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The Johnson dossier offers an instructive case study regarding the exercise of teaching authority in 

the Church.  By the exercise of authority I mean not only the actions of the Committee on Doctrine but 

also those of Prof. Johnson. The exercise of an ecclesial teaching authority does not lie exclusively with 

the magisterium, that is, the doctrinal teaching authority of the pope and bishops.  A careful study of the 

teaching of Vatican II reveals a much broader consideration of the Church’s teaching office.  The 

Australian theologian, Ormond Rush, has called attention to the ecclesiological significance of the 

council’s employment of the threefold offices of Christ (priest, prophet and king) and the functions that 

correlate to them (sanctifying, teaching, governing) as a framework for reflecting on the life and mission 

of the Church.2  Although the council was not entirely consistent and did not work out every detail of 

this correlation, the clear logic of its overall use of the tria munera suggests that we can no longer assign 

these offices, as John Henry Newman once did,3 to certain subsets within the membership of the 

Church.   

The council’s ecclesiological vision leads us in a different direction. The entire baptized share, albeit 

in distinctive ways, in the exercise of these three offices. Just as the council teaches of a common 

priesthood of the faithful and a ministerial priesthood (LG 10), so too there are distinctive participations 
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in the Church’s one prophetic (teaching) office, and each form of participation has its own proper 

“authority.”  Rush identifies three fundamental “authorities” in the Church’s teaching office:  the sensus 

fidelium, the community of theologians and the magisterium.4  Each authority draws from diverse 

sources.  The proper authority of the sensus fidelium is grounded in baptism and the supernatural 

instinct for the faith (sensus fidei) offered to each believer by the Holy Spirit.5 The theologian’s authority 

presupposes her own exercise of the sensus fidei but draws additionally on both academic expertise and 

a charism for theological reflection.  The teaching authority of the bishops draws on both the exercise of 

the sensus fidei and the charism for pastoral leadership that presumably led to his episcopal ordination.  

That ordination, in turn, provides the special grace of the sacrament which can assist the bishop in his 

distinctive responsibility to preserve the integrity of the apostolic faith. Each of these authorities has a 

role to play in the exercise of the Church’s teaching office and no one authority can properly fulfill its 

responsibilities apart from the others.     

The documentation provided in the Johnson case draws our attention to the exercise of two of 

these three “authorities”:  the authority of theologians (reflected initially in Johnson’s book and 

subsequently in her responses to the committee) and the authority of the bishops (reflected in the 

original statement of the Committee on Doctrine, its subsequent document, “Bishops as Teachers” and 

its final statement).  Let us consider these two authorities in turn.  

Assessing the Theologian’s Exercise of the Church’s Teaching 
Office 

What are some essential characteristics of the participation of the theologian in the teaching 

authority of the Church?  I would propose the following:   
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1) The teaching authority of the theologian must be undertaken 

within the heart of the Christian tradition and in fidelity to the 

apostolic faith.   

The theologian must undertake the theological task in fidelity to the heart of the Christian tradition.  

The committee’s March statement develops this in reference to Pope John Paul II’s discussion of the 

auditus fidei, the “hearing of the faith” in his encyclical, Fides et Ratio (FR 65).6  To do theology within 

the heart of the Christian tradition means attending carefully to the testimony of Scripture, the 

fundamental creedal expressions of the Church’s faith as normative (but not exhaustive) articulations of 

the apostolic faith, the witness of the liturgy, the work of the great theological voices of the tradition, 

the distinctive witness of saints and mystics and the more ordinary witness of believers past and 

present.  Since the great tradition is a dynamic, living reality, theologians must also attend to new voices 

and theological currents which may reflect the movement of the Spirit in our Church today.  For 

theologians, this fidelity does not preclude a certain experimental and provisional dimension to their 

work.  Theologians do not merely excavate the great tradition; they participate in its ongoing 

development.  Likewise, theologians must not be relegated to the role of mere expositors of magisterial 

teaching.  They engage in the work of theology in part by bringing that tradition into conversation with 

the questions and issues facing our world today and the new insights the Spirit brings to God’s people as 

they seek to live the Gospel in an ever changing world.  The theologian best serves tradition not by 

functioning as a kind of museum curator but by the ongoing work of reinterpreting the tradition in ways 

that respond to the needs of our times, thus keeping alive the transformative power of the Gospel.  As 

the late Cardinal Avery Dulles put it in one of his earlier works: 

The theologian . . . cannot be rightly regarded as a mere agent of the hierarchical teaching 

authority.  His task is not simply to repeat what the official magisterium has already said, or 

even to expound and defend what has already become official teaching, but even more 
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importantly, to discover what has not yet been taught. . . .  The theologian . . . is concerned with 

reflectively analyzing the present situation of the church and of the faith, with a view to 

deepening the Church’s understanding of revelation and in this way opening up new and fruitful 

channels of pastoral initiative.  To be faithful to his vocation, the theologian often has to wrestle 

with unanswered questions and to construct tentative working hypotheses which he submits to 

the criticism of his colleagues.7 

2) The exercise of the teaching authority of the theologian must be 

undertaken with a proper eschatological humility.   

The theologian should undertake theological reflection and investigation with a profound spirit of 

humility in the face of the Holy Mystery of God.  As Dei Verbum 8 taught, the Church is always moving 

“toward the plenitude of divine truth.”  Divine revelation is eschatologically conditioned.  This means 

that the Church does not so much possess the truth as it lives within revealed truth, a truth that will 

always elude a final and comprehensive articulation in history.  Honoring the eschatological character of 

divine revelation means renouncing any arrogance that would suggest that the theologian’s views are 

above critique and represent the “final word” about the God of the Christian faith.   

3) The theologian must exercise her vocation within the communio 

of the Church.   

This communio is manifested at multiple levels.  Proceeding from Christian faith and baptism, this 

communio is manifested most basically by the theologian’s active participation in the life of the Church, 

that is, in its worship and in its mission in the world as a sacrament of the reign of God.  For many 

Catholic theologians, the preeminent expression of their communio  in the Church does not lie in the 

taking of some oath or the granting of a mandatum but in the act of participation in the Sunday 

Eucharist, a liturgical act that always includes the profession of the Creed.  Participation in this mission is 

reflected as well in practices of Christian charity and the work for justice.  Of course the theologian’s life 

of faith is difficult to assess from the outside and ought to be presumed unless there are clear signs that 
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would call into question the theologian’s sharing in the life of faith.8  At a second level, that which 

applies most directly to the teaching authority of the theologian, communio in the Church will include an 

attitude of respect toward the doctrinal teaching authority of the bishops and a determination to 

sustain communion with the bishops through practices of dialogue and mutual learning.  Such 

communion may find juridical expression (e.g., through application for the mandatum or an imprimatur 

for one’s work) but these expressions are by no means the only or even the best way to express this 

communion.  

These characteristics are concerned with the proper exercise of the teaching authority of the 

theologian.  This is not the same thing as judging the adequacy of a theological work.  In other words, 

one could argue that a theologian has properly exercised his teaching authority and still take issue with 

the adequacy and/or coherence of a given theological argument.  Theologians do not enjoy the charism 

of infallibility. In light of these characteristics of an authentic teaching authority for theologians, what 

might we say regarding Prof. Johnson’s exercise of that authority?   

Let us begin with the first characteristic.  As regards the book under investigation, although 

Johnson’s intention was to privilege new voices and “new frontiers” in her reflections, her book is clearly 

an exercise in theology undertaken by a scholar deeply immersed in our mainstream Catholic theological 

tradition.  This was particularly evident in her responses to the committee.  Although scholars are free to 

challenge her conclusions, and Quest is certainly foregrounding newer theological developments, there 

can be little doubt of Johnson’s indebtedness, in particular, to the Thomistic theological heritage.  Quest 

mostly presupposes the fundamental creedal commitments of the faith rather than explicitly engaging 

them, not because they are unimportant but because the book is dedicated to mapping new 

developments that challenge a series of theological devolutions that she refers to as “modern theism.”  
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Johnson insists that in Quest the term “modern theism” is not synonymous with the received apostolic 

faith of the Church.9 

This brings us to the committee’s fundamental criticism of her work, namely her failure to use the 

faith of the Church, the auditus fidei, as a necessary starting point for the theological task.10  This point is 

particularly important because, as we shall see, both theologians and the magisterium share this 

obligation to begin with the apostolic faith.  But, where do we look for this “hearing of the faith”?  While 

there is no evidence that Johnson rejects the normative value of church doctrine, she carefully avoids a 

reduction of revelation to formal doctrinal pronouncements and catechism definitions by including in 

the auditus fidei the witness of the whole people of God, the sensus fidelium.  In her response to the 

committee, Johnson explicitly invokes the example of Blessed John Henry Newman on the importance of 

consulting the faithful on doctrinal matters.11   

Regarding the second characteristic, Johnson’s work certainly appears to be undertaken in a spirit of 

humility. Although she does not hesitate to offer her own judgments on the wisdom and helpfulness of 

various theological trajectories, she does not offer her reflections as the final word on the doctrine of 

God.  Rather, she offers the reader, with a tentativeness appropriate to such new developments, a wide 

array of emerging theological insights.  Her initial public statement expressed openness to criticism and 

willingness to dialogue with the bishops.   

Finally, Johnson recognizes the importance of preserving communio within the Church by eschewing 

any academic elitism in favor of drawing on the insights of ordinary believers (manifesting a communio 

with God’s people) and by acknowledging the legitimate authority of the bishops. In fact, as one 

considers her long response to the committee, what becomes apparent is the way in which she models 

respectful interaction among the three authorities discussed above:  the authority of theology, the 

authority of the sensus fidelium and the authority of the bishops.   With regard to the latter, although it 
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is evident that she strongly disagrees with both the process of the investigation pursued by the 

committee and the substance of its judgments, at no point does she reject the committee’s legitimate 

authority.  Indeed, her patient and careful response exhibits her tacit acceptance of the bishops’ 

magisterial authority.   

Assessing the Committee on Doctrine’s Exercise of the Church’s 
Teaching Office 

Now we turn to the Committee on Doctrine’s distinctive participation in the Church’s teaching 

office.  Here too we can affirm certain characteristics that ought to accompany the authentic exercise of 

the teaching authority of the bishops.12 

1) The teaching authority of the bishops must be undertaken within 

the heart of the Christian tradition and in fidelity to the apostolic 

faith.    

This first characteristic is shared by both bishops and theologians.  With respect to the bishops, this 

constitutes a reminder that they are to teach what they have received.  Their teaching must be drawn 

from prayerful reflection on the biblical witness, the fundamental creedal expressions of the Church’s 

faith, the witness of the liturgy, the work of the great theological voices of the tradition, the distinctive 

witness of saints and mystics, and the more ordinary witness of believers past and present.  Since much 

of this is mediated through the work of theological scholarship, it should go without saying that they 

must also attend to the contributions of theologians.   

2) The teaching authority of the bishops is fundamentally 

conservative in character.   

Unlike theologians, the bishops are not charged with exploring new and provisional formulations of 

the faith.  Rather, their task is to assess whether new formulations are reconcilable with the received 



8 

faith of the Church.  Consequently they are to be concerned with assessing theological works with 

regard to the integrity of Christian doctrine.  Again, Dulles writes:  “The bishop’s task is to give public 

expression to the doctrine of the Church and thus to lay down norms for preaching, worship, and 

Christian life.  His concern, therefore, is primarily and directly pastoral.”13  This task is quite different 

from assessing the adequacy and coherency of theological developments.  The conservative nature of 

their ministry demands a clear distinction between theological and doctrinal judgments.   

3. The bishops must exercise their teaching authority within the 

communio of the Church.   

The bishops too must recognize that their ministry has to be undertaken within the Church’s 

communio.  They do not function as an external governing board but rather must manifest communio 

first of all with the people of God.  The communio proper to the bishops as teachers demands that they 

adopt the attitude of an attentive listener, eager to identify the unique contributions of the sensus 

fidelium.  One thinks immediately of the injunction of St. Cyprian of Carthage:  “. . . a man is teachable if 

he is meek and gentle and patient in learning.  It is thus a bishop’s duty not only to teach but also to 

learn.  For he becomes a better teacher if he makes daily progress and advancement in learning what is 

better.”14 This also requires that they maintain communio with theologians, seeking their expertise in 

relationships characterized by mutual respect.  The Committee on Doctrine affirms this in their guide to 

the teaching responsibilities of the bishops:  “. . . the bishop and the theologian have a special 

relationship that can and should be reciprocally enriching.”15 

How well do the recent actions of the Committee on Doctrine reflect these basic characteristics of 

authentic episcopal teaching authority? What is not questioned here is the right and responsibility of the 

bishops to preserve the integrity of the apostolic faith through normative judgments.  Johnson herself 

acknowledges this authority.   
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The first characteristic is concerned with fidelity to the apostolic faith, and it is a concern, 

understandably, that the Committee on Doctrine takes very seriously.  Indeed one of the most damning 

accusations leveled against Johnson concerns her failure to start from the received faith of the Church in 

her theology.  Yet we must ask: what theology of revelation is presupposed by the committee?  Johnson 

herself has challenged this accusation, noting that her theology indeed draws on divine revelation but 

presupposes a different fundamental theology, one that does not equate revelation with doctrine but 

follows Vatican II in employing a more Trinitarian and personalist approach to revelation.16  In Dei 

Verbum the council had reappropriated a theology with deep roots in an early Christian tradition that 

viewed revelation more as a divine pedagogy aimed at the transformation of humankind.  By contrast, 

the committee’s critique suggests a quasi-propositional understanding of divine revelation more at 

home in the theological world of neo-scholasticism.  Yet this was precisely what Dei Verbum sought to 

leave behind.  In his commentary on the council’s teaching a young Joseph Ratzinger writes: 

The Council’s intention in this matter was a simple one....The fathers were merely 

concerned with overcoming neo-scholastic intellectualism, for which revelation chiefly meant a 

store of mysterious supernatural teachings, which automatically reduces faith very much to an 

acceptance of these supernatural insights.  As opposed to this, the Council desired to express 

again the character of revelation as a totality, in which word and event make up one whole, a 

true dialogue which touches man in his totality, not only challenging his reason, but, as dialogue, 

addressing him as a partner, indeed giving him his true nature for the first time.17 

This neo-scholastic theology is what Juan Luis Segundo had in mind when he wrote of a “digital” 

presentation of church doctrine, one which purges doctrine of its imaginative and transformative 

character and renders it strictly informational and regulative.18  The substance of the committee’s 

complaint appears to be that Johnson does not privilege central dogmatic formulations in Quest.  They 

admit in their “Response to Observations” that “the task of theological reflection is never accomplished 

by the mere repetition of formulas,”19 but contend that the problem with Johnson’s work is not that she 
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fails to cite doctrinal formulas but rather that her theology simply does not adequately express the faith 

of the Church.  This needs to be considered further. 

Theology is, at its best, always a fragile enterprise.  It moves forward tentatively, often exploring 

certain questions while leaving others behind.  One finds in the committee’s judgment, little 

appreciation for the way in which theology contributes to the development of doctrine precisely 

through its exploration of “new frontiers.”  As Newman once noted, truth “is the daughter of time.”20  

The current magisterial tendency to rush to doctrinal judgment with every new theological foray forgets 

Newman’s important insight:  divine truth emerges only slowly, patiently and always with a certain 

tentativeness.  The work of theology is akin to the ministrations of a midwife; it is the work of theology 

to assist patiently in the birthing of God’s Word in our time. By contrast, the rush to doctrinal judgment 

is not unlike the frantic father wishing to hasten the birthing process even if it places mother and child at 

risk.   

The principal justification for the committee’s preemptive action was a familiar trope, the danger of 

confusing the faithful who were exposed to Johnson’s ideas because her book was being used widely in 

college classrooms and parish study groups.  This kind of argument has appeared with alarming 

frequency in contemporary exercises of the magisterium at both the local and universal levels and it has 

led to a dramatic expansion of the exercise of magisterial authority in the last few decades.  The result 

has been an ecclesiastical impatience with the work of theology and an unwillingness to allow new 

theological developments to be both subject to academic critique from peers and tested by the sensus 

fidelium.   

Now let us turn to consider the conservative nature of the exercise of episcopal teaching authority.  

The bishops are charged with the task of preserving the integrity of the faith by ensuring theology’s 

congruence with our basic doctrinal commitments.  This is not the same as the task of assessing the 
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coherence and adequacy of new theological trajectories.  The bishops must, on occasion, pronounce 

judgments on theology but these judgments ought to be limited to an assessment of a theological 

project’s congruence with church doctrine (its doctrinal “soundness”).  One would expect in such 

judgments clear and compelling evidence that a theologian has rejected or seriously distorted church 

doctrine.  Yet the committee believes it is legitimate to criticize not just the rejection or distortion of 

doctrine but also the failure to offer a clear and comprehensive defense of the faith.  As Johnson insists 

in her final statement, it is certainly legitimate for the bishops to judge whether a theological work is in 

conformity with the basic creedal commitments of the Church, but it is not legitimate to criticize a 

theological work for not addressing every element of the Church’s teaching as if it were a catechetical 

text.21   

The genuinely conservative character of the bishops’ teaching authority demands that the bishops 

honor the distinction between theology and doctrine. The committee consistently conflates the two.  

This happens at multiple levels.  The committee skewers Johnson’s book for its critique of “traditional 

Catholic teaching.”22 Yet it is apparent to any reader not preoccupied with a hermeneutic of 

denunciation23 that the object of Johnson’s theological critique was, more often than not, problematic 

theological formulations and imaginative construals of the Church’s doctrinal tradition and not the 

doctrine itself.  Frequently she is content to summarize a range of theological perspectives.  

Consider the issue of divine impassibility, where Johnson is accused of denying church doctrine. A 

careful reading of her text reveals a summary of diverse theological perspectives on the topic (Jürgen 

Moltmann and Dorothea Sölle on one side and Johann Baptist Metz on the other) with the author noting 

the valuable contributions made by each side, without committing herself decisively to one position or 

another.  In her response to the committee, she admits to struggling with the question herself (in the 

company, she adds, of such distinguished theologians as Cardinal Walter Kasper).24 In its final statement 
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the committee acknowledges her summary of the views of three theologians, but contends that only 

Metz’s view is orthodox and then faults her for not siding with orthodox Catholic teaching (ignoring 

altogether Johnson’s observation that Cardinal Kasper had raised similar theological questions!).  Their 

judgment treats her work as a catechetical exposition of the entirety of the Church’s faith rather than a 

tentative theological exploration.25 

 This brings us to the heart of the issue.  To read the committee statements is to feel as if one has 

been drawn into a dispute between diverse theological commitments, not a dispassionate assessment of 

the doctrinal soundness of a theological work.  This feeling is strengthened when one considers the 

profound resonance between the judgments of the committee and the theological corpus of one of the 

principal theological advisors to the committee and its executive director, the Capuchin theologian, Fr. 

Thomas Weinandy.  An accomplished theologian in his own right, many would be in sympathy with the 

theological arguments he has advanced in his own work, some of which implicitly challenge Johnson’s 

own theological commitments.26 And therein lies the problem: to the extent that both the Committee 

on Doctrine’s initial and concluding statements echo Weinandy’s own work (and in several instances key 

formulations found in the statement are clearly drawn from his own work), they ought more properly to 

have been advanced in theological journals and at academic conferences rather than in the court of 

doctrinal judgment.   

Finally, we must consider the extent to which the action of the Committee on Doctrine reflects the 

dialogical interdependence of the three authorities.  The committee document, “Bishops as Teachers,” 

rightly affirms that “the bishop and the theologian have a special relationship that can and should be 

reciprocally enriching.” Yet the failure of the committee to approach Johnson privately with an invitation 

to offer clarifications of her views seems to violate the demands of a genuinely reciprocal and dialogical 

relationship.  This failure is all the more striking when one considers that procedures for mediating such 
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disputes are already developed in the 1989 document, Doctrinal Responsibilities.  The committee 

justified its decision to bypass these guidelines by noting that they were intended to mediate disputes 

between individual theologians and bishops.27  Yet Doctrinal Responsibilities remains useful, not simply 

because of the specific procedures it offers for mediating disputes, but because it articulates ways in 

which a more general climate of mutual trust and respect can be cultivated.  At the minimum, one 

would hope that the committee would heed the insistence in Doctrinal Responsibilities that the 

theologian’s “right to a good reputation” be honored.28 

One explanation for the committee’s non-dialogical approach to its exercise of authority may be 

found in “Bishops as Teachers.”29  There we discover a generally disappointing account of the bishop-

theologian relationship.  The document envisions a healthy, reciprocal relationship between bishops and 

theologians as one in which theologians would submit “their personal theological ideas for the bishop’s 

evaluation.” The model for this “reciprocity,” the document suggests, is the process of applying for an 

imprimatur for one’s work.  Yet any author who has sought an imprimatur can confirm that there is very 

little in this process that is truly dialogical.  The absence of genuine reciprocity is evident in a predictable 

asymmetry:  theologians are encouraged to submit their work to a bishop for his doctrinal evaluation, 

yet nowhere do we find the suggestion that bishops should submit their work to theologians for 

scholarly evaluation (a legitimate expectation since the sacrament of orders does not confer scholarly 

expertise on the bishop).   

In sum, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that whereas Johnson appears to have properly 

exercised the teaching authority appropriate to theologians, the basic presuppositions and subsequent 

actions of the Committee on Doctrine were more problematic.  Perhaps a final bit of light can be shed 

on the matter by considering an analogy offered by “Bishops as Teachers” to elucidate the bishop-

theologian relationship, namely, the role of the referee/umpire in sports. 
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The Magisterium as Referee   
We find the following passage in “The Bishops as Teachers”: 

It is essential for the health and progress of theology, then that it take place within the 

context of a clearly articulated community of faith, that its creativity be channeled and 

maximized by boundaries delineated by the received revelation.  Identifying these boundaries of 

the authentic faith constitutes the bishop’s contribution to the flourishing of the theological 

sciences.  Saint Paul often uses examples from the realm of sports, and perhaps one would serve 

us well here.  In any sporting match, football, tennis, baseball, there are referees and umpires.  

The game can only proceed with the supervision of a referee.  In a tennis match, it is not the 

player who calls the ball “out of bounds” but the referee.  The player may object that it was not 

his or her intention to hit the ball out of bounds.  He or she may even question whether the ball 

was out of bounds.  But it is the referee who must make the call.  Otherwise, there can be no 

coherent game, no enjoyment of the match, no sense of progress in learning the sport: in short, 

the “tennis game” would devolve into a fruitless exchange of individuals hitting the ball at will.30 

This analogy has much to commend it.     

First, it recognizes that the referee/umpire’s role is clearly circumscribed.  He does not actually play 

the game but rather preserves the conditions (by enforcing the rules of the game) that allow for 

maximum creativity and healthy competition on the field of play.  Indeed, some theologians (e.g., 

Lindbeck, Dulles, Tilley) have made use of a cultural-linguistic interpretation of doctrine as establishing 

the rules that govern theological discourse (e.g., one must not discuss the person of Jesus in such a way 

as to deny his divinity).  This aspect of the analogy is useful with regard to our topic because it reinforces 

the distinction between doctrine (the rules of the game) and theology (the game itself).  It is precisely 

this distinction that tends to be overlooked in many recent magisterial interventions.  Consider the 

respective roles of umpires and players in the game of baseball.  Imagine that a batter has decided to lay 

down a bunt at a crucial point in the game. An umpire can legitimately rule on whether, in the process 

of laying down the bunt,  the batter prematurely stepped out of  the batter’s box (a violation of the 
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rules) but he cannot challenge the batter’s decision to bunt in that situation.  The batter’s decision can 

be legitimately challenged by his teammates, coaches and even fans, but such criticism is not the 

prerogative of the umpire!  In the Johnson case, I would argue that the theological debates regarding 

the adequacy of God-language and the meaning of divine impassibility are more akin to debates 

regarding the decision to lay down the bunt rather than a the ruling on whether the bunt was legal. 

Second, referees/umpires are fallible.  They occasionally make mistakes and the best among them 

recognize that when they admit their mistakes their reputation is enhanced rather than diminished. 

Professional baseball fans will recall the poignant missed call in June of 2010 by the first base umpire, 

Jim Joyce, which deprived the Detroit Tiger pitcher, Armando Galarraga, of one of the most statistically 

rare accomplishments in baseball, the perfect game.  Joyce, soon after the game, admitted that he blew 

the call and Galarraga graciously accepted his apology. Many baseball players and coaches voiced their 

appreciation of Joyce’s admission of error and defended his sterling reputation as an umpire.  In striking 

contrast, bishops (including popes) seldom if ever admit their mistakes in acts of doctrinal or pastoral 

judgment and, predictably, their reputation and credibility is often diminished in consequence.31   

Third, in professional sports, there is usually an established system for evaluating referees/umpires.  

Only those who have passed rigorous evaluations are allowed to work at the highest levels of a sport.    

Although the system is far from perfect, theologians are held accountable in their profession through 

peer review of their scholarship.  The complaint that the magisterium must intervene because 

theologians are not taking this element of their profession seriously enough does not hold up to 

scrutiny.  Attendance at professional associations like the College Theology Society or the Catholic 

Theological Society of America would reveal lively and often quite critical exchanges among theologians.  

Unfortunately, no analogous form of accountability can be found that ensures that bishops have an 

adequate grasp of contemporary theological trajectories and are skilled in assessing the doctrinal 
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integrity of a given theological project.  The Catholic Church has no such system of accountability for 

bishops save the threat of Vatican intervention in the case of bishops who exhibit an openness to 

reconsider certain important doctrinal/theological issues. 

Finally, the skills required for referees/umpires are not the same as the skills required for athletes.  

Yet refereeing, in almost any sport, is a skill with clear standards of excellence that demand much more 

than simply knowing the rules of the game.  A baseball umpire can grasp the rule that establishes the 

dimensions of the strike zone, but that does not mean that he can accurately judge whether a 98 mph 

fastball is, in fact, a strike.  Following the analogy, the bishops must not only know church doctrine, they 

must also be well versed in the dynamics of advanced theological discourse without necessarily being 

scholars themselves.  This last point merits further development. 

It may seem odd to speak of “skills” with respect to the office of the bishop.  After all, it is Catholic 

teaching that the bishops are aided by an assistance of the Holy Spirit in the exercise of their office.  This 

divine assistance, however, must be interpreted in light of the Thomistic maxim that grace brings nature 

to its perfection.  In that light we can legitimately speak of the need for a set of “natural” skills proper to 

the task of doctrinal judgment.  Just as the theologian must first possess the proper intellectual aptitude 

and academic training necessary to fulfill her theological vocation, this too should apply, mutatis 

mutandis, to the office of the bishop.  But where then does the assistance of the Holy Spirit come into 

play?  The late John Boyle once noted the “absence in most theological discussions of church teaching 

authority of any extended consideration of the work of the Holy Spirit. . .”32  As Thomas O’Meara has 

observed, when we do encounter references to the assistance of the Holy Spirit, particularly in 

ecclesiastical documents, it often betrays Baroque theology’s preoccupations with “actual graces.”  

Consequently “a mechanics of grace has colored the sparse theology of the Spirit enabling the ordinary 
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magisterium of bishops.”33  O’Meara calls for the recovery of a theology of grace that is more attentive 

to St. Thomas’ concern to preserve legitimate human freedom. 

The late Jesuit moral theologian Richard McCormick remarked on the importance of avoiding two 

extremes in our consideration of the role of the Holy Spirit in the exercise of the magisterium’s teaching 

responsibilities.  First, we must avoid any explanations which overlook the important role of ordinary 

human processes for discovering truth, and second, we must avoid any approach which would reduce 

this assistance to the exercise of human processes by themselves.34   If the assistance of the Holy Spirit 

bypassed human processes, we would have no alternative but to recognize in every hierarchical 

teaching act the charism of infallibility.   If the official teachers of the Church had access to divine truth 

wholly apart from human processes, it would be difficult to imagine the possibility of error.  On the 

other hand, the second extreme reduces the activity of the Spirit to the exercise of human investigation 

and can lead to a kind of rationalism.   

In between these two extremes it is possible to imagine a real assistance of the Spirit as an 

immanent principle active within the exercise of human processes.35  This full employment of the human 

processes was alluded to at the Second Vatican Council in Lumen Gentium:  “The Roman pontiff and the 

bishops, in virtue of their office and the seriousness of the matter, work sedulously through appropriate 

means duly to investigate this revelation and give it suitable expression” (LG 25).  The assumption is that 

the divine assistance promised the Church is only effective when conjoined with the proper cooperation 

of the Church’s ministers. 

But what are these “appropriate means”?   McCormick divides the relevant human processes into 

two categories:  evidence gathering and evidence assessing.  Evidence gathering refers to the manifold 

ways in which the human person inquires after the truth through study, consultation and investigation.  

With respect to the exercise of the teaching authority of the bishops, this would involve a study of the 
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Church's tradition (giving primacy of place to the testimony of Scripture), a consultation of scholars and 

theologians (representing diverse schools of thought and theological/historical perspectives), a 

consideration of the insights of pertinent related fields (e.g., the contributions of the social sciences, 

genetics), and an attempt to discern the sensus fidelium, the sense of the faithful in and through whom 

the Spirit speaks.  Insufficient attention to this evidence-gathering can hamper the activity of the Spirit 

in bringing forth wisdom and insight.   

Evidence assessing involves the proper consideration and assessment of the “evidence” gathered.  

Here again recourse to a diversity of theological scholarship will be important, but so will patient 

reflection and authentic conversation in contexts where the free exchange of views is clearly welcomed.  

The value of real conversation and deliberation as a prelude to authoritative teaching was demonstrated 

at Vatican II.  The vast majority of the bishops who traveled to Rome in the fall of 1962 were content to 

participate in a relatively quick council which would, by and large, continue the status quo.  That this 

status quo was not maintained can be attributed to the conversation and deliberation in which the 

council bishops were engaged and the freedom of inquiry and disagreement that was preserved against 

the coercive intentions of a few.  New insight, a new penetration into divine truth, resulted from the 

council’s free and extended interaction.   

The emphases on evidence gathering and assessing should not be seen as preludes to the assistance 

of the Spirit, as if they were mere “natural” processes necessary before the work of the Spirit could “kick 

in.”  Rather, the claim here is that the Spirit is operative in and through these human processes.  If the 

teaching ministry of the Church is to be an expression of the Church's essential nature as a communion, 

then the processes engaged in the teaching ministry must reflect this communio.  An authentic theology 

of the assistance of the Spirit precludes seeing the authoritative teaching of the Church as isolated 

ecclesial acts engaged by autonomous authority figures.  Consultative activities, dialogue, and 
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deliberation are constitutive of communio.  These are the means by which the Spirit brings the Church to 

truth.  For this reason, when bishops engage in true consultation--with fellow bishops, theologians and 

the faithful--they are not merely engaging in prudent gestures and they are certainly not, as some might 

suggest, compromising their own teaching authority. In the fulfillment of their teaching ministry they 

must make themselves available to that Word as it emerges within the whole Christian community.   

Consultation and conversation are integral to the teaching process, and must be acknowledged as one 

of the privileged instruments of the Spirit.  In conclusion, the assistance of the Holy Spirit given to the 

bishops at sacramental ordination cannot become an excuse to avoid the demands of their teaching 

authority; they must cultivate the skills proper to their office. 

We live in a time in which authority is almost habitually viewed with suspicion.  Yet Catholics believe 

that there is an need for authentic teaching authority in the Church that can assist the pilgrim people of 

God on its earthly journey.  That authority is pluriform in nature; all Christians are called to exercise the 

distinctive authority that derives from their baptism just as theologians and bishops must fulfill their 

own obligations to “teach with authority.”  Sadly, the Johnson case demonstrates what happens when 

the diverse forms of ecclesial teaching authority are not honored and exercised in a genuinely 

collaborative form.  In this case, the reputation of a respected theologian has been tarnished and the 

credibility of the bishops’ own authority has been undermined.   The Church is the poorer for it. 

                                                             
1 This essay is a significantly expanded version of a shorter piece that appeared in Horizons 38/2, (Fall 2011).   

2 See both Rush’s essay in this volume and his book length work, The Eyes of Faith: The Sense of the Faithful and 
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parish community, the prophetic function in the schola theologorum, and the governing function in the 

ministry of the bishops. See John Henry Newman, Via Media of the Anglican Church (1877), ed. H. D. Weidner 
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