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n essential feature of the Catholic faith is that the authority of Christ 
is mediated through the apostolic succession interpreting Scripture and Tradition throughout time. Such 
an understanding is rooted in a sacramental view of  reality that sees the human realm as capable of  
mediatorship, of  bearing truth and grace. The apostolic succession consists of  human beings specially 
guided by the Holy Spirit, and when we turn to the Magisterium, we are turning to the apostolic succes-

sion living in our own time.1 However, not everything said by Popes and bishops throughout the centuries 
is an infallible interpretation of  Scripture and Tradition. How can we tell what does and does not belong 

in the category of  infallible teaching? In this regard, three issues are of  particular interest today. First, are some 
matters relating to moral theology, especially some absolute moral norms, infallible? Second, is the recent teaching 

on the ordination of  women infallible? Third, how ought we assess the recent appeal to Pope John Paul II to define 
as Dogma the teaching of  Mary as Coredemptrix? My purpose here is to provide a basic introduction to the question 
of  infallibility and to address these three disputed questions.

The Various “Voices” of the Magisterium

	 Vatican II was careful to point out exactly when and where the voice of  the Magisterium speaks infallibly. The 
varying “voices” of  the Magisterium are spelled out in Lumen Gentium 25. Let us begin with an explanatory outline 
of  that important article, looking to those three places (indicated by asterisks) where the Magisterium speaks infal-
libly. This outline also serves to help understand Pope John Paul II’s recent Apostolic Letter Ad Tuendam Fidem, which 
serves as a further refinement of  Lumen Gentium 25. 

	 I. The Extraordinary Magisterium (as distinguished from the ordinary Magisterium in item 11 of  the out
	 line) “Extraordinary” and “ordinary” refer to the manner in which a truth is stated, whether that truth be 
	 infallible or not. An ecumenical council by its nature allows an extraordinary manner of  teaching, as does an 
	 ex cathedra papal statement. Hence, the extraordinary Magisterium consists of  a papal and an episcopal di-
	 mension:

	 ***A. The Extraordinary Papal Magisterium
	 Here, the pope acts alone and speaks ex cathedra (“from the chair”) in defining a dogma.2 According to a
	 majority theological opinion, this has occurred two times: when the Immaculate Conception was defined in 
	 1854 by Pius IX (Ineffabilis Deus); and when the Assumption was defined in 1950 by Pius XII 
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(Munificentissimus Deus).3 Regarding our three areas of  con 
cern: i) No matter regarding morality has been defined in 
this manner. ii) As regards the male priesthood, there are 
some who hold that the centerpoint of  Ordinatio Sacerdota-
lis represents a third instance of  an ex cathedra statement, 
but the more common opinion is that the ruling stopped 
just short of  such a statement, as discussed below. iii) A 
recent request was made that the pope raise the teaching 
of  Mary as Coredemptrix to the level of  a definition. 
This has not occurred, nor is it likely to occur soon.

B. The Extraordinary Episcopal Magisterium
***1. Bishops gathered in ecumenical councils can 
define dogmas. At the twenty-
one ecumenical councils held 
throughout Christian history, 
certain items have been infallibly 
defined.
	 Consider Chalcedon’s 
(451) definition of  the two na-
tures of  Christ, or Trent’s (1561) 
definition of  the seven sacra-
ments. One Marian dogma was 
defined in this manner: the 
Council of  Ephesus, against the 
Nestorian position, defined Mary 
as Theotokos, Mother of  God.4 
While the nature of  the priesthood has been defined, 
nothing has been defined regarding the relationship of  
the priesthood and gender, or regarding morality. We owe 
an “assent of  faith” to all matters infallibly defined. The 
teaching on Mary as Coredemptrix remains undefined.

2. Proclaiming the Gospel and giving pastoral direc-
tions.
	 Many non-infallible items are also dealt with at 
councils..5 Some deal with matters of  faith and morals, 
while others are of  a disciplinary or prudential nature. 
While these might be related to infallible doctrines, they 
are not in themselves infallible. For instance, the majority 
of  documents from Vatican II are of  this nature. Digni-
tatis Humanae (The Decree on Religious Freedom), for 
example, rests upon the dogma that the Catholic Church 
is the true Church of  Christ, but goes on to speak of  
political matters, an area on which the Church’s infallible 
authority does not come to bear.6 We owe a “religious 
submission” or a “reverent obedience” (obsequium reli-
giosum) of  mind and will to such matters.

II. The Ordinary Magisterium

A. The ordinary papal Magisterium consists in Popes 
teaching “authentically,” usually in documents such as 
encyclicals or apostolic exhortations. These documents 
may contain truths that are taught infallibly, but the doc-
uments as a whole are not infallible. Rather, they require 
the “assent of  mind and will” of  the faithful, an assent 
which is distinct in nature from the “assent of  faith” re-
quired of  items infallibly taught. Humanae Vitae, for in-
stance, is not an infallible document.7 It contains ideas 
which require respectful assent but which, while not be-
ing erroneous, may be incomplete or partially flawed. 
However, in article 12 the pope touches upon a matter 
that, it can be argued, is infallibly taught: the inseparabil-

ity of  the unitive and procreative 
dimensions of  each conjugal act.8 
Hence, the evil of  contraception 
can be said to be taught infallibly. 
Likewise, Inter Insigniores (On Re-
serving Priestly Orders to Men 
Alone) is not an infallible docu-
ment. However, it may contain 
certain matters that, it can be 
argued, are infallibly taught. In 
sum, non-infallible documents 
can contain items that are infal-
libly taught or defined.

B. The Ordinary Episcopal Magisterium: Bishops 
teaching non-universally and universally.
1. Non-universally. Non-universal episcopal teaching 
occurs when bishops teach on items specific to their 
geographical location. They are not teaching on a matter 
which all bishops everywhere would necessarily recog-
nize as true. This can occur either alone, such as when 
a single bishop appeals to a state official to not use the 
death penalty, or in episcopal conferences, such as when 
the U.S. bishops promulgated their pastoral letters on 
War and Peace, and on the Economy. Again, they might 
refer to items that are infallibly taught or defined, but 
their teaching as a whole is not infallible. 
***2. Universally. This is the most delicate category, 
which the next section of  the paper treats. When the 
bishops gathered throughout the world have at some 
time agreed on a matter of  divine revelation, dealing with 
faith or morals, to be held definitively, such agreement 
constitutes infallible teaching and is irreversible. Various 
contemporary issues, such as the three discussed here, 
have given theologians an opportunity to further refine 
the exact meaning of  this category.9

The Council of  Trent (1561)
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	 In sum, there are a variety of  levels on which 
the Magisterium speaks. Three of  these, asterisked in 
the outline above, constitute infallible teaching. Before 
exploring the last category in more detail, let us briefly 
consider the treatment of  these matters in the Catechism 
and in Ad Tuendam Fidem.

	T he Catechism of  the Catholic Church provides a 
short summary of  these key points of  Lumen Gentium 25 
in sections 890-91, and regarding moral matters in 2032-
40. Interestingly, the infallibility of  the ordinary universal 
episcopal Magisterium is not clearly delineated in these 
paragraphs, but rather is tacitly noted. 2034 states that 
“The ordinary and universal Magisterium of  the Pope and 
the bishops in communion with him teach the faithful 
the truth to believe, the charity to practice, the beatitude 
to hope for.” Then, 2035 notes that the charism of  infal-
libility (no further distinctions) extends to the realm of  
morals (and in 2036 to the realm of  the natural law). One 
may conclude that since moral matters are not taught in-
fallibly by the extraordinary episcopal or papal magiste-
ria, they must be taught infallibly by the ordinary univer-
sal episcopal Magisterium.

	 In his recent letter, Ad Tuendam Fidem, Pope John 
Paul II made it clear-and fixed it more firmly in Canon 
Law-that Catholic theologians must align themselves with 
the Magisterium on all matters of  faith and morals. Many 
theologians had erroneously held that only the most fun-
damental dogmas, or only those formally defined by the 
extraordinary Magisterium, required assent. Ad Tuendam 
Fidem lends further refinement to Lumen Gentium 25, not-
ing that of  all the matters that are taught or defined in-
fallibly, a further distinction can be made between the 
primary and secondary objects of  infallibility. Doctrines 
placed under the primary object of  infallibility, technical-
ly called dogmas, are those which are formally revealed, 
that is, are part of  the deposit of  faith as found in the 
Word of  God. The assent of  faith given to these dogmas 
is based on the Word of  God itself. Doctrines placed 
under the secondary object of  infallibility are those nec-
essary for understanding and expanding that deposit of  
faith. The assent of  faith given to these doctrines is based 
on confidence in the Holy Spirit’s guidance of  the Mag-
isterium.10 Still another distinction is made regarding the 
sec ondary object: some such doctrines are connected to 
the deposit of  faith by historical relationship, and others 
by logical relationship.

The Infallibility of the Ordinary Uni-

versal Episcopal Magisterium

	 It is on the last point of  the outline that we must 
expound at some length, for it is on this level that some 
moral matters, possibly the doctrine on male priesthood 
and the doctrine of  Mary as Coredemptrix, are infallibly 
taught. Again, when a) all bishops throughout the world, 
at any particular time in history, have b) concurred on 
some matter of  faith and morals, and c) teach it defini-
tively, then that matter is considered to be infallibly taught. 
Note that it is not defined infallibly, as would be the case 
if  there were an exercise of  the extraordinary Magisterium 
as indicated in the outline. Whether taught infallibly or 
defined infallibly, the matter is just as infallible.11 Consider 
an analogy. In a classroom, a professor might state cer-
tain instructions in an extraordinary way by using spe-
cial means of  emphasis. For example, he might carefully 
define on the course syllabus the method of  grading or 
the course requirements. Other items, of  equal or even 
greater importance, may be taught in an entirely ordinary 
way (e.g., advice on how to study for an exam), or be-
cause they are such obvious points are not stated at all 
but are taught implicitly (e.g., respecting one another’s 
contributions in class). Analogously, the Church both de-
fines certain matters infallibly in an extraordinary way and 
teaches other matters infallibly in an ordinary way.

	 Matters that are defined infallibly usually were 
taught infallibly prior to the extraordinary definition. Of-
ten what causes a matter to be raised to the level of  an in-
fallible definition is some type of  crisis requiring a more 
official definition. It is always a question of  prudence as 
to whether or not to define a matter that is already infal-
libly taught by the ordinary universal episcopal Magisteri-
um.12

	T he recent encyclical Evangelium Vitae could have 
been the context within which the pope defined infallibly 
the Church’s teaching on the sanctity of  human life, on 
abortion, and on euthanasia. Instead, the pope (wisely in 
this author’s opinion) used the encyclical to point out, 
in the midst of  carefully reasoned argumentation, that 
these matters are already taught infallibly by the ordinary 
universal episcopal Magisterium. Likewise, the general 
opinion is that the pope could have used the occasion 
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of  Ordinatio Sacerdotalis to formulate an ex cathedra infal-
lible definition, but he chose not to for prudential rea-
sons.13 And finally, the pope was asked to define the dog-
ma of  Mary as Coredemptrix, but for prudential reasons 
to be discussed he did not pursue the matter.

	 If  some bishops today have taught otherwise, 
they themselves stand in conflict with the tradition, and 
in a sense are standing outside the apostolic tradition at 
least on a particular issue. While we must not agree with 
them as regards their dissenting position, we still owe 
them our respect as members of  the apostolic succession 
who guard the deposit of  faith in many other (usually 
most other) respects.

Examples from Evangelium Vitae

	 Let us consider the specific language used (and 
not used) in Evangelium Vitae. The infallibility of  three 
matters is dealt with: the sanctity of  human life (article 
57), the evil of  abortion (article 62), and the evil of  eu-
thanasia (article 65). The same basic argument and lan-
guage is used for each of  the three. Consider the argu-
ment regarding the sanctity of  life: 

	S o far, the text has made reference to the ordi-
nary papal Magisterium (not infallible in and of  itself) 
and the non-universal episcopal Magisterium (also not 
infallible in and of  itself). The point is that popes and 
bishops have consistently and definitively spoken out in 
defense of  the sanctity of  life.

	T his is the backdrop against which one can go on 
to determine whether this matter may be infallibly taught 
by the ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium. In the 

next part of  the text, the pope confirms that this is the 
case. He is not defining infallibly, but rather is confirming 
that this matter is already taught infallibly by the ordinary 
universal episcopal Magisterium: 

	 Hence, we find a clear statement (a reminder) that 
these moral matters are taught (not defined) infallibly. Any 
other moral matters that have infallible status are taught, 
not defined, infallibly by the ordinary universal episco-
pal Magisterium. Other examples are those issues rooted 
in the Church’s teaching on the nature of  the conjugal 
act as unitive and procreative, such as homosexual acts, 
adultery and fornication, contraception and sterilization, 
autoeroticism, and certain new birth technologies.

The Most Popular Opposing Argument

	T his is an opportune occasion to unmask one of  
the most popular arguments put forth by those claiming 
that no matters of  morality belong to the infallible Mag-
isterium.14

	 a) It is argued that no matters of  morality have 
ever been defined infallibly by the Magisterium.
	 b) Therefore, all matters of  morality are in the 
realm of  fallible teachings that do not demand our assent 
of  faith, but rather assent of  mind and will.
	 c) Such teachings have changed in the past. For 
instance, the teaching that condemned religious liberty 
was not infallible, and it changed at Vatican II.
	 d) We are in the midst of  another such change 
regarding the issue of  contraception and other related is-
sues. Hence, while giving due respect to the Magisterium, 
it is legitimate to dissent from these teachings.

	 Points “a” and “b” are correct in what they state, 
but err by omission. Matters of  morality have not been 
defined infallibly, but they have been taught infallibly. 
One whole category of  infallible teaching is ignored in

Faced with the progressive weakening in individ-
ual consciences and in society of  the sense of  the 
absolute and grace moral illicitness of  the direct 
taking of  all innocent human life, especially in its 
beginning and at its end, the Church’s Magisterium 
has spoken out with increasing frequency in de-
fense of  the sacredness and inviolability of  human 
life. The Papal Magisterium, particularly insistent 
in this regard, has always been seconded by that of  
the Bishops, with numerous and comprehensive 
doctrinal and pastoral documents issued either by 
Episcopal Conferences or by individual bishops. 
The Second Vatican Council also addressed this 
matter forcefully, in a brief  but incisive passage 
[the reference is to Gaudium et Spes 27.]

Therefore, by the authority which Christ conferred 
upon Peter and his successors, and in communion 
with the bishops of  the Catholic Church, I confirm 
that the direct and voluntary killing of  an innocent 
human being is always gravely immoral. This doc-
trine, based upon that unwritten law which man, in 
the light of  reason, finds in his own heart (cf. Rom 
2:14-15) is reaffirmed by Sacred Scripture, trans-
mitted by the Tradition of  the Church, and taught 
by the ordinary and universal Magisterium [a refer-
ence is then made to Lumen Gentium 25].
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this argument. Point “c” is erroneous because those mor-
al matters infallibly taught have not been changed, and 
the fact that non-infallible matters like religious liberty 
have changed is not a problem precisely because such 
teaching belongs in a different category, demanding a dif-
ferent type of  assent. Finally, point “d” is a false conclu-
sion because some of  its premises are false, irrelevant, or 
incomplete.

The Male Priesthood: 
InfalliblY Taught?

	 What about the doctrinal status of  the male 
priesthood? Until June of  1994, the question of  the 
doctrinal status of  the male priesthood was unresolved. 
Since it had not been challenged before recent decades, 
the Church had not had an opportunity for careful theo-
logical reflection on the nature of  maleness and female-
ness and how that might affect the priesthood. Certainly 
the current crisis has born and will 
continue to bear fruit in that regard. 
Up until Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, it was 
a tenable theological opinion, but 
not a definitive conclusion, that the 
doctrine was infallibly taught. Those 
in legitimate doubt about the infal-
libility of  such teachings still were 
required to give the obsequium religio-
sum (reverent obedience) that Lumen 
Gentium asks of  the faithful for non-
infallible teachings.

	 Before examining Ordinatio 
Sacerdotalis in more depth, it is op-
portune to outline some inherent difficulties with the 
category “ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium.” 
Some such difficulties are summarized well by James T. 
O’Connor: 

	T here are some matters where an exhaustive study 
can be done by competent scholars. For instance, John T. 
Noonan has done a careful study on the Church’s teach-
ing on contraception, as has John Connery on the topic 
of  abortion.16

	O n the matter of  the male priesthood, however, it 
is very difficult to study what and how the bishops taught 
because the matter was not controversial until recent de-
cades. Precisely for this reason, a variety of  theologians 
held at the male priesthood was a matter of  custom and 

discipline, akin to the celibate priest-
hood. Only over the past thirty years 
have theologians, in the midst of  a 
new controversy, investigated the 
connection between priesthood and 
the possible sacramental meaning of  
maleness and femaleness.

		  With the promulgation 
of  Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, the pope af-
firmed what we might call the integral 
connection between the priesthood 
and the sacramental significance of  
maleness. But such a position was 
not one that was carefully articulated 

throughout the tradition, and so it is understandable why 
some theologians remain doubtful that this teaching was 
ever taught infallibly by the ordinary universal episcopal 
Magisterium.

	F ollowing the promulgation of  Ordinatio Sacerdo-
talis, there was an official request for clarification and a 
response (Responsum ad Dubium) from the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of  the Faith (CDF). The doubt (dubium) 
to which Cardinal Ratzinger responded was: “Whether 
the teaching that the Church has no authority whatso-
ever to confer priestly ordination on women, which is 
presented in the Apostolic Letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis to 
be held definitively, is to be understood as belonging to 
the deposit of  faith.” It is instructive to note what the 
response (responsum) both said and did not say or do. It 

“With the promulgation of  
Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, the 
pope affirmed what we might 
call the integral connection 

between the priesthood and the 
sacramental significance of  

maleness.” 

By the nature of  the case it will often be difficult 
to determine what in fact is being taught infalli-
bly by the Ordinary Magisterium of  the Church. 
This is so because it must be determined that the 
bishops of  the world, in union with the Bishop 
of  Rome, are teaching a matter of  faith or morals 
which must be held definitively. It is not, therefore, 
sufficient to establish that such and such a matter 
is being taught by the bishops and the Pope. It 
must be clear that they are teaching it definitively 
as something which must be held. Therefore, one 
must ascertain 1) exactly what is being taught; 2) 

whether the Pope and bishops are all (i.e., by a 
moral unanimity) teaching it; and 3) what degree 
of  certitude they are attaching to their teaching. 
All of  this entails a somewhat exhaustive study 
and one in which it can be expected that the ex-
perts (i.e., the theologians) will not always come 
to a meeting of  minds.15
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made clear that the teaching belonged to the deposit 
of  faith and must be assented to de fide. It said that that 
teaching has been set forth infallibly by the ordinary and 
universal Magisterium. On the one hand, the infallibility 
of  the teaching is made clear; on the other hand, the Re-
sponsum is not itself  an infallible document.

Francis Sullivan’s Argument and the 
CTSA Statement

	O ne noteworthy argument against infallibility on 
this matter is from Francis Sullivan, S.J.,17 and is worth 
analyzing point by point. The core of  this argument is 
the basis of  Section III of  the Catholic Theological So-
ciety of  America’s 1997 officially approved paper “Tradi-
tion and the Ordination of  Women.”18 Asterisks indicate 
those portions of  Sullivan’s article that are virtually the 
same as the CTSA statement.

	 Paragraph 2. Sullivan is correct in noting that 
this is the first time that a pope has authoritatively de-
clared that a doctrine has been infallibly taught. But it 
is precisely the crucial difference between “taught” and 
“defined” that marks a possible error in Sullivan’s analy-
sis, and here we must turn to the next paragraph.

	 *Paragraph 3. Canon 749 says that no doctrine 
is understood to have been defined infallibly unless this 
fact is clearly established. Sullivan says we should apply 
canon 749 to items infallibly taught as well as to items 
infallibly defined, and his criteria for “clearly established” 
is that the worldwide episcopacy be in agreement right 
now.  He erroneously says that the CDF clarification 
statement (Responsum ad Dubium) means that it is a clear 
fact that the whole episcopacy is in agreement; however, 
the CDF statement neither says nor means anything of  
the sort. Furthermore the category “infallibly taught” (by 
the ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium) is by defi-
nition not so clearly established-that is precisely why doc-
trines end up being defined by the extraordinary papal 
or episcopal Magisterium. If  they were already “clearly 
established” they would not need to be defined.19 We 
must reiterate the point made earlier that the category 
of  infallible teachings of  the ordinary universal episco-
pal Magisterium is a difficult category without the more 
clear parameters that accompany the extraordinary Mag-
isterium’s infallible teachings. But we certainly ought not 
blur the distinction. Sullivan is of  course correct that the 
CDF statement is not infallible. No one should be claim-
ing that it is.

	 Paragraphs 4, 5, and 6. Sullivan then argues that 
“the history of  Catholic doctrine provides some examples 
of  propositions that, up to a certain point in time, seemed 
to be the unanimous teaching of  the whole episcopate 
and yet, as a result of  a further development in doctrine, 
are no longer the teaching of  the church.” It is true that 
long-standing tradition alone does not guarantee infal-
libility by the ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium. 
But the examples Sullivan uses are somewhat unfair. 1) 
While maybe the whole episcopate agreed about the “no 
salvation outside the Church” question in 1442, that cer-
tainly could not be said of  earlier “samples” of  episcopal 
opinion. The political climate had a heavy influence on 
the salvation question at that time, and it can be argued 
that on this point the episcopate had lost touch with ear-
lier tradition. 2) The other examples come from social 
doctrine, and it can be argued that the Church does not 
speak infallibly when applying her doctrine (dogmatic or 
otherwise) to the social/cultural/political sphere. While 
certain social principles arguably are infallibly taught, the 
applications to particular times and places are not. Fur-
ther analysis, beyond the scope of  this paper, could be 
provided regarding the application to a) slavery and b) 
non-Catholic proselytization. If  Sullivan wishes to use 
these latter two examples, then he puts himself  in the 
odd position of  having to defend that these applications 
of  social doctrine might have been (but weren’t) infallibly 
taught. Such a position would be an over-extension of  
the parameters of  infallibility, a “creeping infallibalism” 
that he himself  laudably would wish to curb.

	 In contrast to the examples Sullivan uses, the 
teaching of  Ordinatio Sacerdotalis bases itself  on a histori-
cal fact attested to in Scripture. This went unchallenged 
for nearly two centuries. In paragraph 6 Sullivan says: 1) 
That the tradition has to have been constant. In fact it 
has been constant, but the real question, as addressed 
earlier, is whether this constancy represents actual doc-
trinal teaching (and possibly dogmatic teaching if  held 
definitively) or only a matter of  discipline. 2) He says that 
even today the whole episcopate must hold the doctrine 
definitively. Is this second point a prerequisite of  a doc-
trine infallible by virtue of  the ordinary universal episco-
pal Magisterium? Surely there have been members of  the 
episcopacy who did not assent to doctrines that turned 
out to be infallibly taught. In fact Sullivan’s first exam-
ple-Evangelium Vitae-proves the point. Evangelium Vitae 
says that three points of  moral theology are infallible by 
virtue of  the ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium. 
Sullivan says the pope consulted all the bishops. But the 
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pope simply said he was teaching in communion with 
the bishops. This agreement is not numerical. There may 
well be some bishops who do not agree with the pope on 
one or another of  these three matters.

	 Paragraph 7. Sullivan advances a second cri-
terion for doctrines infallible by virtue of  the ordinary 
universal episcopal Magisterium: a consensus of  Catholic 
theologians. For support he cites Pius IX in Tuus Libenter 
(1863), who said that the response of  faith must be given 
to “those things which are handed on by the ordinary 
magisterium of  the whole church dispersed throughout 
the world as divinely revealed, and therefore are held by 
the universal and constant concensus of  Catholic theolo-
gians to pertain to the faith.” Sullivan seems to have mis-
understood this text, which simply assumes that Catholic 
theologians would agree on revealed dogma. The fact 
that many theologians in a different historical context do 
not so agree does not detract from the doctrinal status 
of  a teaching of  the ordinary universal episcopal Magis-
terium.20 Interestingly, this criterion was not used in the 
CTSA statement.

	 *Sullivan’s third criterion, using Canon 750, says 
that doctrines taught infallibly by the ordinary universal 
episcopal Magisterium must be “manifested by the com-
mon adherence of  Christ’s faithful.” In the CTSA state-
ment, it is added that: “In support of  its assertion that 
the doctrine excluding women from the priesthood has 
been taught infallibly by the ordinary, universal magiste-
rium, the congregation did not, and indeed could not, 
appeal either to a consultation of  all the bishops or to 
the common adherence of  the Catholic faithful.” (In 
Sullivan’s article, a similar statement is used referring to 
all three criteria he gave.) Again, it is important to note 
that “common adherence” is not a numerical adherence. 
This is not the place to outline carefully a theology of  the 
“sense of  the faithful” except to make one note: the fact 
that some Catholic faithful in a select part of  the world, 
largely uneducated about the theological meaning of  Or-
dinatio Sacerdotalis, do not agree with the pope, is not an 
indication that “common adherence” is lacking.

Paragraph 8. After summarizing his three criteria, Sul-
livan notes that the CDF has not invoked them. Must 
they be invoked?

	T here may be prudent reason, given the current 
climate of  the Church in the West, not to invoke these 
criteria. Furthermore, the real question is whether these 

criteria, properly understood, could be invoked. It is argu-
able that they could very easily, but again given the current 
climate would have to be so thoroughly discussed, with 
all proper nuance, that it was imprudent for the CDF, in 
a brief  teaching document, to go into them. For instance, 
the careful reflection in The Ecclesial Vocation of  the Theolo-
gian would have to be repeated in order to do full justice 
to Sullivan’s second criterion. In sum, it would be fine for 
the CDF to deal with these criteria, but it need not.

	 Paragraph 9. Sullivan notes that bad reasons 
for the teaching on ordination have accumulated in the 
past, but as this is true of  just about any teaching of  the 
Church it is not too relevant. Sullivan admits that recent 
documents of  the Holy See have presented better rea-
sons. But if  one is looking for reasons, such documents 
only allude to or briefly mention such reasons (they are 
not theological documents), and one must look to the 
work of  theologians who have dedicated themselves to 
providing a theological rationale for the doctrine. Even 
then, ultimately the doctrine does not rest on “reasons” 
given for it. It stands on other ground; then, the teaching 
should be shown to be reasonable by qualified theolo-
gians.

	 Paragraph 10. Sullivan wonders whether the bish-
ops are as convinced of  those reasons as the pope. No 
doubt some bishops are not. Sullivan then asks whether 
they all universally agree on the doctrine’s infallible sta-
tus, and concludes that unless they unanimously agree, 
we cannot be certain that the doctrine is infallible. This 
repeats his first criterion, already analyzed above.

The Definitiveness of the Episcopacy’s 
Universal Stance

	 The central difficulty that remains in determining 
whether the teaching on ordination is taught infallibly is 
whether or not the episcopacy has held the matter de-
finitively. Without perhaps entirely solving the difficulty, 
we can examine one way to approach it. It is true that 
the precise connection between gender and the priest-
hood was not articulated explicitly through the tradition. 
What recent scholarship shows, rather, is the connection 
between two matters that are taught infallibly, and this 
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connection, not clearly seen until recent controversies, 
yields the possibility that the Church’s constant practice 
of  admitting only males to the priesthood is a matter of  
faith, not discipline, and a matter of  faith taught infal-
libly.

	T he two matters taught infallibly are: i) The priest 
acts in persona Christi at key parts of  the Eucharistic cel-
ebration (as well as at the sacrament of  Reconciliation). 
Christ, the bridegroom, is present (not just remembered 
or anticipated) in and through the sacramental mediation 
of  the priest. ii) The sacramentality of  marriage entails 
the sacramental imaging of  the covenant between Christ 
and the Church.

	T he connecting point between these two teach-
ings is that just as marriage requires a bridegroom and 
a bride in order for it to be efficacious 
as a sacrament, so too the Eucharistic 
“wedding ceremony” engages the bridal 
imagery of  the covenant in an ontologi-
cal, not just metaphorical fashion. A full 
examination of  this connection is well 
beyond the scope of  this paper; suffice 
it to say that a good deal of  creative 
work has been done in this regard.

	S till, such a theological argu-
ment for the male priesthood was not 
made explicit during the many centuries 
that the male priesthood was practiced, 
and hence it is difficult to ascertain that it was held defini-
tively as a matter pertaining to faith and morals. The problem 
is then exacerbated by the fact that the episcopacy has 
by no means been unanimous in supporting the teaching 
during the past decades of  controversy. While the above 
argument in favor of  infallible teaching satisfies the pres-
ent author, one ought not too quickly dismiss those for 
whom some such argument remains unconvincing, and 
those unconvinced should remain open-minded.

	A s someone wisely told me, “I am not dogmati-
cally certain of  my dogmatic uncertainty.” To which the 
proper response would be, “I in turn am not dogmati-
cally certain of  my dogmatic certainty.”

Ordinatio Sacerdotalis: Possibilities 
for the Status of Its Teaching

	 With Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, we find a firm stance 

taken on the non-disciplinary status of  the matter. Con-
sider the final statement of  the letter:

	 While it is clear that the teaching is to be held 
definitively, the letter did not specify (as was done on 
the three issues noted above in Evangelium Vitae) that the 
teaching was infallibly taught by the ordinary universal 
episcopal Magisterium (though the word “definitively” 
echoes one of  the criteria by which a teaching of  the or-

dinary Magisterium is to be considered 
infallible). Rather, the final statement 
gave the impression of  being an ex ca-
thedra statement, or just on the verge of  
being one.

	 The difficulty is that the word 
“define” is conspicuously absent, al-
though the other criteria for an ex ca-
thedra statement seem to be present. 
Because of  this, most theologians who 
support this papal document agree that 
it does not represent an ex cathedra state-
ment, but is still infallibly taught. An-

other opinion holds that it is an ex cathedra statement, and 
that the word “define” is by no means a required form in 
such a statement. We will discuss this view momentarily.

	O ne can understand the confusion caused by the 
document. If  the teaching had not been defined infalli-
bly, then since it only came close to doing so it appeared 
as if  it might not be infallible. And the document did 
not make clear reference to the other mode by which the 
teaching could be infallible-the ordinary universal epis-
copal Magisterium-as was so clearly done in Evangelium 
Vitae discussed above. Theologians, not to mention the 
faithful, were left somewhat in a state of  perplexity.

	 Hence, the official request for clarification and 
the response from the CDF, already noted. Again, it 
made clear that the teaching belonged to the deposit 
of  faith and must be assented to de fide. It said that that 
teaching has been set forth infallibly by the ordinary and 

Wherefore, in order that all doubt may be removed 
regarding a matter of  great importance, a matter 
which pertains to the Church’s divine constitution 
itself, in virtue of  my ministry of  confirming the 
brethren (cf. Lk 22:32) I declare that the Church 
has no authority whatsoever to confer priestly or-
dination on women and that this judgement is to 
be definitively held by all the Church’s faithful.
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universal Magisterium, though that claim itself  is not in-
fallible. It would appear as if  the question of  whether or 
not it was an ex cathedra statement is also settled, in the 
negative.

	H owever, granted that the CDF letter is not it-
self  infallible, there remains the possibility that Ordinatio 
Sacerdotalis contains a papal definition (the arguments are 
presented in the following section). Ladislas Orsy has 
presented an assessment of  the degree of  authority of  
the CDF statement, particularly to demonstrate that the 
claim of  infallibility therein is suspect.21 However, I will 
contend that his very argument not only cannot lead to 
that conclusion, but that it actually allows another con-
clusion quite the opposite of  what Orsy intended: that 
while the CDF claimed infallibility by virtue of  the or-
dinary universal episcopal Magisterium, that statement’s 
authority is not such that it rules out the possibility of  
Ordinatio Sacerdotalis containing an ex cathedra definition.

	O rsy notes that the CDF, in claiming that the 
teaching has been set forth infallibly, went beyond Or-
dinatio Sacerdotalis itself  which just said “to be held de-
finitively.” However, it may be that the pope held back 
on the word “define” not because the teaching was not 
being presented as infallible, but because it wasn’t being 
defined as such (ex cathedra). Rather, Ordinatio Sacerdotalis 
may be teaching that the doctrine is already infallible by 
virtue of  the ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium. 
(Of  course, one is welcome to criticize the document for 
not being more clear.) Orsy discusses the two degrees of  
papal approval of  a congregation’s document: the ordi-
nary manner in which the pope does not himself  affirm 
the teaching, and the special manner, in which he does. 
Orsy notes that the pope’s approval is but ordinary. But 
the special approval would not be needed if  the original 
document is not being added to in any significant way. 
That is, if  the pope did intend the teaching as a reminder 
of  the infallible status of  the teaching, he did not need 
to give a special approval to the document. But his lack 
of  special approval could also be construed to mean that 
the pope did not wish to rule out the possibility that Or-
dinatio Sacerdotalis contains an infallible papal definition. 
Orsy’s final sentence-” . . . the doctrinal message of  the 
apostolic letter remains the same as it was on the day of  
its publication”-is then entirely accurate, not in the sense 
that he intends, but in two other possible senses.

The Possibility of an Ex Cathedra Defi-
nition in Ordinatio Sacerdotalis

	A s noted, some scholars think that Ordinatio Sac-
erdotalis contains an ex cathedra papal definition, in which 
case the infallibility of  the teaching would not be affected 
but the “font” of  infallibility would move from the or-
dinary universal episcopal Magisterium to the extraordi-
nary papal Magisterium. According to this view, the exact 
term “define,” not found in Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, is not 
required for an ex cathedra statement.

	 The reasoning begins with Vatican I’s definition 
of  papal infallibility: 

Consider three lines of  argumentation:

	 i) An argument from the text. While the verb 
“defines” is used and the noun “definition” appears, this 
does not mean, so it is argued, that a pope must use these 
terms in a papal definition.
	 ii) An argument from the context of  Vatican I. In 
earlier drafts of  the above statement, certain questions 
arose from the Council Fathers as to whether or not the 
text was locking future popes into the use of  a specific 
formula in making a papal definition. Bishop Vincent 
Gasser clarified this matter in a relatio given to the Coun-
cil Fathers. “Defines” simply means that the characteris-
tic of  defini tively passing judgement must be expressed 
in some way, he noted, and the pope is not bound to any 
particular formula.22

	 iii) An argument from Vatican II. Lumen Gentium 
25, already referred to, when speaking of  the extraordi-
nary papal Magisterium, in fact answers again the ques-
tion remaining from Vatican I about whether any par-
ticular formula is needed. It speaks of  when the pope 
“proclaims (proclamat) by a definitive act,” intentionally 
avoiding the word “define.” It then speaks of  these acts 
as “definitions.” While it is understandable why one 
might misconstrue this to mean that an ex cathedra defin-

We teach and define that it is a divinely revealed 
dogma that the Roman Pontiff, when he speaks ex 
cathedra, i.e., when exercising his office as pastor and 
teacher of  all Christians, he defines, by his supreme 
apostolic authority, a doctrine of  faith or morals 
which must be held by the universal Church, en-
joys, through the divine assistance, that infallibility 
promised to him in blessed Peter and with which 
the divine Redeemer wanted His Church to be en-
dowed in defining doctrine of  faith or morals; and 
therefore that the definitions of  the same Roman 
Pontiff  are irreformable of  themselves and not 
from the consent of  the Church.
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definition must use the word define, the document does 
not make this explicit, and in the context of  Vatican I 
says just the opposite. In sum, according to this argu-
mentation Ordinatio Sacerdotalis easily meets the require-
ments of  an ex cathedra definition,23 and is hence the third 
such definition in history alongside the Immaculate Con-
ception and the Assumption.

	 Why, then, have a majority of  theologians af-
firmed that Ordinatio Sacerdotalis only represents the pope 
affirming the infallibility of  the teaching by the ordinary 
universal episcopal Magisterium? We can note two lines 
of  argumentation.

	 i) The Responsum ad Dubium fails to make clear that 
it was an ex cathedra statement. Surely Cardinal Ratzinger 
would have noted this if  he and/or the pope intended it 
to so be (though cross-apply Ladislas Orsy’s argument 
summarized earlier).
	 ii) There seems to be a “quasi-tradition” of  using 
the word “define” in an ex cathedra definition, even if  such 
a formula is not explicitly required. Both Ineffabilis Deus 
and Munificentissimus Deus used the word define. Both said 
“we pronounce, declare and define . . . “ and if  the pope 
intended Ordinatio Sacerdotalis to follow suit as a third ex 
cathedra statement it seems to this author that he ought 
to have respected the usage found in the first two.

	T he purpose of  this article is not to try to resolve 
this dispute, but rather to set forth the parameters within 
which it exists. Of  primary im-
portance is the fact that either 
way one goes, it is a highly ten-
able theological opinion that the 
teaching of  Ordinatio Sacerdotalis is 
an infallible teaching.

Mary as Coredemptrix

	G iven the complexity of  
the above items, it is refreshing to 
find our third contemporary issue 
relatively easy to analyze. Profes-
sor Mark Miravalle of  the Fran-
ciscan University of  Steubenville, Ohio wrote a careful 
argument regarding the dogmatic teaching of  Mary as 
Coredemptrix of  mankind and organized a petition drive 
to ask the Holy See to raise the teaching to the level of  a 
definition. Toward this end, he also edited two scholarly 
books on the topic.24

	 Much of  the media treated the event as if  the 
pope were being asked to create a new dogma. It was, 
rather, a matter of  taking a dogma already taught infalli-
bly by the ordinary universal episcopal Magisterium, and 
raising it to the level of  a definition by the extraordinary 
papal Magisterium. Even Catholic publications failed to 
make this point clear.25 There would be nothing inherent-
ly wrong with the pope raising the dogma to the level of  
a definition, and the volumes edited by Miravalle argue 
that many advantages would accrue. In the view of  other 
theologians, a definition would be imprudent. In August 
of  1996, at the Mariological Congress held in Czesto-
chowa, a commission was established by the request of  
the Holy Father to consider the prudence of  a definition. 
“The response of  the commission, deliberately brief, was 
unanimous and precise: It is not opportune to abandon 
the path marked out by the Second Vatican Council and 
proceed to the definition of  a new dogma.”26

	 Such theologians also argue that a definition 
would be imprudent in that it would unnecessarily hinder 
ecumenical efforts, particularly with the Orthodox. The 
present pontiff, as clear especially in Ut Unum Sint, is par-
ticularly convinced that “the Church must breathe with 
her two lungs.” Hence, it is argued that progressing to-
ward a definition without collaboration with Eastern Or-
thodoxy seems pointedly unwise. And since the exercise 
of  the extraordinary papal Magisterium is a stumbling 
block for Orthodoxy, it may be imprudent to define the 
dogma in that manner.27

	S everal media reports, 
not necessarily reliable, have in-
dicated that the pope is not plan-
ning to so define. Should those 
reports prove to be true, will 
the efforts of  theologians such 
as Miravalle have been wasted? 
Rather, careful theological reflec-
tion on this matter may well con-
tribute to an eventual definition 
by the extraordinary episcopal 
Magisterium at a future council 

that might even mark the reunion 
of  East and West.

Some Lingering Difficulties:
a) Why Different Levels of  Authority?

	S ome members of  the faithful wonder why all 

Michelangelo’s Pieta
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“We ought to embrace the 
whole truth, as articulated 

in the Catechism, even 
though these truths are 

taught with differing degrees 
of  authority.”

the truths of  the faith can’t be presented with the same 
degree of  absolute clarity. As someone once suggested 
to me, why not take the whole Catechism and define it 
infallibly?

	 While in one sense it might be nice for every-
thing to be clear cut, it would also be somewhat inappro-
priate. Jesus himself  did not leave behind a crystal-clear 
guide book of  infallible teachings, but rather gave the 
truth over to the Church to hand on (Tradition) with the 
promise of  guidance by the Holy Spirit. In this Tradition, 
not all truths have the same status. Hence, certain truths 
of  faith and morals are not infallible doctrines demand-
ing assent of  faith, but rather are in a different category 
of  truths that demand a different kind of  assent. Still 
other truths are not in the realm of  faith and morals at all 
(customs, practices, disciplines, etc.).

	A n analogy might show the appropriateness of  
such categories. Imagine putting yourself  in the care of  
a doctor who, while a general practi-
tioner, also happens to have unique 
expertise in one particular area such as 
respiratory problems. When you take 
his advice on a variety of  different 
problems, you are aware that not each 
piece of  advice is given with the same 
authority. What he says to you about 
your respiratory ailment might be lik-
ened to an infallible truth to which 
you give a whole-hearted assent, while 
his advice on, say, a foot problem, giv-
en with less authoritativeness, is also 
taken seriously but not with the same 
high degree of  assent. Still, you have put yourself  in his 
care, and you do what he says across the board.

	L ikewise, the Church teaches some matters infal-
libly and other matters with lesser degrees of  certitude. 
Still, you put your soul in her care and follow her teach-
ings across the board, even while the type of  assent given 
to various teachings may vary. A Catholic ought not spend 
too much time worrying about these different degrees 
of  assent that is one reason why various documents of  
the Magisterium, including the Catechism, do not dwell on 
these distinctions too much. We should avoid a minimal-
ist attitude that too anxiously seeks out those items that 
are infallible. We ought to embrace the whole truth, as 
articulated in the Catechism, even though these truths are 
taught with differing degrees of  authority.28 Only rarely-

the question of  women’s ordination is a case in point-is it 
necessary to delve into a careful examination of  a teach-
ing’s infallibility.

b) Why Not More Papal Definitions?

	A nother question on those matters that do be-
long to the infallible deposit of  faith is, “why doesn’t the 
pope just clearly define teachings on the male priesthood, 
on abortion, on contraception and the like infallibly?” 
In other words, why is there any need for the somewhat 
hazy category of  the ordinary universal episcopal Magis-
terium?

	O ne response focuses on moral matters. It may 
well be that the Church is consistently hesitant to de-
fine matters of  morality because she sees her teaching on 
such matters as a teaching that can also be known by all 
men through the “natural law” to which they have access 
by use of  their reason alone, without the aid of  Revela-

tion.

	 In other words, when the Church 
teaches that homosexual activity is 
wrong, this teaching is true for every-
one. Everyone, Catholic or not, is ex-
pected to follow this truth, not because 
the Church taught it, but because the 
natural law, written on everyone’s heart 
by the Creator (see Romans 1 and 2), 
teaches it. Hence, if  the Church were 
to define such teachings in an extraor-
dinary way, it might give the impres-
sion that these are truths especially 

recommended for Catholics, inaccessible without divine 
Revelation, as would be the case with, say, doctrine on 
the sacraments.

	F urthermore, if  the extraordinary Magisterium 
were to define several matters of  morality, it would give 
the impression that the other matters of  morality left 
undefined were not taught as decisively. For instance, if  
the pope had defined the truths on abortion and eutha-
nasia in Evangelium Vitae, he could very well have given 
the impression that the truths about contraception and 
homosexuality, not to mention a variety of  other matters, 
were taught less decisively. In a word, it seems prudent 
to reserve matters of  morality to the ordinary universal 
episcopal Magisterium.
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	A s to the teaching on the male priesthood re-
maining in this same category, we can consider several 
possibilities. First, the pope has noted that the Church 
has always taught consistently on the matter of  the male 
priesthood, as the matter goes straight back to Christ’s 
own action in selecting apostles. To define the matter 
now would give the impression that its infallibility was 
not fully known in the past. With other matters, like the 
Assumption, the Immaculate Conception, the number 
of  the sacraments, to give several examples, we find a 
development of  doctrine throughout the history of  Tra-
dition such that these truths were not fully known about 
at earlier stages of  the Church’s history. They resided in 
the Tradition, without clear record in Scripture or in a 
recorded word or action of  Christ himself, and their in-
fallible status only gradually came to light.

	 Second, the pope may be reluctant to define the 
matter for ecumenical reasons-and this cross-applies to 
the dogma of  Mary as Coredemptrix. As Rev. J. Michael 
Miller has aptly noted, 

	 Eastern orthodoxy’s key difficulty with the bish-
op of  Rome is the claim that he can teach infallibly apart 
from an ecumenical council. Hence, on the one hand, the 
pope may be refraining from an ex cathedra statement 
out of  sensitivity to this difficulty; on the other hand, in 
the wake of  Anglicanism’s abandonment of  this teach-
ing on the male priesthood, he is letting the Orthodox 
know with as much firmness as possible that Rome is not 
about to change too. Perhaps there will be an ecumeni-
cal council in the near future where, in union with East-
ern Orthodoxy, the teaching will be defined infallibly. If  
so, Ordinatio Sacerdotalis will have been an important step 
in the right direction, containing the perfect balance of  
firmness and caution. Also recall what was said earlier 
about the dogma of  Mary as Coredemptrix.

	T hirdly, John Paul II clearly has used a strategy 
which tries to avoid schism at all costs. While there may 
already be a de facto schism in the Church, there is reason 
to hope that in time many of  those who are alienated 

will once again embrace the full apostolic tradition. By 
refraining from ex cathedra statements in all three areas 
discussed here, the pope may have intended to give some 
“breathing space” to those who have difficulty receiving 
the teaching, thereby giving the church as a whole more 
time to absorb it.30

c) Why Not Absolute Clarity on Infallibility?

	F inally, many are bothered by the fact that the 
Church herself  seems uncertain about what is and is not 
infallible, especially in regard to the ordinary universal 
episcopal Magisterium. To put the matter rather bluntly, 
why wasn’t the description of  infallibility given in Lumen 
Gentium 25 given to the Church much earlier? And fur-
ther, why isn’t that very description even more clear cut 
so as to avoid all dissent on the question of  infallibility? 
Why isn’t the gift of  infallibility less hazy?

	A gain, there is a certain appropriateness to the 
manner in which Christ gives this gift to his Church. 
Imagine a person who has a great gift for, say, music. He 
only becomes aware of  his gift gradually. He is not aware 
of  the extent of  his gift for a long time. And by no means 
does he know how to use his gift perfectly right from 
the start. Likewise with the gift of  infallibility. While the 
gift is present from the beginning of  the institution of  
the Church (see Matthew 16), it is not clearly defined 
and delineated. Only gradually does the Church become 
aware of  the full nature of  this power. Only over centu-
ries does the Church clearly define and delineate the vari-
ous parameters and aspects of  this gift. In the meantime, 
mistakes and misunderstandings find their place, as is to 
be expected. Rather than looking askance at various mis-
haps along the way, it is better to look with a certain awe 
at this great gift bestowed on the apostolic succession.

Conclusion: the Need for Authority

	 Before concluding our inquiry, observe a fascinat-
ing point about authority. Many people today shirk from 
the very idea of  authority, thinking of  it as an affront to 
their freedom and individuality. But it is impossible to 
avoid authority. Those who think they are shirking au-
thority are simply substituting one authority for another-

The Holy Father has his ecumenical eye focused 
very keenly on the Orthodox, the other “lung” of  
the Church which she needs to breathe freely.... 
Since one of  the principle obstacles to reunion is 
the authority to teach ex cathedra ... it is not surpris 
ing that he decided against teaching infallibly on a 
matter about which the Catholic Church and her 
Orthodox sisters concur.29
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for instance, the authority of  secularism, or their own 
authority, for the authority of  the Church. In a discus-
sion on the ordination of  women, one might be told that 
he is too rigid and obsessed with authority figures like 
the pope, to which he could ask, “on whose authority 
do you claim that there are no ultimate authorities for 
humanity?” In a word, it is part and parcel of  humanity 

to seek authority, simply because we are not gods and our 
own powers of  insight and judgement are limited. The 
real question is not whether authority is good or bad, but 
rather, whose authority it is most reasonable and prudent 
to follow.
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