Chapter 12

Levels of Teaching, Levels of Assent

ne sometimes hears in Catholic circles today a phrase that I find
unfortunate: “cafeteria-style” Catholicism. It is meant to describe a
practice by which individual Catholics “pick and choose” what they
will believe. I once had a conversation with an author who had written a
book about disagreement in the church. He said that as soon as you admit
that you can disagree, then you have bought the “cafeteria-style” model.
But I find a huge intellectual mistake at the heart of the “cafeteria-style”
model of Catholicism. It assumes that Catholics start off with an empty tray,
and then move around to select what beliefs suit them. Nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. To be a Catholic is to start out with a full tray. Catholicism
is a package deal. You buy the whole thing. Once you have a full tray,
though, you might find that you want to rearrange a few things, or put a cou-
ple of things back, or maybe you don’t feel up to finishing everything on
your plate. But you definitely do not start out with an empty tray.

This Chapter

In this chapter we will consider the importance of beliefs, the relative ranking
of beliefs, and matters of assent and disagreement. In Lumen Gentium, the sec-
tions most relevant to these matters are section 25 in chapter three and section
37 in chapter 4. Also of relevance is Vatican II's Declaration on Religious Liberty.

Beliefs Are Crucial

Our pluralistic society has a tendency to downplay the importance of religious
beliefs. We want to affirm the rights and dignity of every human being regard-
less of one’s religious affiliation. We want to say that it really doesn’t matter
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The tendency to minimijze the importance of belief has carried over even
to religions themselves. Sometimes it is done out of deference to other world
religions. Sometimes it is done in reaction against past tendencies to overem-
phasize the role of belief to the neglect of other elements of religion such as
prayer, religious experience, or social transformation. Orthopraxy (right
doing), we are told, is more basic than orthodoxy (right belief).

It is possible, however, to combine an affirmation of human rights, other
faiths, and religious experience with the recognition of the crucial role that
beliefs play in the life of the individual and the community. As the theolo-
gian Bernard Lonergan has pointed out, beliefs shape the very world in
which a person lives.! Social institutions and human cultures have sets of
meanings at their very core. These meanings can be detected as presupposi-
tions and formulated as beliefs. For example, the judicial system of the United
States rests upon a set of beliefs about the meaning and importance of jus-
tice. The institutions of marriage and the family rest upon a set of beliefs
about how men and women should relate with each other in regard to sex
and children.

Religious beliefs shape one’s understanding of the meaning and purpose
of life. They are part of the very world in which you live. When you wake
up in the morning, into what kind of world do you awaken? What do you
perceive? Is it a world created by an all-powerful and all-loving God who has
a good purpose in mind? Or do you awaken into an absurd world that yields
no ultimate meaning no matter how much we long for answers? Do you
awaken into a world that, though fallen in sin, has been redeemed by Christ?
Or is it a world in which the false, nasty belief in sin has covered over the
true innocence of human beings? Do you awaken into a world in which the
Spirit is guiding us to relate with each other more fully and deeply as human
beings? Or is it a world in which each of us needs to look out for number
one because if we don’t nobody else will? What do we believe about the ulti-
mate nature of reality and the purpose of our lives?

The dichotomies offered in the preceding paragraph are not the only
choices we have. My religion is not the only one in the world. Even secular
worldviews can offer alternative meaning without preaching despair. I do not
wish to suggest that people’s civil rights, dignity, or freedom should be deter-
mined according to their religious beliefs. I only want to emphasize that what
you believe is absolutely crucial to who you are as a person and to what
sense your life will make.
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Some Beliefs More Central Than Others

Vatican II's Decree on Ecumenism called for partners in interfaith dialogue to
“remember that in Catholic doctrine there exists an order or ‘hierarchy’ of
truths, since they vary in their relation to the foundation of the Christian faith”
(section 12). In other words, Catholics recognize that some beliefs are more
central to the core of the Christian faith than are some others. When engag-
ing in ecumenical dialogue, it is often appropriate to put disagreements on
less central matters to the side in order to affirm agreements on more basic
points. For example, when Catholics dialogue with Lutherans, it may be
desirable to dwell first on areas of agreement, such as the utter gratuity of
salvation through Christ, without always concentrating on such disputed
points as the role of human merit.

At present there is no sure way systematically spelled out to determine a
ranking of beliefs in a hierarchy of truths. Perhaps some guidance can be
drawn from Bernard Lonergan, who speaks about the “original message” of
Christianity. All other teachings are “doctrines about this doctrine.” For a ref-
erence to this original message, Lonergan cites 1 Corinthians 15:3ff, in which
Paul says “I handed on to you first of all what I myself received, that Christ
died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures; that he was buried and,
in accordance with the Scriptures, rose on the third day.” Paul goes on to list
many witnesses to the resurrected Christ, and concludes, “...this is what we
preach and this is what you believed.” The core of the Christian message is
the good news that, through the risen Christ, who fulfills the expectations of
the Old Testament, we find salvation from sin.

The hierarchy of truths would then be determined by assessing how close
to this basic core any particular belief is. That in itself is far from an easy task.
One of the arguments in favor of strong authoritative leadership in the church
is the almost endless variety of interpretations one might give to the original
message and its implications. Who is to say which interpretations fall within
an acceptable range? Who is to say which beliefs are crucial and which are
less central?

The official Catholic position is that the magisterium of the church has the
power to define the meaning and importance of matters of faith and morals.
The position articulated at Vatican II in the Decree on Revelation is that the
gospel message is expressed through Scripture and Tradition. The magisteri-
um of the church does not have authority over Scripture or Tradition, but it
does have authority over human interpretations of Scripture and Tradition. At

= the present time, though, there exists no systematic presentation of the hier-
archy of truths.
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In my opinion, the belief that Christ rose from the dead is central; the belief
that Christ truly walked on water is not as central. The belief that adultery is
wrong is central; the belief that artificial birth control is always immoral is not
as central. It is unfortunate when a not-so-central issue receives attention dis-
proportionate to its worth and thereby takes attention away from more cen-
tral matters. This is not to suggest that beliefs that are not central are there-
by necessarily less true; it is to suggest, rather, that such issues do not have
to be made pressing concerns in ecumenical dialogue.

What Must Catholics Believe?

The basics of the Christian story are to be found in the Apostles’ Creed and
also in the more technical Nicene Creed. Catholics are expected to accept the
faith witness of the Bible, the three persons in one God, the decisions of the
ecumenical councils, the teachings of the pope and the bishops, and the
sacraments as instruments of grace.

In recent years, some theologians have attempted (amid controversy) to
apply the idea of a “hierarchy of truths” beyond ecumenical dialogue to inter-
nal matters of Catholic belief. What beliefs must be accepted if one is to con-
sider oneself a Catholic?

Theologian Monika Hellwig, drawing upon the work of Yves Congar, dis-
tinguishes between capital “I” Tradition and small “t” tradition.? On the one
hand, Tradition refers to those things that are an essential part of the Catholic
faith; if Tradition changed, the very faith would be altered. On the other
hand, tradition refers to those things that may be important but are not essen-
tial. For example, the Catholic belief in Christ's presence in the Eucharist is
part of Tradition; the rule that the priest giving communion must place the
host directly on the tongue was a tradition that could and has been changed.

This distinction between Tradition and tradition is helpful, but it does not
by itself settle all matters. Catholics still can disagree about whether a partic-
ular issue is Tradition or a tradition. The church’s official position that it does
not have the authority to ordain women is based on the judgment that an all-
male priesthood is a Tradition established by Christ himself. Many Catholics
who favor the ordination of women argue that the all-male priesthood is a
tradition related to an ancient, patriarchal culture and not something essen-
tial to the gospel.

Also, when we ask questions about which beliefs are crucial, we should
not forget that many believers have different understandings of the same
beliefs. What one Catholic accepts when believing in the doctrine of the
Assumption may be very different from what another Catholic accepts. One ’
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Catholic may recite the Creed and believe everything quite literally; another
might recite the Creed and understand just about everything symbolically; yet
another might have a very nuanced understanding of how myth and history
interrelate, and understand the Creed accordingly. While it is not necessary
for all Catholics to understand every belief in exactly the same way, Catholics
can only share the same faith when there is some recognizable degree of
unity. The question of doctrinal pluralism, like that of the hierarchy of truths,
is one that is not currently clarified, and one that should receive more atten-
tion in the future.

Assent Deeper Than Disagreement

John Paul I spoke out against dissent in the church when he visited the
United States in the fall of 1987. Noting that many Catholics have not accept-
ed certain church teachings, “notably sexual and conjugal morality, divorce
and remarriage, and abortion,” the pope said: “It is sometimes claimed that
dissent from the magisterium is totally compatible with being a good Catholic
and poses no obstacle to the reception of the sacraments. This is a grave
error.” Later, when talking with a group of bishops about theological free-
dom, the pope said that the bishops “should seek to show the inacceptabil-
ity of dissent and confrontation as a policy method in the area of church
teaching.” In the same talk, he said, “Dissent remains what it is: dissent. As
such it may not be proposed or received on an equal footing with the
church’s teaching.”

I wonder what associations the pope links with the term “dissent.” Perhaps
he thinks of a full-scale revolution in which bishops and priests are sent to
the guillotine. It would not be the first time in church history that such would
happen. The word “dissent” carries undesirable connotations for our situation
today. A document from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,
“Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian,” distinguishes
between “dissent” and “disagreement.” The former implies an organized
revolt. The latter is something that the CDF recognizes that theologians can
respectfully engage in.% Guidelines for legitimate disagreement among the-
ologians were in existence long before Vatican II. Since Vatican II, Catholic
theologians and Catholic textbooks have clarified conditions when an ordi-
nary believer's disagreement from official teaching is legitimate. Even bish-
ops’ conferences and individual bishops have issued documents that discuss
when disagreement is legitimate and when it is irresponsible.

Pope John Paul 11 and the CDF do not endorse disagreement by ordinary
believers. They are more concerned with buttressing the weight of ordinary
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church teaching, which they perceive to have slipped in recent decades. In
his encyclical Veritatis Splendor (1993), the pope addresses the freedom of
conscience of every believer. In matters of morality, he teaches, it is a mis-
take to think that a believer should choose the very principles by which to
make moral judgments. The freedom of the believer comes first of all in
entering into a relationship with God through Jesus. This freedom is also car-
ried out in the practice of applying basic principles to particular situations.
Positive principles, such as the duty to give alms, should be fulfilled ammmow-
ably to the best of one’s ability. There is no clear line concerning what is
enough or what might be too much. Negative principles, however, such as
the commandment not to commit adultery or not to steal, should not be vio-
lated. In complex, practical situations, though, the pope explains, each
believer must make judgments as to how the principles can best be applied.
And even the negative principles ultimately have positive implications:

Thus the commandment “You shall not murder” becomes a call to an attentive
love which protects and promotes the life of one’s neighbour. The precept pro-
hibiting adultery becomes an invitation to a pure way of looking at others, capa-
ble of respecting the spousal meaning of the body. (section 15)

John Paul II teaches that true freedom comes from loving God and from
keeping the commandments. He does not think that freedom comes from
making up one’s own rules.

As I see it, the pope is launching a full-scale attack against an attitude that
promotes dissent as normal and that places disagreement on the same level
as the acceptance of fundamental beliefs. The pope is stomping on what in
the beginning of this chapter we called “cafeteria-style” Omﬁro:ﬂmB" the atti-
tude that Catholics are free to select some beliefs and reject others without
giving most serious attention to church teaching. He is saying that behaviors
such as sex outside marriage, remarriage without annulment, and abortion
are grave matters that are not just questions of personal conscience. He is say-
ing that these things are sinful, and that Catholics are not free simply to pick
and choose what they will personally consider to be right and wrong. Some
Catholics today would argue that each of these issues is too complex to make
any sweeping judgments. It is with this attitude that the pope is taking issue.
In a sense, this is another form of the question of what counts as Tradition
and what counts as tradition. ‘

The pope is also saying that it is a mistake to think that the believer starts
out with a mind like a blank sheet and then goes about selecting and reject-
ing various pieces of the Catholic faith. In a basic sense a Catholic is one who
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embraces the whole of the Catholic faith. A Catholic accepts the Christian mes-
sage through the Scriptures, the Creed, the sacraments, and church teachings.

Responsible and Irresponsible Disagreement

In the Catholic Church today, disagreement is a reality that is unlikely to go
away. Some theologians argue that disagreement is part of a healthy process
by which the church changes. Not all disagreement, though, is legitimate.
There is a need to distinguish between responsible and irresponsible dis-
agreement.

Francis Sullivan explains that Catholics are expected to give basic assent to
church teaching. One cannot disagree with those teachings that are held to
be infallible if one wishes to remain Catholic. But if a Catholic approaches a
non-infallible teaching with an attitude of openness, tries to conform one’s
mind and will, and still after a period of struggle cannot wholeheartedly
assent to the teaching, the result is a disagreement that is probably both
responsible and legitimate.

Sullivan points out that in the original draft of Vatican II's Declaration on
Religious Liberty a sentence read, “In the formation of their consciences, the
Christian faithful ought carefully to attend to the sacred and certain doctrine
of the church.” During council debate of the document, it was proposed that
the wording be changed from “ought carefully to attend to” to “ought to form
their consciences according to.” The committee in charge of the document
rejected the proposed change on the grounds that it was excessively restric-
tive.> The original statement stands as is in the final document (section 14).
This example illustrates that although the council calls Catholics to be predis-
posed to assent to church teachings, there is also a recognition that Catholics
have some personal responsibility in the formation of their consciences.
Catholics are not robots programmed by the Vatican. As I interpret it, both
Sullivan and John Paul II stress from different angles the complex interrela-
tionship between two fundamental Catholic principles: 1. You must follow
your conscience. 2. You are obligated to have a well-formed conscience.,

Ihave tried to formulate some ground rules for disagreement with church
teaching that conform with official outlooks. From that point of view, respon-
sible and legitimate disagreement requires the Catholic to:

1. have an open attitude, including a predisposition to give religious sub-

mission of mind and will to official church teaching;
2. not challenge the very ability of the church to teach authoritatively;

3. investigate the matter in question to a reasonable degree, including the
reasoning behind the church’s teaching;
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4. continue to be open-minded and willing to be challenged again periodi-
cally by the church’s position;
5. not scandalize others by encouraging them to disagree as well.

These ground rules can be useful for stating various issues to be consid-
ered when asking when disagreement is responsible. They are not sufficiently
precise, however, for judging whether any particular disagreement is Wmm:
responsible. Most disagreement among U.S. Catholics would not mQ._nﬁE
measure up to these ground rules, and yet I would personally be hesitant
simply to label it irresponsible.

For example, there are some Catholics who disagree with church teaching
about artificial birth control who would meet these criteria. There are also
some who have closed-minded attitudes and who would clearly be irrespon-
sible. The majority of American Catholics who disagree with church teaching
about artificial birth control, however, probably neither meet the criteria list-
ed above nor could be facilely dismissed as irresponsible.

Some Catholics have found Natural Family Planning methods to have more
to offer than artificial means of birth control; a large majority of Catholics,
however, do not share this point of view. The historical impact of this issue
in American Catholicism makes disagreement too complex a matter to be
judged by any pre-set criteria. Birth control was the first issue subject to Ew%
sive disagreement by the laity. It stands today as a symbol that much remains
to be worked out concerning the manner in which the church should teach
and the manner in which believers are to respond. Most Catholics who dis-
agree do so because a teaching both interferes with their lifestyles and does
not make any sense to them. It is too simple to just label their disagreement
irresponsible. On a deep level there is a communication problem going on
here, with each side needing to listen more closely and speak more sensi-
tively to the other.

Summary .

In this chapter we have explored the importance of belief, the hierarchy of
truths, the relation between assent and disagreement, and some ground rules
for responsible disagreement.

In the beginning of this chapter I mentioned an author who endorsed the
notion of “cafeteria-style” Catholicism. He and I never did come to an agree-
ment about this term.

As for me, I'still think I'm right on this issue. Not only does the “cafeteria-
style” concept miss the reality that a Catholic starts out with a full tray, but it
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also places too much emphasis upon disagreement and not enough upon
belief. But basic belief is a thousand times more important than one’s dis-
agreement on 4 few points. Your basic belief awakens you to a world that
has been created and redeemed by God. It opens you up to the sacramental
life of grace. Your ability to disagree on a few points might enable you to
negotiate some practical concerns as you live your faith in the world. And
this can be very important. But it does not compare with the importance of
the faith that transforms your life to begin with, that puts you in touch with
the saving love of God.

But that author and I do agree that some disagreement can be legitimate.
I cannot help but worry, though, about the range of beliefs, attitudes, and
behaviors that my own students may be wanting to justify through rationali-
zation. T would be just as worried, however, if my students would not take
seriously their responsibility to think for themselves.

In the next chapter we will investigate the changing status of laypeople in
the church.

For Further Reflection .

1. Which Catholic Church teachings give you the most trouble?

2. Do you think that problems over controversial issues can get in the way
of a person’s basic beliefs?

3. Are you inclined to think that most issues in dispute in the Catholic Church
today are capital “T” Tradition or small “t” tradition?

4. How would you distinguish between “responsible disagreement” and
“pick-and-choose Catholicism™?

5. Do you think that Catholics tend to be more responsible or irresponsible
in their disagreements?
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