a passage from pp. 52-3: “If Scripture had been put together long ago, and today 
was heard in the Church without any human intermediaries, it would be a standard ex
ternal to the Church, a rule with complete command in the Church, a reforming prin-
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Are diese references simply evidence of Catholicizing tendencies?
I do not think so. They are, rather, rediscoveries made in an ecu

menical climate.
The effort thus begun will be established on the solid foundation it 

needs only if Protestant thought tries once more to find out what the 
basis of this ministry derived from the apostolic institution is. This basis 
is to be found in a christology in full conformity with that of Tradition 
and the great councils. Elsewhere11 have shown that Protestant thought 
usually relates and binds the existence of die Church to the Holy 
Spirit and to the spiritual event of the proclamation of salvation in 
Jesus Christ, to which we reply by a faith which is itself an event 
through the Holy Spirit. This theology does not relate and bind the 
existence of the Church to Christ as sent by the Father to establish it. 
Catholic theology, on the contrary, does do this, without for all that 
misunderstanding the reality of the action of the glorified Lord dirough 
his Holy Spirit. But it must be stressed that especially since the 
Gregorian Reform and the development of juridical points of view by 
which it was followed, and by reason also of a rather “physicalist” 
tendency favoured by the scholastics, it insists much less on this role 
and real activity of the Holy Spirit than on the institution dependent 
on the power of Christ. In doing this, however, it respects the gospel 
categories, especially those of St John, and the categories of tradition 
(St Clement, Tertullian, etc.) which present “God” as commissioning

1. Vraie et Fausse Reforms ..., pp. 446fr. To the references given there may be added 
Eric Μ. Wahlstrom (Lutheran), in The Nature of the Church, N.Y. 1945, pp. 39-40; 
H. Mentz, Taufe und Kirche in ihrem ursprünglichen Zusammenhang, Munich, i960, pp. 
22-8 and 88.

ciple against which the Church would have to measure itself (and this has been the way in 
which ordinary Protestant theology has] usually tended to present Scripture’s role). 
But such is not the will of God, who entrusted Scripture to the Church just as he en
trusted the Church to Scripture. Though it is a norm of life for the Church, Scripture 
is at the same time a reality within that Church, an ecclesial reality. In a certain way, 
Scripture was born in the Church, since the apostles, pillars of that Church, were also 
its first members. And at the same time it is the Church—and in it, each of its members— 
which is charged by God, with his assistance, to live out the Scripture in practice, and yet 
continually to refer this life to Scripture as to its norm. At the beginning the apostles 
laid the foundation of the Church, the living Word of Christ, and bore the responsibility 
for confronting the Church’s life with its inalienable foundation. Since their deaths, 
Scripture is the lodgement of this apostolic foundation. But in itself it is only a thing, a 
very holy thing, but a thing—a book. It has no life independently of the Church. So, 
there must be successors of the apostles (they foresaw as much), not in order to lay new 
foundations, but to give life to the original foundation, and to evaluate this life according 
to the foundation. Such is the task of each Christian, and in particular the task of those 
given to the Church by God with a ministry and authority to watch over that life, or
ganize it within the unity of the body and preside at the confrontation of its life with the 
original foundation, in other words, to preside over the reform of the Church.”
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Christ, who commissions the apostles, who in turn commission their 
heirs or successors in the sacred ministry.1 This presupposes a con
sideration of Jesus Christ as an authority which, as far as I can see, is 
quite unknown as yet to Protestant thought, and thus requires to be 
made the subject of careful study.

Protestant thought should be fully capable of this because it has so 
often derived great fruit from its study of the Lordship or Dominion 
of Christ. But it has treated this Lordship too exclusively as an attribute 
of the glorified Christ and not enough as a de jure power residing 
already in Christ made man, in conformity with the ontology of the 
Chalcedonian dogma: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go therefore, and make disciples of all nations.” It is 
this royal power of Christ which efficaciously inserts his priestly and 
prophetic functions into time, making him truly the Lord of time: and 
he is this not only in himself in heaven but also in his Church: “I have 
overcome the world.” “I am with you always until the consummation 
of the world.”

If the ideas expressed in the preceding pages can meet with approval 
in large sectors of Protestant thought, perhaps there will be less 
difficulty in future in accepting the idea of development which is so 
closely bound up with that of Tradition. Today this idea is repugnant 
to Protestant theologians, and, perhaps, even more disturbing.2 It 
seems to them that in attributing to possible developments a value 
which is of the same kind as, and equal, therefore, to the primary 
apostolic deposit, Catholicism falls into the sin with which they are 
always reproaching it—making its history into an absolute and raising 
its own life to the level of a norm. Many Protestant theologians would 
not be against development, but do not accept that one can attribute to 
its products any normative value other than their value in translating 
the content of Scripture.3 In principle, this is the Catholic position, 
without prejudice to other means than Scripture for the transmission 
of the apostolic deposit. One ought to be able, therefore, on this

i. Cf. Part I, p. 25. These successive commissionings are the keynote for the Catholic 
theology of Tradition in general (cf. for instance, Franzelin, De Div. Trad., Th. IV and 
V, pp. 23Æ).

2. See E. Kinder, in Begegnung d. Christen, p. 125; K. E. Skydsgaard, in The Scottish 
Journal, pp. 339-45, 35^· In a more general way, cf. M. Villain, Introduction à l’œcum
énisme, Tournai-Paris, 3rd ed. 1961, pp. 25iff. (ET Unity..., 1963, pp. 305!!.); 
J. Bose, Le Dialogue catholique—protestant, Paris, i960, pp. 62, 69; even J.-L. Leuba, “Le 
Rapport entre l’Esprit et la Tradition selon le N.T.”, in Verbum Caro, No. 50 [1959], 
pp. 133-50 (cf. p. 149), and M. Thurian, article referred to supra, p. 477, n. 3.

3. Thus, J. Bose, j.-L. Leuba, M. Thurian, even O. Cullmann.
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difficult question of development, to make substantial progress to
wards agreement. Not all the effort in this field has to be made by the 
other side, but it must be confessed that on this question Protestant 
theology as yet has not done any work comparable to that of the 
Catholics. This is even more reason for giving recognition and a 
welcome to some very interesting first fruits of such work.1

i. Especially J.-L. Leuba (apart from the study referred to supra, p. 490, n. 2) in: “La 
Tâche actuelle de la théologie protestante”, in Verbum Caro, No. 45 [1958], pp. 54-67; 
and in a paper written for the Theological Commission of the World Council of 
Churches, May 1956.

2. See T.-G. Chifflot, “Le Christ et le temps. Réflexions sur un livre récent”, in 
M-D, No. 13 [1948], pp. 26-49 (included in his Théologie de l'Histoire, Paris, i960, pp. 
9-48); T. Strotmann, “Le Christ et le temps”, in Irénikon, 21 [1948], pp. 395-410; 
H. Stirnimann, “Apostelamt und apostolische Überlieferung”, in Freiburger Zeitsch. f. 
Phil. u. Theol., 4 [1957], pp. 129-47; F. Frisque, Oscar Cullmann. Une Théologie de 
l’histoire du salut, Tournai-Paris, i960, pp. i6off.; J. Mouroux, Le Mystère du temps, 
esp. pp. I5off. (cf. ET The Mystery of Time, 1964).—Orthodox criticism: O. Clément, 
Transfigurer le temps, Paris, 1959, pp. 53, 61. I know only the titles of the following 
Spanish works: Jesús Silvestro Arrieta, “La Iglesia del intervalo: aspecto escatológico 
del tiempo de la Iglesia en Oscar Cullmann”, in Miscellanea Comillas, No. 31 [1959], 
pp. 191—297; Antonio Briva Mirabent, El tiempo de la Iglesia en la teología de Cullmann, 
Barcelona, 1961.

V. Conclusion

This chapter was intended to be neither a polemical discussion nor a 
general justification of Catholic views. It has been an attempt to 
determine the presènt position of the dialogue between Reformed 
theology and Catholic theology on the question of Tradition. This 
allows me to be brief on the two points which call forth both agree
ment and disagreement. I do so, less to reach a conclusion than to 
suggest the future shape of the dialogue.

First, there is the conception of the time of the Church in its relation 
to what Cullmann (who was one of the first in this field) calls the time 
of the Incarnation or the time of the laying of the foundations. All 
Cullmann’s Catholic critics have drawn attention to what, it seems to 
them, amounts to a discontinuity or cleavage made by him between 
these two “times”.2 As if Christ and the Church were in a purely 
extrinsic relation to each other, and as if the Church, living in a purely 
profane time, could but try continually to conform itself from without 
to its unique and uniquely given model. Yet Cullmann admits to a very 
positive value in the time of the Church from the point of view of 
salvation history. If it is agreed to go beyond the level of an analysis 
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of the words and the texts of the New Testament, at which Cullmann 
remains (such work is obviously of value but a little limited in relation 
to such a large dogmatic problem), and if the New Testament is 
examined on the level at which it can provide a solution to the theo
logical problem, it seems to me that one finds there, first of all, an 
affirmation of the complete historicity of God’s gift. The history of the 
Church is not a merely human story with only an extrinsic reference to 
the “once for all” nature of the Christ-event. With Pentecost, the 
consequence or fruit of Christ’s transitus, what happened once has 
entered into time and become part of history.1 Secondly, one finds the 
affirmation, or the supposition, that Christ and the Church are in one 
another and that one and the same “mystery” includes them both. Fr 
Mersch has shown, in the biblical section of his extensive work on the 
Mystical Body, how the different books of the New Testament give 
support to the idea that Christ continues, after and as a result of his 
purely historical life, to live in his members. Summing up what he has 
already shown in great detail, he applies this notion to a prolongation 
of Christ’s teaching in his living Body.2 The idea of the Church as a 
“continued Incarnation” is most repugnant to Protestants, who see in 
this the same danger as in the notion of development. I realize that the 
expression is open to criticism and usually avoid using it myself, but it 
does, at the same time convey (if clumsily) certain elements which are 
genuinely present in the New Testament revelation. Basically, these 
imply the impossibility of making any complete division between 
Christ and his ecclesial Body.

I. Cf. J.-L. Leuba, article mentioned supra, p. 491, n. 1.
2. Le Corps mystique du Christ. Études de théologie historique, 1936, Vol. I, pp. 279, 

336-7 (ET 1951). Cf. R. Bréchet, “Du Christ à l’Église. Le dynamisme de l’Incarnation 
dans l’Évangile de S. Jean”, in Divus Thomas, Piacenza, 56 [1953], pp. 67-98; A. Feuillet 
“Le Temps de l’Église d’après le IVe Évangile et l’Apocalypse”, in M-D, No. 65 [1961], 
pp. 60-79, witlt references to other works.

3. I have tried to formulate the complementary aspect of Christ’s transcendence, 
in “Le Christ, Chef invisible de son Corps visible”, in the contributions to a colloquy 
on christology, to be published by Desclée De Brouwer.

To be precise, the second point here, which is profoundly relevant 
to the theology of Tradition, depends on the realism and truth with 
which we recognize in the Church the (Mystical) Body of Christ. It is 
possible that Catholic theology lays too exclusive a stress on the aspect 
of an interior and vital continuity between Christ and his Body;3 
but, at the same time, it is quite certain that Protestant theology, 
though it has much to say on Christ’s lordship over the Church, is far 
from having given enough thought to the full “realism” of the concept 
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of tlie Church as Christ’s Body. The Reformers were in part the victims 
of a general loss or weakening of the sense of the Church as a mystery of 
a sacramental kind, widespread in the sixteenth century. W. Schweitzer 
is not mistaken when he says that our theology of Tradition is 
explained by our theology of the Church considered as the Body of 
Christ or the sacrament of his presence.1 Protestant theologians will 
only find themselves in agreement with us on one of these points in the 
measure that they can agree on the other.2

But, at this level of discussion, theology has to deal with basic 
attitudes towards the essential articles of faith. What is at stake is the 
whole conception of man’s relation with God: Reformation theology 
sees this as a dramatic and dialectical relation of the individual sinner 
with Absolute Holiness. Also involved here is the way of approaching 
christological dogma, the place given to Christ’s humanity, the 
way in which one views the relation between the Church, its ministers, 
its life, on the one hand, and Christ in his public ministry and the 
Spirit sent to us by God to make us Christians. On two points in this 
general complex, Protestant theology seems to us to have much 
ground to make up. First, there is the relationship of the Church to 
Christ and what he did during his life on earth.3 Secondly, the union 
between the Church and the Holy Spirit, and the action of the Spirit 
in the Church’s history. I would emphasize “Church” because 
Protestant theologians seem to have been too apt, so far, to consider 
the action of the Holy Spirit only in terms of the application of revela
tion and redemption to each individual. The elaboration of a more 
satisfactory doctrine of the Spirit’s activity in the Church as such will 
be a necessary condition for a more adequate theology of Tradition. 
This, moreover, is also the common conclusion of the two commissions 
(in America under Fr George Florovsky and in Europe under Professor 
K. E. Skydsgaard) at present working at the behest of the Studies 
Division of the World Council of Churches on the problems presented 
by the general subject of Tradition and traditions.

i. Schrift undDogma in der Okumene, Gütersloh, 1953, p. 42.
2. As can be seen in the declaration by the twenty-nine Netherlands Calvinists, see 

supra, p. 488, n. 3. Another approach in E. R. Fairweather, “Scripture in Tradition”, 
in Canadian Journal of Theology, 5 [1954], pp. 7-14 (and cf. E. Lamirande, in Rev. de 
I’Univ. d’Ottawa, 1962, p. 193).

3. I have touched on this question in Vraie et Fausse Réforme .. . , 1950, pp. 424, 
452ff.;“Pourledialogue avec le Mouvement œcuménique”, in Ver bum Caro, No. 4 [1950], 
pp. 111-23; ET Christ, Our Lady and the Church, London, 1956; “Regards et 
Réflexions sur la christologie de Luther”, in Chalkedon in Geschichte u. Gegenwart, 
Würzburg, Vol. III, 1954, pp. 457-86 (reproduced in Chrétiens en dialogue. Études et 
Témoignages œcuméniques, Paris, 1963).

KK
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EXCURSUS A

THE GOSPEL IN THE HEART

The theme of the Gospel written in the hearts of men has acquired a 
technical value and some depth of meaning in the theology of Tradi
tion. But it had in the first place a properly biblical sense, which must 
be understood.

The origins of the phrase are found in the Second Epistle to the 
Corinthians (written in 57), 3.2-3:

You yourselves are our letter of recommendation, written on our 
hearts, to be known and read by all men; and you show that you are 
a letter from Christ delivered by us, written not with ink but with 
the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts.
These verses introduce a section on the ministry of the letter and the 

ministry of the Spirit: the difference between the old and the new order 
is constituted by the gift of the Spirit, which is proper to the new 
(2 Cor 3.6; Rom 7.6; Ezek 36.24-8). This discussion itself belongs to 
a longer section (2.12 to 7.4) on the apostolic ministry. The idea of the 
letter written by the Spirit of the living God on or in our hearts has 
its ultimate literary origin in Ezekiel and Jeremiah.

These two prophets speak in the context of a threatened, and later 
actual, siege of Jerusalem, and then one of aftermath to disaster. Israel 
has broken the pact with Yahweh in not observing the prescriptions of 
his covenant; he will be punished and destroyed. The covenant is in 
ruins, but the prophet, who has received a mission to destroy and to 
root up has also been sent to build and to plant. Yahweh will take up 
his work again and he will bring it to a definitive conclusion, reaching 
the hearts of men by means of his Spirit.1 These are the principal 
relevant passages:

Ezek 11.19 (just before the siege, c. 590): And I will give them 
one heart, and put a new spirit within them; I will take the stony 
heart out of their flesh, and give them a heart of flesh [that they may 
walk in my statutes ... ].

Jer 31.31-4 (c. 596-587): Behold, the days are coming, says the 
Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel 
1. See M. Hoepers, Der nene Bund bei den Propheten, Freiburg, 1933, pp. 85R'. (Jer.), 

9iff. (Ezek); P. van Imschoot, “L’Esprit de Jahve et 1’alliance nouvelle dans 1’A.T.”, 
in ETL, 13 [1936], pp. 201-220.
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and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their 
fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land 
of Egypt, my covenant which they broke, though I was their hus
band, says the Lord. But this is the covenant which I will make with 
the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law 
within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their 
God and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each man 
teach his neighbour and each his brother, saying, “Know the 
Lord”, for they shall all know me.

This text is quoted in Heb 8.8ff. The idea of a knowledge so entirely 
interior that there would be no further need of human masters is 
found, with an allusion to Is 54.13, in Jn 6.45 and 1 Jn 2.20, 27. For the 
promise of a new and eternal covenant to be given after the punishment 
of Israel’s guilt, see Ezek 16.39-60.

Jeremiah says further, 24.7: I will give them a heart to know that 
I am the Lord; and they shall be my people and I will be their God. 
32.39-40: I will give them one heart and one way... and I will 
put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn from me.

And to conclude, Ezekiel 36.24-7 writes, after the disaster of 586: 
I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the 
countries, and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean 
water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleanness.. . . 
A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; 
and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a 
heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you 
to walk in my statutes.

In Ezekiel there is also the vision of the dry bones (37.14: And 
I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live), and in the 
spiritual world of Jeremiah, Deut 30.6-8; Ps 51(50)10-12, and the 
theme of the circumcision of the heart, Jer 4.4.

Three interrelated themes are seen as being involved in these 
prophetic announcements: first, there is the true covenant which is at 
the centre of the divine message and the history of salvation. Its divine 
term is the “living God” named by St Paul in the text we first referred 
to, who, in the Old Testament, is the initiator of sacred history, of the 
covenant and of the deliverance from Egypt.1 Secondly, the Spirit of 
God works to bring about this covenant; he is the power who makes 

1. When the man of faith says, “My God”, it is the living God he is addressing. 
This is the God in whom he reposes all his trust, and whom he serves as if in a temple, 
the true temple being the soul thus dedicated to the living God (see 2 Cor 6.16; Rom 
9.26; 1 Tim 3.15; 4.10; (6.17 Vulg.); 1 Thess 1.9).



496 EXCURSUS A

the Chosen People carry out God’s plan.1 Thus the inauguration of a 
higher phase, even of a perfect and definitive phase, of the covenant 
relationship is attributed to a new and plenary giving of the Spirit. 
Thirdly, this perfect state must entail an interiorization of the disposi
tions in man which bear upon his relations with God. We know that 
God’s design is marked out by an increasingly interior tendency: in 
biblical language, “heart” signifies a man’s basic disposition, the seat 
of thought and feeling, even the index, as it were, of his inner nature.2

Hence, when St Paul compares the community he has founded to 
a “letter from Christ, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the 
living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts”, he 
is situating the work of his ministry within the order of the New 
Covenant, in which our relationship with God will find its complete 
fulfilment. He is not speaking expressly here of the Gospel, as such.

When did authors first begin speaking of the Gospel written in the 
heart? As far as I can tell, it was not in patristic times. St Irenaeus speaks 
of the salvation which many barbarian nations possess, “written with 
neither ink nor paper by the Holy Spirit in their hearts, and they faith
fully keep the ancient tradition, believing in one God only”.3 The faith 
which is recapitulated in the baptismal profession is the principle of 
salvation; keeping it in one’s heart is better than having it written down 
on a piece of paper. This is a characteristic of complete fidelity and 
Irenaeus claims this for the words he had heard spoken by Polycarp 
when a child.4 We have seen that when the catechumenate was 
organized liturgically, the catechumen was obliged to get both the 
creed and the Pater by heart, and not allowed to write them down. 
In this context, St Augustine makes a reference to Jer 31, but he is not 
explicitly referring to the Gospel.5 On the other hand, in the explana-

1. See for example Is 11.1-6; 32.15-18; 44.3-5; 61.1-3; Haggai 2.5; Zech 4.6; P. van 
Imschoot, loc. cit.

2. See supra, p. 372, n. 2. The heart is man’s fundamental disposition (Jer 32.39-40); 
we must love God with our whole heart (Deut 6-5;’Mk 12.30® and parallels). The Lord 
sees the heart (1 Sam 16.7), and he searches and tests it (Ps 17.3; Jer 17.10; 11.20; 20.12; 
Ps 7.10). The circumcision of the heart (Lev 26.41; Deut. 10.16).

3. AH, III, 4, 1 and 2: “Quid autem si nec apostoli quidem Scripturas reliquissent 
nobis, nonne oportebat ordinem sequi Traditionis quam tradiderunt his quibus commit- 
tebant ecclesias? Cui ordinationi adsentiunt multae gentes barbarorum eorum qui in 
Christum credunt, sine charta et atramento scriptam habentes per Spiritum in cordibus 
suis salutem, et veterem Traditionem diligenter custodientes” (PG, 7, 855).

4. “By God’s mercy I listened carefully to those things [which Polycarp said] and 
recorded them, not on paper but in my heart, and have ever through God’s grace, faith
fully borne them in mind” (apud Eusebius, HE, N, 20, 7: GCS, p. 484; we translate from 
Bardy’s French in SCh, 41, 1955, p. 62; cf. ET TCL, 6; Loeb, 153; FC, 19).

5. Sermo 212, 2 (JPL, 38, 1060).
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tion of the same ceremony given in the Gelasian sacramentary, the 
bishop says to the catechumen: “Learn the creed with attention and 
inscribe what we pass on to you, just as we in turn have received it, not 
on that which will corrupt, but on the pages of your heart.”1

So then, despite the immense prestige of the Text or the Book, the 
living memory of the trustworthy “heart” is accorded a greater dignity. 
Scripture praises keeping things in one’s heart (cf. Gen 37.11; Dan 
7.28; Lk 2.19, 51). Clement of Alexandria came close to our theme 
when he wrote: “By the Saviour’s teaching, given to the apostles, the 
unwritten tradition of written tradition [i.e., a commentary on Scrip
ture] has been handed down to us, written by the power of God in 
new hearts, which correspond to the newness of the book of Isaiah.”2

The Fathers readily cite one or other of the texts we have given, 
Jer 31, or 2 Cor 3.3, but they do this within the context of the passages 
themselves, namely, to express the difference between the old and the 
new law. Thus St John Chrysostom,3 and also St Augustine, especially 
in the De Spiritu et Littera (written in 412), which is the patristic locus 
classicus for this distinction.4 In his baptismal catecheses, Chrysostom 
alludes to the terms of 2 Cor 3.3, but not in reference to the traditio 
symbolv. he applies these terms rather to the pact or treaty represented 
by the sacrament, our agreement, written “not in ink but with the 
Spirit”.5

The Fathers found the announcement of a second law, the Gospel, 
even in the title of the book of Deuteronomy, this would be “that 
Gospel law written in the believer’s heart when he hears and retains the 
Word of Christ”.6 They were fond also of developing the theme of a 
Christian Pentecost corresponding to the Jewish Pentecost, in which

1. “Intentis itaque animis Symbolum discite, et quod vobis sicut accepimus tradimus 
non alicui materiae quae corrumpi potest, sed paginis vestri cordis ascribite” (ed. Wilson, 
p. 53). There was also a rite of anointing of the ears (and the nostrils), in which many 
prayers spoke of an opening of the ears of the heart (cf. DACL, I, 2533).

2. Strom., VI, 15, 131, 4-5 (PG, 9, 356B; GCS, p. 498; ET ANL, 12).
3. Com. in Matth. Hom., i (PG, 57, 13-14; ET LF, 11).
4. See c. 17, 29 (PL, 44, 218), where he compares the Mosaic law and the new law: 

“Ibi in tabulis lapideis digitus Dei operatus est; hic in cordibus hominum”; No. 30, 
col. 219, with quotation from 2 Cor 3.3; c. 19, Nos. 32, 35, with quotation from Jer 
31.31—4 and 2 Cor 3.3 (col. 22off.); c. 21, No. 36 (col. 222); c. 25, No. 42, where he takes 
up these themes again and mentions 2 Cor 3.3, etc. (ET TCL, 19; LCC, 8).

5. Catech., Ill, 20 (Baptismal Instructions, tr. Harkins, AC IP, 26, p. 62): “ . . . let us 
remember the contract we have made with Him. I speak both to you, the neophytes, and 
to you who have long since been initiated. . .. For the instruction is the same for us all, 
since all of us have made our agreement with Him, writing it not in ink but in the spirit, 
not with pen but with our tongue.” And cf. IV, 31.

6. Origen, In Libr. Jesu Nave Hom., 9, 4 (PG, 12, 873-4). On this theme of Deu
teronomy, the second law (the Gospel), see H. de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale, Vol. I/i 
(Théologie, 41), Paris, 1959, p. 315; p. 329, n. 8.
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the giving of the Law on Sinai was commemorated.1 The first law was 
written on tablets of stone, the second was the law of grace, of the 
Holy Spirit, and inscribed in the hearts of the faithful.

One of the first explicit applications to Tradition of the theme 
announced in the Pauline texts, though not in the terms of those texts, 
after Clement of Alexandria, is found in Nicephorus, the iconophil 
patriarch of Constantinople deposed in 815: “Everything done in the 
Church is Tradition, including the Gospel, since Jesus Christ wrote 
nothing but put his word into the souls of men.”2

The great scholastics did not make such a direct application of this 
theme to Tradition, but they did prepare for its later use at the Council 
of Trent. We can in particular mention St Thomas Aquinas, since St 
Bonaventure does not seem to have referred much to our theme.3 
St Thomas frequently talks of it, taking up the ideas of St Augustine 
and his De Spiritu et Littera. He is content with the generally biblical 
and Augustinian opposition between the Mosaic age of the letter and 
the Christian age of the Spirit. He does say, with St Augustine, that all 
Scripture, including the New Testament, is, considered precisely as 
written, external to the heart of man, a mere letter that kills.4 External 
means of communication continue to be used under the New Dis
pensation but these are only secondary realities whose role is merely to 
produce the interior fruit, the primary reality: these are things inducentia 
adgratiam Spiritus Sancti, i.e., the grace in which the new law properly 
consists, the law of the Spirit written not in ink, but by the Spirit of the 
living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.5 St 
Thomas quotes the text of 2 Cor 3.3, but in the authentically biblical 
context of the new law and its characteristics, not that of the Scripture- 
Tradition problem which was not at that time approached in a pole
mical fashion, but solved in the quiet enjoyment of harmony and 
continuity between the two things. Yet the use he makes of our theme

1. A very frequent parallel. For example, St John Chrysostom, Com. in Matth. Hom., 
1 (PG, ^7, 15; ET LF, 11); St Jerome, Ad Fabiolum, 7 (a reference given by P. Evdoki
mov in Perbum Caro, No. 62, p. 179, which I have so far been unable to trace); St Augustine, 
De Spir. et Litt., 21, 36 (PL, 44, 222); Ambrosiaster, Lib. Quaest. Pet. et N. Test., 
95, 2 (CSEL, 50, 168), etc. See the present writer’s Pentecote, 1956, pp. 6off. (ET in 
The Mystery of the Church, i960); J. Licuyer, Le Sacerdoce dans le my stere du Christ 
(Lex Orandi, 24), Paris, 1957, pp. 45!!., 313-38.

2. Antirrheticus, III, 7; PG, 100, 385CD.
3. I can only find 2 Cor 3.3 mentioned in the Sermo I de Circumcisione (Opera, Qua- 

racchi ed., IX, i34b), in reference to the opposition between the old and the new law.
4. ST, I-II, q. 106, a. 2. St Augustine, De Spir. et Litt., 14, 23 and 17, 30 (PL, 44, 

215 and 219).
5. See ST, I-II, q. 106, a. 1, sed cont.; a. 2, ad 3; III, q. 42, a. 4, ad 2; q. 72, a. 11; 

Comm, in 2 Cor., c. 3, lect. 1; In Hebr., c. 8, lect. 3 end. All these passages are noteworthy. 
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is important for this subject, for it inspired the sixteenth-century 
theologians who adapted its categories to the problem which had been 
put to them.

Things began to change as a result of Scriptura sola theories. Was 
this because Wycliffe, though tending towards such a theory and 
already drawing many practical consequences from it, did not really 
make any statements of principle in any way differing from what we 
can find in other medieval theologians? Thomas Netter, who follows 
his adversary on to his own ground, arguing with great erudition 
against him without, however, registering any really creative and 
constructive theological advance, does not, perhaps, make an express 
use of the theme of the Gospel in the heart with reference to Tradition, 
but does come close to it when he writes:

In eius [ = Ecclesiae] fide, tamquam in tutissimo scrinio, totius 
latet thesaurus dogmatis Christiani: sub umbra auctoritatis eius 
quiescit fides de Prophetis et omnis iusta aestmatio Evangelicae 
veritatis, scriptae, inquam, et non scriptae, nisi, ut prius dixi, in 
cordibus conversorum.1

But it was above all the apologists of the Old Church against Luther 
and the sixteenth-century Reformers, who made the application of this 
theme to Tradition. Was Latomus the first of these polemicists to use 
it? Referring back to his old master in Paris, whose name he omits to 
mention, he says that faith’s last resort is the Gospel written in the 
heart.2 This seems very close to the grace or vocatio (instinctus) interior 
which St Thomas speaks about. But it is only a passing mention, and 
the context is not one of polemics against Scriptura sola. However, we 
do find it used in such a context in the writings of Eck and Henry VIII 
in 1521. The English king, defensor fidei, aided no doubt by his chan
cellor Thomas More, attacked Luther for leaving aside certain sacra-

1. Thomas Netter (Waldensis), Doctrinale Antiquitatum Catholicae Ecclesiae, ed. 
Blanciotti, 3 vols., Venice, 1757-9,1, lib. II, a. 2, c. 25, n. 5 (p. 372). And cf. M. Hurley, 
Scriptura Sola. Wyclif and his Critics, N.Y., i960, esp. pp. 55!?. We may note that the 
idea of a law, kept hidden in the heart (in the breast: in pectore, in scrinio pectoris') of the 
Lawgiver, was common in the Middle Ages. Bruno of Segni said that “tota et integra 
scientia [Evangelii] continetur in pectore Salvatoris” {Expos, in Exod., c. 25; PL, 164, 
315). A frequent saying among canonists was that the pope keeps all rights and laws in 
the archives of his heart (cf. N. Nilles, “In scrinio pectoris sui. Uber den Brustschrein 
Bonifaz’ VIII”, in ZKT, 1895, pp. 2-13; F. Gillmann, “Romanus Pontifex jura omnia 
in scrinio pectoris sui censetur habere”, in Archiv. f. kath. Kirchenrecht, 92 [1912], pp. 
31T.; 106 [1926], pp. 15<5fE; 108 [1928], pp. $24ff.; 109 [1929], pp. 249ff.).

2. De Trium Linguarum et Studii Theologici Ratione Dialogus, 1519: see Bibliotheca 
Reformatoria Neerlandica, 3 [1905], p. 64, and G. H. Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church, 
p. 170.
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ments (here, confirmation) on the pretext that they were not found in 
the Gospel: whereas, of course, one could not know what the Gospel 
was nisi tradente Ecclesia. He added: If no gospels had been written 
down, there would yet remain the Gospel written in the hearts of the 
faithful which existed before all written accounts.1

In the same year, Eck, Luther’s stubborn opponent at the Leipzig 
Disputation, made great use of the expression in his De Primatu 
Papae adversus Lutherumd There, it represents everything held by the 
Church which is not strictly Scripture; or rather, beyond the text taken 
in its purely material sense (as the Jews read it), the meaning of the text 
as revealed to spiritual men, and as it is held in the one Church. Eck 
adapted St Thomas’s classical argumentation to the problem raised by 
the Reformation: the Gospel law is primarily the law written in the 
Church’s heart; the written law is only a signpost towards the interior 
or mental law. Eck took up these themes again in 1530, in his Repulsio 
articulorum Lutheri?

In his Grundtliche unterrichte, which were published in February 
1528, with the intention of dissuading Margaret of Anhalt from taking 
up with the Reformers, the Dominican Johannes Mensing, who had 
been in personal controversy with Luther, distinguished three “states” 
of the Word of God: in the heart, in the mouth and on paper.4 Coch- 
laeus, one of Luther’s earliest opponents, had already stressed that 
Scripture, by itself and apart from a living subject, is incomplete, lacks 
meaning, and is not the Word of God.5 This was an interesting attempt

1. Assertio Septem Sacramentorum adversus Lutherum, 1521, c. De Confirmatione. 
The edition I am quoting from gives neither date nor place of publication (p. 96): “Cui 
quare non debeat de quibusdam credere (quanquam non leguntur in evangeliis), quum 
(ut Augustinus ait) nisi tradente ecclesia scire non posses, quae sint evangelia? Quorum 
si nullum unquam scriptum esset, maneret tarnen evangelium scriptum in cordibus 
fidelium, quodantiquius fuit omnium evangelistarum codicibus, manerent sacramenta . . .” 
(See J. Beumer, “Die Opposition gegen das lutherische Schriftprinzip in der Assertio 
septem sacramentorum Heinrichs VIII. von England”, in Gregorianum, 42 [1961], pp. 
97-106.)

2. See fol. 4r: this Gospel exists in the hearts of those who are the depositaries of the 
true revelation: the Son, the Holy Spirit, the apostles, martyrs and saints, the whole 
Church in its unity. Fol. $r: the Law was written on tables of stone, the Gospel in men’s 
hearts; it is prior in time to Scripture (cf. G. H. Tavard, p. 120).

3. No pagination (cf. G. H. Tavard, p. 123). The Word of the Spirit is the gospel 
law. Christ sent his apostles to preach, but did not order them to write, nor did he him
self do so. The apostles were to impress the Gospel in the hearts of their hearers. The 
gospel law is principally the law written in the Church’s heart; it is only the index of the 
interior or mental law.

4. Grundtliche unterrichte. Was eyn frommer Christen von der heyligen Kirchen, von der 
Ketern lere, und heyligen schrifft halten soll. Aus Göttlichen schrifften getrogen unde be- 
weret, fol. 38r, Tavard, pp. 162, 164.

5. De Auctoritate Ecclesiae et Scriptura adversus Lutherum, 1522, publ. in 1524; 
Tavard, pp. 124-8.
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to distinguish between the letter of Scripture and the Word of God. 
The Franciscan, Nicholas Herborn, one of Luther’s most original 
critics, also distinguished between the written and the inspired word, 
that is, the Word as a present act of God in a living spirit.1 The Gospel, 
he averred, could not be identified with a document: the document is 
lifeless, but the Gospel only properly exists when received from Christ 
by a believer. A written document can only be a sign or witness of this 
true Gospel.2

i. Enchiridion Locorum Communium (1522), ed. P. Schlager (Corpus Catholicorum, 
12), Münster, 1927; Tavard, p. 164.

2. Confutatio Lutheranismi, 1530, ed. L. Schmitt, p. 87, ref. in Tavard, p. 165.
3. De Ecclesiasticis Scripturis et Dogmatibus Libri Quatuor, 1333, ed. R. Tapper, 

Louvain, 15 56. And see J. L. Murphy, The Notion of Tradition in John Driedo, Milwaukee, 
1959, esp. pp. 73ff.

Lib. IV, c. 4, fol. 238’: “Neque enim idcirco verificata sunt evangelica dogmata, quia 
ecclesia et evangelistae sic sunt testificati, sed econtrario potius, ecclesia et evangelic! 
scriptores, haec idcirco olim sunt testificati, quia vera erant, et per Christum et apostolos 
revera sic facta et adimpleta, eandem tamen evangeliorum scripturam esse ad probandum 
efficacem et autenticam, declaratum est per authoritatem et testimonium ecclesiae, in 
Spiritu Sancto testificantis hanc scripturam continere ea quae docere praecepit Christus, 
dicens apostolis: Euntes in mundum universum, praedicate evangelium omni creaturae. 
Evangelium nondum erat scriptum, nisi in cordibus discipulorum, et praecepit Christus 
collegio apostolorum praedicare evangelium.”

Cap. 3, pars 2, fol. 343r: “Considerandum est ergo ex supradictis, quod universales 
et vere Deo digni apostoli, habentes sensum prophetarum et evangeliorum scriptum in 
cordibus suis, fideliter exequentes praeceptum magistri praecipientis, quantenus in 
mundum universum euntes, testes essent ac praedicarent evangelium, per quorum linguas 
loquebatur Spiritus Sanctus, non tamen conati sunt evangelium scribere in chartis et 
pergamentis, quam in cordibus hominum, scientes vivam vocem habere indigere, non 
suasoriis argumentis humani spiritus. Unde ab initio iam late per omnem locum erat 
dispersa Christi ecclesia, erantque in observantia ecclesiae ritus et instituta quaedam ab 
apostolis praecepta, priusquam scripta essent ulla evangelia.”

A few years later, Driedo, of Louvain, distinguished the Gospel as a 
preached message from the Gospel as a written narrative.3 The former, 
he argued, was the Gospel written in the apostles’ hearts, kept by 
them faithfully and later impressed on the hearts of the faithful before 
ever any of the New Testament writings existed. The content of this 
Gospel was the apostolic preaching, which centred on the saving event 
of Christ: this was also the content and the meaning of the prophecies 
and other writings which have reference to Christ.

During the discussions at the Fourth Session of the Council of 
Trent on the question of Scripture and Tradition, Cardinal Cervini, 
on 18 February 1546, distinguished three sources of our faith, all of 
them belong to the order of revelation: the revelation made to the 
patriarchs, contained in the Old Testament; the Gospel written in the 
hearts of the apostles, as foretold by the prophets: part of this was 
written, the rest remained in cordibus hominum. This is the New
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Testament. The third source is the Holy Spirit, who enlightens our 
understanding of those points in revelation which have remained 
obscure.1

Martin Perez de Ayala took part in the council from the beginning 
of the second half of 1546. In 1549 he published at Cologne the first 
treatise specifically devoted to Tradition De divinis, apostolicis atque 
ecclesiasticis traditionibus. From the start, he distinguished between two 
senses of “tradition”: the first, the tradition containing the whole 
Gospel. But this Gospel was first planted as a seed in the hearts of men 
before being written down. This is what we call today the Gospel 
before the gospels.2 It was then written “intra cordium secessus, 
digito Dei”,3 “in cordium penetralibus sculpta”,4 unlike that which was 
later to be fixed in writing.5

Melchior Cano did not take part in the council until after 1551; his 
famous De Locis was published only in 1564, after his death, but it is 
generally agreed that it was written during the council. In that work he 
made use of the theme of the Gospel in the heart, quoting Jer 31 and 
2 Cor 3: first, to show Tradition’s temporal priority to Scripture, on 
the same lines as the theme of the Gospel before the gospels;6 secondly, 
on the grounds of the dignity and superiority of the Gospel, arguing 
from the fact, which he based on examples and evidence taken from 
classical antiquity, that mystery entails secrecy: “Indignum ergo erat 
ut tota Evangelii doctrina, quae lex est spiritus et vitae, mortuis 
ubique litteris committeretur, nec ulla ex parte committeretur cordibus, 
cum de ea specialiter scriptum esset [with the quotation from Jer 31].”

1. CT, I, pp. 484-5: “Ea autem fidei nostrae principia tria esse inveniemus. Nam 
doctrinam nostram non nisi revelationem quandam diversis temporibus factam dino- 
scitur. Patriarchis primum, quorum fidem in sacris scripturis habemus—hasque vetus 
testamentum nominamus. Procedente tempore placuit divinae bonitati eadem et longe 
plura hominibus per unigenitum Filium suum revelare, qui non scripto, sed ore, non 
in charta, sed in corde plantavit evangelium suum, prout nihilominus iidem prophetae 
praedixerant—et hoc novum testamentum dicimus. Eorum tamen, quae a Christo 
emanarunt, quaedam scripturae demandata, quaedam in cordibus hominum relicta 
fuerunt—hocque secundum principium est fidei nostrae. Tertium autem, quoniam non 
semper Filius hominis nobiscum mansurus erat, Spiritum Sanctum suum in mundum 
misit, qui Dei secreta et quae dubia apud homines erant declararet...”.

2. “Totum evangelium potest dici traditio, eo quod per vivam Jesu Christi et aposto
lorum vocem, primitus in cordibus hominum disseminatum est” {pp. cit., fol. 2V: I 
owe these texts to G. H. Tavard, “Tradition in Early Post-Tridentine Theology”, in 
Theol. Studies, 23 [1962], pp. 377-405, esp. pp. 391!?.

3. Op. cit., fol. 5r.
4. Op. cit., fol. 22or (Tavard, art. cit., p. 392, n. 64).
5. “Atramento mortuo in sacris codicibus expressum”, “in materialibus aut lapideis 

tabulis” (Tavard, in Theol. Studies, p. 393).
6. De Locis Theol., Lib. III, c. 3, primum fundam, (ed. Serry, p. 67b): “Lex ergo 

evangelica, quae lex spiritus est, non literae, non est a principio'literis exarata, sed in 
animis fidelium insculpta.”
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The sons, as distinct from the Jews under the law, are called to the 
freedom of grace and have the law “insculptam in cordibus”.1

1. Ibid., quartum fundam., p. 69b.
2. For example, Juan de la Pena, o.p. (Salamanca, 1559), Comm, in II-II, q. 1, a. 10: 

“Doctrina revelata immediate a Deo sive fuerit scripta in chartis, sive in intellectibus et 
cordibus fidelium, eiusdem est auctoritatis” (in C. Pozo, La Teoria de Progreso dogmatico 
en los Teàlogos de la Escuela de Salamanca, Madrid, 1959, p. 151); Bânez, In Iam Par
tem . . ., q. 1, a. 8 (15 84): “Sacra Scriptura praecipue est in corde Ecclesiae, secundario vero 
in libris et editionibus” (ed. Beltran de Heredia, Salamanca, 1934, p. 71); Staphylus (In 
Causa Religionis Sparsim Editi Libri, Ingolstadt, 1613, p. 24) opposes the “vivum cor 
Ecclesiae” to the “mortuae chartacae membraneae Scripturarum”. On the other hand, 
I have not found the theme of the Gospel written in men’s hearts, at least, no reference 
to 2 Cor 3.3, in St Robert Bellarmine, Ia Controversia Generalis: De Verbo Dei, Lib. IV.

3. See Vraie et Fausse Réforme . .. , 1950, pp. 423ff.

Further quotations would not advance our argument very much. 
The distinction between Scripture as a material document and as the 
object of a faith living in the heart of the Church is, from this time on, 
standard in theology.2 A general interpretation may now be attempted 
which will try to give an answer to the following questions: What use 
did sixteenth-century controversialists make of this theme, and in 
what directions did they exploit it? What is the deepest meaning of the 
theme in the Catholic theology of Tradition and its relation to Scrip
ture? What are its Christian values, and how are its fullest values 
realized?

This theme originates in theology proper as a critique of the 
Protestant Scriptura sola thesis. Scriptura sola is treated in rather a 
schematic way by the Catholic apologists but doubtless they may be 
excused, for many of the Protestant formulations had that appearance 
too; often, the exact meaning of the “Word of God” remained ambi
guous, it being unclear whether it meant the action of God speaking 
and revealing himself, or the text of Scripture taken materially.3 In 
fact, as what the Reformers were rejecting was itself quite clear, their 
denials required to be countered immediately, and the apologists con
centrated upon those points of doctrine which had drawn the heaviest 
fire, especially the authority of what is held by the Church above and 
in addition to Scripture. They left aside two valuable elements in the 
reformed theology which did have echoes in tradition and which 
anticipated, in some ways, the profound truth the Catholic apologists 
themselves wanted to express. These were a quasi-sacramental notion 
of the Word of God, and also of Scripture, and the actuality of God’s 
presence, through his Spirit, in our hearing of the Word or our 
understanding of Scripture (“the inner witness of the Spirit”).
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In its positive aspect, the theme we are studying aims at justifying 
the normative value of what is held by the Church but not explicitly 
present in the scriptural texts. Alongside God’s revelatory action and 
intervention in Scripture there exists another action and intervention, 
namely, God’s communication of the meaning of Scripture and its con
tent to men, by his Spirit. This action is sometimes called “inspiration”, 
or even “revelation, disclosure” in the wider sense of the term, which 
we have examined already,1 and sometimes “the Gospel in the heart”. 
The active subject is God, through his Holy Spirit, and the beneficiaries 
of this activity are the souls of the individual faithful or the Church.

i. See Part I, Excursus B, pp. 119-37.
2. For example Eck (cf. Tavard, Holy Writ. . ., p. 123). If not primacy, at least an 

equality, based on the fact that they have a common operative principle, viz. the Holy

The meaning of the theme is thus quite clear: it claims to endorse a 
present activity of the living God in the soul of man as a genuine 
regulative principle of faith, beyond or in addition to the letter of 
Scripture. Nothing should have been more welcome to the Protestants: 
but, while recognizing the existence of such a divine activity, the 
Reformers limited it strictly to the understanding of Scripture stated 
a priori to be the Word of God. The Catholic apologists, on the other 
hand, retorted that the Gospel had been preached before the New 
Testament was written: Christ had committed it, not to writing, but 
to living men, and had promised them the assistance of the Spirit in 
their preaching, preserving and understanding of it. This transmission 
or tradition of the Gospel in men’s hearts by the Spirit of God goes 
beyond those elements of it which have been fixed in writing on paper 
(the dead letter). That is what Tradition is: at one and the same time, 
the meaning of Scripture, those prescriptive rules or truths which 
Scripture, written to satisfy particular needs, did not contain in an 
explicit manner, and lastly, the assistance given to the Church for a 
proper understanding of the whole. This entails a duty of giving a par 
pietatis affectas, a like loyalty and respect, to this form or this fruit of 
God’s action as we owe to Scripture, which is the result of an analogous 
activity. An unfortunate consequence of sixteenth-century polemics 
has been that this articulation of the twin values “Church” and 
“Scripture”, which ought to lead to a synthesis, has only developed 
into an antithesis. It has taken on, as a result of the polemical atmo
sphere, the appearance of a rivalry between Scripture’s authority and 
the Church’s (scriptural and ecclesiastical authority), with at least some 
theologians giving a certain primacy to the latter.2
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Another factor needs to be considered. The sixteenth-century 
theologians we have referred to say that the Word, the normative 
object of faith, is that Word which the Spirit forms in the heart of the 
Church. But where and when does this occur? What does the Church 
mean here? The thought of these theologians alternates between two 
replies to this question which are in no way contradictory, which must 
in fact both be accepted, but between which it is difficult to find an 
equilibrium and a synthesis. On the one hand, they speak of the 
sancti, Fathers and earlier writers, as spiritual men, instruments of the 
Holy Spirit, in whom the prophetic gift of revelation is continued.1 On 
the other hand, they often speak of the “Church”, and, although they 
do not always understand by this Church leaders, the hierarchy, they 
do tend to reduce it to the magisterium. Thus they no longer have in 
mind that spiritual conversion by which the veil is lifted from before 
our eyes so that we may at last perceive Scripture’s meaning—a 
traditional expression (see supra, p. 394)—but rather a certain 
guaranteed assisting charism, so that: “He that hears you, hears me.”2 
The reality of the “Gospel in the heart” is thus bound up with, and 
tends to be identified with, the hierarchical mission, the magisterium’s 
actions and its authority. Such is the case with Johann Eck.3 Thus 
begins that development, whose course I have traced in the historical 
survey, Part I, by which Tradition became increasingly identified with 
the teaching of the living magisterium purely and simply. When 
Cardinal Hosius wrote: “Vivum Evangelium ipsa est Ecclesia”,4 did 
he really have each of the values in its proper place?

My studies in the history of ecclesiology have led me to think that
1. See in G. H. Tavard, p. 152, the texts from M. Vehe (f 1539) and Alberto Pio 

(f 1531); p· 156, Johann Faber, Bishop of Wiener-Neustadt (f 1541), and Sadoleto 
(f 1547); pp. 162-3, Nicholas Ellenbog (f 1543); pp. 164-9, Nicholas Herborn (f 1535).

2. See Tavard, p. 157, with reference to Mensing.
3. Cf. Tavard, pp. 120-3.
4. Stanislai Hosii, . . . Opera Omnia in duos divisa tomos, Cologne, 1584, Vol. I, 321: 

“Non est Evangelium ubi non est Ecclesia. Non est Ecclesia ubi non est Evangelium. 
Non quod Scriptura non haberi possit extra Ecclesiam . . . sed vivum Evangelium ipsa 
est Ecclesia, extra quam pelles haberi, sive chartae possunt, atramentum haberi potest, 
litterae sive characteres, quibus conscriptum est Evangelium haberi possunt; caeterum 
ipsum Evangelium extra Ecclesiam non habetur, nec haberi potest. Quae causa est, quod 
Apostoli Spiritu Sancto pleni, cum symbolum tradidissent, nusquam proposuerunt: 
‘Credo santa Biblia, aut sanctum Evangelium’, sed ‘Credo. .. sanctam Ecclesiam’. 
In ea sunt Biblia, in ea est Evangelium, in ea sanus est Evangelii intellectus; quin ipsa 
potius est Evangelium, scriptum non atramento, sed Spiritu Dei vivi, non in tabulis 
lapideis, sed in tabulis cordis carnalibus.”

Spirit. This was the position of a number of theologians (Driedo: cf. Murphy, op. cit., 
p. 935 Juan de la Pena, referred to supra, p. 503, n. 2), and of the Council of Trent: 
“pari pietatis affectu”, an expression borrowed from the oft-quoted text of St Basil.
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perhaps the most important turning-point in that history came between 
the end of the eleventh and the end of the thirteenth centuries. In the 
way they used a whole number of themes and texts, theologians passed 
gradually from the level of the spiritual man to that of an assertion of 
hierarchical privileges, both guaranteed and understood in a juridical 
manner. I have traced in this shifting of meaning the use made of such 
biblical texts as Jer i.io: “Ecce constitui te super gentes et régna, ut 
evellas . . . et disperdas,. . . et aedifices et plantes”, or i Cor 2.15: 
“Spirituals [homo] judicat omnia, et ipse a nemine judicatur”, and 
a number of others besides.1 I have found corroboration in fields such 
as the sources of canon law, studied by C. Munier.2 The theme of the 
Gospel in the heart tends to develop in the same direction. Its remote 
origin was in certain passages of Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and in St 
Paul’s contrast between the new covenant of the Spirit and that of the 
letter. Its more direct and proximate source is in the Augustinian- 
Thomist theology of the new law. Its deeper significance is in the 
affirmation that God speaks to men not only in the scriptural text but 
by the activity of the living Spirit upon the spirits of men: how are the 
conditions for such a revelatory activity to be fulfilled? The beneficiary 
of this divine action is the Church as a total organic unity (see Chapter 
3, supra, pp. 3o8ff.): that is, the Church seen as a living supernatural and 
spiritual reality, made by the Spirit. The activity of the magisterium is 
included in this conception, but it is situated within and in relation to 
the whole fellowship of the People of God and the Body of Christ.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the treatise De Ecclesia 
was elaborated along the lines traced out by anti-Protestant polemic, 
especially the extraordinarily successful De Controversiis of Bellarmine. 
It was often a treatise on public law in regard to the authority and 
constitution of the Church, and there was thus effected a kind of divorce 
between theology and spirituality, each following its own path from 
then on.3 Mohler’s famous characterization of the treatises De Ecclesia 
in the age of Enlightenment was thus scarcely an exaggeration: “Gott

1. In particular, the idea of vicarius. I hope to be able to publish the findings of these 
enquiries later; but see “ ‘Ecce constitui te super gentes et régna (Jer 1.10)’ in Geschichte 
und Gegenwart”, in Théologie in Gesch. u. Gegenwart (Festschrift M. Schmaus), Munich, 
1957, PP· 671-96.

2. See Les Sources patristiques du droit de l'Église du VIIIe au XIIIe siècle, Mulhouse, 
1957·

3. Our theme was sometimes taken up by the spiritual writers, in their own way. 
St John Eudes, for instance, compares Mary’s heart to a “living Gospel, in which the life 
of our Lord Jesus Christ is written with the finger of God, which is the Holy Spirit” 
(quoted by C. Flachaire, La Dévotion à la Vierge Marie dans la littérature catholique 
au commencement du XVIIe siècle, Paris, 1916, p. 133),
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schuf die Hierarchie und für die Kirche ist nun bis zum Weitende mehr 
als genug gesorgt”, God created the hierarchy and thus provided more 
than sufficiently for the Church’s needs from now until the end of 
time.1

i. In TQ, 1823, p. 497.
2. Lessing, Schleiermacher: cf. Part I, p. 192. See P. Chaillet, “La Tradition vivante”, 

in RS PT, 1938, p. 172, and, for Möhler, p. 173.
3. “Die Tradition ist das fortwährend in den Herzen der Gläubigen lebende Wort”: 

Symbolik, § 38 (ed. Geiselmann, p. 415). Cf. Die Einheit, Add. Ill: ed. E. Vierneisel, 
Mainz, 1925, p. 192; Athanasius d. Grosse, I, p. 124: Tradition is “ein den Christen 
einwohnendes Grundgefühl, das sich durch ihre erste Erziehung in der Kirche gebildet 
hat”. Perrone derived the idea from Möhler (W. Kasper, Die Lehre von der Tradition in 
der römischen Schule, Freiburg, 1962, p. 95, n. 114).

4. See his paper “Die Orthodoxen hermeneutischen Grundprinzipien...”, in 
Procès-verbaux du Premier Congrès de Théologie Orthodoxe à Athènes, 26 nov.—6 déc. 
1936, Athens, 1939, pp. 146-7.

Möhler, as it happened, was the theologian who was to take up the 
theme of the Gospel in the heart again for his own theology of Tradi
tion, restoring its authentic meaning. First of all, he made use of the 
idea, classical in Catholic theology, in fact, but only just rediscovered, 
at that time, by Protestant thinkers,2 of the priority in time of the living 
word and of its primacy. No division should be made between the text 
and its understanding, between Scripture and the Church in which the 
Gospel’s meaning lives on. This Gospel living in the Church, “the 
Christian sense of the community of the faithful”, is Tradition in its 
subjective aspect (its objective aspect is the documents in which it is 
expressed).3 Tradition is not to be found in the mechanical transmis
sion of some lifeless object but in the meaning of things, which 
corresponds to the transmission of the deposit of these things them
selves.

This concept of Tradition is itself traditional; it is shared by the 
Orthodox. That is how Professor Μ. E. Antoniadis of the Athens 
Faculty of Theology expressed our own most classical positions on 
this question at the 1936 Congress of Orthodox Theology.4 Neither 
Jesus Christ himself nor a large number of apostles wrote anything 
down, he said; rather, they wished to write their teaching in the hearts 
of men, in accordance with 2 Cor 3.3. The faithful themselves are the 
document which is written and sealed by the Spirit. The apostolic 
writings are only testimony borne to Tradition, that is, to the apostles’ 
own direct preaching by which the Churches live.

In conclusion we may note that the theme we have been considering 
in this Excursus is not entirely absent from modern works on Tradition. 
Franzelin appeals to it, with reference to 2 Cor 3.2ffi, in order to show
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that to require that the whole deposit should be written down is 
contrary to God’s ordinary way of acting.1 We have also seen that this 
same text from Paul was used by Dom Lambert Beauduin and by 
Maurice Blondel {supra, Chapter 4, pp. 359 and 360).

I. De Div. Tradit., Th. XX, I (p. 253).
2. See the studies mentioned in the Bibliography; most recently, in ETL, 1962, 

p. 76.

EXCURSUS B

SCRIPTURE AND THE “TRUTHS NECESSARY 
FOR SALVATION”

The Fathers and medieval theologians were generally agreed on the 
sufficiency of Scripture. I shall not say any more on this matter here. 
Reference, however, may be made to the well-documented accounts 
of this given by Dom P. De Vooght, J. R. Geiselmann, G. H. Tavard 
and myself. At the same time, it may be noted that the medieval 
authors felt no embarrassment in adding that many things are held or 
observed in the Church for which one could find no scriptural founda
tion and which must be attributed to tradition. Dom P. De Vooght, 
who has often referred to this fact, thinks that the scholastics were not 
very consistent on the principle of scriptural sufficiency, although they 
did hold it.2 I wonder, however, whether it is in fact necessary to 
presuppose such an inconsistency if we take into account one expres
sion in particular which is found in a number of these writers (until well 
into the sixteenth century) when it is a question not perhaps of defining 
but certainly of describing the precise content of Scripture in relation 
to the totality of what the Church holds and imposes. The expression 
used in such cases was this: Scripture contains all the truths necessary 
for salvation.

This form of the expression does not seem to be of patristic origin. 
I cannot recall meeting it eidier in the Fathers themselves or in the 
writings of the early Middle Ages, but perhaps a more learned or lucky 
reader will come forward with evidence which I have missed.

It is not that the Fathers and the writers of the early Middle Ages 
were not very conscious of the link between Scripture and salvation. 
They are always telling us both that Scripture was written for our 
salvation and that it is of great value for the achievement of this 
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salvation, the restoration of man, his fight against sin and his life of 
communion with God. The idea that Scripture has not only a noetic 
(cognitive) value but also an actively saving value, and that it is a kind 
of first sacrament of salvation, is of very frequent occurrence.1 Like
wise, the idea that Scripture contains all that is necessary.2 But it does 
not seem that the two ideas were ever expressly linked in the one 
phrase “the truths necessary for salvation”.

We come close to such a formulation in St Anselm, where the 
traditional theme of the sufficiency of Scripture is expressed thus: 
“Nihil utiliter ad salutem praedicamus, quod Sacra Scriptura, Spiritus 
Sancti miraculo fecundata, non protulerit aut intra se non contineat.”3

With Abelard we encounter the first attempts at a critical reflection 
on the limits and conditions of theological study. The philosopher
theologian was himself rather struck by the fact that one cannot find 
scriptural support, at least of a literal sort, for everything we profess 
to believe, for all the fidei necessariafi

St Thomas Aquinas, whose clear vocabulary had such a decisive 
effect on the language of later theology, would often formulate the 
principle of scriptural sufficiency in the following terms:

i. Especially St Augustine, De Pecc. Mer. et Remiss., II, 36, 59 {PL, 44, 186): Scrip
ture proposes with clarity what man cannot ignore without endangering his salvation; C. 
Faustum, XXII, cc. 95-6 {PL, 42, 464); De Doctr. Christ., II, 9, 14 {PL, 34, 42: ET 
Robertson, 1958): “In iis enim quae aperte in Scripturi sposita sunt, inveniuntur illa 
omnia quae continent fidem moresque vivendi, spem scilicet atque caritatem de quibus 
libro superiore tractavimus.” See Alcuin, Theodulph of Orleans and Bruno of Segni 
referred to supra, Ch. $,pp. 3 80-1, n. 4 (Bruno: “Unumquodque Evangelium perse universo 
mundo sufficeret ad fidem, doctrinam et salutem”); St Bonaventure: “Veritas enim fidei 
et vitae sanctitas non aliunde quam ex scripturarum fonte hauritur” {Opusc., 13: Deter
minationes . . . , p. 1, q. 3; Opera, Quaracchi ed., VII, p. 339).

2. St Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech., IV, 17 {PG, 33, 476-7); St John Chrysostom, In 
Epist. 2 ad Thess. Hom., 3, 4: “All is clear and right in the divine Scriptures; they give 
us knowledge of all that is necessary” {PG, 62, 485); St Cyril of Alexandria, In Joan., 
Lib. XII: “Not all that the Lord did has been put down in writing [he is dealing with 
Jn 21.25], but only what was thought sufficient, either for practice or belief, for men to 
reach the heavenly City, shining with good works and virtues, so that they may be 
reunited to the City of the First-born” {PG, 74, 756); commenting on the same verse 
of St John’s gospel, Euthymius Zigabenus (J 1022) wrote: “They only wrote down what 
was most necessary and most useful for religion and faith . ..; to the man who receives 
that, other things will not be necessary” {Com. in Joan.·. PG, 129, 1501).

3. De Concordia Praescientiae Dei cum Libero Arbitrio, q. 3, c. 6 {PL, 158, 528B).
4. “Nec rectae confessioni officit, si nonnulla confessionis verba in canonicis minime 

reperiantur scripturis. Ob hoc enim maxime symbola conciliorum'scripturis illis sunt super
addita, ut illa doceant vel disserant quae ibi aperte non habentur. Quis enim Trinitatem, 
vel tres personas in ea sibi coaeternas et coaequales, quarum unaquaeque sit Deus, in 
illis scripturis dici meminerit, aut Pilatus Pontius appellari, aut ad inferos animam des
cendisse Christi, et alia quaedam quae in verbis non continentur canonicis? Multa pro
fecto fidei necessaria post Evangelium ab apostolis vel apostolicis viris addita sunt, quae 
ex verbis evangelicis minime comprobantur, sicut est de virginitate Matris Domini 
etiam post partum jugiter conservata, et de aliis fortasse multis” {Introd. ad Theol., 
Lib. II, c. 14: PL, 178, 1076).

LL
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Sacra Scriptura ad hoc divinitus est ordinata ut per eam nobis 
veritas manifestetur necessaria ad salutem (Quodl. VII, 14c).

Docuit autem Spiritus Sanctus apostolos omnem veritatem de his 
quae pertinent ad necessitatem salutis, scilicet de credendis et 
agendis (ST, I-II, q. 106, a. 4, ad 2: against Montanus, the Mani- 
chees, and Joachim of Flora).

Sapiens aedificator nihil omittit eorum quae sunt necessaria ad 
aedificium. Ergo in verbis Christi sufficienter sunt omnia posita 
quae pertinent ad salutem humanam (I—II, q. 108, a. 2, sed contra).
Dealing with the problem, then still undecided, of the immediate 

and formal institution by Christ of the sacraments of confirmation1 
and anointing,2 for which no certain gospel authority could be 
adduced,3 St Thomas, in his commentary on the Sentences admitted, 
on the one hand, that the institution of these sacraments was known to 
us by tradition (the evangelists having limited themselves to giving 
only what concerned the necessitas salutis and ecclesiastica dispositio), 
and, on the other hand, that the sacraments of anointing and confirma
tion were not necessary for salvation.4 Things necessary for salvation 
and the dogmatic content of Scripture or of revelation were regarded as 
equivalent and even identical terms. Consequently, it need occasion 
no surprise that St Thomas uses the phrase necessaria ad salutem in the 
matter of the salvation of the unevangelized, whom divine Providence 
takes care of in other ways “in omnibus necessariis ad salutem”.5

St Bonaventure, though writing a great deal on Scripture, seems to 
have no formulas as clear as St Thomas’s.6 Albert the Great attributes

I. For St Bonaventure, this sacrament was instituted by the Holy Spirit after Pentecost 
(In IVSent., d. 7, a. i, q. i, ad i [Quaracchi, IV, p. 164]).

2. We may note this piece of evidence from the monk Boso (c. 1140?): “Porro si sacra
mentum nominatur, non tamen inter illa generalia ac principalia sacramenta annumeratur, 
sine quibus christiana salus non habetur” (J. Lebourlier, “Un Témoin de l’élaboration 
de la liste des sacrements”, in RT AM, 21 [1954], pp. 130-7). For the vocabulary, cf. 
Roland Bandinelli (Alexander III), “sacramenta necessitatis” (Gietl, Die Senten^en . . ., 
Freiburg, 1891, pp. 261-2). Roland was of the school of Abelard.

3. Appeal was made, sometimes, to Mt 19.13 in the case of confirmation (St Thomas, 
In IVSent., d. 7, q. i,a. i,ad 1). At any rate, St Thomas said, the form of this sacrament 
is known by oral tradition (ibid., q. 1, a. 3).

4. In IV Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 1, qa 3, ad 1: “Multa Dominus fecit et dixit quae in 
Evangeliis non continentur. Illa enim praecipue curaverunt Evangelistae tradere quae ad 
necessitatem salutis et ecclesiasticae dispositionis pertinent; et ideo potius institutionem 
baptismi et poenitentae et eucharistiae et ordinis a Christo factam narraverunt quam 
extremae unctionis vel confirmationis, quae neque sunt de necessitate salutis neque ad 
dispositionem sive distinctionem Ecclesiae pertinent...” (cf. ST, I-II, q. 108, a. 2).

5. De Veritate, q. 14, a. 1 i,'c.: Deus est provisurus in omnibus necessariis ad salutem; and 
ad 1: Hoc ad divinam Providentiam pertinet ut cuilibet provideat de necessariis ad salutem.

6. We may instance, apropos of Jn 21.25: “Non omnia scripta sunt, sed quae sufficiunt 
ad fidem nostram” (Com. in Joan., c. 20, n. 6: Quaracchi, VI, p. 516); “Omnis veritas 
salutaris vel in Sacriptura est vel ab ea emanat vel ad eam reducitur” (Sermo I in Cir
cumcisione Domini, IX, p. 138).
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to St Augustine the idea “quod sacra Scriptura est de iis quae ad 
salutem hominis pertinent”.1 A disciple of Scotus, Antonius Andreas, 
expresses the notion of salvation in the more philosophical form of 
man’s last end, to convey the same idea.2

The progress of critical reflection on the conditions and limits of 
dogmatic or theological affirmations reached its maximum develop
ment, in the Middle Ages at least, with William of Ockham. With him 
it was a question of knowing whether one is bound to hold as “Catholic 
truth”, that is, to believe absolutely, as necessary for salvation, things 
which were neither explicitly nor even implicitly affirmed in Scripture. 
The immediate reply to this might be in the negative:3 the obligation 
in question only binds for those truths affirmed in the canonical Scrip
tures, or for what is strictly deducible from those truths. But Ockham 
put forward another opinion which distinguished and admitted several 
degrees of relationship to Catholic faith. He ultimately distinguished 
five degrees or species of “Catholic truths”,4 and this distinction was 
taken up by the majority of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century theo
logians.5 In his statement of the first opinion, the expression “veritates 
. .. de necessitate salutis credendae” or its equivalent recurs several 
times. In setting forth the second view (c. 2), Ockham speaks again of 
“quibus fidem . . . adhibere est necessarium ad salutem” (pp. 411-12). 
They included, according to this opinion, those truths which “sunt de 
Deo et Christo secundum humanitatem, ex quibus principaliter salus

i. Summa Theol., p. i, tract, i, q. 3, memb. 2, sed. c. 2 (ed. Borgnet, Vol. XXXI, 
p. 16), with reference to Lib. XIV De Trinitate. Quite certainly this is a reference to the 
passage (in De Trim, XIV, 1, 3: PL, 42, 1037) where St Augustine, having distinguished 
wisdom from knowledge (i.e., the knowledge of human matters), says that he is interested 
not in the totality of that which can be known of human things but only in that which 
prepares for, nourishes, defends and strengthens saving faith, the faith that leads to true 
bliss. This text of St Augustine is quoted by St Thomas, ST, I, q. 1, a. 2, sed cont.: 
also to be noted, in the reply here to the second objection is the phrase “Scriptura seu 
sacra doctrina”. The passage from Augustine is quoted again by Gregory of Rimini 
(f 1358), for example, when he writes: “Gonstat quia quidlibet tale vel expresse secundum 
se continetur in sacra scriptura vel ex contentis in ea deducitur, alioquin non ipsa sufficeret 
ad nostram salutem et nostrae defensionem fidei, etc., quod est contra Augustinum” 
(Sent., I, d. 1, q. 1, q. 2: quoted by W. Palmer, op. cit. [infra, p. 516, n. 1], p. 14, n. e).

2. “In ipsa [Scriptura] clarissime traduntur ea quae sunt necessaria et sufficientia ad 
finem ultimum consequendum” (quoted by P. De Vooght, Les Sources, p. 111).

3. Dialogus, Lib. II, c. 1, in Goldast, Monarchia..., II (Amsterdam, 1631), pp. 
410—11: “Illae solae veritates sunt catholicae reputandae et de necessitate salutis credendae 
quae in canone Bibliae explicite vel implicite asseruntur. ... Omnes autem aliae veritates 
quae nec in Biblia sunt insertae nec ex contentis in ea, consequentia formali et necessaria 
possunt inferri, licet in scripturis sanctorum et in diffinitionibus summorum Pontificum 
asserantur, et etiam ab omnibus fidelibus teneantur, non sunt catholicae reputandae: nec 
est necessarium ad salutem eis per fidem firmiter adhaerere” (p. 410): Ockham then appeals 
to texts from Scripture and from St Augustine.

4. Cc. 2-5, pp. 411-16.
5. See Part I, pp. 9 5 if.
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nostra dependet” and others, among which one may note what were 
to be called, from the seventeenth century onwards, dogmatic facts “ex 
quibus non ita principaliter pendet salus humana”. When, in c. 5, 
Ockham enumerated his five species of “Catholic truths”, he was no 
longer speaking in terms of necessity for salvation, but merely in terms 
of an obligation to give, or freedom to withhold, one’s assent, “quibus 
non licet christianis aliter dissentire”.1

After Ockham, the Catholic Church was faced with Wycliffe’s 
“biblicism”. Though he formulated no theoretical Scriptura sola 
principle, as the Protestants did later, Wycliffe did in fact criticize the 
received doctrine from a purely biblicist standpoint. In consequence, 
the critical question was formulated in these terms: what are we 
obliged to believe as necessary for salvation? In what way is the 
authority of the Church to be distinguished from or related to that of 
Scripture? Gerson, in 1416, published a small work entitled Declaratio 
veritatum·. Quae credenda sunt de necessitate salutisd Theological or 
canonical decisions had accumulated and a great number of these were 
put forward under the Church’s authority. But there was a criterion 
which permitted a selection of those which were to be accounted 
indispensable and which the Church held infallibly. John of Ragusa 
made use of this criterion in his De Ecclesia? and Calvin was later able 
to refer to it thus: “When they infer finally that the Church cannot err 
in matters necessary for salvation, we cannot disagree.”4

1. At present we lack a general historical study on theological criteriology in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, dealing with the classification and grading of doctrinal 
propositions, positive and negative theological notes, etc. It would be of interest to com
pare the categories and vocabulary of St Thomas Aquinas and William of Ockham. 
St Thomas concentrated primarily upon the content (quod·, formal object quod} of the 
faith. To this there belongs, according to him, anything which by reason of its content, 
secundum se, and in an immediate and primary way, principaliter, has a direct relation to 
eternal life, i.e., to our supernatural last end. Certain other assertions only belong to 
revelation and the faith because of their (extrinsic) relation to the aforesaid truths. They 
belong to faith “per accidens et secundario”. Scripture contains a number of such 
statements: all those which deal with mere matters of fact, related only per accidens 
to those things “per quae ducimur ad vitam aeternam” (see ST, II-II, q. 1, a. 6, ad 1 
and a. 8; q. 2, a. 5 contra and a. 7; cf. I, q. 32, a. 4). Ockham’s categories are not exactly 
similar, and there is, too, a notable climatic difference between the two theologians; they 
are interested in different things. In St Thomas the accent is on the intrinsic content of 
truths, considered in its relation to that certain reality—eternal life according to the divine 
plan of salvation. But in Ockham the emphasis is on what we are bound to believe, those 
matters in which we are no longer free to choose.

2. Opera Omnia, ed. Ellies du Pin, Antwerp, 1706, Vol. I, pp. 22-8.
3. Cf. G. Thils, “Le ‘Tractatus de Ecclesia’ de Jean de Raguse”, in Angelicum, 

17 [1940], PP- 219-44, esp. p. 235.
4. Institution (1541), Ch. 15 (Coll. Bude, Vol. IV, p. 171). The Latin text of 1559, 

translated by Calvin himself, reads: “Nos si demus illud primum errare non posse eccle- 
siam in rebus ad salutem necessariis ...” (IV, 8, 13: CR, 30: Opera Calvini, II, 855); 
likewise the French version of this passage, 1560 (Opera, IV, 736). Should we try to dis-
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So when, in the Reformation period and during the Council of 
Trent, theologians were attempting to define precisely the respective 
positions of Scripture and Tradition, or of the Church’s teaching, they 
continually resorted to the idea (now become classical) that Scripture 
contains all the truths necessary for salvation. Kaspar Schatzgeyer, in 
his Examen novarum doctrinarum pro elucidatione veritatis evangelicae 
(1523), said that Scripture contains all the truths necessary for salva
tion.1 Josse Clichetove said in 1524, in his Antilutherus, that the Gospel 
of Christ is sufficient to lead a good life: it contains the precepts which 
suffice for salvation, although all that we have to do to obtain this 
salvation is not found there in complete detail.2 John Driedo of 
Louvain wrote in 1533: “Concedamus quod doctrina Christi et 
Apostolorum in libris canonicis expressa sufficienter nos doceat, 
continens omnia dogmata ad salutem humani generis necessaria.”3

At the Council of Trent itself, in the course of the Congregation of 
26 February 1546, Jacopo Nacchianti, bishop of Chioggia, asked for 
the omission, purely and simply, of any more talk about apostolic 
traditions, for, he said, looking for support to St Augustine, “Nemo 
ignorat contineri in sacris libris omnia ea quae ad salutem pertinent”4—· 
a point of view which was not shared by the majority of the Fathers.5 
However, Seripando, during this session of the Council, composed a 
treatise De Traditionibus in which he also invoked St Augustine. He 
said:

i. Examen . . . , in Opera Omnia, Ingolstadt, 1543,11. 101-39. Cf H. Klomps, Kirche, 
Freiheit und Gesetz bei dem Franziskanertheologen Kaspar Schatzgeyer (Reformationsge- 
schichtl. Studien u. Texte, 84), Münster, 1959, pp. 103-4 and 135, where, in n. too, he 
quotes the text: “Scriptura quidem sacra sufficienter tradit in agibilibus necessaria ad 
salutem . ..” Cf. also Tavard, Holy IFrit, p. 174, foot of the page.

2. Antilutherus, fol. XXIXV, cf. Tavard, p. 160.
3. De Ecclesiasticis Scripturis et Dogmatibus, Lib. IV, c. 6, Louvain, 1556, fol. 2651s. 

Driedo often repeats this elsewhere.
4. CT, V/2, p. 18.
5. Summarizing the discussion, Massarelli wrote, in his Diarium for 26 February 1546: 

“Frustra, inquit [D. Clodiensis], nos modo quaerere traditiones per manus verbo et 
observantia communis ecclesiae ad nos deventas, cum habeamus evangelium, in quo 
omnia quae ad salutem et vitam christianam necessaria sunt, scripta inveniuntur.” Those 
passages in the N.T. which speak of traditions were quoted against Nacchianti, and then 
the passage from Ps.-Dionysius, Eccl. Hier., I, 4. Massarelli continues: “Quod autem 
Augustinus dicat in evangelio omnia esse scripta quae necessaria sunt ad salutem, verba 
ilia formaliter intelligi debent, scilicet ad fidem Christi accipiendum ut salvi fiamus. 
Quo vero ad mores et christianam vitam instituendam, certe non omnia scripta sunt, 
quare ipse Deus noster ait: Mittam ... [Jn 15.26; 14.26]” (CT, I/i, p. 494). We may 
note here in Massarelli a very interesting thesis on the usual function of unwritten tradi
tions: it fits in with the conclusions of my own historical enquiry (Part I, pp. 5-63).

cover any significant intention in the fact that, in these more mature texts, the statement 
about inerrancy in those matters necessary to salvation is given not when discussing the 
Papist position, but only when Calvin is explaining what he himself admits?
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Pensandum denique ne in traditionibus externis vera religio et 
salutis spes statuatur, de quibus Augustinus: Omnia quae pertinent 
ad veram religionem quaerendam et tuendam, divina Scriptura non 
tacuit. Praeterea cum multa fecisset Dominus Jesus, non omnia 
scripta sunt... electa sunt autem quae scriberentur, quae saluti 
credentium sufficere videbantur.1

The common idea was that Scripture contains quoquo modo, and one 
may find there, all the truths necessary for salvation. Melchior Cano, 
who wrote his treatise (published posthumously) during the Council, 
also held this view,2 but Martin Perez de Ayala, who published the first 
treatise formally dedicated to Tradition in 1549, noted that things 
necessary for salvation do exist which cannot be proved from Scrip
ture.3 The more common view was to make another appearance, 
however, after the Council. Bartholomew of Medina, a disciple of 
Cano, writing, at Salamanca in 1574, a commentary on the first question 
of the Summa, explained that if Scripture contains everything necessary 
for salvation, it is not necessarily in particulari·, it may be in genere et in 
communi, by its recommendation of the traditions and authority of the 
Church.4 This is a position which, as compared to the older idea of 
scriptural sufficiency, seems a retrograde step and, indeed, a disappoint
ing figment. Bellarmine stayed closer to the older formula in suggesting 
a balanced synthesis.

Chemnitz [he wrote] states that the apostles put all their preaching 
into writing; he affirms there nothing opposed to our own position. 
We distinguish, in fact, between those things that are not necessary 
for salvation and those that are so necessary that salvation is not 
possible without an explicit knowledge or profession of them.

And he concluded:

i. CT, XII, p. 521,11. 47-52. Note what was included here under the word traditiones.
1. See U. Horst, “Das Verhältnis von Schrift und Tradition nach Melchior Cano”, 

in Trierer theol. Zeitsch., 69 [i960], pp. 207-23 (esp. p. 222).
3. De Divinis, Apostolicis atque Ecclesiasticis Traditionibus, Cologne, 1549, fol. i44r: 

“Adde quod multa sunt in Ecclesia universali recepta, et ea quidem ad salutem necessaria, 
quae Scriptura canonica dilucide constare minime possunt, sed per Christi apostolorum 
traditionem illi innotuerunt” (see G. H. Tavard, “Tradition in Early Post-Tridentine 
Theology”, in Theol. Studies, 23 [1962], pp. 377-405, esp. p. 395).

4. “Sancta Scriptura in genere et in communi continet omnia quae sunt necessaria 
ad salutem aeternam. Admonet enim nos ut traditiones apostolorum veneremur et 
suscipiamus; rursus admonet nos et auctoritate ecclesiae quae est columna et firmamen
tum veritatis ...” (quoted from the MS. Eat. 4628, f. 40', by C. Pozo, La Teoria del 
Progreso dogmatico en los Teologos de la Escuela de Salamanca, Madrid, 1959, p. 191, 
n. 53).
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Illa omnia scripta esse ab Apostolis, quae sunt omnibus neces- 
saria et quae ipsi palam omnibus vulgo praedicaverunt.1

The controversialists were aware of the temptation to take up a purely 
polemical position. Thus Cardinal Du Perron wrote at the beginning 
of the seventeenth century:

And consequently, to say that Scripture is sufficient to salvation, 
if that is understood mediately, that is to say, together with the 
means ordained to explain and apply it, namely the ministry of the 
Church, is to make a true and Catholic statement.2

The sixteenth-century Reformers referred to the idea of truths 
necessary for salvation as to a criterion permitting one to define the 
area in which the Church’s magisterium had competence and, con
sequently, a criterion for a possible distinction between what was to 
be questioned and what respected in the teaching or laws of the Old 
Church. We have already seen that Calvin was disposed to admit that 
the Church cannot err in matters necessary for salvation. He made a 
clear distinction between what is necessary for salvation, making up 
the object of faith and to be found entirely in the Word of God, i.e., 
Scripture, and what belongs to external discipline and ceremonies, 
which he saw as indifferent and varying according to time and place.3 
My feeling is that he oversimplified here, and that on this point he 
was too narrowly doctrinaire in ruling out an entire area in which the 
Church preserves and communicates a part of the apostolic heritage in 
a discipline, in customs and rites whose appearance has been moulded 
(or modified) by history, but whose roots strike deep into the Church’s 
origins. Obsession with doctrinal purity closed the eyes of the Re
formers to this entire field, important as it is, which, by way of the 
traditions, belongs in essence to Tradition.

1. De Controversiis, I, lib. IV, c. 11, Paris ed., 1870, p. 223. Cf. c. 3, p. 197: “ ... in 
Scripturis non contineri expresse totam doctrinam necessariam, sive de fide sive de moribus 
et proinde praeter verbum Dei scriptum requiri etiam verbum Dei non scriptum, id est 
divinas et apostólicas traditiones.”

2. Letter to M. de Cherelles: (Euvres, Paris, 1622, p. 843 (quoted by W. Palmer, 
op. cit. [infra, p. 516, n. 1], II, p. 16, n. j). “Mediately” is not understood here in the 
sense of in genere et in communi as in Medina, but as an explanation of Scripture’s content 
in Tradition.

3. Cf. Institution,IV, 10, yo(CR, 32: Opera Calvini, IV,794) [we quote from Beveridge’s 
ET Vol. II, p. 436]: “From this one example, we may judge what is to be thought of the 
whole class—viz. that the whole sum of righteousness, and all the parts of divine worship, 
and everything necessary to salvation, the Lord has faithfully comprehended, and clearly 
unfolded, in his sacred oracles, so that in them he alone is the only Master to be heard. 
But as to external discipline and ceremonies, he has not been pleased to prescribe every 
particular that we ought to observe.... Lastly, as he has not delivered any express 
command, because things of this nature are not necessary to salvation....”
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Analogous to the Calvinist position is that of the XXXIX Articles, 
the charter of Anglicanism. Article VI reads:

Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so 
that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is 
not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article 
of the Faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to salvation. 
In the name of the holy Scripture we do understand those Canonical 
Books of the Old and New Testament, of whose authority was 
never any doubt in the Church [there follows a list which excludes 
the deuterocanonical writings].

The commentaries on this article unfortunately do not attempt to 
put forward an explanation or justification of the expression “necessary 
to salvation”; the patristic and medieval texts they quote speak only of 
the sufficiency of Scripture in a general way.1 When the scholastic 
theologians spoke of Scripture as containing the truths necessary for 
salvation they not only understood the matter in the more general way 
permitted by their exegetical methods and also by their confidence in 
rational explanation, but they also recognized a properly ecclesial rule 
or atmosphere of faith, in which no one stood merely alone before the 
text of Scripture. This rule included the tradition of the Sancti who had 
explained Scripture, the Church’s consensus, its magisterium, and a 
recognition of the value of all this. The appeal to the sufficiency of 
Scripture for the truths necessary for salvation and the clear distinction 
between this field which it is necessary to embrace and that of the 
traditions, left to the liberty and initiative of each community, were to 
be made henceforward in a completely different atmosphere and no 
longer to have either the same importance or quite the same meaning.

i. Thus, W. Palmer, A Treatise on the Church of Christ, London, 1838, Vol. II, pp. 
loff. ( = PartHI, Ch. 1); A. P. Forbes, An Explanation of the XXXIX Articles, Oxford- 
London, 1871, pp. 9$ff.; C. Gore, Roman Catholic Claims, London, 1888, pp. 6off.; 
E. C. S. Gibson, The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, London, 1906, 
pp. 239-40.

2. See H. Marot, “Aux Origines de la théologie anglicane. Ecriture et Tradition chez 
Richard Hooker (f 1600)”, in Irénikon, 33 [i960], pp. 321-43. Hooker wrote against an 
excessive biblicism which sought to regulate the whole life of the Church in terms of the 
explicit categories of the scriptural text alone. He showed that Scripture only provides 

Even in the Church of England, Article VI was interpreted in the 
strict biblicist sense by the Puritans, while Hooker and the theologians 
of the via media understood it in a sense favourable to the traditions 
which they insisted must be respected if they were not actually excluded 
by Scripture.2
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Very soon, among those Reformers anxious for unity, the idea 
gained prominence that “all articles on the doctrine of God are not of 
the same kind. Knowledge of some of them is so necessary that no one 
may doubt them any more than the fundamental principles of Christian
ity may be doubted.. . . Others are disputed among the Churches and 
yet do not disrupt their unity”.1 This idea was dear to the humanists: it 
was expressed by Erasmus in 15192 and, after him, Melanchthon3 and 
Martin Bucer took it up. The latter wrote, in 1542, after the attempted 
reconciliation at Ratisbon (Regensburg), that an agreement would be 
possible between Christians on the basis of truths “in quibus consistit 
religio et quae ad salutem sunt creditu necessaria”.4

These truths were soon be to called “fundamental articles”. This 
expression, first used by a Dutchman, Francis Junius, a professor at 
Leyden,5 had material antecedents in the great scholastics, but was now 
to be taken up in a rather different theological atmosphere: the magis- 
terium of the Church was replaced by a sort of objective magisterium 
of Tradition. This was to be understood in the sense of the “canon of 
Lerins”: that which was believed at all times, by all, and upon which all 
are agreed, that is to say, positively, the articles of the creeds (the 
Apostles’, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan, the Athanasian), called by 
the great scholastics the articuli. This notion of fundamental articles 
(or points) is found again in George Cassander (J 15 66),6 Hooker 
(f 1600), the classical theologian of the Anglican via media? and after 
him a number of others in the Church of England, in particular Laud,

i. See Calvin, Institution, IV, I, 12 (Latin ed., CR, 30: Opera Calvini, II, col. 755-6).
2. Cf. W. A. Visser’t Hooft, Notre Tâche œcuménique à la lumière de l’Histoire, Geneva, 

195 5, p. 7. On the eirenicism which was inspired by humanist studies, see Ecumenical Review 
July 1955, pp. 311-12; R. Rouse and S. C. Neill, A History of the Ecumenical Move
ment, 1517—1948, London, 1954; F. W. Kantzenbach, Das Ringen um die Einheit der 
Kirche im Jahrhundert der Reformation .. ., Stuttgart, 1957; R. Stupperich, “Der Huma
nismus und die Wiedervereinigung der Konfessionen”, in Schriften d. Vereins f. Re- 

formationsgesch., 53 [1936], No. 2.
3. See F. W. Kantzenbach, op. cit.
4. Bucer, De Vera Ecclesiarium in Doctrina, Ceremoniis et Disciplina Reconciliatione 

et Compositione, 1542. Cf. F. W. Kantzcnbach, op. cit., pp. 13iff.
5. Cf. W. A. Visser ’t Hooft, op. cit., p. 7.
6. Cf. Rouse and Neill, op. cit., p. 38.
7. Cf. H. Marot, loc. cit. (supra, p. 516, n. 2). Hooker speaks of “matters necessary 

unto salvation”.

us with general indications and that the Church, through rational investigation, must 
develop the tradition which has been guided by Providence and which it inherits: cf. 
especially Book V of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, which must be studied by all 
Anglican candidates for orders.



EXCURSUS B518

in his controversy with the Jesuit, Fisher,1 George Calixtus (f 1656),2 
and finally Jurieu, who received Anglican orders. Jurieu appealed to 
distinctions known in Catholic theology; he enumerates, among the 
criteria allowing one to distinguish the “fundamental articles”, their 
close relation to the ends of religion (i.e., the glory of God, the 
sanctification of men, eternal beatitude); finally, he states expressly that 
the fundamental truths are those in which a firm and distinct faith is 
necessary for salvation.3

The idea itself of “fundamental articles” is not to be rejected, as it is 
undeniably part of Catholic Tradition. Bossuet recognized as much in 
his discussion with Leibniz: “There are fundamental and non-funda- 
mental articles .. . there is no dispute on this point between Catholics 
and Protestants.”4 The difference, if there is one, turns not on this 
point but on the existence of a magisterium and on the role given or 
refused to it. A similar difference is met on the (closely related) question 
of the “canon of Lerins”.

The notion of “fundamental articles” plays only a secondary and 
limited role in a rather technical sphere in Catholic theology. They are 
considered and defined as those matters the knowledge of which (and 
this implies both revelation and formulation in the Church’s teaching) 
is necessary if man is to attain his positive supernatural end.5 In this 
sense, we in the Catholic Church can always profess that Scripture 
contains all the truths necessary for explicit belief, that these truths 
constitute the foundation or basis of religion.6 This is assuredly of 
great interest and importance. There is need, however, to go further 
and to restore the idea, certainly traditional, of a kind of stratification

i. Before Laud there was Lancelot Andrcwes (Responsio ad Apologiam Cardinalis 
Bdlarmini, 1610); William Laud debate with J. Percy, alias Fisher, in 1622 (modern 
edition, A Relation of the Conference between William Laud. . . and Master Fisher, by 
C. H. Simpkinson, 1901). Later, James Ussher, Sermon on Church Unity, 1624, and 
Answer to a Challenge made by a Jesuit, 1625, Ch. II; Jeremy Taylor, Dissuasive from 
Popery, 1664, Part I, Bk 1, § 2; Henry Hammond, Of Fundamentals, 1654, etc.

2. See H. Schiissler, Georg Calixt. Théologie und Kirchenpolitik. Eine Studie ^ur Oku- 
menijtat des Luthertums, Wiesbaden, 1961, pp. 54ÍT.

3. Jurieu, Traité de l’unité de l’Église, du schisme et des points fondamentaux, 1688; 
Tableau du socinianisme, 1690, p. 116. See R. Struman, “La Perpétuité de la foi dans la 
controverse Bossuet-Jurieu, 1686-1691”, in RHE, y¡ [1941], pp. 145-89, esp. pp. 
lyiff.

4. Bossuet, Letter to Leibniz, 1700, in Correspondance. Œuvres, ed. Lâchât, Vol. XII, 
p. 146.

5. See Franzelin, De Div. Tradit., Th. XXIII, pp. 283!!.; L. Billot, De Ecclesia, 
Th. XVII (Prato, 3rd ed., 1909, p. 396); De Immutabilitate Traditionis, 1922, c. II 
(cf. DTC, XV, 1344); M. d’Herbigny, Theologica de Ecclesia, Paris, 1921, nn. 227, 
235, 390; L. de Grandmaison, Le Dogme chrétien, Paris, 1928, p. 247; A. Michel, art. 
“Explicite”, in DTC, V, 1869.

6. Cf. Franzelin, op. cit., Th. XVII, pp. 232!!.
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within the totality of the truths of the faith, which make up an organic 
and structural whole. Unfortunately, the consideration of the quo 
(that is, the authority by which teaching is given its obligatory char
acter) has gained too much of an ascendancy over the consideration of 
the quod (the content or object of this teaching). But a proper develop
ment of these remarks would take us beyond the limits of this Excursus; 
perhaps I shall be able to deal with the question more fully at another 
time and in another place.
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