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vation is preserved and com m unica ted w ith in th is sacram en tal 

shell. T he litu rgy of E aster n igh t is the sacred act w here in C hrist 

the H ighpriest, under v isib le signs, accom plishes in ob jec tive rea l

ity the w ork fo r w hich H e w as sen t, w here in the m ysten ·  of the 

new  and eterna l covenan t is perfected , w here in G od and m ank ind  

are bound together in the one M edia to r, Jesus C hrist, K ing of 

k ings and L ord of lo rds.

(7 'o be continued)

I’ijji.H - T , W e l l e r

The Catholic University of America

Washington, D. C.

A  N e w  D e c r e e

A fter F r. W eller’s artic le , “E aster E ve,” w as already in prin t, the  

S acred  C ongregation  of R ites issued a  new  decree , dated  Jan . 11 , 1952 , 

ex tend ing for th ree years the facu lty of celeb ra ting the E aster v ig il in  

p lace of the ord inary H oly S atu rday litu rgy , and con ta in ing a num ber 

of practical d irec tives on th is sub jec t. F r. W eller has been  k ind  enough  

to bring together a transla tion of the decree and exp lanations of the  

various d irec tions g iven in th is new  docum en t bu t no t in the prev ious 

decree . T his “S upp lem en t” to the second part of F r. W eller ’s artic le  

has been sen t to the prin ter, and w ill be inco rpora ted in to the A pril 

issue of The American Ecclesiastical Review.

I he A pril num ber w ill be in the hands of our subscribers early  

enough  to  be  of use  to  them  if they  p lan to celeb rate the V ig il acco rd ing  

to the prescrip tions of the new  decree.

J. C . F .

THE NEED OF KNOWLEDGE OF FAITH

T hat C atho lics shou ld have a know ledge of the faith—that is , of 

the teach ings of the C hurch— is ax iom atic ; bu t the sub jec t w ith  

w hich  w e are concerned in th is artic le is the necessity of a know l

edge of faith itself, the theo log ica l v irtue m entioned by S t. 1 ’auh . 

w hen he sa id : “S o there ab ide fa ith , hope and charity , these th ree , 

bu t the greatest of these is charity .” 1 It is an unquestionable fac t 

tha t the m ajo rity of C atho lics are no t su fficien tly acquain ted w ith  

the natu re of d iv ine faith , its excellence and necessity , and par

ticu larly som e of the prac tica l prob lem s connected w ith the exer

cise and the m anifesta tion of th is v irtue . T his m ay be due to a  

m isapp lica tion of the revealed doctrine that charity is the greatest 

of  the  th ree  theo log ical v irtues. It is possib le tha t in cen tering the ir 

atten tion on charity , m any C atho lics neg lec t to g ive to fa ith the  

apprec iation that it deserves. A t any ra te, it is v itally im portan t 

tha t they be in struc ted by the ir sp iritua l shepherds in the natu re  

of th is v irtue, in . its essen tia l qualities and in the proper practice  

of fa ith in daily life . T here is no dearth of m ateria l fo r such in 

structions in  the offic ial pronouncem en ts of the C hurch and in the  

w ritings of C atho lic theo logians.

N o  m ore approp riate princ ip le cou ld serve as the starting -po in t 

fo r an in struction on fa ith than the sta tem en t of the C ouncil of 

T ren t in  its D ecree on  Justification , tha t “ fa ith is the beg inn ing of  

m an ’s sa lva tion , the foundation and the roo t of all ju stification .  

A ctually , the prim ary purpose of th is chap ter of the D ecree w as  

to condem n the L utheran doctrine that m an is ju stified by fa ith  

alone— a doctrine w hich the R efo rm ers endeavored to prove from  

such scrip tu ra l tex ts as the assertion  of S t. P au l tha t ju stice com es  

“ th rough fa ith in Jesus C hrist upon all w ho believe .” 3 T  he pur

pose of th is eigh th chap ter of the D ecree w as to  expla in that m an  

is sa id to be ju stified by fa ith in the sense tha t fa ith is the initial 

step in  the supernatu ra l process tow ard the atta inm en t of sanctify 

ing grace . T his sam e doctrine w as proclaim ed in the n in th canon  

approved  at the sam e session  : “ If any one shall say tha t the sinner  

is ju stified by  fa ith  alone ... let h im  be anathem a.” 4 H ow ever, the  

pronouncem en t of the C ouncil, though prim arily in tended to de 

clare w hat fa ith canno t do , fu rn ishes a valuab le statem en t of the

Π  Cor 13 :13 . D D R , 801 . » Rom. 3 : 22. 4 D R , 819 .

195



196 T H E A M E R IC A N E C C L E S IA S T IC A L R E V IE W

1 C atho lic C hurch  on the im portance and the necessity of th is v irtue

I . as the foundation of m an ’s supernatu ral life , “w ithou t w hich it is

I im possib le to p lease G od .” 5

I . I T hat the w ord “ fa ith ” is used in various senses in the N ew

T estam en t canno t be denied . Indeed , w e can read ily  adm it tha t the  

idea of confidence is frequently conno ted by th is w ord , w hich is 

em ployed  abou t 240  tim es in  the N ew  T estam en t. B ut the in terp re

ta tion trad itionally g iven by the C atho lic C hurch of fa ith as belief 

is su re ly predom inan t.6

In  o ther w ords, faith as C atho lics understand  it, and as C hristian  

trad ition proposes it, is a perfec tion of the in te llec t  , a supernatu ral 

. ; g ift of G od , enab ling m an to believe as true the doctrines of d iv ine

π revela tion , no t because he perce ives the ir tru th th rough the ligh t

j of reason bu t so le ly because of the w isdom  and the tru th fu lness  .o f

G od w ho has revealed them . S uch w as the defin ition of fa ith pro 

posed by the V atican C ouncil— “ the supernatu ra l v irtue by w hich , 

. h th rough the in sp iration and aid of G od ’s grace, w e believe as true

! q  the th ings revealed by H im , no t on accoun t of the in trin sic tru th

of the sub jec ts perce ived by the natura l ligh t of reason , bu t on  

accoun t of the  au tho rity  of G od  H im self revealing , w ho  can neither 

! be deceived nor deceive .” 7

T hat faith is essen tia lly an in te llec tual perfec tion canno t be em 

phasized too strong ly fo r C atho lics of the present day , because  

“fa ith” as genera lly proposed by non-C atho lics is som eth ing tha t 

pertain s, at least in great m easu re , to the w ill or even to the sen 

sitive facu lties . T he v iew  of L uther, tha t fa ith is no th ing else than  

personal tru st in the sin -fo rg iv ing grace of G od has been m odified  

I in  the course of tim e  am ong  the m ajo rity  of P ro testan ts to  the ex -

, ten t of adm itting a greater m easu re of in te llec tua l activ ity in the

! . exercise of faith ,8 yet in P ro testan t theo logy “fa ith ” still includes

the fiduciary facto r ascribed  to  it by  the R efo rm ers. T hus, w e have  

the sta tem en t of T heodore M . G reene of P rinceton  : “F aith m av  

; be defined  as w hole-hearted  belie f on the basis of ev idence, bu t no t

w holly conclusive ev idence , and of in terp reta tion w hich is reason - 

y ; ab le , bu t w hich fa lls sho rt of abso lu te proo f. O n th is v iew , fa ith is

never w holly b lind . . . nor is it ever com pletely en ligh tened .” 9

•'Heb. 11 :5 . 6 H aren t, S ., “F o i,” DTC, 6 , 75 . ? DB, 178 9 .

it , $ C f. Hastings’ Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics (N ew  Y ork , 1922  ),

jt 5 . 691 ff.

9 The Christian Answer (N ew  Y ork , 1945), p . 76 .
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In o ther w ords, ou tside the C atho lic C hurch the concep t of fa ith  

inc ludes, to a greater or less degree , the no tion of tru st in sp ired  

by  relig ious feeling , an in stinc tive tu rn ing  to G od , even  though  th is  

attitude is no t preceded by an  adequate log ica l process of reason .

In v iew of the prevalence of such ideas am ong non-C atho lics,  

C atho lics shou ld rea lize that in d iscussing the sub jec t of fa ith w ith  

those no t of the ir creed there m ay be confusion  and am bigu ity un 

less there is explicit understand ing as to w hat is m ean t by fa ith . 

E very  C atho lic capab le of grasp ing  the in tellectual process invo lved  

in the m aking of an act of fa ith shou ld have a know ledge of th is  

process; and  one need  no t be a trained theo logian to  possess a very  

sa tisfacto ry understand ing of th is process and to perce ive how  

log ica l and reasonab le an  act of fa ith rea lly is . In the m aking o l an  

act of fa ith as the C atho lic C hurch exp lain s it, the opposite ex 

trem es of fide ism  and  ra tionalism  are  avo ided . O n  the one hand, the  

pream bles of fa ith and the m otives of cred ib ility (p roo fs from  

reason and h isto ry that G od ex ists , tha t H e is all-w ise and all 

tru th fu l, that H e has spoken th rough Jesus C hrist) g ive certain 

proo t tha t the  C hristian  revela tion  is the m essage  of G od  to  all m en . 

T he C hurch has em phatica lly condem ned the op in ion that m ere  

probability of the fact of revelation su ffices fo r the in te llec tua l 

preparation fo r the act of fa ith .10 O n the o ther hand , in eliciting  

the act of faith  the in te llec t does no t base its assen t on the m otives  

of cred ib ility ; the so le m otive of fa ith is the au tho rity of G od re 

vealing . T he judgm en t of cred ib ility (“ these  doctrines  are certain ly  

revealed” ) and the judgm ent of creden tity (“ I am  bound to be 

lieve these doctrines” ) are in trin sica lly natu ra l acts; the assen t of  

faith (“ I believe these doctrines on the au tho rity of G od” ) is es

sentia lly  supernatu ral. T he transition  from  the fo rm er to the la tte r  

is exp la ined in d ifferen t w ays by theo log ians,11 bu t all exp lanations  

show  tha t no v io lence is done to hum an reason , no unreasonab le  

dem and is m ade on m an ’s in telligence in the elic iting of an act 

of fa ith . A n act of the w ill is indeed necessary to com m and the  

in te llec t to  accep t the tru th s of revelation , since they arc no t in trin 

sica lly ev iden t; yet th is act of the w ill is no t a b lind , sen tim en ta l 

urge or a re lig ious sense based on the need of the d iv ine, as the  

M odern ists conceive it.12 F or th is act of the w ill is itse lf gu ided  

by the in te llec t proposing the accep tance of d iv ine revela tion on

™DB. 1171 , 1622-27 , n  C f. DTC, art. cit., 6, 469-512 . ^DB, 2074. 
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accoun t of G od ’s au tho rity  as a good. T hat a person m ay elic it an  

act of fa ith , actual grace, aid ing bo th the in tellec t and the w ill, is 

abso lu te ly necessary , fo r it is an in trin sica lly supernatu ra l act. 

H ow ever, the w ill is free to believe or no t to believe , even after 

the m otives of cred ib ility have been adequate ly proposed and  

accep ted  ; hence , a person  m ay refuse to m ake an act of fa ith even  

though he has m ade the judgm en t of cred ib ility . In the w ords of 

G arrigou -L agrange  : “S om e persons, like the pharisees, w hen the  

preach ing  of the  G ospel, confirm ed  by  m iracles, is proposed to  them , 

resist in terna l grace , and do  no t sincere ly desire sa lva tion . H ence, 

on see ing the m iracles, they can ev iden tly judge of the cred ib ility  

of the preach ing , and even  know  of the ir ob liga tion  to believe , and  

yet th rough  perversity  be unw illing to  believe.” 13

13  G arrigou -L agrange , De revelatione (R om e, 1932), p . 285 .

^DB, 1639 .

H ow ever, though grace is necessary in order tha t a person m ay  

elic it an act of faith , it w ould seem  ev iden t tha t anyone w ho ar

rives at the judgm en t of cred ib ility  and the judgm en t of creden tity  

w ill rece ive su ffic ien t grace to  m ake an act of fa ith . F or G od w ill 

no t refuse a person the grace to perfo rm  an action w hich h is con 

sc ience te lls h im  m ust be perfo rm ed . T his princ ip le w as enuncia ted  

by P ope P ius IX  in h is E ncyclica l Qui pluribus of N ov . 9 , 1846 : 

“H um an reason , clearly and ev iden tly recogn izing by these m ost 

firm  and luc id argum en ts tha t G od is the au tho r of the fa ith , can  

go no fu rther, bu t, casting aside every d ifficu lty and doub t must 

g ive fu ll assen t to  the  faith , since it recogn izes as certain  tha t w hat

ever the faith proposes to be believed and done by m en has been  

com m unica ted by G od .” 14 T he S overeign P on tiff clearly im p lied  

tha t the supernatu ra l grace to m ake an act of fa ith is g iven to all 

w ho  arrive  at the  conv iction  tha t the  C hristian  revela tion is a  d iv ine  

m essage and m ust be accep ted , inasm uch as he sta ted tha t all w ho  

com e to  th is conv ic tion  must m ake the act of fa ith .

N ot on ly is the C atho lic m ean ing  of “ fa ith ” d ifferen t from  tha t 

g iven to it by m ost non-C atho lics, bu t even in C atholic literatu re  

and speech th is w ord is accep ted in various senses  ; and C atho lics  

shou ld be aw 'are of th is fact so tha t the ir concep ts m ay be clear 

w hen  they speak  or read abou t fa ith . T hus, preachers  and ascetica l 

w riters are inc lined to inc lude under the general te rm  of “ fa ith ”  

those v irtues w hich are essen tia l to a good C hristian  life . In  o ther 

P ' H -

iiP iL ii-
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w ords, by “fa ith ” they som etim es m ean a living fa ith . indeed in  

som e of the passages of the N ew  T estam en t in w inch ‘’fa ith ” ap 

pears, it m ay be used in th is sense .H ow ever, C atho lics shou ld  

realize, and C atho lic preachers shou ld em phasize , tha t fa ith in the  

proper sense is a specu la tive v irtue, w hich can ex ist w ithou t char

ity . E ven th is fa ith is a g ift of G od , as the V atican C ouncil as 

serted .16 A t the sam e tim e, in  order to  ex ist in  a perfec t state, fa ith  

m ust be jo ined  w ith  charity , so tha t it is a living or formed fa ith? 1

T o understand fa ith properly one m ust d istingu ish clearly be 

tw een  the act and  the  hab it of th is v irtue. B oth in S acred S crip ture  

and the decisions of the C hurch the sam e w ord is used fo r bo th  

aspects of fa ith , and one m ust som etim es exam ine the con tex t in  

. order to find ou t the particu lar sense in tended . If the d istinction  

is no t observed , one m igh t conclude tha t there is a con trad iction  

in  the C hurch ’s teach ing . T hus, w hile the C ouncil of T ren t taugh t 

that “ fa ith is the beg inn ing of m an ’s sa lvation ,” 18 P ope C lem en t 

X I condem ned the teach ing of Q uesnel, tha t “ fa ith is the firs t 

grace, and the fon t of all o ther graces.” 19 T here w as no  con trad ic 

tion because T ren t referred prim arily to the act of faith , w hereas  

Q uesnel w as speaking  of the habit of fa ith . In  h is condem nation of 

the Jansenistic S ynod of P isto ia, P ope P ius V I clearly po in ted  

ou t th is erroneous in terp re tation of faith by  denouncing  the propo 

sition tha t “ fa ith from w hich the series of graces beg ins, and  

th rough w hich , as by  the firs t vo ice w e are called to sa lvation and  

to  the C hurch , is the excellen t v irtue by w hich m en are called and  

are  the  faith fu l,” sta ting  tha t it w as already  condem ned  in the  teach 

ings of Q uesnel.20 T he fa lse conclusion w hich Q uesnel and the  

Jansen ists of P isto ia had draw n  from  the ir confusion betw een the  

act and  the  hab it w as tha t no  one rece ives a  supernatu ral grace un 

less he is already in possession of the hab it of fa ith . N ow , w hile  

it w ould seem  tha t befo re the grace by w hich one is called to the  

act of fa ith , no in trin sica lly supernatu ral actual graces are g iven ,21  

undoub ted ly in the process of the ju stifica tion  of an in fidel, super

natura l actual graces are g iven  befo re he rece ives the habit of fa ith  

w ith the in fusion of sanctify ing  grace .

«  C f. DTC, art. cit., 74 . DB, 1791 ; cf. 838 .

17  M erkelbach , Summa theologiae moralis (Paris , 193 8), 1 , n . 717 .

^DB. 801 . 19 DB, 1377. ™DB, 1522 .

21  C f. V an N oort, De gratia Christi (H ilversum , 1934), n . 131 , no te .
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H ence , the in fan t rece ives in B ap tism  the hab it of fa ith , although  

he is as yet unab le to m ake an  act of faith . O n the o ther hand , the  

pagan  to  w hom  the C hristian revela tion is preached  m ay  and  shou ld  

elicit an act of fa ith ; yet he does no t receive the v irtue itself un til 

he  is bap tized  or elic its an  act of d iv ine  charity  or perfec t con trition .

C atho lics shou ld also  be aw are that there is a d istinc tion betw een  

d iv ine fa ith and w hat is called ecclesiastica l fa ith . T he la tte r is 

som etim es called m ediate ly d iv ine fa ith ,22 and signifies the act 

w hereby  w e accep t a  doctrine  not con ta ined  in  the deposit of revela

tion , bu t in som e w ay connected w ith it, such  as the declara tion of 

P ope L eo X III tha t A nglican O rders are invalid 23 or an officia l 

decree of canon iza tion . T he fo rm al ob jec t or m otive of th is la tter 

type of assen t is the d iv ine ly  guaran teed in fa llib ility of the C hurch , 

w hereas the fo rm al ob jec t of d iv ine fa ith is alw ays the au tho rity of 

G od H im self. T he prac tica l app lica tion of th is d istinc tion is that 

C atho lics shou ld be frequen tly rem inded tha t in eliciting an act 

of d iv ine fa ith  they  shou ld  base  the ir accep tance  on  G od ’s au tho rity , 

no t on the teach ing of the C hurch . P erhaps, as V an N oort sta tes, 

it does no t m ake m uch  d ifference in  prac tice if the fa ith fu l say tha t 

they  believe a certa in doctrine because the C hurch teaches it, since  

they  m ean  the righ t th ing ,24 yet it is a lw ays bette r to  in struc t C ath 

o lics in the exact tru th . T he C hurch is , indeed , the in fallib le pro 

ponen t of d iv ine revelation  ; bu t the teach ing au tho rity of the  

C hurch is no t the basic m otive fo r the accep tance of the tru th s of 

revela tion . T hat m otive can be on ly the au tho rity of G od , w ho can  

neither be deceived nor deceive .

22  C f. V an N oort, De fontibus revelationis (B ussum , 1920 ), nn . 247-50 .

23  DB, 1966. 24 y an N oort, De fontibus revelationis, η . 190 .

T he possession of the v irtue of fa ith  is no t necessarily  connected  

w ith actua l m em bersh ip in the C atho lic C hurch . A  non-C atholic , 

sincere ly desirous of do ing G od ’s w ill and believ ing in genera l all 

that G od has revealed can have the v irtue of d iv ine faith , at least 

if he has exp lic it fa ith in the fou r fundam en tal tru th s— G od ’s 

ex istence, d iv ine re tribu tion in the fu tu re life , the H oly T rin ity  

and the Incarnation . S uch a person actua lly has im p lic it fa ith in  

all tha t the C atho lic C hurch teaches. H ow ever, he is no t an actual 

m em ber of the C atho lic C hurch , though he is righ tly said to be  

affiliated w ith the C atho lic C hurch by im p licit desire . T his d is

tinction is im portan t in v iew  of the com m on custom  am ong C ath -
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d ies of say ing of a person tha t he does no t possess “ the fa ith” be 

cause he is no t actua lly a m em ber of the true C hurch of C hrist. 

It shou ld be no ted tha t w e are here considering the case of one  

w ho w as brough t up from  ch ildhood in heresy or as an adu lt re 

ceived in struc tions from  an heretica l sou rce . W hether it is possib le  

fo r a C atho lic to renounce h is alleg iance to the C atho lic C hurch  

w ithou t being gu ilty of a grave fo rm al sin against the v irtue of  

faith w ill be considered in a subsequen t artic le .

C atho lics shou ld be ab le to d istingu ish  betw een d iv ine fa ith  and  

d iv ine-C atho lic faith . T he fo rm er m ust be g iven to any tru th re 

vealed by G od , once a person has su fficien t certa in ty of the fact of  

revela tion . T his w ould ex tend to priva te revela tions, w hich m ust 

be  accep ted  by  those fo r w hom  they  arc m ade, and m ay  be accep ted  

by  o ther persons, though  there is no  ob liga tion  on  the part of o thers  

to  accep t them .25 D iv ine fa ith is also  g iven  to  particu lar tru th s con 

ta ined  in  the  deposit of pub lic revela tion  w hich  an ind iv idual clearly  

perce ives to be revealed , though they have no t been proposed as  

such  by  the in fallib le m agisterium  of the C hurch .26 D iv ine-C atho lic  

fa ith is g iven to doctrines revealed by G od and proposed as such  

by  the C hurch , either by so lem n defin ition or by the ord inary and  

un iversa l m agisterium .27 B ecause som e of the tru th s of d iv ine  

revela tion have com e to the exp licit consciousness of the C hurch  

on ly after the lapse of a considerab le period of tim e, such as the  

doctrines of M ary ’s Im m acu late C oncep tion and her A ssum ption , 

an  increase in  the explicit ob ject of d iv ine-C atho lic fa ith is possib le, 

although the con ten t of pub lic revela tion adm its of no ob jec tive  

addition  since the death of the last apostle. It is on ly by the perti

nacious den ia l or doub t of a doctrine of d iv ine-C atho lic fa ith that  

one  becomes gu ilty  of the specific sin of heresy ,28 though  the delib 

erate den ia l or doub t of any revealed doctrine, once a person has  

su fficien t certain ty tha t it is revealed , constitu tes a grave sin of  

in fide lity and ejec ts the in fused v irtue of fa ith from  the sou l, if it 

has been presen t.

25  C f- F in lay . Divine Faith (N ew  Y ork , 1917), 55 ff.

26  V an N oort, De fontibus revelationis, η . 207 , no te ; H errm ann, Institu
tiones theol. dogmaticae (P aris , 1926), 1 , n . 31 .

27  DB, 1792 ; C an . 1323 . 28  C an . 1325 , §2 .

In exp la in ing  the act of fa ith , som e theo log ians m ake a fine d is 

tinc tion , w hich is help fu l to em phasize the precise natu re of th is  
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exalted v irtue . T hey d istingu ish  betw een faith in the broad sense 

(fides late dicta) and fa ith in the strict sense (fides stride dicta). 

T he attitude of one w ho m akes an act of the fo rm er is : “ I believe  

the statem en t of the speaker because it is evident to me tha t he is 

neither deceived nor deceiv ing .” T he attitude of one w ho m akes  

an act of fa ith in the stric t sense is  : “ I believe the sta tem en t of 

the speaker because he is neither deceived nor deceiving:" T he  

d istinction is very im portan t, especia lly in its app lication to d iv ine  

fa ith . O nly fa ith in the stric t sense m erits to be accoun ted as the  

theo log ical v irtue . O ne w ho w ould accep t the doctrines of d iv ine  

revelation m erely  because of the clear ev idence that G od is all-w ise  

and all-tru th fu l and has m ade a revelation w ould be m aking an  

in tellectua l act based on  the m otives of cred ib ility — and tha t w ould  

no t be an act of faith , save in the sense in w hich S t. Jam es says: 

“T he dev ils also believe .” 29 In the case of one w ho m akes an act 

of fa ith in  the stric t sense , the  m otives of cred ib ility  are  a necessary  

condition to  lead  h im  to  the  judgm en t of cred ib ility ; bu t in  eliciting  

the act of fa ith the motive of h is assen t (w ith the aid of d iv ine  

grace) is no t the evidence that G od  is all-w ise and  all-tru th fu l, bu t 

the attributes of G od ’s w isdom  and tru th fu lness them selves.30

29 James 2  : 19 .

30  V an N oort, De fontibus revelationis, η . 300.

F inally , C atho lics shou ld be aw are of the d ifference betw een  

fa ith  and the in tellec tua l act know n as re lig ious assen t. T his la tte r 

te rm  sign ifies the accep tance of a doctrine taugh t au tho rita tive ly  

by  an officia l teacher or teach ing  body  in  the C hurch , bu t no t w ith  

the use of the in fallib le m agisterium . S uch w ould be a doctrine  

proposed  by  the H oly  O ffice or the B ib lica l C om m ission . T he P ope  

h im self can teach in th is m anner, and frequen tly does so in h is  

E ncyclical L etters . M erely because a doctrine of th is k ind is no t 

in fa llib ly proposed does no t m ean that C atho lics m ay re jec t it or  

sub ject it to  criticism  as they  m igh t the teach ing  of a priva te theo 

log ian . F or, as P ope P ius X II asserted in Humani generis: “N or 

m ust it be though t tha t w hat is expounded in E ncyclica l L etters  

does no t of itse lf dem and consen t, since in w riting such L etters 

the P opes do no t exerc ise the sup rem e pow er of the ir teach ing  

au tho rity . F or these m atters are  taugh t w ith  the ord inary  teach ing  

au tho rity , of w hich it is true to say ‘H e w ho heare th you , heareth
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M e ’." 81 A n act of re lig ious assen t proceeds from  the v irtues of  

relig ion and obed ience rather than from  d iv ine fa ith .32

E vidently , then , there is need fo r C atho lics to have a clear and  

precise no tion of w hat is m eant by fa ith , in v iew of the various  

senses in  w hich  th is w ord  is understood , and  of the m any  erroneous  

no tions prevalen t today  abou t the natu re of fa ith . In fact, it is no t 

unusual to read vehem en t attacks on the very idea of adm itting  

doctrines above the d irect percep tion of the senses and natura l 

reason . F or exam ple, at the  ded ica tion  of the  U niversity  of R oches

te r ’s psych ia tric clin ic on M arch 31 , 1949 , H om er W . S m ith , pro 

fesso r of physio logy at N ew  Y ork  U niversity m ade the statem en t: 

‘T he unw arran ted claim  to know ledge of certain properties no t 

availab le  to  em pirica l exam ination , such as G od, transcenden t good  

and ev il, abso lu te values, fu tu re rew ard and pun ishm en t, and the  

like , has in  prac tice, w hatever it m igh t have  accom plished  in  theo ry , 

done m ore to  re tard  m an ’s in te llectua l and social developm ent than  

any o ther m isadven tu re that has ever befa llen h im .” 33

H ow ever, even  those w ho  adm it the  ex istence of G od  and  revela 

tion en terta in very indefin ite no tion s abou t fa ith , generally desig 

nating  it by  such  te rm s as “ inner experience ,” the “v ision  of sp irit

ual values,” “ the  active response of the w hole m an to  th ings of the  

sp irit,” etc. H ence it is v itally im portan t tha t C atho lics clearly  

understand and be prepared  to exp la in the concep t of fa ith in the  

sense accep ted by the ir C hurch . T he ob liga tion of in struc ting  the  

la ity  in  th is m atter rests on b ishops and  priests , to  w hom  has been  

com m itted the responsib ility of prov id ing the ir flocks w ith the  

sp iritual nourishm en t of C hrist’s doctrine. N o  m ore im portan t sub 

jec t can  be chosen  fo r the detailed in struc tion of the fa ith fu l in our  

ow n tim es than the natu re of d iv ine faith .
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31 A AS, 42 (1950), 468 .

32  C f. B énard , E ., “T he D octrina l V alue of the O rd inary T eaching  of the  

H oly  F ather.” in Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Convention of the Catholic 

Theological Society of America (N ew Y ork , 1951), 78-107 ; and F en ton . 

M sgr. Joseph C ., “T he Humani generis and the H oly F ather ’s O rd inary  

M agisterium ,” in AER, C X X V , '1 (Ju ly , 1951), 53-62  ; and also M sgr. 

F en ton ’s artic le , “T he D octrina l A uthority of P apal E ncyclica ls ,” in AER, 

C X X I, 2 , 3 (A ug . and S ep t., 1949 ), 136-50 ; 210-20 .

33 Washington Post, A pril 1 , 1949 , p . 6 .


