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Introduction: Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – «It is a great joy for me to meet you at the end of your plenary assembly. I want to express my gratitude and appreciation for the work that your dicastery accomplishes each day in the service of the Church for the good of souls, in harmony with the Successor of Peter, the first guardian and defender of the sacred deposit of faith». Pope John Paul II said this on 28 January 2000 when he received in audience participants at a Plenary Meeting of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. These words of Pope Wojtyla, speak of the significance of the Congregation's work: to be the first guardian and defender of the sacred deposit of faith in harmony with the Pope. This is fully explained in an interview included in this dossier, with Archbishop Luis Francisco Ladaria Ferrer, Secretary of the Congregation, in which he recalls what John Paul II wrote in the Pastor bonus document, promulgated by the Holy Father John Paul II in 1988: «The duty proper of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is to promote and safeguard the doctrine on faith and morals in the whole Catholic world; so it has competence in things that touch this matter in any way.». It is this demanding task that this dossier seeks to explore.

The origin of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is the body of the Roman Curia charged with safeguarding the purity of the doctrine of the Catholic Church. Until 1968, the Pope was the prefect of the Congregation, although he rarely exercised this function which he delegated to a Cardinal, with the title of Secretary. The Congregation derives from the Holy Office and therefore, historically from the Tribunal of the Inquisition. In this sense, it is the oldest of the nine Congregations of the Roman Curia.

On 7 December 1965 Pope Paul VI, issued guidelines for the Congregation's activity with the Motu proprio Integrae servandae: «To promote Catholic doctrine and encourage studies to increase knowledge of the faith, in order to supply in the light of the faith answers for the new problems arising from progress in science and civilisation».

It was with the Motu proprio Integrae servandae that Paul VI changed the name and rules of what until then had been known as the Holy Office. «The Roman Pontiffs - wrote Paul VI -, united with all the Bishops, down through the centuries and amidst human vicissitudes, have safeguarded the deposit of revealed Religion, entrusted to them by God to preserve intact, and this they have handed on intact to our present day, not without the help of God, since the Holy Spirit who is the soul of the Mystical Body of Christ, works through them. However the Church, of divine institution and charged with matters which are divine, is composed of men and lives among men: therefore, to fulfil her duties, she makes use of different tools according to the diversity of times and human culture, having to deal with many important matters which the Roman Pontiffs and the Bishops, absorbed in numerous concerns, would be unable to fulfil alone. Therefore it was from the very nature of things that organs of administration, that is the Curia, originated: these organs are charged with the duty of facilitating the government of the Church, safeguarding the observance of emanated laws, fostering initiatives to achieve the ends proper to the Church, solving controversies which may arise».

Paul VI inserted changes at the Holy Office as the first reform which soon affected the whole of the Roman Curia. The Holy Father decided to begin with the Holy Office because «it is entrusted with the most important affairs of the Roman Curia». The progress of human culture, whose importance in the religious field could not be overlooked, means that faithful would follow - as Paul VI wrote - «with greater adhesion and love the instructions of the Church, if, as far as possible in matters of faith and morals, the motives of definitions and laws were clearly explained to them».

Various new points were inserted by Paul VI: the duty of the new Congregation was to «to safeguard doctrine on faith and morals throughout the Catholic world». It was to be presided by the «Supreme Pontiff» and directed by a «Cardinal Secretary assisted by  an Assessor, a Substitute and a Promoter of Justice». The Congregation was to be responsible for all matters concerning faith and morals and questions connected with faith: «It examines new doctrines and new opinions in whatever manner these are divulged, promotes studies on the subject and encourages Meetings of experts; it condemns doctrine found to be contrary to the principles of faith, after hearing the opinion of the Bishops of the region in question, if these doctrines are of particular relevance to the questions». The Congregation must also «examine with diligence books signalled and, if necessary, condemn them, after having listened however to the author, who will be allowed to defend himself, also in writing, and not without having informed the Ordinary Bishop». 

It is also called to deal juridically or de facto with questions regarding the privilege of the faith. The Congregation must also judge crimes against the faith, according to the norms of ordinary trials. It guarantees the dignity of the Sacrament of Penance, proceeding according to emended and approved norms which will be communicated to the Ordinaries, giving the sinner the faculty to defend himself or choose his defending council among those authorised by the Congregation. It keeps opportune relations with the Pontifical Commission for Biblical Studies. The Congregation avails itself of a group of Consultors chosen by the Supreme Pontiff from persons all over the world outstanding for doctrine, prudence and qualification. If the question in hand so demands, in addition to Consultors, experts, selected especially among University professors, can be named. The Congregation works in  two directions according to the nature of the matters in hand: administrative and judiciary. 

The documents of the Congregation 

The documents issued by the Congregation can be doctrinal, disciplinary, or sacramental. With regard to doctrinal documents an explanation is necessary. Since they are approved by the Supreme Pontiff these documents belong to the universal magisterium. This character derives from the fact that the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is a direct auxiliary organ of the Roman Pontiff with a specific and unique mandate received from Him to promote and safeguard doctrine on faith and morals throughout the Catholic world. Therefore the documents of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, explicitly approved by the Pope, are part of the ordinary magisterium of the Supreme Pontiff. These documents, therefore, of doctrinal nature, cannot be compared with acts of any administrative or purely judiciary nature, instead they are acts of magisterial teaching, given the close and essential relationship between the members of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and the Supreme  Holder of the Petrine Office, who has the unique and particular responsibility for the universal Church regarding the  authority of the Magisterium.

If it were denied that the doctrinal decisions of the Congregation explicitly approved by the Pope, were decisions of universal magisterium, it would follow that these decision would be merely of directional or disciplinary value or even that of a theological opinion, however respectable. This however contradicts both Church Tradition and the will and the mandate of the Supreme Pontiff.

This is why, although doctrinal documents issued by the Congregation are not acts proper of the Magisterium of the Supreme Pontiff , they nevertheless reflect his thought, since they are explicitly approved and confirmed by the Pope and indicate his will that the contents be believed by the whole Church, since it is he who orders their publication.

Collana “Documenti e Studi”

In 1985, the Congregation in collaboration with the Vatican Publishing House, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, published a volume containing the documents issued since the end of the Second Vatican Council.

Since that same year 1985, again in collaboration with the Libreria Editrice Vaticana, the Congregation began to published a series of documents to be collected in separate volumes the bi-lingual text, Latin and Italian, of major Documents issued by the Congregation, with an introduction (by the Cardinal Prefect) to present the teaching in the present context and commentary to illustrate the principal themes.

In this way the Congregation intends to fulfil its task to promote and to safeguard Catholic doctrine, especially on fundamental and controversial points. 

The Series also intends to meet a desire expressed by the Holy Father to establish confident and constructive dialogue with the Roman Curia, at the service of the ministry of the Successor of Peter, and all those, whether Bishops, priests, faithful and theologians, called in different ways to study the teaching of the Church. 

Pope Benedict XVI addresses the Congregation

On 31 January 2008 receiving in audience participants at a Plenary of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith Benedict XVI, spoke of certain problems which the Congregation faces in order to respond to the challenges of the present day.

On that occasion Benedict XVI recalled that in 2007 the Congregation issued two important Documents offering doctrinal explanations on essential aspects of the Church's Teaching and her Evangelisation: «These clarifications are necessary if the ecumenical dialogue with the world's religions and cultures is to progress as it should » - said the Holy Father . «The first Document is entitled "Responses to Some Questions Regarding Certain Aspects of the Doctrine of the Church" (29 June 2007). In its formulation and language, it reproposes the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, in full continuity with the doctrine of Catholic Tradition. Thus, it confirms that the one and only Church of Christ, which we confess in the Creed, has its subsistence, permanence and stability in the Catholic Church, and that therefore, the unity, indivisibility and indestructibility of Christ's Church is in no way annulled by the separations and divisions of Christians. Alongside this fundamental doctrinal definition, the Document reproposes the correct linguistic use of some ecclesiological terminology that risks being misunderstood. To this end, it calls attention to the difference that still endures among the different Christian denominations with regard to the understanding of being Church in the proper theological sense. Far from preventing authentic ecumenical commitment, this difference will encourage a realistic and fully informed discussion of the issues that still separate the Christian denominations; it will also encourage joyful recognition of the truths of faith professed in common and the need to pray without ceasing for a more deeply committed advance towards greater and ultimately full Christian unity. The consequence of fostering a theological vision which holds the unity and identity of the Church to be gifts "hidden in Christ", reconcilable only in an eschatological perspective, would be that the Church in history would exist de facto in multiple ecclesial forms, and ultimately hinder and paralyse ecumenism itself. 

The Second Vatican Council's assertion that the true Church of Christ "subsists in the Catholic Church" (Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium, n. 8), does not exclusively concern the relationship with the Churches and Christian Ecclesial Communities but also extends to the definition of relations with the religions and cultures of the world. In the Declaration Dignitatis Humanae on Religious Liberty, the Second Vatican Council affirmed that "this one true religion continues to exist in the Catholic and Apostolic Church, to which the Lord Jesus entrusted the task of spreading it among all men" (n. 1). The Doctrinal Note on Some Aspects of Evangelization - the other Document, published by your Congregation in December 2007 -, confronted by the risk of persistent religious and cultural relativism, reaffirms that in the age of interreligious and intercultural dialogue the Church does not dispense with the need for evangelization and missionary activity for peoples, nor does she cease to ask men and women to accept the salvation offered to them all. Recognition of elements of truth and good in the world's religions and the seriousness of their religious endeavours, together with dialogue and a spirit of collaboration with them for the defence and promotion of the person's dignity and the universal moral values, cannot be understood as a limitation of the Church's missionary task, which involves her in ceaselessly proclaiming Christ as the Way, the Truth and the Life (cf. Jn 14: 6). 

I also ask you, dear friends, to pay special attention to the difficult and complex issues of bioethics. 

In fact, new biomedical technologies, do not only involve certain specialised doctors and researchers but are disseminated through the modern means of social communication, giving rise to expectations and questions in ever broader sectors of society. The Church's Magisterium certainly cannot and ought not address every scientific innovation, but has the task of reaffirming the important values at stake and of suggesting to the faithful and to all people of good will the ethical and moral principles and guidelines for new and important issues. The two fundamental criteria for moral discernment in this field are: a) unconditional respect for the human being as a person from conception to natural death; b) respect for the originality of the transmission of human life through the acts proper to spouses. After the publication in 1987 of the Instruction Donum Vitae which spelled out these criteria, many levelled criticism at the Magisterium of the Church for being an obstacle to science and to the true progress of humanity. However, the new problems associated, for example, with the freezing of human embryos, with embryonic reduction [selective abortion of medically implanted embryos], with pre-implantation diagnosis, with research on embryonic stem cells and with attempts at human cloning, clearly show that with extra-corporeal artificial fertilization, the barrier that served to protect human dignity has been violated. When human beings, in the weakest and most defenceless stage of their lives are selected, abandoned, killed or used as mere "biological material", how can it be denied that they are no longer being treated as "someone" but rather as "something", hence, calling into question the very concept of human dignity? 

Of course, the Church appreciates and encourages the progress of the biomedical sciences which open up unprecedented therapeutic prospects until now unknown, for example, through the use of somatic stem cells, or treatment that aims to restore fertility or cure genetic diseases. At the same time, she feels duty-bound to enlighten all consciences to the only authentic progress, namely, that scientific progress truly respect every human being, whose personal dignity must be recognized since he is created in the image of God. The study of these themes, which has involved your Assembly in a special way in these days, will certainly help to encourage the formation of the consciences of a large number of our brethren, in accordance with what the Second Vatican Council stated in the Declaration Dignitatis Humanae: "In forming their consciences the faithful must pay careful attention to the sacred and certain teaching of the Church. For the Catholic Church is by the will of Christ the teacher of truth. It is her duty to proclaim and teach with authority the truth which is Christ and, at the same time, to declare and confirm by her authority the principles of the moral order which spring from human nature itself" (n. 14). 

Interview with Archbishop Luis Francisco Ladaria Ferrer,

Secretary of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith

Archbishop Ladaria Ferrer, please tell us about the activity of the Congregation of which you are the Secretary.
In order to understand the specific duties of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith we must look briefly at its history and origins. The Congregation was instituted in 1542 by Pope Paul III Farnese, with the Constitution Licet ab inizio dated 21 July. It was given the name Sacred Congregation of the Roman and Universal Inquisition and its task was to watch over maters of faith and to defend the Church from heresies. It is therefore the oldest of the Congregations of the Roman Curia, it existed before the reform of the Curia and before the institution of the other Congregations.

As time passed various reforms and changes were made. Pope Saint Pius X, with the Constitution Sapienti consilio dated 29 June 1908, changed its name to the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office. In 1917 Pope Benedict XV, suppressed the Congregation for the Reform of the Index of Prohibited Books and entrusted this task to our Congregation. Lastly, on the eve of the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council, Pope Paul VI redefined the duties and the structure of the Congregation giving it its present  name. He did this with the Motu proprio Integrae servandae dated 7 December 1965. Today, according to  article  48 of the apostolic Constitution on the Roman Curia Pastor bonus, promulgated by the Holy Father Pope John Paul II in 1988, «the duty proper of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is to promote and safeguard the doctrine on faith and morals in the whole Catholic world; so it has competence in things that touch this matter in any way.».

How many people work for the Congregation?

Our Congregation has 23 Members - cardinals, archbishops and bishops from 14 different countries and it is presided by the former Archbishop of San Francisco (United States of America) Cardinal William Joseph Levada. I am the Secretary. The Under Secretary is Fr. Joseph Augustine Di Noia, O.P. (author's note : appointed by the Holy Father, on 16 June, Secretary of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments), and our Promoter of Justice Monsignor Charles Scicluna. Our staff consists of 37 officers, writers and orderlies.

What are the areas of activity?

Considering the distinct areas of its competence, the Congregation has three sections: Doctrinal, Disciplinary and Matrimonial, concerned with what is called “privilegium fidei”. The Congregation is assisted by a college of 33 Consultors, professors of Papal Roman universities and faculties, experts in the various ecclesiastic disciplines and coming from many different countries.

The Volume, Attività della Santa Sede, published annually by the Libreria Editrice Vaticana, lists numerous meetings and symposiums promoted by your Congregation …

As part of its duties to promote Catholic doctrine and «foster studies so that the understanding of the faith may grow and a response in the light of the faith may be given to new questions arising from the progress of the sciences and human culture.» (Pastor bonus, art. 49), the Congregation promotes the «organisation of scientific symposiums and meetings on problems of doctrinal relevance» (Congregation regulations, art. 76), and initiatives «to favour the diffusion of sound doctrine and defend points of Christian tradition and Magisterium endangered by new unacceptable doctrines» (Attività della Santa Sede 1996, Vatican City 1997, page 669). When Bishops come to Rome every five years on the occasion of the ad limina visit, they are received at the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith «for a reciprocal exchange of information and discussion of problems concerning doctrinal situations in the various countries and to find together solutions to local doctrinal difficulties» (Ibid, p. 671).

Then there are the Pontifical Biblical Commission and the International Theological  Commission? In what way do these Commissions work with you?

Our Prefect, as such, is also the President of the both Pontifical Biblical Commission and the International Theological  Commission, which have their respective offices in the building of our Congregation. Therefore the activity of both these Commissions is closely connected with the activity of the Congregation with which they collaborate regularly. Our Congregation also hosts the offices of the Inter-Congregational Commission for the Catechism of the Catholic Church, constituted by His Holiness Pope John Paul II in March 1993, under the presidency of the then Cardinal Prefect Joseph Ratzinger. A few years ago, in collaboration with the Libreria Editrice Vaticana, our Congregation launched a series known as Collana “Documenti e Studi” which is a collection of our documents accompanied by articles of commentary published in the L'Osservatore Romano.
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