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Theological dissent is like a cancer,
growing in the Church’s organs,
and interfering with her vital functions.

How to deal with
theological dissent

Part 1

By Germain Grisez

I: The Recent Assembly of the Synod and
the Crisis of Faith

B The recent extraordinary assembly of
the Synod of Bishops was called to cele-
brate, confirm and promote Vatican II.
The final report shows that these purposes
were fulfilled. By way of celebration, the
Synod Fathers say that Vatican II was the
greatest grace of this century and that it
remains the Church’s magna carta for the
future (11, D, 7).

But my reflections begin from their
confirmation of Vatican II. As John Paul
II said in his address on December 7, the
assembly had seemed necessary so that the
Synod Fathers could “express their judg-
ment on Vatican II in order to avoid diver-
gent interpretations.” Divergent interpre-
tations arose because many people consid-
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ered the Council not as the magna cart for
the future, but as the first —and, in their
view, much too hesitant —step in a revo-
lution, which they hoped would conform
the Catholic Church to the contemporary
world.

The Synod Fathers firmly reject such
divergent interpretations. They attribute
difficulties which have arisen since Vati-
can II to a “partial and selective reading
of the Council” and to the “failure to dis-
tinguish correctly between a legitimate
openness of the Council to the world and
the acceptance of a secularized world’s
mentality and order of values” (I, 4). To
correct these mistakes, the final report not
only reaffirms Vatican II but lays down
conservative principles for its interpreta-
tion: “It is not legitimate to separate the
spirit and the letter of the Council. More-
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over, the Council must be understood in
continuity with the great tradition of the
Church” (I, 5).

The Synod Fathers are less optimistic
than were the Fathers of Vatican II. The
signs of the times have changed (II, A, 1;
II, D, 2). So the final document calls for
renewed emphasis on “the value, the im-
portance, and the centrality of the cross
of Jesus Christ” (11, D, 2). Aggiornamento
does not mean “an easy accommodation
that could lead to the secularization of the
Church”; rather, it means “a missionary
openness for the integral salvation of the
world” (II, D, 3). And pluralism is rejected
(I, C, 2).

Every faithful Catholic should thank
God for this assembly of the Synod. Per-
sonally, I am happy with its outcome and
with one small exception agree with the
good things the Synod Fathers say about
Vatican II. The exception: I am not sure
whether the Council was the greatest grace
of this century.

Dissent provoked crisis of faith

No doubt, it was a great grace, but the
century is not yet over. Since Vatican II,
there has been a crisis of faith in the
Church, brought on by widespread theo-
logical dissent from many Catholic teach-
ings. The happy resolution of this crisis
perhaps would be an even greater grace
than the Council itself.

The Synod Fathers hint at the ongoing
crisis of faith, when they express “regret that
the theological discussions of our day have
sometimes occasioned confusion among
the faithful. Thus, communication and
reciprocal dialogue between the bishops
and theologians are necessary for the build-
ing up of the faith and its deeper compre-
hension” (II, B, a, 3).

Frankly, that sounds like Pollyanna, the
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heroine of a now unread novel whose name
has nevertheless come into the English lan-
guage as a synonym for blind optimism.
Indeed, the documents of this assembly of
the Synod sometimes remind one of the
conversation of a gathering of family and
friends around the bed of a person whom
everyone fears to be afflicted with a fatal
disease. They attentively note every sign of
health, mention some problems which can
be remedied — “This room needs light; let’s
open the shutters.” —but carefully avoid
talking about what is at the very front of
everyone’s mind.

The first assembly of the Synod, in
1967, was franker about the crisis of faith,
which had already erupted. Its final report
said:

In a special way the Fathers deplored the fact
that some actually call into doubt some truths
of the faith, among others those concerning the
knowledge we have of God, the person of Christ
and his resurrection, the Eucharist, the mys-
tery of original sin, the enduring objectivity of
the moral law, and perpetual virginity of the
the Blessed Virgin Mary.

For this reason, there is noted a state of un-
rest and anxiety in the Church, both among the
faithful and among pastors, and therefore the
spiritual life of the People of God suffers no
little harm.

Among the causes of the crisis of faith,
the 1967 report noted failure to distinguish
“between those matters which belong to
Catholic doctrine and those which are left
to the free and legitimate discussion of the-
ologians” and the spreading of question-
able opinions “by priests, religious, the-
ologians, educators, and others, without
sufficient regard for the way in which the
faith is taught.”

Among remedies, the 1967 report pro-
posed: “Those who are rash or imprudent
should be warned in all charity; those who
are pertinacious should be removed from
office.” By comparison, the 1985 report’s
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call for increased dialogue between theolo-
gians and bishops seems quite weak and
deficient.

Even so, the 1985 report includes sug-
gestions which reveal the Synod Fathers’
awareness of the crisis. For just as the 1967
assembly called for a declaration concern-
ing questions of faith—Pope Paul VI
responded with the Credo of the People
of God —so the 1985 assembly calls for the
composition of “a catechism or compen-
dium of all Catholic doctrine regarding
both faith and morals” and urges that text-
books used in seminaries, “besides offer-
ing an exposition of sound theology in a
scientific and pedagogical manner, be per-
meated by a true sense of the Church” (I,
B, a, 5).

Moreover, anyone who reads both the
final report of the 1985 assembly of the
Synod and The Ratzinger Report can see
how much the Synod Fathers’ thinking was
influenced by the Cardinal’s diagnosis of
the Church’s present state. Cardinal Rat-
zinger is no Pollyanna; indeed, his realism
led some to accuse him unjustly of being
a reactionary and prophet of doom. The
Ratizinger Report leaves no doubt that the
Catholic Church is experiencing a crisis,
in which theological dissent is a factor. But
the Cardinal mentions several other causal
factors, both outside and inside the Church.

While Cardinal Ratzinger’s more inclu-
sive diagnosis proved useful, it also will be
useful to summarize the range and modes
of theological dissent, as a basis for con-
sidering how the Church could deal with
it more effectively.

II: The Range of Modes of
Theological Dissent

Theological dissent from Catholic
teaching on the inerrancy of Scripture, the
permanent truth of dogmas, and the
magisterium’s authority has made the con-
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tent of Catholic faith seem unclear and un-
sure. Thus, such dissent has weakened cat-
echesis, both by making catechists’ work
more difficult, and by depriving catechet-
ical programs of clear content and confi-
dent presentation.

Theological dissent from Catholic

teaching on the Trinity and the Incarna-
tion attacks the very heart of the faith.
This dissent contributes to movements
which transform the substance of Catho-
lic faith and life into some sort of secular
humanism, dressed in the clothing left be-
hind by a departed faith.

Theological dissent from Catholic teach-

ing on the resurrection of the body, heaven,
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and hell has tended to make this world
seem to be the only reality. Thus, this dis-
sent has contributed to an overemphasis
on this-worldly concerns and a loss of the
sense of mystery. Many Catholics live with-
out thought — and thus without real hope —
of life everlasting, and so understandably
ignore their vocation to holiness in this life.
This situation underlies both the general
decline in prayer and devout reception of
the sacraments, and the specific decline in
the number of those entering and remain-
ing faithful in the priesthood and religious
life.

Theological dissent from Catholic teach-
ing on original sin, Jesus’ uniqueness as
mediator, and the importance of Church
membership for salvation undermines evan-
gelization and tends to make baptism seem
unnecessary. Thus, such dissent has been
a factor in lessened interest in missionary
activity, the decline in adult converts, and
the neglect of baptism by some Catholic
parents.

Dissent destroys evangelization.

Theological dissent from Catholic
teaching on Jesus’ bodily presence in the
Eucharist, his redemptive sacrifice, and its
sacramental renewal in the Mass has made
the Mass and the Blessed Sacrament seem
less sacred and less important. Thus, this
dissent is a factor in liturgical abuses, re-
duced Sunday Mass participation, and les-
sened reverence for the devotion to the Eu-
charist.

Theological dissent from Catholic
teaching on God’s omniscience and om-
nipotence has tended to weaken conscious-
ness of divine providence and desire to live
in response to it. Thus, such dissent is one
reason why Catholics pray less, ignore prov-
idential signs such as those of one’s voca-
tion, and often respond to problems and
adversity with either disheartened stodgi-
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ness or crafty manipulativeness rather than
with confidence in God’s help together
with creative and faithful perseverance in
fulfilling responsibilities.

Theological dissent from Catholic teach-
ing on Mary’s perpetual virginity and spe-
cial graces detracts from her nobility, and
so tends to lessen Marian devotion. Since
that devotion used to be so large a part of
Catholic spirituality, its decline has weak-
ened the spiritual lives of many Catholics.

Theological dissent from Catholic teach-
ing on the freedom normal people have to
commit mortal sins, the duty to struggle
against venial sin, the need for confession,
and the reality of purgatory and hell has
tended to make the sacrament of penance
seem unnecessary. Thus, its use has declined
drastically. Moreover, general absolution
without individual confession often is used
as if it were an ordinary rite. Yet for many
who participate in that rite, the sacrament
is invalid, since they have no real purpose
of amendment and no intention of ever
making a specific confession of their mor-
tal sins.

Theological dissent from Catholic
teaching on sex, marriage and innocent life
tends to undermine Christian marriage, re-
sponsible and generous parenthood, and
the struggle for chastity. Hence this dis-
sent has contributed to an increase in ex-
tramarital sexual activity, divorce and
remarriage, and the practice of contracep-
tion and abortion by Catholic couples,
married and unmarried. It has ruined the
spiritual lives of many seminarians, priests,
and religious.

Theologians initiate dissent in different
ways. Sometimes many in a certain field
openly reject a whole body of doctrine —
for example, many theologians first dis-
sented from Catholic teaching on con-
traception and then went on to deny all the
specific absolute norms of Christian
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morality. Sometimes theologians deny
doctrines indirectly by proposing theories
which are incompatible with them — for
example, some theologians explain reve-
lation and dogma in ways which cannot
be reconciled with Vatican I's solemn
teaching in Dei filius. Sometimes a prin-
ciple is explicitly rejected with important
implications — for example, a few Scripture
scholars maintain that Scripture contains
erroneous assertions. This implies that
Scripture is not divinely inspired, and this
in turn has further implications. Some-
times theologians ambiguously treat a cen-
tral doctrine of faith — for example, some
seem to deny Jesus’ resurrection, yet what
they say might admit an orthodox inter-
pretation. Sometimes important doctrines
were denied in the past by scholars no
longer considered Catholic theologians.
Sometimes dissent from Catholic teach-
ings originates in the works of non-Catho-
lic theologians and Scripture scholars,
whose opinions some Catholic theologians
treat as authoritative.

Dissent takes subtle forms.

Dissenting opinions are expressed in
different ways. Sometimes Catholic teach-
ings are simply rejected as erroneous.
Sometimes an opinion incompatible with
Catholic teaching is presented as a better
“theology” or as a“reformulation.” Often,
especially in respect to defined doctrines
or central truths of faith, dissent takes a
subtle form. Neither the Catholic teach-
ing nor its contrary is asserted, but the con-
trary position is insinuated. The Catholic
teaching is ignored or treated perfunc-
torily. The contrary position is presented
favorably and at length; minor objections
to it are answered carefully, and major ob-
jections ignored.

No matter how theological dissent be-
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gins or is expressed, it often becomes blunt-
er and less qualified as it passes from
professional theologians to seminarians,
priests, teachers, and journalists. Some-
times dissenting theologians themselves
start this process by expressing their views
more boldly in their teaching than in their
publications.

Even sound and carefully presented the-
ology is often distorted in transmission.
But errors rooted in dissenting theology
are not mere confusions. They are a sick-
ness of faith which is inevitable when the
firm anchor of the magisterium is dis-
carded and the faithful are cast adrift on
the heaving sea of dissent.

Finally, in homilies and the catechesis
of children, where most instruction of the
faithful occurs, Catholic teaching is not
usually denied outright. Yet even here the-
ological dissent has pernicious effects, for
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it leads to confused, hesitant, diffident,
and incomplete instruction. For example,
catechists seldom deny Catholic teaching
on mortal sin but often explain it in such
a way that children become sure that one
cannot sin mortally without aiming to of-
fend God. Many preachers and teachers
who believe in heaven never talk about it.
Homilists do not tell people that repent-
ance and good works are unnecessary, but
many preach sermon after sermon on God’s
mercy, without ever mentioning amend-
ment of life, the sacrament of penance, or
the availability of God’s grace to overcome
temptation. Many priests who believe that
Catholic moral teachings are correct have
given up trying to teach and help the faith-
ful to live up to them.

III: How Can So Many Have Gone
So Far Wrong?

Clearheadedness and courage are re-
quired to continue to consider theologi-
cal dissent unacceptable. If a mere hand-
ful of theologians dissented, the flimsiness
of their arguments would be easy to see.
But when one considers the magnitude of
the crisis, one naturally hesitates, not only
because of practical considerations, but
also because one feels a shadow of a doubt.
Surely, many dissenting theologians are
good Catholics and capable scholars. How
can so many have gone so far wrong?

To answer this question, one must re-
call the state of Catholic theology before
Vatican II.

As everyone agrees, the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries were not a golden age
for Catholic theology. Theologians ignored
much of the Christian tradition; the theo-
logical disciplines suffered from mutual
isolation; theological method followed in-
appropriate models from law and ration-
alistic philosophy; the virtual exclusion of
the laity from theological studies limited
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the pool of talent available; the direction
of most theological work to the formation
of seminarians meant that every treatise
had to be reduced to its essentials; defen-
siveness stifled creativity; and a ghetto
mentality made the problems posed by
modern thought seem unimportant.

Like any other intellectual discipline,
theology flourishes only when theologians
face difficult questions, enthusiastically
develop ideas, freely express themselves to
one another, constantly criticize one
another’s views, and continuously refine
both their methods and their theories. But
the magisterium and religious superiors
generally required theologians to follow
safe paths. Censorship guaranteed that the
body of published theological writings
could serve as a kind of appendix to Church
teaching. The magisterium itself taught by
referring to “approved authors.”.

During a century and more preceding
Vatican II, both the magisterium and Cath-
olic scholars worked for renewal in theol-
ogy. These efforts bore fruit, but also had
serious limitations.

Catholic Scripture scholars regarded
the magisterium as an extrinsic norm or
curb on their scholarship; they seemed un-
able to interiorize this norm and develop
a specifically Catholic historical-critical
method. Other scholars mined the Fathers
and Doctors of the Church; their work re-
vealed the deficiencies of textbook theol-
ogy. Few, however, had the speculative
power to use the riches they discovered to
improve textbook theology. St. Thomas
had many brilliant disciples, but most
Thomists treated his works as a kind of
deutero-canon rather than as a model for
a return to the realities themselves stud-
ied by theology. Transcendental Thomism
and various non-Thomistic attempts at
theological synthesis used modern philo-
sophies, but often too uncritically, as if
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