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Scripture, Tradition and Church 
 

The sacred and holy, ecumenical, and general Synod of Trent,--lawfully assembled in the Holy Ghost, 

the Same three legates of the Apostolic See presiding therein,--keeping this always in view, that, errors 

being removed, the purity itself of the Gospel be preserved in the Church; which (Gospel), before 

promised through the prophets in the holy Scriptures, our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, first 

promulgated with His own mouth, and then commanded to be preached by His Apostles to every 

creature, as the fountain of all, both saving truth, and moral discipline; and seeing clearly that this truth 

and discipline are contained in the written books, and the unwritten traditions [sine scripto 

traditionibus] which, received by the Apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or from the Apostles 

themselves, the Holy Ghost dictating, have come down even unto us, transmitted as it were from hand 

to hand;  

(perspiciensque hanc veritatem et disciplinam contineri in libris scriptis et sine scripto traditionibus, 

quae ab ipsius Christi ore ab Apostolis acceptae, aut ab ipsis Apostolis Spiritu Sancto dictante, quasi 

per manus traditae, ad nos usque pervenerunt) 

[Council of Trent, 4th Session, Decree Concerning the Canonical Scriptures, DS 1501] 

 

the holy, ecumenical and general Council of Trent, lawfully assembled in the Holy Ghost, the same 

three legates of the Apostolic See presiding, wishing now to reclaim the erring and to strengthen the 

wavering, and following the testimonies of the Holy Scriptures, of the holy Fathers, of the most 

approved councils, as well as the judgment and unanimity of the Church herself, ordains, confesses and 

declares these things concerning original sin: 

[Council of Trent, 5th Session, Decree Concerning Original Sin, DS 1510] 

 

the holy, ecumenical and general Council of Trent, . . . intends . . . to expound to all the faithful of 

Christ the true and salutary doctrine of justification, which the Sun of justice, Jesus Christ, the author 

and finisher of our faith taught, which the Apostles handed down [tradiderunt] and which the Catholic 

Church under the inspiration of the Holy Ghost has always retained; strictly forbidding that anyone 

henceforth presume to believe, preach or teach otherwise than is defined and declared in the present 

decree. 

[Council of Trent, 6th Session, Decree Concerning Justification, Intro., DS 1520] 

 

Wherefore, in order to eliminate errors and root out heresies that in our stormy times are directed 

against the most holy sacraments, some of which are a revival of heresies long ago condemned by our 

Fathers, while others are of recent origin, all of which are exceedingly detrimental to the purity of the 

Catholic Church and the salvation of souls, the holy, ecumenical and general Council of Trent, 

lawfully assembled in the Holy Ghost, the same legates of the Apostolic See presiding, adhering to the 

teaching of the Holy Scriptures, to the Apostolic traditions [apostolici traditionibus], and to the 

unanimous teaching of other councils and of the Fathers, has thought it proper to establish and enact 

these present canons; hoping, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to publish later those that are wanting 

for the completion of the work begun. 

[Council of Trent, 7th Session, Decree Concerning the Sacraments, Intro., DS 1600] 

 

And so we, following in the footsteps of our predecessors, in accordance with our supreme apostolic 

office, have never left off teaching and defending Catholic truth and condemning erroneous doctrines. 

But now it is our purpose to profess and declare from this chair of Peter before all eyes the saving 

teaching of Christ, and, by the power given us by God, to reject and condemn the contrary errors. This 

we shall do with the bishops of the whole world as our co-assessors and fellow-judges, gathered here as 

they are in the Holy Spirit by our authority in this ecumenical council, and relying on the word of God 

in Scripture and tradition [Dei Verbo scripto vel tradito] as we have received it, religiously preserved 

and authentically expounded by the Catholic Church. 

[First Vatican Council, Dei Filius, Introduction]  DS 3000  [ASS 5:483] 
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(innixi Dei Verbo scripto et tradito, prout ab Eccelsia catholica sancte custoditum et geniune expositum 

accepimus) 

 

Now this supernatural revelation, according to the belief of the universal Church, as declared by the 

sacred Council of Trent, “is contained in written books and unwritten traditions, which were received 

by the apostles from the lips of Christ himself, or came to the apostles by the dictation of the Holy 

Spirit, and were passed on as it were from hand to hand until they reached us.” 

[First Vatican Council, Dei Filius, Chap 2, On Revelation, #5, DS 3006] 

 

 

Wherefore, by divine and Catholic faith all those things are to be believed which are contained in the 

word of God as found in Scripture and tradition, and which are proposed by the Church as matters to 

be believed as divinely revealed, whether by her solemn judgment or in her ordinary and universal 

magisterium. 

(Porro fide divina et catholica a omnia credenda sunt, quae in verbo Dei scripto vel tradito continentur 

...) 

[First Vatican Council, Dei Filius, Chap 3, On Faith, #8, DS 3011]  [ASS 5:487] 

 

An effective remedy is needed if all these dangers, which are prevalent in many quarters, are to be 

obviated, and We believe that such a remedy is to be found in an increased self-awareness on the part 

of the Church. The Church must get a clearer idea of what it really is in the mind of Jesus Christ as 

recorded and preserved in Sacred Scripture and in Apostolic Tradition, and interpreted and explained 

by the tradition of the Church under the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

(Divinae Litterae et Apostolica traditio integram servant, ecclesiastica autem traditio interpretatur et 

explicat) 

[Paul VI, Ecclesiam Suam, 1964, #26] 

 

7. In His gracious goodness, God has seen to it that what He had revealed for the salvation of all 

nations would abide perpetually in its full integrity and be handed on to all generations. Therefore 

Christ the Lord in whom the full revelation of the supreme God is brought to completion (see Cor. 

1:20; 3:13; 4:6), commissioned the Apostles to preach to all men that Gospel which is the source of all 

saving truth and moral teaching, and to impart to them heavenly gifts. This Gospel had been promised 

in former times through the prophets, and Christ Himself had fulfilled it and promulgated it with His 

lips. This commission was faithfully fulfilled by the Apostles who, by their oral preaching, by 

example, and by observances handed on what they had received from the lips of Christ, from living 

with Him, and from what He did, or what they had learned through the prompting of the Holy Spirit. 

The commission was fulfilled, too, by those Apostles and apostolic men who under the inspiration of 

the same Holy Spirit committed the message of salvation to writing. 

But in order to keep the Gospel forever whole and alive within the Church, the Apostles left bishops as 

their successors, “handing over” to them “the authority to teach in their own place.” This sacred 

tradition, therefore, and Sacred Scripture of both the Old and New Testaments are like a mirror in 

which the pilgrim Church on earth looks at God, from whom she has received everything, until she is 

brought finally to see Him as He is, face to face (see 1 John 3:2). 

8. And so the apostolic preaching, which is expressed in a special way in the inspired books, was to be 

preserved by an unending succession of preachers until the end of time. Therefore the Apostles, 

handing on [tradentes] what they themselves had received, warn the faithful to hold fast to the 

traditions which they have learned either by word of mouth or by letter (see 2 Thess. 2:15), and to 

fight in defense of the faith handed on once and for all (see Jude 1:3) Now what was handed on 

[traditum] by the Apostles includes everything which contributes toward the holiness of life and 
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increase in faith of the peoples of God; and so the Church, in her teaching, life and worship, 

perpetuates and hands on to all generations all that she herself is, all that she believes [Ecclesia, in sua 

doctrina, vita et cultu, perpetuat cunctisque generationibus transmittit omne quod ipsa est, omne quod 

credit]. 

This Tradition which comes from the Apostles [Apostolis Traditio] develops in the Church with the 

help of the Holy Spirit. For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words which 

have been handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made by believers, who 

treasure these things in their hearts (see Luke, 2:19, 51) through a penetrating understanding of the 

spiritual realities which they experience, and through the preaching of those who have received through 

Episcopal succession the sure gift of truth. For as the centuries succeed one another, the Church 

constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God reach their 

complete fulfillment in her. 

The words of the holy fathers witness to the presence of this living Tradition [Traditionis vivificam], 

whose wealth is poured into the practice and life of the believing and praying Church. Through the 

same tradition the Church’s full canon of the sacred books is known, and the sacred writings 

themselves are more profoundly understood and unceasingly made active in her; and thus God, who 

spoke of old, uninterruptedly converses with the bride of His beloved Son; and the Holy Spirit, through 

whom the living voice of the Gospel resounds in the Church, and through her, in the world, leads unto 

all truth those who believe and makes the word of Christ dwell abundantly in them (see Col. 3:16). 

9. Hence there exists a close connection and communication between sacred tradition and Sacred 

Scripture. For both of them, flowing from the same divine wellspring, in a certain way merge into a 

unity and tend toward the same end. For Sacred Scripture is the word of God inasmuch as it is 

consigned to writing under the inspiration of the divine Spirit, while sacred Tradition takes the word of 

God entrusted by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit to the Apostles, and hands it on to their 

successors in its full purity, so that led by the light of the Spirit of truth, they may in proclaiming it 

preserve this word of God faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known. Consequently it is not 

from Sacred Scripture alone [solam Sacram Scripturam] that the Church draws her certainty about 

everything which has been revealed. Therefore both sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture are to be 

accepted and venerated with the same sense of loyalty and reverence. 

(Etenim Sacra Scriptura est locutio Dei quatenus divino afflante Spiritu scripto consignatur; Sacra 

autem Traditio verbum Dei, a Christo Domino et a Spiritu Sancto Apostolis concreditum, successoribus 

eorum integre transmittit, ut illud, praelucente Spiritu veritatis, praeconio suo fideliter servent, 

exponant atque diffundant;) 

10. Sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, committed to 

the Church. Holding fast to this deposit the entire holy people united with their shepherds remain 

always steadfast in the teaching of the Apostles, in the common life, in the breaking of the bread and in 

prayers (see Acts 2, 42, Greek text), so that holding to, practicing and professing the heritage of the 

faith, it becomes on the part of the bishops and faithful a single common effort.  

But the task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether written or handed on, has been 

entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church, whose authority is exercised in the 

name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office is not above the word of God, but serves it, teaching only 

what has been handed on, listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining it faithfully 

in accord with a divine commission and with the help of the Holy Spirit, it draws from this one deposit 

of faith everything which it presents for belief as divinely revealed. 

It is clear, therefore, that Sacred Tradition [Sacram Traditionem], Sacred Scripture and the Teaching 

Authority of the Church, in accord with God’s most wise design, are so linked and joined together that 

one cannot stand without the others, and that all together and each in its own way under the action of 

the one Holy Spirit contribute effectively to the salvation of souls. 

[Second Vatican Council, Dei verbum, #7-10, Chapter 2, “Handing On Divine Revelation”] 
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The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures just as she venerates the body of the Lord, 

since, especially in the sacred liturgy, she unceasingly receives and offers to the faithful the bread of 

life from the table both of God’s word and of Christ’s body. She has always maintained them, and 

continues to do so, together with Sacred Tradition [Sacra Traditione], as the supreme rule of faith, 

since, as inspired by God and committed once and for all to writing, they impart the word of God 

Himself without change, and make the voice of the Holy Spirit resound in the words of the prophets 

and Apostles. 

[Vatican II, Dei verbum, 21, Chapter 6, “Sacred Scripture in the Life of the Church”] 

 

 

Sacred theology rests on the written word of God, together with sacred tradition, as its primary and 

perpetual foundation. [in verbo Dei scripto, una cum Sacra Traditione] 

[Vatican II, Dei verbum, 24, Chapter 6, “Sacred Scripture in the Life of the Church”] 

 

 

14. This Sacred Council wishes to turn its attention firstly to the Catholic faithful. Basing itself upon 

Sacred Scripture and Tradition [Sacra Scriptura et Traditione], it teaches that the Church, now 

sojourning on earth as an exile, is necessary for salvation. [Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, #14] 

 

 

And this infallibility with which the Divine Redeemer willed His Church to be endowed in defining 

doctrine of faith and morals, extends as far as the deposit of Revelation extends, which must be 

religiously guarded and faithfully expounded. . . . 

But when either the Roman Pontiff or the Body of Bishops together with him defines a judgment, they 

pronounce it in accordance with Revelation itself, which all are obliged to abide by and be in 

conformity with, that is, the Revelation which as written or handed down [scripta vel tradita] is 

transmitted in its entirety through the legitimate succession of bishops and especially in care of the 

Roman Pontiff himself, and which under the guiding light of the Spirit of truth is religiously preserved 

and faithfully expounded in the Church. 

[Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, #25] 

 

 

1124 The Church’s faith precedes the faith of the believer who is invited to adhere to it. When the 

Church celebrates the sacraments, she confesses the faith received from the apostles--whence the 

ancient saying: lex orandi, lex credendi (or: legem credendi lex statuat supplicandi, according to 

Prosper of Aquitaine [5th cent.], Epistle 8). The law of prayer is the law of faith: the Church believes 

as she prays. Liturgy is a constitutive element of the holy and living Tradition [sanctae et vivificae 

Traditionis]. (cf. DV, 8)  [Catechism, of the Catholic Church, #1124] 

 

 

***** 

 

16. Most desirable is it, and most essential, that the whole teaching of Theology should be pervaded 

and animated by the use of the divine Word of God. This is what the Fathers and the greatest 

theologians of all ages have desired and reduced to practice. It was chiefly out of the Sacred Writings 

that they endeavoured to proclaim and establish the Articles of Faith and the truths therewith 

connected, and it was in them, together with divine Tradition, that they found the refutation of heretical 

error, and the reasonableness, the true meaning, and the mutual relation of the truths of Catholicism. 

Nor will any one wonder at this who considers that the Sacred Books hold such an eminent position 
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among the sources of revelation that without their assiduous study and use, Theology cannot be placed 

on its true footing, or treated as its dignity demands. For although it is right and proper that students in 

academies and schools should be chiefly exercised in acquiring a scientific knowledge of dogma, by 

means of reasoning from the Articles of Faith to their consequences, according to the rules of approved 

and sound philosophy--nevertheless the judicious and instructed theologian will by no means pass by 

that method of doctrinal demonstration which draws its proof from the authority of the Bible; “for 

(Theology) does not receive her first principles from any other science, but immediately from God by 

revelation. And, therefore, she does not receive of other sciences as from a superior, but uses them as 

her inferiors or handmaids.”( S. Greg. M. Moral xx., 9 (al. II)) 

[Leo XIII, Providentissimus Deus, 1893, #16] 

 

And although this sacred Office of Teacher in matters of faith and morals must be the proximate and 

universal criterion of truth for all theologians, since to it has been entrusted by Christ Our Lord the 

whole deposit of faith--Sacred Scripture and divine Tradition--to be preserved, guarded and interpreted, 

still the duty that is incumbent on the faithful to flee also those errors which more or less approach 

heresy, 

Et quamquam hoc sacrum Magisterium, in rebus fidei et morum, cuilibet theologo proxima et 

universalis veritatis norma esse debet, utpote cui Christus Dominus totum depositum fidei — Sacras 

nempe Litteras ac divinam «traditionem» - et custodiendum et tuendum et interpretandum concredidit, 

[Pius XII, Humani Generis, 1950, #18]  

 

 

21. It is also true that theologians must always return to the sources of divine revelation: for it belongs 

to them to point out how the doctrine of the living Teaching Authority is to be found either explicitly or 

implicitly in the Scriptures and in Tradition. Besides, each source of divinely revealed doctrine contains 

so many rich treasures of truth, that they can really never be exhausted. Hence it is that theology 

through the study of its sacred sources remains ever fresh; on the other hand, speculation which 

neglects a deeper search into the deposit of faith, proves sterile, as we know from experience. But for 

this reason even positive theology cannot be on a par with merely historical science. For, together with 

the sources of positive theology God has given to His Church a living Teaching Authority to elucidate 

and explain what is contained in the deposit of faith only obscurely and implicitly. This deposit of faith 

our Divine Redeemer has given for authentic interpretation not to each of the faithful, not even to 

theologians, but only to the Teaching Authority of the Church. 

Verum quoque est, theologis semper redeundum esse ad divinae revelationis fontes: eorum enim est 

indicare qua ratione ea quae a vivo Magisterio docentur, in Sacris Litteris et in divina « traditione », « 

sive explicite, sive implicite inveniantur» (Pius IX, Inter gravissimas, 28 oct. 1870, Acta, vol. I, p. 

260). Accedit quod uterque doctrinae divinitus revelatae fons tot tantosque continet thesauros veritatis, 

ut numqmam reapse exhauriatur. Quapropter sacrorum fontium studio sacrae disciplinae semper 

iuvenescunt; dum contra speculatio, quae ulteriorem sacri depositi inquisitionem neglegit, ut 

experiundo novimus, sterilis evadit. Sed hac de causa theologia etiam positiva, quam dicunt, scientiae 

dumtaxat historicae aequari nequit. Una enim cum sacris eiusmodi fontibus Deus Ecclesiae suae 

Magisterium vivum dedit, ad ea quoque illustranda et enucleanda, quae in fidei deposito nonnisi 

obscure ac velut implicite continentur. Quod quidem depositum nec singulis christifidelibus nec ipsis 

theologis divinus Redemptor concredidit authentice interpretandum, sed soli Ecclesiae Magisterio. 

[Pius XII, Humani Generis, 1950, #21] 

 

* * * * 

 

Nicaea II solemnly affirmed the existence of “written and unwritten ecclesiastical tradition,” as the 

normative reference for the faith and discipline of the Church. The Fathers affirmed that they wished to 

“conserve intact all the traditions of the Church which were entrusted (to them), whether written or 

not. One of these consist precisely in the painting of icons, in conformity to the letter of apostolic 
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preaching.” Against the iconoclast current which had also appealed to Scripture and the Tradition of 

the Fathers, especially in the pseudosynod of Hieria in 754, Nicaea II sanctioned the lawfulness of the 

veneration of images, confirming “the divinely inspired teachings of the holy Fathers and the tradition 

of the Catholic Church.” 

The Fathers of Nicaea II understood “ecclesiastical tradition” as that of the six previous ecumenical 

Councils and that of the orthodox Fathers whose teaching was commonly accepted in the Church. Thus 

the Council defined as being of the faith this essential truth according to which the Christian message is 

“tradition,” paradosis. As the Church developed in time and space, her understanding of the tradition 

which she carries has also known stages of development, the study of which constitutes an obligatory 

itinerary for ecumenical dialogue and all authentic theological reflection. 

[John Paul II, Duodecimum Saeculum, 1987, #5] On the Twelfth Centenary of the Second Council of 

Nicaea 

 

The Church reads Scripture in the light of the “rule of faith,” that is, of her living faith that has 

remained faithful to the teaching of the Apostles. What the Church has always believed and practiced, 

she justly considers as “apostolic tradition.” [apostolica traditio] Saint Augustine says: “An observance 

kept by the whole Church and always maintained without having been instituted by the Councils, is 

regarded in all justice as nothing else than a tradition that emanates from the authority of the Apostles.” 

(De baptismo, 4.24.32) 

In fact, the stand taken by the Fathers in the great theological debates of the fourth and fifth centuries 

of the growing importance of the synodal institution at the regional and universal levels have gradually 

made of tradition the “tradition of the Fathers,” or the “ecclesiastical tradition,” conceived as the 

homogeneous development of apostolic tradition [traditionis apostolicae]. Thus Saint Basil the Great 

appeals to the unwritten traditions” which are the “traditions of the Fathers” on which to base his 

Trinitarian theology, and he stresses the double origin of the Church’s doctrine, “from the written 

teaching as well as from apostolic tradition.” 

[John Paul II, Duodecimum Saeculum, #6] 

 

 

Since, in fact, we believe that the venerable and ancient tradition of the Eastern Churches is an 

integral part of the heritage of Christ’s Church, the first need for Catholics is to be familiar with that 

tradition, so as to be nourished by it and to encourage the process of unity in the best way possible for 

each. 

Our Eastern Catholic brothers and sisters are very conscious of being the living bearers of this 

tradition, together with our Orthodox brothers and sisters. The members of the Catholic Church of the 

Latin tradition must also be fully acquainted with this treasure and thus feel, with the Pope, a 

passionate longing that the full manifestation of the Church’s catholicity be restored to the Church and 

to the world, expressed not by a single tradition, and still less by one community in opposition to the 

other; and that we too may be granted a full taste of the divinely revealed and undivided heritage of the 

universal Church which is preserved and grows in the life of the Churches of the East as in those of the 

West. 

[John Paul II, Orientale Lumen, 1995, #1] 

 

Today we often feel ourselves prisoners of the present. It is as though man had lost his perception of 

belonging to a history which precedes and follows him. This effort to situate oneself between the past 

and the future, with a grateful heart for the benefits received and for those expected, is offered by the 

Eastern Churches in particular, with a clear-cut sense of continuity which takes the name of Tradition 

and of eschatological expectation. 

Tradition is the heritage of Christ’s Church. This is a living memory of the Risen One met and 

witnessed to by the Apostles who passed on his living memory to their successors in an uninterrupted 

line, guaranteed by the apostolic succession through the laying on of hands, down to the bishops of 

today. This is articulated in the historical and cultural patrimony of each Church, shaped by the witness 
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of the martyrs, fathers and saints, as well as by the living faith of all Christians down the centuries to 

our own day. It is not an unchanging repetition of formulas, but a heritage which preserves its original, 

living kerygmatic core. It is Tradition that preserves the Church from the danger of gathering only 

changing opinions, and guarantees her certitude and continuity. 

[John Paul II, Orientale Lumen, 1995, #8] 

 

 

One currently widespread symptom of this fideistic tendency is a “biblicism” which tends to make the 

reading and exegesis of Sacred Scripture the sole criterion of truth. In consequence, the word of God is 

identified with Sacred Scripture alone, thus eliminating the doctrine of the Church which the Second 

Vatican Council stressed quite specifically. Having recalled that the word of God is present in both 

Scripture and Tradition, the Constitution Dei Verbum (#9-10) continues emphatically: “Sacred 

Tradition and Sacred Scripture comprise a single sacred deposit of the word of God entrusted to the 

Church. Embracing this deposit and united with their pastors, the People of God remain always faithful 

to the teaching of the Apostles.” Scripture, therefore, is not the Church’s sole point of reference. The 

“supreme rule of her faith” derives from the unity which the Spirit has created between Sacred 

Tradition, Sacred Scripture and the Magisterium of the Church in a reciprocity which means that none 

of the three can survive without the others. 

[John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, 1998, #55] 

 

 

Theology is structured as an understanding of faith in the light of a twofold methodological principle: 

the auditus fidei and the intellectus fidei. With the first, theology makes its own the content of 

Revelation as this has been gradually expounded in Sacred Tradition, Sacred Scripture and the 

Church’s living Magisterium [Sacra Traditio, Sacrae Litterae et vivum Ecclesiae Magisterium]. With 

the second, theology seeks to respond through speculative enquiry to the specific demands of 

disciplined thought. 

[John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, 1998, #65] 

 

    I believe that those philosophers who wish to respond today to the demands which the word of God 

makes on human thinking should develop their thought on the basis of these postulates and in organic 

continuity with the great tradition which, beginning with the ancients, passes through the Fathers of the 

Church and the masters of Scholasticism and includes the fundamental achievements of modern and 

contemporary thought. If philosophers can take their place within this tradition and draw their 

inspiration from it, they will certainly not fail to respect philosophy’s demand for autonomy. 

    In the present situation, therefore, it is most significant that some philosophers are promoting a 

recovery of the determining role of this tradition for a right approach to knowledge. The appeal to 

tradition is not a mere remembrance of the past; it involves rather the recognition of a cultural heritage 

which belongs to all of humanity. Indeed it may be said that it is we who belong to the tradition and 

that it is not ours to dispose of at will. Precisely by being rooted in the tradition will we be able today 

to develop for the future an original, new and constructive mode of thinking. This same appeal is all 

the more valid for theology. Not only because theology has the living Tradition of the Church as its 

original source, but also because, in virtue of this, it must be able to recover both the profound 

theological tradition of earlier times and the enduring tradition of that philosophy which by dint of its 

authentic wisdom can transcend the boundaries of space and time. 

[John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, 1998, #85] 

 

 

The Church was built on the foundation of the Apostles as a community of faith, hope and charity. 

Through the Apostles, we come to Jesus himself. 

[Benedict XVI, General Audience, 15 April 2006, “Christ and the Church”] 
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The Church’s apostolic Tradition consists in this transmission of the goods of salvation which, through 

the power of the Spirit makes the Christian community the permanent actualization of the original 

communion.  

It is called “original” because it was born of the witness of the Apostles and of the community of 

the disciples at the time of the origins. It was passed on under the guidance of the Holy Spirit in the 

New Testament writings and in the sacramental life, in the life of the faith, and the Church 

continuously refers to it--to this Tradition, which is the whole, ever up-to-date reality of Jesus’ gift--as 

her foundation and her law, through the uninterrupted succession of the apostolic ministry. 

This permanent actualization of the active presence of the Lord Jesus in his People, brought about 

by the Holy Spirit and expressed in the Church through the apostolic ministry and fraternal communion 

is what, in a theological sense, is meant by the term “Tradition”: it is not merely the material 

transmission of what was given at the beginning to the Apostles, but the effective presence of the 

Crucified and Risen Lord Jesus who accompanies and guides in the Spirit the community he has 

gathered together. . . . 

Tradition is the communion of the faithful around their legitimate Pastors down through history, a 

communion that the Holy Spirit nurtures, assuring the connection between the experience of the 

apostolic faith, lived in the original community of the disciples, and the actual experience of Christ in 

his Church.  

In other words, Tradition is the practical continuity of the Church, the holy Temple of God the 

Father, built on the foundation of the Apostles and held together by the cornerstone, Christ, through 

the life-giving action of the Spirit. 

[Benedict XVI, General Audience, 26 April 2006, “Communion in time: Tradition”] 

 

 

So it is that Tradition is the living Gospel, proclaimed by the Apostles in its integrity on the basis of the 

fullness of their unique and unrepeatable experience: through their activity the faith is communicated to 

others, even down to us, until the end of the world. Tradition, therefore, is the history of the Spirit 

who acts in the Church’s history through the mediation of the Apostles and their successors, in faithful 

continuity with the experience of the origins.  

[Benedict XVI, General Audience, 3 May 2006] 

 

 

In verse 9 [of 1 Jn 4] it is written that God has sent his Son into the world so that we might have life. Is 

it not the case today that only through an encounter with Jesus Christ can life become really life? To be 

a witness of Jesus Christ means above all to bear witness to a certain way of living. In a world full of 

confusion we must again bear witness to the standards that make life truly life. 

[Benedict XVI, Homily at Ecumenical Celebration Of Vespers, Cathedral of Regensburg, Tuesday, 12 

September 2006] 

 

 

Too often those who are not Christians, as they observe the splintering of Christian communities, are 

understandably confused about the Gospel message itself. Fundamental Christian beliefs and practices 

are sometimes changed within communities by so-called “prophetic actions” that are based on a 

hermeneutic not always consonant with the datum of Scripture and Tradition. Communities 

consequently give up the attempt to act as a unified body, choosing instead to function according to the 

idea of “local options”. Somewhere in this process the need for diachronic koinonia--communion with 

the Church in every age--is lost, just at the time when the world is losing its bearings and needs a 

persuasive common witness to the saving power of the Gospel (cf. Rom 1:18-23). 

[Benedict XVI, Homily at Ecumenical Prayer Service, St. Joseph’s Parish, New York 

Friday, 18 April 2008] 
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. . . the Bible is not a compilation of texts unrelated to each other; rather, it is a gathering together of a 

whole array of witnesses from one great tradition.  

[Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), I, C] 

 

What characterizes Catholic exegesis is that it deliberately places itself within the living tradition of the 

church, whose first concern is fidelity to the revelation attested by the Bible. Modern hermeneutics has 

made clear, as we have noted, the impossibility of interpreting a text without starting from a “pre-

understanding” of one type or another. 

[Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), III] 

 

The texts of the Bible are expressions of religious traditions which existed before them. 

[Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), III, A] 

 

Sacred Scripture is in dialogue with communities of believers: It has come from their traditions of 

faith. Its texts have been developed in relation to these traditions and have contributed, reciprocally, to 

the development of the traditions. It follows that interpretation of Scripture takes place in the heart of 

the church: in its plurality and its unity, and within its tradition of faith.  

Faith traditions formed the living context for the literary activity of the authors of sacred Scripture. 

Their insertion into this context also involved a sharing in both the liturgical and external life of the 

communities, in their intellectual world, in their culture and in the ups and downs of their shared 

history. In like manner, the interpretation of sacred Scripture requires full participation on the part of 

exegetes in the life and faith of the believing community of their own time. 

[Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), III.A.3] 

 

The Fathers of the Church, who had a particular role in the process of the formation of the canon, 

likewise have a foundational role in relation to the living tradition which unceasingly accompanies and 

guides the Church’s reading and interpretation of Scripture. Within the broader current of the great 

Tradition, the particular contribution of patristic exegesis consists in this: to have drawn out from the 

totality of Scripture the basic orientations which shaped the doctrinal tradition of the Church, and to 

have provided a rich theological teaching for the instruction and spiritual sustenance of the faithful. . . . 

The Fathers of the Church teach to read the Bible theologically, within the heart of a living Tradition, 

with an authentic Christian spirit. 

[Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), III, B, 2] 

 

Through fidelity to the great tradition, of which the Bible itself is a witness, Catholic exegesis should 

avoid as much as possible this kind of professional bias [toward the historical-critical method in 

isolation] and maintain its identity as a theological discipline, the principal aim of which is the 

deepening of faith. 

[Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), Conclusion] 

 

 

We note that on the soul of this gifted man, who led an exemplary priestly life founded on the faith 

of the Church, weighed not only that decree of the Concistorial Congregation, but also the various 

decrees of the Biblical Commission – on the Mosaic authenticity of the Pentateuch (1906), on the 

historical character of the first three chapters of Genesis (1909), on the authors and the composition of 

the Psalms (1910), on Mark and Luke (1912), on the Synoptic question (1912), and so forth – 

impeding his work as an exegete with fetters which he deemed to be undue. 

The impression continued to persist that, due to those Magisterial decisions, Catholic exegetes were 

hindered from carrying out unrestricted scientific work, and that in this way Catholic exegesis, as 

opposed to Protestant, could never meet the standard of the times and its scientific seriousness was 

questioned, in part rightly, by the Protestants. 
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We come thus to the second and conclusive question:  how should we evaluate, today, the first 50 

years of the Biblical Commission? Was everything only a tragic conditioning, so to speak, of 

theological freedom, a collection of errors from which we had to free ourselves in the second 50 years 

of the Commission, or should we not consider this difficult process more articulately? 

The fact that things are not as simple as they seemed in the first enthusiasm of the beginning of the 

Council, emerges perhaps already from what we have just said. It is true that, with the above-

mentioned decisions [of the PBC], the Magisterium overly enlarged the area of certainties that the faith 

can guarantee; it is also true that with this, the credibility of the Magisterium was diminished and the 

space necessary for research and exegetical questions was excessively restricted. 

But it remains likewise true that faith has a contribution to make with regard to the interpretation of 

Scripture, and that therefore the pastors are also called to offer correction when the particular nature of 

this book is lost sight of, and objectivity, which is pure in appearance only, conceals what the Sacred 

Scripture itself specifically has to offer. Laborious research has therefore been indispensable in order 

that the Bible has its just hermeneutic and historical-critical exegesis its proper place. 

[Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, “Relationship between Magisterium and Exegetes” Address on the 100th 

anniversary of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, 2003] 

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/pcb_documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_2003051

0_ratzinger-comm-bible_en.html 

 

 

Moreover, an evaluation is needed of the different terms in which the problem of development is 

presented today, as compared with forty years ago. The correct viewpoint, then, is that of the Tradition 

of the apostolic faith [Recta quidem animadversio est fidei apostolicae Traditionis], a patrimony both 

ancient and new, outside of which Populorum Progressio would be a document without roots--and 

issues concerning development would be reduced to merely sociological data. 

[Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate, 2009, #10] 

 

 

Then too, the word of God is that word preached by the Apostles in obedience to the command of the 

Risen Jesus: “Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15). The 

word of God is thus handed on in the Church’s living Tradition. Finally, the word of God, attested and 

divinely inspired, is sacred Scripture, the Old and New Testaments. All this helps us to see that, while 

in the Church we greatly venerate the sacred Scriptures, the Christian faith is not a “religion of the 

book”: Christianity is the “religion of the word of God”, not of “a written and mute word, but of the 

incarnate and living Word.”19 Consequently the Scripture is to be proclaimed, heard, read, received 

and experienced as the word of God, in the stream of the apostolic Tradition from which it is 

inseparable. (cf. Dei verbum, 10) 

- - - - - 
19 Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, Homilia super missus est, IV.11: PL 183, 86B. 

- - - - -  
[Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, 2010, #7]  

 

Ultimately, it is the living Tradition of the Church which makes us adequately understand sacred 

Scripture as the word of God. Although the word of God precedes and exceeds sacred Scripture, 

nonetheless Scripture, as inspired by God, contains the divine word (cf. 2 Tim 3:16) in an altogether 

singular way.    [Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, 2010, #17] 

 

In short, by the work of the Holy Spirit and under the guidance of the magisterium, the Church hands 

on to every generation all that has been revealed in Christ. The Church lives in the certainty that her 

Lord, who spoke in the past, continues today to communicate his word in her living Tradition and in 

sacred Scripture. Indeed, the word of God is given to us in sacred Scripture as an inspired testimony to 

revelation; together with the Church’s living Tradition, it constitutes the supreme rule of faith. 
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[Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, 2010, #18] 

 

Here we can point to a fundamental criterion of biblical hermeneutics: the primary setting for scriptural 

interpretation is the life of the Church. This is not to uphold the ecclesial context as an extrinsic rule to 

which exegetes must submit, but rather is something demanded by the very nature of the Scriptures and 

the way they gradually came into being. “Faith traditions formed the living context for the literary 

activity of the authors of sacred Scripture.” . . . The Holy Spirit, who gives life to the Church, enables 

us to interpret the Scriptures authoritatively. The Bible is the Church’s book, and its essential place in 

the Church’s life gives rise to its genuine interpretation.  

Saint Jerome recalls that we can never read Scripture simply on our own. We come up against too 

many closed doors and we slip too easily into error. The Bible was written by the People of God for 

the People of God, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Only in this communion with the People of 

God can we truly enter as a “we” into the heart of the truth that God himself wishes to convey to us. 

[Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, 2010, #29, 30] 

 

Clearly, such a reductive approach [a secularized hermeneutic] can never make it possible to 

comprehend the event of God’s revelation through his word, which is handed down to us in the living 

Tradition and in Scripture. 

[Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, 2010, #35, a] 

 

 

In Catholic belief, Scripture, Tradition, and the magisterium of the Church are inseparably linked. 

. . . . 

Fidelity to the Apostolic Tradition is a criterion of Catholic theology. This fidelity requires an active 

and discerning reception of the various witnesses and expressions of the ongoing Apostolic Tradition. It 

implies study of sacred Scripture, the liturgy, and the writings of the Fathers and Doctors of the 

Church, and attention to the teaching of the magisterium. 

[International Theological Commission, Theology Today: Perspectives, Principles And Criteria, 29 

November 2011, #s 30, 32] 

 

 

Scripture, tradition and the community of the Church do not then run on parallel paths; they form an 

intimate unity, which has its most profound basis in the Father’s sending of his Word and his Spirit to 

us as gift. 

[ITC, Interpretation of Dogma, 1989, C,I,1] 

 

 

The written texts can never express the Tradition in an exhaustive manner. . . . Tradition gives birth to 

Scripture. . . . No written text can adequately express all the riches of a tradition. . . . Christianity has 

in common with Judaism the conviction that God’s revelation cannot be expressed in its entirety in 

written texts. . . . Tradition “enabled the Church to recognise the full canon of the Sacred Books” (DV 

8). Here, the extent to which Scripture and Tradition are inseparable can be seen. 

[PBC, The Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible, 2001, par 9-10] 

 

 

A further disposition necessary for authentic participation in the sensus fidei is attentiveness to the 

magisterium of the Church, and a willingness to listen to the teaching of the pastors of the Church, as 

an act of freedom and deeply held conviction. The magisterium is rooted in the mission of Jesus, and 

especially in his own teaching authority (cf. Mt 7:29). It is intrinsically related both to Scripture and 

Tradition; none of these three can ‘stand without the others’ (Dei Verbum, 10).† 

[ITC, Sensus Fidei In The Life Of The Church, 2014, #97] 
† Also quoting John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, 1998, #55. 
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38. The transmission of the faith not only brings light to men and women in every place; it travels 

through time, passing from one generation to another. Because faith is born of an encounter which 

takes place in history and lights up our journey through time, it must be passed on in every age. It is 

through an unbroken chain of witnesses that we come to see the face of Jesus. But how is this possible? 

How can we be certain, after all these centuries, that we have encountered the “real Jesus”? Were we 

merely isolated individuals, were our starting point simply our own individual ego seeking in itself the 

basis of absolutely sure knowledge, a certainty of this sort would be impossible. I cannot possibly 

verify for myself something which happened so long ago. But this is not the only way we attain 

knowledge. Persons always live in relationship. We come from others, we belong to others, and our 

lives are enlarged by our encounter with others. Even our own knowledge and self-awareness are 

relational; they are linked to others who have gone before us: in the first place, our parents, who gave 

us our life and our name. Language itself, the words by which we make sense of our lives and the 

world around us, comes to us from others, preserved in the living memory of others. Self-knowledge is 

only possible when we share in a greater memory. The same thing holds true for faith, which brings 

human understanding to its fullness. Faith’s past, that act of Jesus’ love which brought new life to the 

world, comes down to us through the memory of others--witnesses--and is kept alive in that one 

remembering subject which is the Church. The Church is a Mother who teaches us to speak the 

language of faith. Saint John brings this out in his Gospel by closely uniting faith and memory and 

associating both with the working of the Holy Spirit, who, as Jesus says, “will remind you of all that I 

have said to you” (Jn 14:26). The love which is the Holy Spirit and which dwells in the Church unites 

every age and makes us contemporaries of Jesus, thus guiding us along our pilgrimage of faith. 

39. It is impossible to believe on our own. Faith is not simply an individual decision which takes place 

in the depths of the believer’s heart, nor a completely private relationship between the “I” of the 

believer and the divine “Thou”, between an autonomous subject and God. By its very nature, faith is 

open to the “We” of the Church; it always takes place within her communion. We are reminded of this 

by the dialogical format of the creed used in the baptismal liturgy. Our belief is expressed in response 

to an invitation, to a word which must be heard and which is not my own; it exists as part of a dialogue 

and cannot be merely a profession originating in an individual. We can respond in the singular--”I 

believe”--only because we are part of a greater fellowship, only because we also say “We believe”. 

This openness to the ecclesial “We” reflects the openness of God’s own love, which is not only a 

relationship between the Father and the Son, between an “I” and a “Thou”, but is also, in the Spirit, a 

“We”, a communion of persons. Here we see why those who believe are never alone, and why faith 

tends to spread, as it invites others to share in its joy. 

40. The Church, like every family, passes on to her children the whole store of her memories. But how 

does this come about in a way that nothing is lost, but rather everything in the patrimony of faith comes 

to be more deeply understood? It is through the apostolic Tradition preserved in the Church with the 

assistance of the Holy Spirit that we enjoy a living contact with the foundational memory. What was 

handed down by the apostles--as the Second Vatican Council states--”comprises everything that serves 

to make the people of God live their lives in holiness and increase their faith. In this way the Church, 

in her doctrine, life and worship, perpetuates and transmits to every generation all that she herself is, 

all that she believes” (DV, #8). 

Faith, in fact, needs a setting in which it can be witnessed to and communicated, a means which is 

suitable and proportionate to what is communicated. For transmitting a purely doctrinal content, an 

idea might suffice, or perhaps a book, or the repetition of a spoken message. But what is 

communicated in the Church, what is handed down in her living Tradition, is the new light born of an 

encounter with the true God, a light which touches us at the core of our being and engages our minds, 

wills and emotions, opening us to relationships lived in communion. There is a special means for 

passing down this fullness, a means capable of engaging the entire person, body and spirit, interior life 

and relationships with others. It is the sacraments, celebrated in the Church’s liturgy. The sacraments 
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communicate an incarnate memory, linked to the times and places of our lives, linked to all our senses; 

in them the whole person is engaged as a member of a living subject and part of a network of 

communitarian relationships. 

41. The transmission of faith occurs first and foremost in baptism. . . . In baptism we receive both a 

teaching to be professed and a specific way of life which demands the engagement of the whole person 

and sets us on the path to goodness. Those who are baptized are set in a new context, entrusted to a 

new environment, a new and shared way of acting, in the Church. Baptism makes us see, then, that 

faith is not the achievement of isolated individuals; it is not an act which someone can perform on his 

own, but rather something which must be received by entering into the ecclesial communion which 

transmits God’s gift. No one baptizes himself, just as no one comes into the world by himself. Baptism 

is something we receive. 

[Francis, Lumen Fidei, 2013] 

 

48. Since faith is one, it must be professed in all its purity and integrity. Precisely because all the 

articles of faith are interconnected, to deny one of them, even of those that seem least important, is 

tantamount to distorting the whole. Each period of history can find this or that point of faith easier or 

harder to accept: hence the need for vigilance in ensuring that the deposit of faith is passed on in its 

entirety (cf. 1 Tim 6:20) and that all aspects of the profession of faith are duly emphasized. Indeed, 

inasmuch as the unity of faith is the unity of the Church, to subtract something from the faith is to 

subtract something from the veracity of communion. The Fathers described faith as a body, the body of 

truth composed of various members, by analogy with the body of Christ and its prolongation in the 

Church. 1 The integrity of the faith was also tied to the image of the Church as a virgin and her fidelity 

in love for Christ her spouse; harming the faith means harming communion with the Lord. 2 The unity 

of faith, then, is the unity of a living body; this was clearly brought out by Blessed John Henry 

Newman when he listed among the characteristic notes for distinguishing the continuity of doctrine 

over time its power to assimilate everything that it meets in the various settings in which it becomes 

present and in the diverse cultures which it encounters,3 purifying all things and bringing them to their 

finest expression. Faith is thus shown to be universal, catholic, because its light expands in order to 

illumine the entire cosmos and all of history. 

49. As a service to the unity of faith and its integral transmission, the Lord gave his Church the gift of 

apostolic succession. Through this means, the continuity of the Church’s memory is ensured and 

certain access can be had to the wellspring from which faith flows. The assurance of continuity with 

the origins is thus given by living persons, in a way consonant with the living faith which the Church is 

called to transmit. She depends on the fidelity of witnesses chosen by the Lord for this task. For this 

reason, the magisterium always speaks in obedience to the prior word on which faith is based; it is 

reliable because of its trust in the word which it hears, preserves and expounds.4 In Saint Paul’s 

farewell discourse to the elders of Ephesus at Miletus, which Saint Luke recounts for us in the Acts of 

the Apostles, he testifies that he had carried out the task which the Lord had entrusted to him of 

“declaring the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27). Thanks to the Church’s magisterium, this counsel 

can come to us in its integrity, and with it the joy of being able to follow it fully. 

[Francis, Lumen Fidei, 2013] 

 

As we know, the Sacred Scriptures are the written testimony of the divine word, the canonical 

memorial that testifies to the event of Revelation. The Word of God therefore precedes and exceeds the 

 
1 Cf. Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, II, 27, 1: SC 294, 264. [note 42 in original] 
2 Cf. Augustine, De Sancta Virginitate, 48, 48: PL 40, 424-425: “Servatur et in fide inviolata quaedam castitas 

virginalis, qua Ecclesia uni viro virgo casta coaptatur”. [note 43 in original] 
3 Cf. An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (Uniform Edition: Longmans, Green and Company, 

London, 1868-1881), 185-189. [note 44 in original] 
4 Cf. Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, 10. [note 45 in original] 
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Bible. This is why our faith is not only centred on a book but on a history of salvation and above all on 

a Person, Jesus Christ, the Word of God made flesh. Precisely because the horizon of the divine word 

embraces and extends beyond Scripture, to understand it adequately the constant presence of the Holy 

Spirit is necessary, who “will guide you into all the truth” (Jn 16:13). We must put ourselves in line 

with the great Tradition which, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and of the Magisterium, 

recognized the canonical writings as a word which God addressed to his People and never ceased to 

meditate on them and to discover their inexhaustible riches. The Second Vatican Council reasserted 

very clearly in the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum: “All that has been said about the manner of 

interpreting Scripture is ultimately subject to the judgment of the Church which exercises the divinely 

conferred commission and ministry of watching over and interpreting the Word of God” (n. 12). 

. . . . 

It follows that the exegete must be attentive to perceiving the word of God present in the biblical texts, 

fitting them into the Church’s faith itself. The interpretation of the Sacred Scriptures cannot only be an 

individual scientific effort. Rather, it must always be confronted, inserted and authenticated by the 

living Tradition of the Church. This rule is decisive in order to explain the correct and reciprocal 

relationship between exegesis and the Magisterium of the Church. The texts inspired by God were 

entrusted to the Community of believers, to the Church of Christ, to nourish faith and to guide the life 

of charity. Respect for this profound nature of the Scriptures conditions the validity and effectiveness 

of biblical hermeneutics. This highlights the inadequacy of every interpretation that is subjective or is 

limited merely to an analysis incapable of grasping that global meaning which in the course of the 

centuries has built up the Tradition of the entire People of God which in credendo falli nequit [“cannot 

err in matters of belief”] (Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium, n. 12). 

[Francis, “Speech to The Members Of The Pontifical Biblical Commission”, Friday, 12 April 2013] 

 

 

We can say that the incarnation of the eternal Word gives shape and meaning to the relationship 

between God’s word and our human language, in all its historical and cultural contingency. This event 

gives rise to Tradition, which is also God’s word (cf. ibid., 9). We frequently risk separating sacred 

Scripture and sacred Tradition, without understanding that together they are the one source of 

Revelation. The written character of the former takes nothing away from its being fully a living word; 

in the same way, the Church’s living Tradition, which continually hands that word down over the 

centuries from one generation to the next, possesses that sacred book as the “supreme rule of her faith” 

(ibid., 21). Moreover, before becoming a written text, the word of God was handed down orally and 

kept alive by the faith of a people who, in the midst of many others, acknowledged it as their own 

history and the source of their identity. Biblical faith, then, is based on the living word, not on a book. 

[Francis, Aperuit Illis, 2019, #11] 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

In a general way, moreover, the faith, the way Christians live, pray, and celebrate their services, the 

whole Church itself, are conceived of [in the writings of the Ante-Nicene Fathers] as the propagation of 

a unique reality stemming from the apostles and from Pentecost. . . . Christianity in its entirety is a 

transmission, from its starting point with Christ and the Apostles, of a spiritual reality which remains 

the same through time as well as through space, and which, since it is only the propagation of its 

source, is essentially apostolic. . . . Tradere [to hand on] therefore expresses the mode according to 

which the manifestation of God, of His mystery, of His plan of salvation, reaches each man, to 

become, by the submission of faith, the principle of salvation. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, pp. 

24, 25, 26] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651118_dei-verbum_en.html#9
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651118_dei-verbum_en.html#21


15 

 

Scripture was everything for them [the Fathers]--but they would also affirm that the tradition of the 

Church is everything; it is the totality of truth and even the totality of what is of value in culture, since 

it is the manifestation of the Wisdom of GOD. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 35] 

emphasis in original. Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

If there is one thing which the Fathers consistently maintained, it is the position that links inseparably 

Scripture, the Church and Tradition. Far from considering these three realities to be in opposition, they 

saw them as united and inseparable. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

117] Originally published 1960-63 

 

The reality of God’s gift is transmitted in a far more comprehensive and richer way than textual 

statement. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

150] italics in original. Originally published 1960-63 

 

Tradition contains and preserves everything, it is the Gospel living in the Church. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

193] Originally published 1960-63 

 

Tradition is a treasure, a deposit, which a text could never fully represent, and which can only be 

preserved in a living subject. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

348] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

The Council [Trent] sees the traditions within the framework of apostolicity, and regards respect for 

these traditions as a condition of our fidelity to the fullness of the apostolic inheritance. If all we kept 

of this inheritance were the writings, we should not preserve the whole of it; for the apostles left the 

church more than the writings alone. . . . 

Jesus gave everything to His apostles, but nothing in writing. The apostles themselves at first built up 

the church by the completest possible communication of the Gospel, by words and actions, preaching 

and example, by the exercise of authority and by organization; not by writing. . . . the Gospel existed 

in its fullness before the individual gospels or epistles were written down. 

The knowledge of Jesus Christ and the practice of the Christian life are, then, transmitted directly and 

completely. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, pp. 

270, 284, 285] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

It is clear that all this [the noetic and dynamic aspects of the gospel] is of great importance for our idea 

of Tradition. Tradition is not only noetic but real. It is the handing over of salvation, of the Christian 

life, of the reality of the covenant. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, pp. 

279-80] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

There are many things that Christians have understood and that they continue to understand when they 

read the apostolic writings or earliest witnesses, because they possess the reality of which the texts 

speak. . . . the Church’s faith, like its life, is governed immediately and in the first place by the 
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Christian reality contained in the totality of Tradition; and only in the second place, although still 

immediately, by the apostolic writings. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, pp. 

351, 352] Originally published 1960-63 

 

“they [the Fathers] read the text [of Scripture] from the standpoint of the Christian reality with which 

they were in communion.” 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

354] Originally published 1960-63 

 

Fundamentalism (which is a literalism so narrow as to be unintelligent) and the sects know nothing of 

the analogy of faith. The fasten on one text, which they interpret narrowly, sometimes without any 

even remote contact with probability, and without seeing its connection with other texts, or with the 

totality of the Christian mystery. They reject Tradition and its synthesizing role. Minus Tradition, we 

would posses a collection of more or less disparate witnesses: Paulinism, a “primitive christology”, the 

Johannine writings, a Synoptic eschatology, the eschatology of Paul, or John, etc. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

407] Originally published 1960-63 

 

They [“fundamentalist and narrowly biblical sects”] lack the synthesizing element contributed by 

Tradition. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

415] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

Here is the nub of the question: to wish, as regards to what has been delivered to us by the apostles, to 

accept only that which has come down from them in writing is, as Thomas Netter pointed out already 

to Wycliffe, to pledge oneself to an inheritance which has, in fact, been maimed. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

416] Originally published 1960-63 

 

Now, Scripture’s sovereign character does not prevent it from being just one component of God’s 

redemptive work, a work that demands in addition the Church and Tradition. Nor does it mean that 

there do not hold between these three realities certain reciprocal interrelations which make it impossible 

to isolate them completely from one other, still less to actually oppose them. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

422] Originally published 1960-63 

 

These three realities [Scripture, Tradition, and Church] are thus insufficient, even inconsistent, when 

separated one from another for they entail one another, . . . They represent the means laid down by 

God in order to link us, under the Holy Spirit’s ever ever-present and active influence, to the revelation 

given once and for all to the apostles. 

[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, p. 

423] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

 

Because of all this, the Liturgy is the principle instrument of the Church’s Tradition. It is in the Liturgy 

that the Spirit who inspired the Scriptures still speaks to us; the Liturgy is tradition itself, at its highest 

degree of power and solemnity. The liturgy acts according to the general manner of Tradition, and 

since it is endowed with the genius of Tradition, it fulfils Tradition’s role and a superlative way. 
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[Yves M.J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster, 1966, pp. 

434-5] Originally published 1960-63 

 

 

The reality that it communicates is primarily a doctrine, but not exclusively so. Indeed, if “tradition” is 

taken in its basic, strict sense, signifying transmission, or delivery, it includes the whole 

communication, excluding nothing. If, then, we consider the content of what is offered, tradition 

comprises equally the holy Scriptures and, besides these, not only doctrines but things: the sacraments, 

ecclesiastical institutions, the powers of the ministry, customs and liturgical rites—in fact, all the 

Christian realities themselves. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 15] originally 

published 1964 

 

 

The apostolic faith, which is the very substance of tradition, was passed {31} on; it was passed on as 

an objective reality, equally by verbal teaching, everyday discipline, instructive example, the entry into 

a community and acceptance of its rules and behavior, and finally by the material reception and 

efficacy of the sacrament. It is really and truly a communication of the whole Christian faith, and that 

is the profound meaning of tradition in the chief sense that we are here considering. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, pp. 30-31] 

originally published 1964 

 

 

And its real significance, to which the continuity of tradition bears witness, is that no article of the 

church’s belief is held on the authority of Scripture independently of tradition, and none on the 

authority of tradition independently of Scripture. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 43; also 106] 

originally published 1964 

 

 

One of the greatest advantages of reading the holy Scriptures in the Church is the synthesis 

obtained. The more one studies the Fathers and learns about the liturgy, the more one admires their 

skill in putting the scriptural texts together, not from a merely literary point of view, as the exegetes 

do—which is very valuable in its own sphere—but going {97} beyond the literal sense, sometimes even 

in a way that is quite disconcerting from an exegetical point of view, and relating these texts to the 

inner reality underlying the entire Scriptures, on a final analysis, the relationship of Covenant, the 

Christian mystery. The fact is that the Fathers and the liturgy are, above all, witnesses of the synthesis 

and meaning of Christian reality, which is also the supreme realm of tradition. One of the difficulties 

of reading the holy Scriptures is that they do not present this synthesis explicitly. They comprise forty-

six writings for the Old Testament [thirty-nine in a Protestant Bible], of which certain are composed of 

several documents, and twenty-seven writings for the New Testament, the entire collection representing 

the greatest diversity of literary style and having been written by a great number of different authors, 

of whom several are unknown to us, over a period of at least a thousand years, that is, a period that in 

our history would stretch from the Battle of Hastings to the present day [1964]. The experts distinguish 

easily in the New Testament alone, for example, a Pauline style; a primitive Christology; a Johannine 

style; an eschatology of the Synoptics, of John, of Paul, and so forth: all of which does not always 

seem to coincide or even to agree. Who is to be followed? In addition to this, different notions also 

found in the Scriptures seem difficult to reconcile or even to harmonize: evangelical morality and life 

in society; present life and eschatological expectation; the Spirit and Christ glorified; the Christ of the 

Synoptics and the Word of St. John, and so on. But when we turn from the problems of experts to the 

approach of the simple in reading the Bible, a new danger awaits us: that of clinging to a few particular 
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verses and building on them a whole conception of a religious relationship, while neglecting the 

balance of the whole and the rectification effected by other texts and, in fact, the {98} synthesis.... 

Tradition is not disjunctive; it is synthesis and harmony. It does not skirt around the subject, 

isolating a few texts, but on the contrary operates from within, linking the texts to the center by 

situating the details in relation to the essential. 

[Yves Congar, OP, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004, pp. 96-98] 

originally published 1964. Italics in original. 

 

Scripture and tradition do not have the same function; tradition envelops and transcends Scripture. It 

is more complete and could be self-sufficient [see Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, III.4.1-2]. In fact, as 

Newman rightly says, the church pronounces or teaches by means of tradition, and she verifies, 

confirms, proves, and, where necessary, criticizes tradition by means of Scripture. 

[Yves Congar, OP, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 101] originally 

published 1964. Italics in original. 

 

 

Jesus himself wrote nothing; he did not give his apostles the mission to leave writings, but to 

preach. They were to preach and to transmit the message and reality of the Gospel. St. Paul considers 

the acts of transmitting (paradounai) and of receiving (paralambanein), or of holding and keeping 

(katechein, kratein), to be the very substance or working rule of the faith by which the communities are 

built up. {103} 

It seems beyond serious question that the teaching of the apostles entrusted to the churches was a 

totality beside which what is formulated in their writings represents mere fragments. On the one hand, 

it is certain that the apostles, or their closest associates under their control and authority, founded the 

first churches; it was done by their preaching of the Gospel and by the institutions and practical 

decisions they laid down; they paid visits, they were seen to celebrate the mysteries, they were seen 

praying, the ardor of their souls was betrayed by the sound of their voice; their example was noted, as 

was their attempt to imitate their Master. On the other hand, it is certain that if the written Gospels are 

the direct or indirect expression of the teaching of four apostles, they do not speak of absolutely 

everything (cf. Jn 20:30; 21:25—despite the exaggeration). But the other apostolic writings especially, 

namely the epistles, which are so important—and none less than the inestimably precious heritage of St. 

Paul—are occasional writings that are quite strictly conditioned by the particular problems of a given 

community. Occasional and fragmentary, St. Paul’s epistles suppose that the faith is already expounded 

and acquired by the direct activity of the preacher. We should have no formal teaching on the Eucharist 

by the apostle Paul if errors and abuses had not existed in the community of Corinth. Critics would not 

have failed to argue from Paul’s silence that the Eucharist was an invention, no doubt a late one, of the 

Palestinian communities, and so on. In any case, as I have already mentioned, the written teaching in 

the New Testament on the Eucharist fills a small number of verses, and the faith of the churches in this 

absolutely central mystery depends directly on the oral teaching of the apostles, on the example of their 

{104} celebration of it and on the eucharistic reality itself, placed in the heart of the communities as an 

unfailing fountain of truth, much more than on the Gospel texts, which were written at a period when 

the Eucharist had been celebrated in the Church for at least thirty years. The oldest testimony we have 

in writing is that of St. Paul (1 Cor, in A.D. 57), the incidental nature of which has been noted. But 

this testimony itself is given as an echo of a tradition transmitted to Paul orally and passed on by him to 

the community at Corinth (cf. 1 Cor 11:23). When the expressions used by St. Paul in this eucharistic 

passage are studied carefully, they are seen to differ from St. Paul’s ordinary style, and it is apparent 

that the content of it reached him from the Twelve. The Eucharist is an ideal example of an object of 

tradition. 

[Yves Congar, OP, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004, pp. 102-4] 

originally published 1964. Italics in original. 
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What seems most important to me is not a few particular traditions, but what has been incorporated 

into the body of the Church from the apostles, over and above what they have explicitly committed to 

writing; this is transmitted to us as part of this same synthesis, if we enter and live in its communion, 

without wishing to reconstitute an ideally pure pattern according to the apostolic writings alone. 

[Yves Congar, OP, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 105] originally 

published 1964. Italics in original. 

 

A number of good Catholic authors, as I have already said, are of the opinion that it is still possible, 

after the Council of Trent as before it, to hold that all the truths necessary for salvation are contained, 

in one way or another, in the canonical Scriptures. The Magisterium itself, in its solemn 

pronouncements that the Immaculate Conception of Mary Mother of God, and her corporal Assumption 

belong to the deposit of divine Revelation, without claiming to discover these doctrines as such in the 

Scriptures, declared that they were not alien to formal scriptural statements. The truth is that there is 

no doctrine of the Church based solely on Scripture independently of tradition, and none that she holds 

solely by oral tradition independently of Scripture: because, on the one hand, Scripture has no 

implications for faith independently of its meaning, given to us in the Church’s delivery of it, animated 

by God’s Spirit and, because, on the other hand, tradition possesses many links with Scripture. (1) 

Even if it completes the latter objectively, what it adds must, short of being a new Revelation, which is 

impossible, be closely connected with the written testimony; (2) in its essential dogmatic content, it 

gives the meaning of the Scriptures; (3) it is a synthesis, in the way already described, namely by 

uniting the numerous separate or partial statements to the center of Revelation, which is the economy 

of the Covenant in Jesus Christ of the Christian mystery. It plays this role in its interpretation of the 

Scriptures and also in its developments that go beyond the explicit scriptural statements. 

[Yves Congar, OP, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 106] originally 

published 1964. Italics in original. 

 

 

 

 

the living synthesis realized by the three means instituted by God—Scripture, tradition and the Church 

herself and her Magisterium—for the sustenance and regulation of the faith of the Church. There is a 

cooperation between them, and not competition, under the action of the Holy Spirit, who is their 

underlying, common principle of operation. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 111] originally 

published 1964 

 

 

 

If there is one position that the fathers consistently maintained, it is the position that links inseparably 

Scripture, the Church and Tradition. Far from considering these three realities to be in opposition, they 

saw them as united and inseparable. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 117] originally 

published 1964 

 

 

Tradition is not merely memory; it is actual presence and experience. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 121] originally 

published 1964 
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It is equally due to their [Protestants] lack of a satisfactory ecclesiology and, it seems to me, to the fact 

that the Protestant starts from the Word God as the principle from which his religion reaches him, and 

in practical terms from the sacred Text, considered as being the Word of God, while the Catholic starts 

from the reality of Christianity itself that reaches him in and by the Church, ever since the apostles. 

The Protestant rejects what he does not find formally in the Scriptures. The Catholic is unable to justify 

his position entirely by referring to a text; but, regarding it as an element of the Christian reality he has 

received, he can rediscover a certain testimony in Scripture. Thus the Christian reality (tradition) needs 

the verification of documents, without being rigorously and restrictively bound to the letter of the text 

as such. It must justify itself by the text, but from the standpoint of its present belief it recognizes in the 

text certain proofs not revealed by a simple reading of the text. The text controls it, but tradition 

clarifies the text, which is no more than a witness of facts and realities by which the Church lives and 

that she possesses. The deposit is richer than its written expression. 

[Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004, pp. 125-6] 

originally published 1964. Italics in original. 

 

 

 

. . . inspiration means: The author does not speak as a private, self-contained subject. He speaks in a 

living community, that is to say, in a living historical movement not created by him, nor even by the 

collective, but which is led forward by a greater power that is at work. 

 . . .  

Neither the individual books of Holy Scripture nor the Scripture as a whole are simply a piece of 

literature. Scripture emerged from within the heart of a living subject--the pilgrim people of God--and 

lives within the same subject. One could say that the books of Scripture involve three interacting 

subjects. First of all, there is the individual author or group of authors to whom we owe a particular 

scriptural text. But these authors are not autonomous writers [xxi] in the modern sense; they form part 

of a collective subject the “People of God,” from within whose heart and to whom the speak. Hence, 

this subject is actually the deeper “author” of the Scriptures. And yet likewise, this people does not 

exist alone; rather is knows that it is led, and spoken to by God himself, who--through men and their 

humanity--is at the deepest level the one speaking. 

This connection with the subject we call the “People of God” is vital for Scripture. On the one 

hand, this book--Scripture--is the measure that comes from God, the poise directing the people. On the 

other hand, though, Scripture lives precisely within this people, even as this people transcends itself in 

Scripture. 

[Joseph Ratzinger: Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth. New York: Doubleday 2007, pp. xx-xxi.] 

 

 

The saints are the true interpreters of Holy Scripture. The meaning of a passage of the Bible becomes 

most intelligible in those human beings who have been totally transfixed by it and have lived it out. 

Interpretation of Scripture can never be a purely academic affair, and it cannot be relegated to the 

purely historical. Scripture is full of potential for the future, a potential that an only be opened up when 

someone “lives through” and “suffers through” the sacred text. 

[Joseph Ratzinger: Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth. New York: Doubleday 2007, p. 78.] 

 

 

A first thesis concerning our problem area, starting from the patristic understanding of Scripture and 

revelation, might sound something like this:  

The fact that there is “tradition” rests first of all on the incongruence between the two entities 

“revelation” and “Scripture”. For revelation signifies all God’s acts and utterances directed to man; it 

signifies a reality of which Scripture gives us information but that is not simply Scripture itself. 

Revelation goes beyond Scripture, then, to the same extent as reality goes beyond information about it. 

We could also say that Scripture is the material principle of revelation (perhaps the only one, perhaps 
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one of a number—we may leave that point open for the moment) but is not that revelation itself. The 

Reformers were still quite aware of that; {52} only in the subsequent disputes between post-Tridentine 

Catholic theology and Protestant orthodoxy was it noticeably blurred. In our own [twentieth] century, 

Protestant theologians themselves, like Barth and Brunner, have rediscovered this fact, which was 

entirely self-evident to both patristic and medieval theology. 

[Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger: Pope Benedict, God’s Word: Scripture ∙ Tradition ∙ Office, Ignatius Press, 

2008, pp. 51-2] 

 

 

In view of the foregoing, we could say that revelation goes beyond the fact of Scripture in two 

directions: {53}  

a. As a reality that has its basis in God, it always extends upward into God’s action. 

b. As a reality that happens to man in faith, it extends, as it were, beyond the mediating fact of 

Scripture, too. 

It becomes clear, from this incongruence between Scripture and revelation, that quite independently of 

the question of whether Scripture is the sole material source or not, there can never be an actual 

principle of sola scriptura in Christianity (something that, as we said, was still clear in principle to the 

great Reformers and was only forgotten later, in so-called Protestant orthodoxy). Scripture is not 

revelation but, in any case, is only a part of this greater reality. 

[Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger: Pope Benedict, God’s Word: Scripture ∙ Tradition ∙ Office, Ignatius Press, 

2008, pp. 52-3] 

 

Summing up what has been said, we can now nonetheless ascertain that the reality called “tradition” 

has several roots and, accordingly, several layers within it. 

First root: the surplus of the reality “revelation” com-pared with “Scripture”. 

Second root: the specific character of New Testament revelation as pneuma compared with gramma 

and, thus, what we might, in the language of Bultmann, call the impossibility of objectivizing it. The 

practice of the Church, and of medieval theology which followed it in this, expressed this situation by 

placing fides over scriptura, that is, the creed, as a rule of faith, over the particular details of what was 

{63} written. The creed appears as the hermeneutic key to the Scriptures, which without any 

hermeneutic would ultimately have to remain silent. 

Third root: the character of the Christ-event as present and the authoritative presence of Christ’s 

Spirit in his body, the Church, and associated with this the authority to interpret the Christ of yesterday 

with the Christ of today, the origin of which we have found in the ecclesial reinterpretation of the 

message of the kingdom by the apostles. 

The following strata then perhaps emerge in what is handed down, corresponding to these three 

roots of the concept of tradition (or rather, the reality called tradition): 

a. At the beginning of everything that is handed down stands the fact that the Father gives away the 

Son to the world and that the Son for his part allows himself to be handed over (παραδίδοται) to “the 

nations”—as a sign. This primitive paradosis is continued, in its character as judgment and as 

bestowing salvation, in the enduring presence of Christ, in the σωμα Χριστοῦ—in his body, the 

Church. In that sense, the entire mystery of Christ’s presence is in the first instance the whole reality 

that is transmitted in tradition, the decisive and fundamental reality that is always antecedent {64} to all 

individual explications, even those of Scripture, and which represents what in actual fact has to be 

transmitted. 

b. Tradition then exists in concrete form as presence in faith, which in turn, as the indwelling of 

Christ, is antecedent to all particular explications and is fruitful and living and, thus, explaining itself 

throughout all ages. 

c. Tradition has its organ in the authority of the Church, that is, in those who have authority in her. 

d. Tradition also exists, however, as already articulated in what has, on the basis of the authority of 

faith, already become the rule of faith (the creed, fides quae). The question of whether certain already 

articulated assertions were from the beginning transmitted side by side with the Scriptures, that is, 
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whether there is a second material principle besides Scripture, independent of it from the beginning, 

becomes quite secondary beside this; we would probably have to answer No to this. 

[Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger: Pope Benedict, God’s Word: Scripture ∙ Tradition ∙ Office, Ignatius Press, 

2008, pp. 62-4] 

 

 

 

We shall recall here only a few factors of the Tridentine discussion whose consideration might lead to 

broadening the horizon of this question once again. What seems to me fundamental for understanding 

the discussion, as also the decree the Council finally decided upon, is the speech by the Cardinal 

Legate Cervini on February 18, 1546; the lines of that speech are still clearly discernable in the decree 

just as a glimmer of them is quite often apparent in the other {69} Tridentine determinations. Over and 

beyond that, it has the advantage of allowing the guiding principles to be far more clearly perceived 

than the decree itself, which became more obscure through various compromises. For understanding 

the speech, we may in addition draw on a letter from the cardinals legate to Cardinal Alexander 

Farnese, of February 28, 1546, which contains the same trains of thought (as it was, of course, 

assuredly inspired by the same author), and offers a few additional clarifications. Cervini explains in 

this speech that there are three principles and foundations to our faith: 

1. The holy books, which were written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 

2. The gospel, which our Lord did not write down but taught orally and planted in hearts; some of 

this was later written down by the evangelists, whereas a great deal simply remained entrusted to the 

hearts of the faithful. 

3. Because the Son of God did not remain with us in bodily form forever, he sent the Holy Spirit, 

who was to reveal the mysteries to the hearts of the faithful and to teach all truth to the Church to the 

end of the ages. {70} 

In a second, fuller version of the speech, this line of thought is somewhat further developed. 

Revelation, we are told here, has been given in various ways at various times. 

1. To the patriarchs, whose faith we have in the Scriptures and which we call the Old Testament. 

2. In Christ, who implanted his gospel, not in writing, but orally, not in charta but in corde. Some 

of what came forth from Christ (“quae a Christo emanarunt”) was written down, some remained in 

men’s hearts (“quaedam in cordibus hominum relicta fuerunt”). The whole, the evan-gelium Christi, 

which exists in this dual way, is all together (after the Old Testament, as the first principle) the “secun-

dum principium fidei nostrae”. 

3. To this is added the following fact as third principle (“tertium autem”): Because the Son of man 

was not going to stay with us forever, he sent his Holy Spirit into the world to explain the mysteries of 

God and what had remained doubtful for men. In a similar way, the aforementioned letter to Cardinal 

Farnese speaks of two steps (“due passi”): one is that the revelation of our Lord was not completely 

written down, but part of it remained in the hearts of men and in the Church’s tradition; the second 

step is to establish “quello the e suggerito lo Spirito Santo in la chiesa, maxime medianti i condoppo 

l’ascensione in cielo del Signore” (“what the Holy Spirit has proposed in the Church, most 

fundamentally through {71} the mediation of the councils, after the Lord’s Ascension into heaven”).  

We note first of all, then, that contrary to our usual expec tations and interpretation, not two, but 

three principles are asserted: Scripture—gospel—revelation of the Spirit in the Church. 

What is further significant here is that “Scripture” is understood to be the Old Testament and that, 

beside this, which is Scripture in the proper sense, the gospel appears as a second principle. 

Consequently the Christ-event stands under the more general concept of “gospel”, which in turn 

comprehends both written material and what is inscribed in the hearts of the faithful. Even the second 

principle, then, offers a spiritual surplus beyond what is written. In this conception, gospel is 

something other than Scripture, and hence it is only in part written (which should be understood, not as 

that division of the contents of faith so horrifying to Geiselmann, but in the sense of a determination of 

dignity: the gospel as such can of its nature only be partly written down). Finally there follows as a 

third principle—most surprising for us—the revelatory activity of the Holy Spirit through-out the age of 
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the Church. We note, then, that what we commonly call tradition, or conceive to be tradition, does not 

appear here as a single principle. The beginnings of it are, rather, divided between two principles 

contrasted with each other: between “gospel” as a principle always only able to be partially converted 

into Scripture, and the activity of God’s Spirit in the age of the Church. 

We can further note that the New Testament Scriptures do not appear as one principle alongside 

apostolic tradition; still less (as is the case with us), do the New Testament {72} Scriptures, together 

with the Old Testament, stand as one single entity “Scripture”, which could be contrasted with 

“tradition” as a second entity. Rather, the complex of New Testament event and reality appears 

together as a developing dual yet single principle, that of gospel; as such, it is contrasted, on the one 

hand, with the Old Testament and, on the other, with the specific events in the subsequent age of the 

Church. Its inner unity is quite visibly stronger and more important than its division into written and 

unwrit-ten, so that despite these two forms of realization it can be contrasted as a single principle with 

the Old Testament. The impossibility of describing the New Testament as Scripture, which was so 

decidedly felt by Paul and the first Chris-tian centuries, is clearly still in effect here. 

The foregoing textual evidence permits one more observation: On the basis of neither of the two 

starting points that we have been able to note for the concept of tradition—that is, neither from the 

element pointing toward tradition in the second principle, nor from that in the third—does it appear as a 

verbal tradition. It stands rather, in both cases, as a real tradition, as the surplus of reality over and 

beyond the word that witnesses to it. That ought to be immediately obvious with respect to the third, 

pneumatological principle; yet it is just as clear with respect to the implanting of the gospel in men’s 

hearts, articulated in the second principle, which goes beyond what can be captured in the Scriptures. 

[Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger: Pope Benedict, God’s Word: Scripture ∙ Tradition ∙ Office, Ignatius Press, 

2008, pp. 68-72] 

 

 

I will begin with those last two main criteria [for liturgical renewal]. It seems to me most important 

that the Catechism, in mentioning the limitation of the powers of the supreme authority in the Church 

with regard to reform, recalls to mind what is the essence of the primacy as outlined by the First and 

Second Vatican Councils: The pope is not an absolute monarch whose will is law; rather, he is the 

guardian of the authentic Tradition and, thereby, the premier guarantor of obedience. He cannot do as 

he likes, and he is thereby able to oppose those people who, {11} for their part, want to do whatever 

comes into their head. His rule is not that of arbitrary power, but that of obedience in faith. That is 

why with respect to the Liturgy, he has the task of a gardener, not that of a technician who builds new 

machines and throws the old ones on the junk-pile. The "rite", that form of celebration and prayer 

which has ripened in the faith and the life of the Church, is a condensed form of living Tradition in 

which the sphere using that rite expresses the whole of its faith and its prayer, and thus at the same 

time the fellowship of generations one with another becomes something we can experience, fellowship 

with the people who pray before us and after us. Thus the rite is something of benefit that is given to 

the Church, a living form of paradosis, the handing-on of Tradition. 

[Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, “Preface” in Alciun Reid, O.S.B., The Organic Development of the 

Liturgy, Second Edition, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005, pp. 10-11] 

 

 

 

Now, first, it may be asked, How was any secrecy practicable, seeing that the Scriptures were open to 

every one who chose to consult them? It may startle those who are but acquainted with the popular 

writings of this day, yet, I believe, the most accurate consideration of the subject will lead us to 

acquiesce in the statement, as a general truth, that the doctrines in question have never been learned 

merely from Scripture. Surely the Sacred Volume was never intended, and is not adapted, to teach us 

our creed; however certain it is that we can prove our creed from it, when it has once been taught us, 

and in spite of individual producible exceptions to the general rule. From the very first, that rule has 

been, as a matter of fact, that the Church should teach the truth, and then should appeal to Scripture in 
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vindication of its own teaching. And from the first, it has been the error of heretics to neglect the 

information thus provided for them, and to attempt of themselves a work to which they are unequal, the 

eliciting a systematic doctrine from the scattered notices of the truth which Scripture contains. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, The Arians of the Fourth Century. 5th ed. London: Longmans, Green, 

and Co., 1888, p. 50 (I,3,2)] 
 

 

The question is not merely whether they confined themselves to the language of Scripture, but whether 

they began with the study of it. Doubtless, to forbid in controversy the use of all words but those which 

actually occur in Scripture, is a superstition, an encroachment on Scripture liberty, and an impediment 

to freedom {220} of thought; and especially unreasonable, considering that a traditional system of 

theology, consistent with, but independent of, Scripture, has existed in the Church from the Apostolic 

age. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, The Arians of the Fourth Century. 5th ed. London: Longmans, Green, 

and Co., 1888, pp. 219-20 (II,5,4,1)] 
 

 

There is one other principle, which I gained from Dr. Hawkins, more directly bearing upon 

Catholicism, than any that I have mentioned; and that is the doctrine of Tradition. When I was an 

Undergraduate, I heard him preach in the University Pulpit his celebrated sermon on the subject, and 

recollect how long it appeared to me, though he was at that time a very striking preacher; but, when I 

read it and studied it as his gift, it made a most serious impression upon me. He does not go one step, I 

think, beyond the high Anglican doctrine, nay he does not reach it; but he does his work thoroughly, 

and his view was original with him, and his subject was a novel one at the time. He lays down a 

proposition, self-evident as soon as stated, to those who have at all examined the structure of Scripture, 

viz. that the sacred text was never intended to teach doctrine, but only to prove it, and that, if we 

would learn doctrine, we must have recourse to the formularies of the Church; for instance to the 

Catechism, and to the Creeds. He considers, that, after learning from them the doctrines of 

Christianity, the inquirer must verify them by Scripture. This view, most true in its outline, most 

fruitful in its consequences, opened upon me a large field of {10} thought. Dr. Whately held it too. 

One of its effects was to strike at the root of the principle on which the Bible Society was set up. I 

belonged to its Oxford Association; it became a matter of time when I should withdraw my name from 

its subscription-list, though I did not do so at once.  

It is with pleasure that I pay here a tribute to the memory of the Rev. William James, then Fellow of 

Oriel; who, about the year 1823, taught me the doctrine of Apostolical Succession, in the course of a 

walk, I think, round Christ Church meadow: I recollect being somewhat impatient on the subject at the 

time. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sua, 1864 edition, pp. 9-10] Chap 1 

 

 

 

The judgment, which experience passes whether on establishments or on education, as a means of 

maintaining religious truth in this anarchical world, must be extended even to Scripture, though 

Scripture be divine. Experience {245} proves surely that the Bible does not answer a purpose for which 

it was never intended. It may be accidentally the means of the conversion of individuals; but a book, 

after all, cannot make a stand against the wild living intellect of man, and in this day it begins to 

testify, as regards its own structure and contents, to the power of that universal solvent, which is so 

successfully acting upon religious establishments. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sua, Chap. V] 
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On this day [Trinity Sunday], then, we should forget ourselves, and fix our thoughts upon God. Yet 

men are not willing to forget themselves; they do not like to become, as it were, nothing, and to have 

no work but faith. They like argument and proof better; they like to be convinced of a truth to their 

own satisfaction before they receive it, when, perhaps, such satisfaction is impossible. This happens in 

the sacred subject before us. The solemn mystery of the Trinity in Unity is contained in Scripture. We 

all know this; there is no doubt about it. Yet, though it be in Scripture, it does not follow that every 

one of us should be a fit judge whether and where it is in Scripture. It may be contained there fully, 

and yet we may be unable to see it fully, for various reasons. Now this is the great mistake which some 

persons fall into; they think, because the doctrine is maintained as being in Scripture by those who 

maintain it as true, that therefore they have a right to say that they will not believe it till it is proved to 

them from Scripture. It is nothing to them that the great multitude of good and holy men in all ages 

have held it. {329} They act like Thomas, who would not believe his brother Apostles that our Lord 

was risen, till he had as much proof as they, and who said, “Except I see and touch for myself, I will 

not believe.” And they are like the Jews whom our Lord reproves in the text, saying, “Except ye see 

signs and wonders, ye will not believe.” They call it an enlightened, rational belief to demand for 

themselves proof from Scripture before they believe; and they think that any other admission of the 

doctrine is blind and superstitious, and unacceptable to Almighty God. 

Let, then, grounds be produced for either of these two positions,—that correct faith is unimportant, or 

that personal faith must be built upon argument and proof. Till then, surely the general opinion of all 

men around us, and that from the first,—the belief of our teachers, friends, and superiors, and of all 

Christians in all times and places,—that the doctrine of the Holy Trinity must be held in order to 

salvation, is as good a reason for our believing it ourselves, even without being able to prove it in all 

its parts from Scripture; I say, this general reception of it by others, is as good a reason for accepting it 

{333} without hesitation, considering the fearful consequences which may follow from not accepting it, 

as the general belief how the law stands and the opinion of skilful lawyers about the law is a reason for 

following their view of the law, though we cannot verify that view from law books. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons. 8 vols. London: Rivingtons, 1890, 

6.23.2) 

 

 

 

Now, they [Roman Catholics] must be clearly understood, if they are to be soundly refuted. We 

hear it said, that they go by Tradition, and we fancy in consequence that there are a certain definite 

number of statements ready framed and compiled, which they profess to have received from the 

Apostles. One may hear the question sometimes asked, for instance, where their professed Traditions 

are to be found, whether there is any collection of them, and whether they are printed and published. 

Now though they would allow that the Traditions of the Church are in fact contained in the writings of 

her Doctors, still this question proceeds on somewhat of a misconception of their real theory, which 

seems to be as follows. By Tradition they mean the whole system of faith and ordinances which they 

have received from the generation before them, and that generation again from the generation before 

itself. And in this sense undoubtedly we all go by Tradition in matters of this world. Where is the 

corporation, society, or fraternity of any kind, but has certain received rules and understood practices 

which are nowhere put down in writing? How often do we hear it said, that this or that person has 

“acted unusually,” that so and so “was never done before,” that it is “against rule,” and the like; and 

then perhaps, to avoid the inconvenience of such irregularity in future, what was before a tacit 

engagement, is turned into a formal and explicit order or principle. The absence {31} of a regulation 

must be felt before it is supplied; and the virtual transgression of it goes before its adoption. At this 

very time great part of the law of the land is administered under the sanction of such a Tradition; it is 

not contained in any formal or authoritative code, it depends on custom or precedent. There is no 

explicit written law, for instance, simply declaring murder to be a capital offence; unless indeed we 

have recourse to the divine command in the ninth chapter of the book of Genesis. Murderers are 

hanged by custom. Such as this is the tradition of the Church; Tradition is uniform custom. When the 
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Romanists say they adhere to Tradition, they mean that they believe and act as Christians have always 

believed and acted; they go by the custom, as judges and juries do. And then they go on to allege that 

there is this important difference between their custom and all other customs in the world; that the 

tradition of the law, at least in its details, though it has lasted for centuries upon centuries, anyhow had 

a beginning in human appointments; whereas theirs, though it has a beginning too, yet, when traced 

back, has none short of the Apostles of Christ, and is in consequence of divine not of human 

authority,—is true and intrinsically binding as well as expedient. 

If we ask, why it is that these professed Traditions were not reduced to writing, it is answered, that 

the Christian doctrine, as it has proceeded from the mouth of the Apostles, is too varied and too minute 

in its details to allow of it. No one you fall in with on the highway, can tell you all his mind at once; 

much less could the Apostles, possessed as they were of great and supernatural truths, and busied in the 

propagation of the Church, digest in one Epistle or Treatise a systematic view of the Revelation made 

to them. {32} And so much at all events we may grant, that they did not do so; there being confessedly 

little of system or completeness in any portion of the New Testament. 

If again it be objected that, upon the notion of an unwritten transmission of doctrine, there is 

nothing to show that the faith of today was the faith of yesterday, nothing to connect this age and the 

Apostolic, the theologians of Rome maintain, on the contrary, that over and above the corroborative 

though indirect testimony of ecclesiastical writers, no error could have arisen in the Church without its 

being protested against and put down on its first appearance; that from all parts of the Church a cry 

would have been raised against the novelty, and a declaration put forth, as we know in fact was the 

practice of the early Church, denouncing it. And thus they would account for the indeterminateness on 

the one hand, yet on the other the accuracy and availableness of their existing Tradition or unwritten 

Creed. It is latent, but it lives. It is silent, like the rapids of a river, before the rocks intercept it. It is 

the Church’s unconscious habit of opinion and sentiment; which she reflects upon, masters, and 

expresses, according to the emergency. We see then the mistake of asking for a complete collection of 

the Roman Traditions; as well might we ask for a full catalogue of a man’s tastes and thoughts on a 

given subject. Tradition in its fulness is necessarily unwritten; it is the mode in which a society has felt 

or acted during a certain period, and it cannot be circumscribed any more than a man’s countenance 

and manner can be conveyed to strangers in any set of propositions. 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 1.3-4 {30-2}] 

 

Both the Roman school and ourselves maintain as follows:--that whatever doctrines the primitive ages 

unanimously attest, whether by consent of the Fathers, or by Councils, or by events of history, or by 

controversies, or in whatever way, whatever may fairly and reasonably be considered to be the 

universal belief of those ages, is to be received as coming from the Apostles. 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 2.2 {49-50}] 

 

What I would urge upon them is this; they of course confess that the real sense of Scripture is not 

adverse to any doctrine taught by the Church; let me maintain in addition, that it is also the natural 

sense, as separable from false interpretations by the sound-judging, as a good argument is from a bad 

one. And as believing this, we think no harm can come from putting the Scripture into the hands of the 

laity, allowing them, if they will, to verify by it, as far as it extends, the doctrines they have been 

taught already. 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 5.10 {139}] 

 

And if she does not claim for herself any gift of interpretation, {271} in the high points in question, 

much less does she allow individuals to pretend to it. Explicit as our Articles are in asserting that the 

doctrines of faith are contained and must be pointed out in Scripture, yet they give no hint that private 

persons may presume to search Scripture, independently of external help when they can obtain it, and 



27 

 

to determine for themselves what is saving. The Church has a prior claim to do so, but even the 

Church asserts it not, but hands over the office to Catholic Antiquity [Note 5]. What our Articles say 

of Holy Scripture as the document of proof, has exclusive reference to the mode of teaching. It is not 

said that individuals are to infer the faith, but that the Church is to prove it from Scripture; not that 

individuals are to learn it for themselves, but that they are to be taught it. The Church is bound over to 

test and verify her doctrine by Scripture throughout her course of instruction. She must take care to 

show her children that she keeps Scripture in mind, and is ruling, guiding, steadying herself by it. 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 11.4 {270}] 

 

 

This being the state of the case, the phrase ‘Rule of Faith,’ which is now commonly taken to mean the 

Bible by itself, would seem, in the judgment of the English Church, properly to belong to the Bible and 

Catholic Tradition taken together. These two together make up a joint rule; Scripture is interpreted by 

Tradition, Tradition is verified by Scripture; Tradition gives form to the doctrine, Scripture gives life; 

Tradition teaches, Scripture proves. And hence both the one and the other have, according to the 

occasion, sometimes the Catholic Creed, sometimes Scripture, been called by our writers the Rule of 

Faith; not as if that particular source of truth which was not mentioned at this or that time was thereby 

excluded, but, as is implied throughout, the question lying not between the Creed and Scripture, but 

between the Church and the individual. Scripture, when illuminated by the “Catholic Religion,” or the 

Catholic Religion when fortified by Scripture, may either of them be called {275} the Gospel 

committed to the Church, dispensed to the individual. 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 11.6 {274-5}] 

 

 

 

Here then we have two serious disqualifications in the case of the multitude of men, which must 

discourage those who are in any measure humble and cautious, from attempting to rely on their own 

unassisted powers in interpreting Scripture, if they can avoid it. Scripture is not so distinct in its 

announcements, as readers are morally or intellectually slow in receiving them. And if any one thinks 

that this avowal is derogatory to Scripture, I answer that Scripture was never intended to teach doctrine 

to the many; and if it was not given with this object, it argues no imperfection in it that it does not 

fulfil it. 

I repeat it; while Scripture is written by inspired men, with one and one only view of doctrine in their 

hearts and thoughts, even the Truth which was from the beginning, yet being written not to instruct in 

doctrine, but for those who were already instructed in it, not with direct announcements but with 

intimations and implications of the faith, the qualifications for rightly apprehending it are so rare and 

high, that a prudent man, to say nothing of piety, will not risk his salvation on the chance of his having 

them; but will read it with the aid of those subsidiary guides which ever have been supplied as if to 

meet our need. 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 6.13 {157-8}] 

 

 

 

Newman denied the principle of Private Judgment as understood by Protestant denominations. He 

presented the principle in its radical form this way: 

“. . . though Scripture may seem to mean anything in matters of faith to unassisted reason, yet under 

the guidance of divine illumination it speaks {160} but one doctrine, as is thus the instrument of the 

Holy Ghost in converting the soul. Starting with this fundamental article, its advocates speak as 

follows:--that Scripture is the only divine instrument given us; that everything else is human; that the 

https://www.newmanreader.org/works/viamedia/volume1/lecture11.html#note5
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Church is human; that rites and sacraments are human; that teachers are human; that the Fathers are 

but fallible men; that creeds and confessions, primitive faith, Apostolical Traditions, are human 

systems and doctrines of men; that there is no need of proving this in particular instances, because it is 

an elementary principle which holds good of them all; and that till we acknowledge and accept this 

principle we are still in the flesh. It follows that to inquire about the early Church, the consent of 

Fathers, uninterrupted testimonies, or decisions of Councils, to inquire when the Church first became 

corrupt, or to make the early writers a comment on the inspired text, are but melancholy and 

pernicious follies. The Church, according to this view of it, is not, and never was, more than a 

collection of individuals.” 

[John Henry Newman, Via Media: vol. 1, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, 3rd Ed., 

1837, 6.14 {159-60}] 

 

 

I follow the ancient Fathers, not as thinking that on such a subject they have the weight they possess in 

the instance of doctrines or ordinances. When they speak of doctrines, they speak of them as being 

universally held. They are witnesses to the fact of those doctrines having been received, not here or 

there, but everywhere. We receive those doctrines which they thus teach, not merely because they 

teach them, but because they bear witness that all Christians everywhere then held them. We take them 

as honest informants, but not as a sufficient authority in themselves, though they are an authority too. 

If they were to state these very same doctrines, but say, ‘These are our opinions: we deduced them 

from Scripture, and they are true,’ we might well doubt about receiving them at their hands. We might 

fairly say, that we had as much right to deduce from Scripture as they had; that deductions of Scripture 

were mere opinions; that if our deductions agreed with theirs, that would be a happy coincidence, and 

increase our confidence in them; but if they did not, it could not be helped—we must follow our own 

light. Doubtless, no man has any right to impose his own deductions upon another, in matters of faith. 

There is an obvious obligation, indeed, upon the ignorant to submit to those who are better informed; 

and there is a fitness in the young submitting implicitly for a time to the teaching of their elders; but, 

beyond this, one man’s opinion is not better than another’s. But this is not the state of the case as 

regards the primitive Fathers. They do not speak of their own private opinion; they do not say, ‘This is 

true, because we see it in Scripture’—about which there might be differences of judgment—but, ‘this is 

true, because in matter of fact it is held, and has ever been held, by all the Churches, down to our 

times, without interruption, ever since the Apostles:’ where the question is merely one of testimony, 

viz., whether they had the means of knowing that it had been and was so held; for if it was the belief of 

so many and independent Churches at once, and that, on the ground of its being from the Apostles, 

doubtless it cannot but be true and Apostolic. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, Discussions and Arguments, II.1 {45-6}] 

 

 

You have made a collection of passages from the Fathers, as witnesses in behalf of your doctrine that 

the whole Christian faith is contained in Scripture, as if, in your sense of the words, Catholics 

contradicted you here. And you refer to my Notes on St. Athanasius as contributing passages to your 

list; but, after all, neither do you, nor do I in my Notes, affirm any doctrine which Rome denies. 

Those Notes also make frequent reference to a traditional teaching, which (be the faith ever so certainly 

contained in Scripture), still is necessary as a Regula Fidei, for showing us that it is contained there; 

vid. pp. 283, 341; and this tradition, I know, you uphold as fully as I do in the Notes in question. In 

consequence, you allow that there is a two-fold rule, Scripture and Tradition; and this is all that 

Catholics say. How, then, do Anglicans differ from Rome here? I believe the difference is merely one 

of words; and I shall be doing, so far, the work of an Irenicon, if I make clear what this verbal 

difference is. Catholics and Anglicans (I do not say Protestants), attach different meanings to the word 

“proof,” in the controversy as to whether the whole faith is, or is not, contained in Scripture. We mean 

that not every article of faith is so contained there, that it may thence be logically proved, 

independently of the teaching and authority of the Tradition; but Anglicans mean that every article of 
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faith is so contained there, that it may thence be proved, provided there be added the illustrations and 

compensations supplied by the Tradition. And it is in this latter sense that the Fathers also speak in the 

passages which you quote from them. I am sure at least that St. Athanasius frequently adduces passages 

in proof of points in controversy, which no one would see to be proofs, unless Apostolical Tradition 

were taken into account, first as suggesting, then as authoritatively ruling their meaning. Thus you do 

not say, that the whole revelation is in Scripture in such sense that pure unaided logic can draw it from 

the sacred text; nor do we say, that it is not in Scripture, in an improper sense, in the sense that the 

Tradition of the Church is able to recognize and determine it there. You do not profess to dispense with 

Tradition; nor do we forbid the idea of probable, secondary, symbolical, connotative, senses of 

Scripture, over and above those which properly belong to the wording and context. I hope you will 

agree with me in this. 
[John Henry Cardnal Newman, “A Letter addressed to the Rev. E. B. Pusey, D.D., on occasion of his 

Eirenicon of 1864.” Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching. New York: Longmans, 

Green, and Co., 1900, Vol. II, §2, 2] 

 

 

So much as to the nature of this triple testimony; now as to the worth of it. For a moment put aside St. 

Irenæus, and put together St. Justin in the East with Tertullian in the West. I think I may assume that 

the doctrine of these two Fathers about the Blessed Virgin, was the received doctrine of their own 

respective times and places; for writers after all are but witnesses of facts and beliefs, and as such they 

are treated by all parties in controversial discussion. Moreover, the coincidence of doctrine which they 

exhibit, and again, the antithetical completeness of it, show that they themselves did not originate it. 
[John Henry Cardnal Newman, “A Letter addressed to the Rev. E. B. Pusey, D.D., on occasion of his 

Eirenicon of 1864.” Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching. New York: Longmans, 

Green, and Co., 1900, Vol. II, §3, 1] 

 

 

I mean, that having determined what the Three Fathers say, and how far they are at issue with what 

Catholics hold now, I now come to the main question, viz., What is the authoritative force in 

controversy of what they thus say in opposition to Catholic teaching? I think I shall be able to show that 

it has no controversial force at all. 

1. I begin by observing, that the main force of passages which can be brought from any Father or 

Fathers in controversy, lies in the fact that such passages represent the judgment or sentiment of their 

own respective countries; and again, I say that the force of that local judgment or sentiment lies in its 

being the existing expression of an Apostolical tradition. I am far, of course, from denying the claim of 

the teaching of a Father on our deference, arising out of his personal position and character; or the 

claims of the mere sentiments of a Christian population on our careful attention, as a fact carrying with 

it, under circumstances, especial weight; but, in a question of doctrine, we must have recourse to the 

great source of doctrine, Apostolical Tradition, and a {138} Father must represent his own people, and 

that people must be the witnesses of an uninterrupted Tradition from the Apostles, if anything decisive 

is to come of any theological statement which is found in his writings; and if, in a particular case, there 

is no reason to suppose that he does echo the popular voice, or that that popular voice is transmitted 

from Apostolic times,—or (to take another channel of Tradition) unless the Father in question receives 

and reports his doctrine from the Bishops and Priests who instructed him on the very understanding and 

profession that it is Apostolical,—then, though it was not one Father but ten who said a thing, it would 

weigh nothing against the assertion of only one Father to the contrary, provided it was clear that that 

one Father witnessed to an Apostolical Tradition. Now I do not say that I can decide the question by 

this issue with all the exactness which is conceivable, but still this is the issue by which it must be 

tried, and the issue by which I shall be enabled, as I think, to come to a satisfactory conclusion upon it. 

2. Such, I say, being the issue, viz., that a doctrine reported by the Fathers, in order to have dogmatic 

force, must be a Tradition in its source or form, next, what is a Tradition, considered in its matter? It 



30 

 

is a belief, which, be it affirmative or negative, is positive. The mere absence of a tradition in a 

country, is not a tradition the other way. If, for instance, there was no tradition in Syria and Asia 

Minor that the phrase “consubstantial with the Father,” came from the Apostles, that would not be a 

tradition that it did not come from the Apostles; though of course it would be necessary for those who 

{139} said that it did, to account for the ignorance of those countries as to the real fact. 

3. The proposition “Christ is God,” serves as an example of what I mean by an affirmative tradition; 

and “no one born of woman is born in God’s favour,” is an example of a negative tradition. I observe 

then, in the third place, that a tradition does not carry its own full explanation with it; it does but land 

(so to say) a proposition at the feet of the Apostles, and its interpretation has still to be determined,—as 

the Apostles’ words in Scripture, however much theirs, need an interpretation. Thus I may accept the 

above negative Tradition, that “no one woman-born is born in God’s favour,” yet question its strict 

universality, as a point of criticism, saying that a general proposition admits of exceptions, that our 

Lord was born of woman, yet was the sinless and acceptable priest and sacrifice for all men. So again 

the Arians allowed that “Christ was God,” but they disputed about the meaning of the word “God.” 

4. Further, there are explicit traditions and implicit. By an explicit tradition I mean a doctrine which is 

conveyed in the letter of the proposition which has been handed down; and by implicit, one which lies 

in the force and virtue, not in the letter of the proposition. Thus it might be an Apostolical tradition that 

our Lord was the very Son of God, of one nature with the Father, and in all things equal to Him; and 

again a tradition that there was but one God: these would be explicit, but in them would necessarily be 

conveyed, moreover, the implicit tradition, that the Father and the Son were numerically one. Implicit 

traditions are {140} positive traditions, as being strictly conveyed in positive. 

5. Lastly, there are at least two ways of determining an Apostolical tradition:—(l.) When credible 

witnesses declare that it is Apostolical; as when three hundred Fathers at Nicæa stopped their ears at 

Arius’s blasphemies: (2.) When, in various places, independent witnesses enunciate one and the same 

doctrine, as St. Irenæus, St. Cyprian, and Eusebius assert, that the Apostles founded a Church, 

Catholic and One. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, “The Anomalous Statements of St. Basil, St. Chrysostom, and St. 

Cyril about the Blessed Virgin.” Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching. New 

York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1900, Vol. II, Note III, §2, pp., 137-140.] 

 

A tradition in its matter is a positive statement of belief; in its form it is a statement which comes from 

the Apostles. . . . 

(2.) Nor do the passages which I have quoted from these Fathers, supply us with any tradition, viewed 

in its form, that is, as a statement which has come down from the Apostles. I have suggested two tests 

of such a statement:—one, when the writers who make it so declare that it was from the Apostles; and 

the other when, being independent of one another, they bear witness to one and the same positive 

statement of doctrine. Neither test is fulfilled in this case. The three Fathers of the 4th and 5th 

centuries are but commenting on Scripture; and comments, though carrying with them of course, and 

betokening, the tone of thought of the place and time to which they belong, are, primâ facie, of a 

private and personal character. If they are more than this, the onus probandi lies with those who so 

maintain. Exegetical theology is one department of {143} divine science, and dogmatic is another. On 

the other hand, the three Fathers of the 2nd century are all writing on dogmatic subjects, when they 

compare Mary to Eve. 

[John Henry Cardinal Newman, “The Anomalous Statements of St. Basil, St. Chrysostom, and St. 

Cyril about the Blessed Virgin.” Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching. New 

York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1900, Vol. II, Note III, §3, 2, p., 142-3.] 

 

 

but a more obvious instance certainly would have been the surprising obtuseness, for I can use no 

other word, with which the Protestant Rule of Faith, which Catholics disown, is so often obtruded on 
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us, as a necessary basis of discussion, which it is thought absurd and {317} self-destructive not to 

accept, in any controversy about doctrine. 

All the world knows that Catholics hold that the Apostles made over the Divine Revelation to the 

generation after them, not only in writing, but by word of mouth, and in the ritual of the Church. We 

consider that the New Testament is not the whole of what they left us; that they left us a number of 

doctrines, not in writing at all, but living in the minds and mouths of the faithful; Protestants deny this. 

They have a right to deny it; but they have no right to assume their denial to be true without proof, and 

to use it as self-evident, and to triumph over us as beaten, merely because we will not admit it. Yet this 

they actually do; can anything be more preposterous? however, they do this as innocently and naturally 

as if it were the most logical of processes, and the fairest and most unexceptionable of proceedings. 

For instance there was a country gentleman in this neighbourhood in the course of last year, who, 

having made some essays in theology among his tenantry in his walks over his estate, challenged me to 

prove some point, I am not clear what, but I think it was the infallibility of the Holy See, or of the 

Church. Were my time my own, I should never shrink from any controversy, having the experience of 

twenty years, that the more Catholicism and its doctrines are sifted, the more distinct and luminous will 

its truth ever come out into view; and in the instance in question I did not decline the invitation. 

However, it soon turned out that it was a new idea to the gentleman in question, that I was not bound 

to prove the point in debate simply by Scripture; he considered that Scripture was to be the {318} sole 

basis of the discussion. This was quite another thing. For myself, I firmly believe that in Scripture the 

Catholic doctrine on the subject is contained; but had I accepted this gratuitous and officious 

proposition, you see I should have been simply recognising a Protestant principle, which I disown. He 

would not controvert with me at all, unless I subscribed to a doctrine which I believe to be, not only a 

dangerous, but an absurd error; and, because I would not allow him to assume what it was his business 

to prove, before he brought it forward, and because I challenged him to prove that Scripture was, as he 

assumed, the Rule of Faith, he turned away as happy and self-satisfied as if he had gained a victory. 

That all truth is contained in Scripture was his first principle; he thought none but an idiot could doubt 

it; none but a Jesuit could deny it; he thought it axiomatic; he thought that to offer proof was even a 

profanation of so self-evident a point, and that to demand it was a reductio ad absurdum of the person 

demanding;—but this, I repeat, was no extraordinary instance of Protestant argumentation; it occurs 

every other day. 

. . . . Let it be observed, that the fallacy involved in the Protestant Rule of Faith is this,—that its 

upholders fancy, most unnaturally, that the accidental and occasional writings of an Apostle convey to 

them of necessity his whole mind. It does not occur to them to ask themselves, whether, as he has in 

part committed his teaching to writing so possibly he may not have expressed it in part {319} through 

other channels also. Very different this from their mode of acting in matters of this world, in which 

nothing are they more distrustful of, or discontented with, than mere letter-writing, when they would 

arrive at the real state of a case in which they are interested. . . . Writing, of course, has special 

advantages, but it has its defects; and other methods of information compensate for them. It must be 

recollected, too, as regards the New Testament, that it is not a technical document, like an act of 

Parliament, or a legal instrument, but is made up of various portions, exhibiting, more or less, the free 

and flowing course of thought of their respective writers. It is not worded with the scientific precision 

of a formal treatise, a creed, or a last will and testament. Now, works written in this natural style are 

especially liable to receive an interpretation, and to make an impression, not in correspondence with 

the writer’s intention, but according to the private principles and feelings of the reader. The 

imagination draws the unknown or absent author in lineaments altogether different from the original. . 

. . {320} 

{321} And thus Scripture, in like manner, though written under a supernatural guidance, is, from 

the nature of the case, from the defect of human language, and the infirmity of the recipient, unable by 

itself to convey the real mind of its writers to all who read it. Instead of its forcing its meaning upon 

the reader, the reader forces his own meaning upon it, colours it with his own thoughts and distorts it 

to his own purposes; so that something is evidently needed besides it, such as the teaching of the 

Church, to protect it from the false private judgment of the individual. And if this be true when the 
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New Testament, as a whole, is contemplated, how much more certainly will it take place when 

Protestants contract their reading professedly to only a part of it, as to St. Paul’s Epistles; and then 

again out of St. Paul, select the two Epistles to the Romans and Galatians; and still further, as is so 

common, confine themselves to one or two sentences, which constitute practically the whole of the 

Protestant written word! Why, of course, it is very easy to put what sense they please on one or two 

verses; and thus the Religion of the Apostles may come in the event to mean anything or nothing.† 

[John Henry Newman, Lectures on the Present Position of Catholics in England, London: Longmans, 

Green and Co., 1914, Lecture 8.1, pp. 316-21] published in 1851 
† See also Oxford University Sermons, II.30. --JL 

 

I have already observed, that in matters of this world, when a man would really get information on a 

subject, he eschews reports, and mistrusts understandings, and betakes himself to head-quarters. The 

best letters and travels about a foreign people are tame and dead compared with the view he gains by 

residence among them; and when that has continued for a sufficient time, he perceives how unreal were 

even those first impressions, which, on his arriving, were made upon him by the successive accidents 

of the hour. Knowledge thus obtained cannot be communicated to others; it is imbibed and 

appropriated by the mind as a personal possession; an idea of the people among whom he lives is set up 

within him; he may like them or not, but his perception is real, and, if any one questions it, he need 

but appeal to the circumstance of his long residence in the country, and say he has a right to an 

opinion, which, nevertheless, he can perhaps but poorly and partially defend. He can but give his 

testimony, and must be believed on his reputation. And surely, if he has a fair name for powers of 

observation and good sense, he may be believed without proof. He has witnessed what others argue 

about. He has contemplated the national character in life and in action, as it is brought out in its 

opinions, aims, sentiments, and dispositions in the course of the day and the year; he has heard the 

words, seen the deeds, watched the manners, breathed the atmosphere, and so caught the true idea of 

the people;—in other words, he has mastered their Tradition. This is what Catholics mean by 

Tradition, {326} and why they go so much by it. It does not prove our doctrines to the man in 

question, but it will tell him, in a way no other informant can tell him, what our doctrines are. It has a 

substance and a reality peculiar to itself; for it is not a sample or specimen of us merely, but it is we, 

our thinking, speaking, acting self; our principles, our judgments, our proceedings. What we hold, 

what we do not hold, what we like, what we hate, cannot all be written down, whether by us or by 

others; you can have no daguerreotype of intellect, affection, and will; at best you have but a few bold 

strokes recorded for the benefit of others, according to the skill of the individual artist. Those who 

write books about a people or a school of men are hardly more than extempore sketchers; or they paint 

from memory; if you would have the real thing, what the men are, what they think, what they do, close 

your books, take a ticket by the first train, cross the Channel, plunge in among them, drink them in. 

This is what is called painting from the life; and what is here called life the Catholic calls Tradition, 

which eclipses and supersedes, when and where it can be had, the amplest collection of “texts” and 

extracts about our doctrine and polity which was ever put together by the ablest of compilers. 

[John Henry Newman, Lectures on the Present Position of Catholics in England, London: Longmans, 

Green and Co., 1914, Lecture 8,3, pp. 325-6] published in 1851 

 

 

I have already observed, that in matters of this world, when a man would really get information on a 

subject, he eschews reports, and mistrusts understandings, and betakes himself to head-quarters. The 

best letters and travels about a foreign people are tame and dead compared with the view he gains by 

residence among them; and when that has continued for a sufficient time, he perceives how unreal were 

even those first impressions, which, on his arriving, were made upon him by the successive accidents 

of the hour. Knowledge thus obtained cannot be communicated to others; it is imbibed and 

appropriated by the mind as a personal possession; an idea of the people among whom he lives is set up 

within him; he may like them or not, but his perception is real, and, if any one questions it, he need 

but appeal to the circumstance of his long residence in the country, and say he has a right to an 
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opinion, which, nevertheless, he can perhaps but poorly and partially defend. He can but give his 

testimony, and must be believed on his reputation. And surely, if he has a fair name for powers of 

observation and good sense, he may be believed without proof. He has witnessed what others argue 

about. He has contemplated the national character in life and in action, as it is brought out in its 

opinions, aims, sentiments, and dispositions in the course of the day and the year; he has heard the 

words, seen the deeds, watched the manners, breathed the atmosphere, and so caught the true idea of 

the people;—in other words, he has mastered their Tradition. This is what Catholics mean by 

Tradition, {326} and why they go so much by it. It does not prove our doctrines to the man in 

question, but it will tell him, in a way no other informant can tell him, what our doctrines are. It has a 

substance and a reality peculiar to itself; for it is not a sample or specimen of us merely, but it is we, 

our thinking, speaking, acting self; our principles, our judgments, our proceedings. What we hold, 

what we do not hold, what we like, what we hate, cannot all be written down, whether by us or by 

others; you can have no daguerreotype of intellect, affection, and will; at best you have but a few bold 

strokes recorded for the benefit of others, according to the skill of the individual artist. Those who 

write books about a people or a school of men are hardly more than extempore sketchers; or they paint 

from memory; if you would have the real thing, what the men are, what they think, what they do, close 

your books, take a ticket by the first train, cross the Channel, plunge in among them, drink them in. 

This is what is called painting from the life; and what is here called life the Catholic calls Tradition, 

which eclipses and supersedes, when and where it can be had, the amplest collection of “texts” and 

extracts about our doctrine and polity which was ever put together by the ablest of compilers. 

[John Henry Newman, Lectures on the Present Position of Catholics in England, London: Longmans, 

Green and Co., 1914, Lecture 8,3, pp. 325-6] published in 1851 

 

 

 

I think I am right in saying that the tradition of the Apostles, committed to the whole Church in its 

various constituents and functions per modum unius, manifests itself variously at various times: 

sometimes by the mouth of the episcopacy, sometimes by the doctors, sometimes by the people, 

sometimes by liturgies, rites, ceremonies, and customs, by events, disputes, movements, and all those 

other phenomena which are comprised under the name of history. It follows that none of these channels 

of tradition may be treated with disrespect; granting at the same time fully, that the gift of discerning, 

discriminating, defining, promulgating, and enforcing any portion of that tradition resides solely in the 

Ecclesia docens. 

[John Henry Cardnal Newman, On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine, edited with an 

introduction by John Coulson (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1961), p. 63] 

 

 

Now, my dear brethren, consider, are not these two states or acts of mind quite distinct from each 

other;—to believe simply what a living authority tells you, and to take a book, such as Scripture, and to 

use it as you please, to master it, that is, to make yourself the master of it, to interpret it for yourself, 

and to admit just what you choose to see in it, and nothing more? Are not these two procedures distinct 

in this, that in the former you submit, in the latter you judge? At this moment I am not asking you 

which is the better, I am not asking whether this or that is practicable now, but are they not two ways 

of taking {200} up a doctrine, and not one? is not submission quite contrary to judging? Now, is it not 

certain that faith in the time of the Apostles consisted in submitting? and is it not certain that it did not 

consist in judging for one’s self. It is in vain to say that the man who judges from the Apostles’ 

writings, does submit to those writings in the first instance, and therefore has faith in them; else why 

should he refer to them at all? There is, I repeat, an essential difference between the act of submitting 

to a living oracle, and to his written words; in the former case there is no appeal from the speaker, in 

the latter the final decision remains with the reader. 

[John Henry Newman, Discourses to Mixed Congregations, Discourse 10. “Faith and Private 

Judgment,” New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1910, pp. 199-200] 
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The catholic response to this [Gnostic] claim, formulated more fully by Irenaeus than by any other 

Christian writer, was to appeal to ‘that tradition which is derived from the apostles.’ (AH, III,2,2) 

Unlike the Gnostic tradition, however, this apostolic tradition had been preserved publicly in the 

churches that stood in succession with the apostles. Or, in the formula of Origen, it was ‘the doctrine 

of the Church, transmitted in orderly succession from the apostles and remaining in the churches to the 

present day.’ (De Princ., I, Preface 2) Together with the proper interpretation of the Old Testament 

and the proper canon of the New, this tradition of the church was a decisive criterion of apostolic 

continuity for the determination of doctrine in the church catholic. 

Clearly it is an anachronism to superimpose upon the discussions of the second and third centuries 

categories derived from the controversies over the relation of Scripture and tradition in the sixteenth 

century, for ‘in the ante-Nicene Church . . . there was no notion of sola Scriptura, but neither was 

there a doctrine of traditio sola.’” 

[Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. 5 vols. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1971, I:115] 

He quotes: Albert Outler, “The Sense of Tradition in the Ante-Nicene Church,” p. 29 in The Heritage 

of Christian Thought: Essays in Honor of Robert Lowry Calhoun, Eds. Robert E. Cushman & Egil 

Grislis, 1965. 

 

 

Unlike the secret traditions of the Gnostics, which had been transmitted only to a chosen few; unlike 

the new prophecy of the Montanists, which separated them from communication with the bretheren, the 

apostolic tradition has been proclaimed as by a town crier. It was characteristic of the apostles that 

what they had learned from Christ, they transmitted openly to all, without discriminating against 

anyone. The apostolic tradition was a public tradition: the apostles had not taught one set of doctrines 

in secret and another in the open, suppressing a portion of their tradition to be transmitted through a 

special succession to the Gnostic elite. So palpable was this apostolic tradition that even if the apostles 

had not left behind the Scriptures to serve as normative evidence of their doctrine, the church would 

still be in a position to follow “the structure of the tradition which they handed on to those to whom 

they committed the churches.” [Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, III.4.1] This was, in fact, what the 

church was doing in those barbarian territories where believers did not have access to the written 

deposit, but still carefully guarded the ancient tradition of the apostles, summarized in the creed—or, at 

least, in a very creedlike statement of the content of apostolic tradition.  

[Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. 5 vols. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1971, I:116] 

 

 

 

[Continuity of the Old and New Testaments, continuity of the apostles among themselves, public 

preservation of the apostolic tradition in the apostolic churches, apostolic foundation, apostolic 

succession] . . . this definition of the criteria of apostolic continuity did propound a unified system of 

authority. Historically, if not theologically, it is a distortion to consider any one of the criteria apart 

from the others or to eliminate any one of them from consideration. For example, when the problem of 

the relation of Scripture to tradition became a burning issue in the theological controversies of the 

western church in the late Middle Ages and the Reformation, it was at the cost of the unified system. 

[Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. 5 vols. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1971, I:119] 

 

“Fundamental to the orthodox consensus was an affirmation of the authority of tradition as that which 

had been believed ‘everywhere, always, by all [ubique, semper, ab omnibus].’ The criteria for what 

constituted the orthodox tradition were ‘universality, antiquity, and consensus.’ This definition of 
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orthodox Catholic tradition was the work of Vincent of Lerins. . . . {334} To identify orthodox 

doctrine, one had to identify its locus, which was the catholic church, neither Eastern nor Western, 

neither Greek nor Latin, but universal throughout the civilized world (oikoumene). 

This church was the repository of truth, the dispenser of grace, the guarantee of salvation, the matrix 

of acceptable worship. Only here did God accept sacrifices, only here was there confident intercession 

for those who were in error, only here were good works fruitful, only here did the powerful bond of 

love hold men together and ‘only from the catholic church does truth shine forth.’ 

. . . . the tendency of heretics [was to ] to teach doctrines that were not contained either in Scripture or 

in tradition. But the church of the four Gospels and the four councils was faithful to Scripture and to 

tradition and was universal both in its outreach and in its authority.” 

[Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. 5 vols. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1971, I:333-5] 

 

 

When it was applied to the New Testament, the quest for a tradition within and behind the received text 

was responsible for an entire new era in the long history of biblical interpretation. Since the days of the 

ancient church, everyone could see that the writers of the first three Gospels had used much of the 

same material but had reworked it in various ways. But here, too, it is an anachronism to speak of their 

reworking the stories and sayings, as though they had been functioning in an individual capacity rather 

than in and for a community. The community had been there first—and so had the materials. 

Whichever of the Gospel writers might be entitled to chronological priority (and it was usually assumed 

to be the one who composed the Gospel of Mark), the real priority belonged to the tradition as such. 

 It was to this tradition, and not simply to one another, or to some written source now no longer in 

existence, that all three of the synoptic Gospels were to be traced. (From the beginning, everyone had 

known that the Gospel of John belonged to a class by itself.) So it came about that during the twentieth 

century the scholarly study of the New Testament turned to {9}”the history of the Synoptic tradition,” 

to use the title of one of the most influential books on the subject, by Rudolf Bultmann. That title is all 

the more interesting in the light of a later essay, “The New Testament and Mythology,” for which 

Bultmann has acquired the greatest notoriety and which is in many ways an attack on the mainstream of 

the Christian tradition of how to read the New Testament. Apparently the pre-Gospel tradition (which 

no longer exists) is a necessary factor in the interpretation of the Gospels, but the post-Gospel tradition 

in the church (which exists in thousands of volumes) does not have a similar standing. But tradition 

there certainly was, even before and within the Bible and not simply after the Bible: tradition was, in 

Grelot’s phrase, the “source and environment of Scripture.” 

[Jaroslav Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984, p. 8-9] 

quoting Pierre Grelot, “Tradition as the Source and Environment of Scripture,” in The Dynamism of 

Biblical Tradition, vol. 20 in Concilium (New York: Paulist Press, 1967). 

 

 

[Re: the Primitive Church] 

There is no reason to infer, however, that the primitive church regarded the apostolic testimony as 

confined to written documents emanating from, or attributed to, the apostles. Logically, as it must have 

been chronologically, the testimony stood prior to the documents, and it would be more correct to say 

that the latter were valued precisely because they were held to enshrine the former. Admittedly there is 

no evidence for beliefs or practices current in the period which were not vouched for in the books later 

known as the New Testament. But there is equally nothing to suggest, and general probability makes it 

unlikely, that Christian teachers had these books specifically in mind on the majority of occasions when 

they referred to apostolic testimony. It is much more possible that they were thinking generally of the 

common body of facts and doctrines, definite enough in outline though with varying emphases, which 

found expression in the Church’s day-to-day preaching, liturgical action and catechetical instruction, 

just as much as in formal documents.  

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, pp. 33-34.] 
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[re: Irenaeus and Tertullian] 

“Secondly, the distinction between Scripture and the Church’s living tradition as co-ordinate channels 

of this apostolic testimony became more clearly appreciated, and enhanced importance began to be 

attached to the latter.” 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, pp. 35-36.] 

 

[re: Irenaeus] 

But where in practice was this apostolic testimony or tradition to be found? . . . The most obvious 

answer was that the apostles had committed it orally to the Church, where it had been handed down 

from generation to generation. Irenaeus believed that this was the case, stating (AH, V, preface) that 

the Church preserved the tradition inherited from the apostles and passed it on to her children. It was, 

he thought, a living tradition which was, in principle, independent of written documents. . . . An 

additional safeguard is supplied by the Holy Spirit, for the message was committed to the Church, and 

the Church is the home of the Holy Spirit. (II, 24, 1) Indeed, the Church’s bishops are on his view 

Spirit-endowed men who have been vouchsafed ‘an infallible charism of truth’ (chrisma veritatis 

certum). (IV,26,2; cf. IV,26,5) 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, p. 37.] 

 

The heretics who misinterpreted it [Scripture] only did so because, disregarding its underlying unity, 

they seized upon isolated passages and rearranged them to suit their own ideas. (I,8,1; I,9,1-4) 

Scripture must be interpreted in the light of its fundamental ground plan, viz. the original revelation 

itself. For this reason correct exegesis was the prerogative of the Church, where the apostolic tradition 

or doctrine which was the key to Scripture had been kept intact. (IV,26,5; IV,32,1; V,20,2) 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, p. 38.] 

 

[re: Tertullian] 

But Tertullian did not confine the apostolic tradition to the New Testament; even if Scripture were set 

on one side, it would still be found in the doctrine publically proclaimed by the churches. Like 

Irenaeus, he found (PH, 21;32; Contra Marcion, IV,5) the surest test of the authenticity of this 

doctrine in the fact that the churches had been founded by, and were continuously linked with, the 

apostles; and a further guarantee he added (PH, 28) their otherwise inexplicable unanimity. . . . This 

unwritten tradition he considered to be virtually identical with ‘the rule of faith’ (regula fidei), which 

he preferred to Scripture as a standard when disputing with Gnostics. By this he did not mean, as 

scholars have sometimes imagined, a formal creed, but rather the intrinsic shape and pattern of the 

revelation itself. . . . Like Irenaeus, Tertullian is convinced that Scripture is consonant in all its parts, 

and that its meaning should be clear if it is read as a whole. But where controversy with heretics breaks 

out, the right interpretation can be found only where the true Christian faith and discipline have been 

maintained, i.e., in the Church. (PH, 19) 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, p. 40.] 

 

Tertullian’s attitude does not differ from Irenaeus’ in any important respect. . . . He was certainly 

profoundly convinced (PH, 15;19;37) of the futility of arguing with heretics merely on the basis of 

Scripture. The skill and success with which they twisted its plain meaning made it impossible to reach 

any decisive conclusion in that field. He was satisfied and made the point even more forcibly than 

Irenaeus, that the indispensible key to Scripture belonged exclusively to the Church, which in the 

regula, had preserved the apostles’ testimony in its original shape. 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, pp. 39, 41.] 

 

 

It should be unnecessary to accumulate further evidence. Throughout the whole period Scripture and 

tradition ranked as complementary authorities, media different in form but coincident in content. To 



37 

 

inquire which counted as superior or more ultimate is to pose the question in misleading and 

anachronistic terms. If Scripture was abundantly sufficient in principle, tradition was recognized as the 

surest clue to its interpretation, for in tradition the Church retained, as a legacy from the apostles 

which was embedded in all the organs of her institutional life, an unerring grasp of the real purport and 

meaning of the revelation to which Scripture and tradition alike bore witness. 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, pp. 47-48.] 

 

 

Thus in the end the Christian must, like Timothy (1 Tim 6:20) ‘guard the deposit’, i.e., the revelation 

enshrined in its completeness in Holy Scripture and correctly interpreted in the Church’s unerring 

tradition. 

[J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. New York: Continuum, 1977, p. 51.] 

 

 

 

Besides appealing to the Scriptures, the fathers, particularly Irenaeus and Tertullian, refer with equal 

confidence to the “rule of faith;” that is, the common faith of the church, as orally handed down in the 

unbroken succession of bishops from Christ and his apostles to their day, and above all as still living in 

the original apostolic churches, like those of Jerusalem, Antioch, Ephesus, and Rome. Tradition is thus 

intimately connected with the primitive episcopate. The latter was the vehicle of the former, and both 

were looked upon as bulwarks against heresy. 

 Irenaeus confronts the secret tradition of the Gnostics with the open and unadulterated tradition of the 

catholic church, and points to all churches, but particularly to Rome, as the visible centre of the unity 

of doctrine. All who would know the truth, says he, can see in the whole church the tradition of the 

apostles; and we can count the bishops ordained by the apostles, and their successors down to our time, 

who neither taught nor knew any such heresies. Then, by way of example, he cites the first twelve 

bishops of the Roman church from Linus to Eleutherus, as witnesses of the pure apostolic doctrine. He 

might conceive of a Christianity without scripture, but he could not imagine a Christianity without 

living tradition; and for this opinion he refers to barbarian tribes, who have the gospel, “sine charta et 

atramento,” written in their hearts. 

 Tertullian finds a universal antidote for all heresy in his celebrated prescription argument, which cuts 

off heretics, at the outset, from every right of appeal to the holy scriptures, on the ground, that the holy 

scriptures arose in the church of Christ, were given to her, and only in her and by her can be rightly 

understood. He calls attention also here to the tangible succession, which distinguishes the catholic 

church from the arbitrary and ever-changing sects of heretics, and which in all the principal 

congregations, especially in the original sects of the apostles, reaches back without a break from bishop 

to bishop, to the apostles themselves, from the apostles to Christ, and from Christ to God. “Come, 

now,” says he, in his tract on Prescription, “if you would practise inquiry to more advantage in the 

matter of your salvation, go through the apostolic churches, in which the very chairs of the apostles 

still preside, in which their own authentic letters are publicly read, uttering the voice and representing 

the face of every one. 

(Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 8 vols. Vol. II: Ante-Nicene Christianity: A.D. 100-

325, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1970; reproduction of 5th revised edition of 1910, Chapter XII, 

section 139, “Catholic Tradition,” pp. 469-70) http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/hcc3.pdf  

accessed 8-16-13 

Schaff is Presbyterian/Reformed. 

 

 

The church view respecting the sources of Christian theology and the rule of faith and practice remains 

as it was in the previous period, except that it is further developed in particulars. The divine Scriptures 

of the Old and New Testaments, as opposed to human writings; and the oral tradition or living faith of 

the catholic church from the apostles down, as opposed to the varying opinions of heretical sects 
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together form the one infallible source and rule of faith. Both are vehicles of the same substance: the 

saving revelation of God in Christ; with this difference in form and office, that the church tradition 

determines the canon, furnishes the key to the true interpretation of the Scriptures, and guards them 

against heretical abuse. 

Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 8 vol. Christian Classics Ethereal Library, III: 525. 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/hcc3.pdf accessed 8-16-13 

 

 

For Irenaeus, on the other hand, tradition and scripture are both quite unproblematic. They stand 

independently side by side, both absolutely authoritative, both unconditionally true, trustworthy, and 

convincing. 

 . . . Irenaeus and Tertullian point to the church tradition as the authoritative locus of the unadulterated 

teaching of the apostles, . . . transmitted faithfully from generation to generation. 

[Ellen Flesseman-van Leer, Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church, Van Gorcum, 1953, pp., 

139, 138] 

 

 

D. H. Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2006. part of the Evangelical Ressourcement: Ancient Sources for the Church’s Future series. “In 

effect, it is the intention of this series to reveal how historical Protestantism was inspired and shaped by 

the patristic church.” (p. 8) 

 

And yet, the early fathers would not have appreciated, much less understood, the principle of Scripture 

alone (sola scriptura). In the first place, the historical and theological issues that gave rise to this 

doctrine {17} were peculiar to late medieval and Reformation-era Christianity. More importantly, 

Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Cyprian, and others were convinced that the authors of Scripture shared 

an agreement about the particulars of the church’s tradition (called the Rule or Canon of Faith in the 

second and third centuries). They believed the “Rule” was the ratio, or what Athanasius calls the 

“scope,” of scriptural revelation. Thus, to treat the Bible in isolation from the tradition of the church, 

as it was located in the ancient Rule of Faith, baptismal confessions, and conciliar creeds, would have 

been incomprehensible to the Christian pastors and thinkers of the patristic age. From their perspective, 

a radically biblicist view might easily be driven by a desire to avoid the truth of the church’s teaching, 

as it seems to have been an issue in dealing with the Marcionites and Arians? In any case, a principle 

of Scripture alone would not have secured an orthodox interpretation of Scripture, since it was obvious 

that various religious groups had used the Bible to teach almost anything. Precisely on this point 

Tertullian wrote: “What sort of truth is that which they patronize, when they commend it to us with a 

lie. Well, they actually treat the Scriptures and recommend their opinions out of the Scriptures. To be 

sure they do.” 

Thus, the interpretation of the Bible, regarding it as a divinely inspired text, and even the very form 

that it took as a collection--both are indebted to factors outside the Bible. Though the word in Scripture 

comes from God, it is revealed through a process in which the earliest Christian churches were 

profoundly involved. In its final formation, the Bible came out of the life of the Christian community 

as it heard God’s word and sought to realize it faithfully. What this means is that the Bible is foremost 

the book of the church and the church’s history. 

[D. H. Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2006, pp. 16-17] 

 

Of course God works in a single human heart, but the chief task of interpretation and realization of 

Scripture as a defined compilation was an ongoing ecclesiological event, with the result that the church 

and its tradition are integral to the handling of the Bible and its canonization. 

[D. H. Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2006, p. 18] 
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The reality of the church’s faith necessarily entailed a physical presence that could be identified. 

Apostolicity is thus spelled out as the church’s ability to trace its theological and historical lineage back 

to the apostles. As the two examples from the churches of Rome and Asia Minor show, the concept of 

succession of churches and their pastors had a quite tangible quality for lrenaeus. A “spiritual-only” 

interpretation of succession (gnostic) was advocated by his adversaries, who stressed the spiritual 

transmission of truth for any enlightened Christian. The chief implication is that the church (where 

exists the confluence of Scripture, tradition, and founding elders) is the only context by which the true 

faith can be properly expounded because the church is the original recipient of that faith. 

[D. H. Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2006, p. 56] (commenting on the text of Irenaeus, AH, III, 1,1-2; III, 2, 2) 

 

Irenaeus’s appeal to the sufficiency of tradition alone was a polemical tactic he used when pushed to the 

extreme. The Gnostic claimed the same Scriptures as the catholics (sometimes adding other books), yet 

they constructed a very different view of Christ and God’s plan of salvation. Of necessity, the ideal 

structure of authority for lrenaeus was multilevel: Scripture, tradition, and the church. Like a three-

legged stool, these elements acted as the foundation for determining orthodox doctrine. Such an 

arrangement acted like spiritual checks and balances, which guided the church in its decision-making 

and served to protect the church from seductive voices that offered new or special revelation, or an 

alien interpretation of Scripture. Whatever claims to authority that a Christian leader might make, they 

must be channeled through this trifocal lens of the apostolic faith. 

[D. H. Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2006, p. 57] (commenting on the text of Irenaeus, AH, III, 4,1-2) 

 

 

Because scriptural interpretation was so often at issue between catholics (mainline Christians) and 

various forms of Gnosticism, it became clear to Tertullian that any appeal to the Bible alone was 

impossible. Tertullian therefore addresses himself to the problem of authority once he recognized that 

heresies also used scriptural support for their positions.  

He was casting no aspersion on the central importance of Scripture here, but when it became the point 

of contention, a point of order had to be made. Tertullian therefore draws our attention to the 

preliminary issue that must first be answered. It is necessary to show what ground of authority can be 

adduced that would entitle one to the access of Scripture. This prior point of order (praescriptio), must 

be proved before one can claim biblical authority. 

[D. H. Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2006, p. 59] (commenting on the text of Tertullian, PH, 15; 19) 

 

 

Another fundamental aspect of the paradigm difference between the Catholic and Protestant approaches 

to Scripture is that in the Catholic paradigm, because Scripture is the divinely-inspired written words of 

God, it is rightly understood only in light of the Apostolic Tradition in which it was given, and thus 

only within the community of persons in which that Tradition has been consciously and faithfully 

maintained and preserved over the last two thousand years. We do not believe that Scripture can be 

rightly understood (as a whole) from an abstract view-from-nowhere, a traditionless and contextless 

vacuum. The view-from-nowhere is an ‘illusory ideal,’ and the illusion is most effective when we think 

we have obtained pure objectivity, all while unknowingly presupposing contemporary ideas and 

assumptions. So our goal is not to attain an absolute, elusive view-from-nowhere when approaching 

Scripture. Our goal is to approach Scripture in and with that very same living Tradition in which it was 

given, in the same continuous community of persons who have lived-the-text within that Tradition, and 

whose very life and practice and sensibility still carry that Tradition like an intricately woven tapestry. 

. . . . 
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The authority of Catholic teaching does not rest on an a priori or fideistic assumption of the Church’s 

orthodoxy. The authority of the bishops and their teaching is based on the authority of the Apostles 

who ordained them, which in turn is based on the authority of Jesus who authorized and commissioned 

them. 

 . . . . 

In all the evidence we have from the early Church, we find not a single case in which someone was 

recognized as holding episcopal authority, but did not receive that authority either from Christ Himself, 

or from someone who had received authority mediately from Christ, by way of succession from the 

Apostles. No one could take ecclesial authority to himself, precisely because it is not a human 

authority, but a divine authority, which therefore has to be given from above. And this is also why no 

one could receive ordination from someone who had not himself received this authority from Christ 

directly or from Christ mediately through succession from the Apostles. Knowingly treating an invalid 

ordination as though it were a valid ordination would be the equivalent of arrogating ecclesial authority 

to oneself. Because no one can give what he does not have, therefore those not having ecclesial 

authority could not give it. Only those having ecclesial authority could give ecclesial authority in the 

act of ordination.  

In the first fifteen hundred years of Church history there is not a single case of a [mere] presbyter or 

deacon ordaining anyone, let alone a layman. Congregations might put forward candidates for 

ordination, as in Acts 6:1-6 where the whole multitude put forward seven candidates to be ordained as 

deacons. But in the history of the Church there is not a single known case of ordination “from below,” 

rather than by Apostolic succession. Only presbyters who had episcopal orders could ordain, though as 

I showed above in St. Hippolytus, presbyters without episcopal orders participated in ordinations by 

laying on their hands as well, not to ordain, but to offer their blessing and unite their prayer with that 

of the bishop. 

[Bryan Cross, “Sola Scriptura: A Dialogue between Michael Horton and Bryan Cross” 

http://www.calledtocommunion.com/2010/11/sola-scriptura-a-dialogue-between-michael-horton-and-

bryan-cross/] 

 

 

* * * * * * * * * * 

 

“Do you wish your son to be obedient? From the very first bring him up in the chastening and 

admonition of the Lord. Never deem it an unnecessary thing that he should be a diligent hearer of the 

divine Scriptures. For there the first thing he hears will be this, Honor your father and your mother. 

. . . . 

Let us make them [our children] from the earliest age apply themselves to the reading of the 

Scriptures.” 

[St. John Chrysostom, Homily 21 On Ephesians] re Eph 6:4 

  

“But what is the answer to these charges? ‘I am not,’ you will say, ‘one of the monks, but I have both 

a wife and children, and the care of a household.’ This is what has ruined everything, your thinking 

that the reading of scripture is for monks only, when you need it more than they do. Those who are 

placed in the world, and who receive wounds every day have the most need of medicine. So, far worse 

even than not reading the scriptures is the idea that they are superfluous. Such things were invented by 

the devil.”  

[St. John Chrysostom, Homily 2 on Matthew, 10] re Mt 1 

 

Christ, in sending the [people] to the scriptures, sent them, not merely to read them, but carefully to 

search and ponder them. And did he not say, “Read the scriptures,” but “Search the scriptures.” … 

Their meaning is not expressed superficially or set forth in their literal sense, but, like a treasure, lies 

buried at a great depth. And those who seek for hidden things will not be able to find the object of the 

search if they do not seek carefully and painstakingly. 
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[St. John Chrysostom, Homily 41 On John, 1] re Jn 5:39 

  

The reason we have written this Rule is that, by observing it in monasteries, we may show that we 

have some of virtue and the beginnings of the monastic life. But for anyone hastening on to the 

perfection of monastic life, there are the teachings of the holy Fathers, the observance of which will 

lead him to the very heights of perfection. What page, what passage of the inspired books of the Old 

and New Testaments is not the truest of guides for human life? What book of the holy catholic Fathers 

does not resoundingly summon us along the true way to reach the creator? 

[St. Benedict, Rule, 73:1-3] 

 

 

“The Emperor of heaven, the Lord of men and of angels, has sent you His epistles for your life’s 

advantage—and yet you neglect to read them eagerly. Study them, I beg you, and meditate daily on the 

words of your Creator. Learn the heart of God in the words of God, that you may sigh more eagerly 

for things eternal, that your soul may be kindled with greater longings for heavenly joys.”   

[Letters, 5, 46. (EnchBibl 31)]  

  

3. Since the implications of the text are clear from what I have said, let us now try to discover the 

spiritual meaning of the storerooms. Further on there is mention of a garden and a bedroom, both of 

which I join to these rooms for the purpose of this present discussion. When examined together the 

meaning of each becomes clearer. By your leave then, we shall search the Sacred Scriptures for these 

three things, the garden, the storeroom, the bedroom. The man who thirsts for God eagerly studies and 

meditates on the inspired word, knowing that there he is certain to find the one for whom he thirsts. 

Let the garden, then, represent the plain, unadorned, historical sense of Scripture, the storeroom its 

moral sense, and the bedroom the mystery of divine contemplation. 

[Commentary on the Song of Songs, Sermon 23:3] The rooms of the king  

  

 

“Within this majesty I was given knowledge of a truth that is the fulfillment of all truths. I don’t know 

how to explain this because I didn’t see anything. I was told without seeing anyone, but I clearly 

understood that it was Truth telling me: ‘This is no small thing I do for you, because it is one of the 

things for which you owe Me a great deal, for all the harm that comes to the world comes from its not 

knowing the truths of Scripture in clarity and truth; not one iota of Scripture will fall short.’ To me it 

seemed I had always believed this, and that all the faithful believed it. He told me: ‘Alas, daughter, 

how few there are who truthfully love me! For if they loved me, I would reveal to them my secrets. Do 

you know what it is to love Me truthfully? It is to understand that everything that is displeasing to me is 

a lie. By the beneficial effects this understanding will cause in your soul you shall see clearly what you 

now do not understand.’” [St. Teresa of Avila, Book of Her Life, 40, 1] 

 

I do not mean that beginners should have no communication with learned men, for I should prefer 

spirituality to be unaccompanied by prayer than not to be founded upon the truth. Learning is a great 

thing, for it teaches those of us who have little knowledge, and gives us light, so that, when we are 

faced with the truth of Holy Scripture, we act as we should. From foolish devotions may God deliver 

us! [St. Teresa of Avila, Book of Her Life, 13, 16] 

 

12. I hold it to be most certain that the devil will not deceive nor will God permit this—a soul that does 

not trust itself in anything and that is fortified in the faith and understands that it would die a thousand 

deaths for one item of the faith. And with this love of the faith, which God then infuses and which is a 

strong living faith, it always strives to proceed in conformity with what the Church holds, asking of 

this one and that, as one who has already made a firm assent to these truths. All the revelations it could 

imagine—even if it were to see the heavens open—wouldn’t move it one bit from what the Church 

holds. If at times it should see itself wavering in its thought against this firmness in the faith—I mean 
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that if it doesn’t see in itself this great fortitude and if the devotion or vision doesn’t provide help 

toward this fortitude—it shouldn’t consider its locution safe. And this applies as well if it should see 

itself pause to say: “but if God tells me this, it can also be true as was what He told the saints.” I don’t 

mean that the soul believes this, but that the devil begins to tempt it through the first urgings—for just 

to pause over this thought is already very wrong. But in this case I believe that often not even the first 

urgings will come if the soul is as strong in the faith as the Lord makes the one to whom He grants 

these things, for it seems to the soul that the devils would harshly criticize even a very small truth that 

the Church holds.  

13. I say that if the soul doesn’t see within itself this great fortitude and that if the devotion or vision 

doesn’t help toward this, it shouldn’t consider itself safe. Although it may not immediately feel the 

harm, little by little this harm could become great. For from what I see and know through experience, 

a locution bears the credentials as being from God if it is conformity with Sacred Scripture. And if it 

should deviate from Scripture just a little, I would have incomparably greater assurance that it comes 

from the devil than I now have that it comes from God, however great the latter assurance may be. 

[St. Theresa of Avila, The Book of Her Life, 25:12-13] 

 

 

“Tradition is not the worship of ashes but the passing on of the flame.” 

[Gustav Mahler, quoted in Stefania Tuzi, “5+1AA: The New School Complex in Zugliano.” Abitare 

La Terra 38 (2015): 47] 

 

 

II.1. Privileged Witnesses to Tradition. 

In first place among the various qualities and roles that the documents of the magisterium attribute to 

the fathers is the fact that they are privileged witnesses to tradition. In the flow of living tradition that 

continues from the beginning of Christianity over the centuries up to our present time, they occupy an 

entirely special place, which makes them stand out compared with other protagonists of the history of 

the church. They laid down the first basic structures of the church, together with doctrinal and pastoral 

positions that remain valid for all times. 

a) In our Christian mind, the fathers are always linked to tradition, having been both its protagonists 

and its witnesses. They are closer to the sources in their purity. Some of them were witnesses to the 

apostolic tradition, the source from which tradition itself is drawn. The fathers of the first centuries 

especially can be considered authors and exponents of a “founding” tradition, which was preserved and 

continuously elucidated in subsequent ages. In any case, the fathers have transmitted what they 

received, “they have taught the church what they have learned in her.” (St. Augustine, Contra 

Iulianum, 1.117) “What they found in the church they kept; what they learned they taught; what they 

learned from their fathers they transmitted to their children.” (Ibid., Contra Iulianum, 2, 10, 33-34) 

b) Historically, the age of the fathers is the period of some important firsts in the ecclesial order. It 

was they who set “the entire canon of the sacred books,’“‘ composed the basic professions of faith 

(regulae fidei), defined the deposit of faith in response to heresies and contemporary culture, thus 

giving rise to theology. Furthermore, it was again they who laid the foundations of canonical discipline 

(statuta patrum, traditiones patrum) and created the first forms of liturgy that remain an obligatory 

reference point for all subsequent liturgical reforms. In this way, the fathers gave the first conscious 

and reflective response to the divine Scriptures and formulated it, not so much as an abstract theory, 

but as daily pastoral practice of experience and teaching in the heart of the liturgical assemblies 

gathered together to profess the faith and celebrate the worship of the risen Lord. They were in this 

way the authors of the first great Christian catechesis. 

c) Tradition, to which the fathers are witnesses, is a living tradition that demonstrates unity in 

variety and continuity in progress. This is seen in the plurality of liturgical families and in the spiritual, 

disciplinary and exegetic-theological traditions that existed in the first centuries (e.g., the schools of 

Alexandria and of Antioch). They were differing traditions, but all were united and rooted in the firm 

and un-changeable common foundation of the faith. 
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d) Tradition, therefore, as it was known and lived by the fathers, is not like a monolithic, 

immovable and sclerotic block, but a multiform organism pulsating with life. It is a practice of life and 

doctrine that experiences, on the one hand, even uncertainties, tensions, research made by trial and 

hesitancy and, on the other, timely and courageous decisions of great originality and decisive 

importance. To follow the living tradition of the fathers does not mean hanging on to the past as such, 

but adhering to the line of faith with an enthusiastic sense of security and freedom, while maintaining a 

constant fidelity toward that which is foundational: the essential, the enduring, the unchanging fidelity 

usque ad sanguinis effusionem to dogma and those moral and disciplinary principles that demonstrate 

their irreplaceable function and their fecundity precisely at the times when new things are making 

headway. 

e) The fathers are thus witnesses and guarantors of an authentic Catholic tradition, and hence their 

authority in theological questions has been very great and always remains so. When it has been 

necessary to denounce the deviation of certain schools of thought, the church has always referred to the 

fathers as a guarantee of truth. Various councils, for instance the councils of Chalcedon and Trent, 

begin their solemn declarations with reference to the patristic tradition by using the formula: “In 

following the holy fathers ... etc.” References are made to them also even in questions which had 

already been resolved through recourse to Sacred Scripture. In the Council of Trent” and in the First 

Vatican Council” the principle was explicitly enunciated that the unanimous consent of the fathers 

constitutes a certain rule for interpreting Scripture. This principle of tradition as normative — 

formulated by St. Vincent of Lerins and earlier still by St. Augustine — has always been followed in 

the history of the church. 

f) The examples and teaching of the fathers, witnesses to tradition, were particularly valued and put 

to good use by the Second Vatican Council. Due precisely to them, the council was able to achieve a 

keener understanding of the church herself and to identify the sure path particularly for liturgical 

renewal, for fruitful ecumenical dialogue and for the encounter with non-Christian religions by making 

the ancient principle of unity in diversity and of progress in the continuity of tradition bear fruit in 

present-day circumstances. 

[Congregation for Catholic Education, Instruction on the Study of the Fathers of the Church in the 

Formation of Priests, 9 January 1990, II.1.a-f]  Origins 19 (January 25, 1990) 

 

3. The veneration and fidelity of the fathers regarding the sacred books may be compared to their 

veneration and fidelity to tradition. They do not consider themselves masters, but servants of the 

Sacred Scriptures since they received them from the church, read and com-mented on them in and for 

the church, according to the rule of faith proposed and illustrated by ecclesiastical and apostolic 

tradition. St. Irenaeus, the great lover of the sacred books, maintains that whoever wishes to know the 

truth must look at the tradition of the apostles. (Adversus Haereses, 3.3.1) He adds that even if the 

apostles had not left us Scripture, tradition would have been enough for our instruction and salvation. 

(Ibid., 3.4.1) Origen himself, who studied the Scriptures with so much love and passion and worked so 

much for their comprehension, openly states that only those must be believed as truths of faith that in 

no way depart from “ecclesiastical and apostolic tradition,” (De Principiis, Praef.,1) thereby making 

tradition the interpretative norm of Scripture. Later, St. Augustine, who found his “delight” in 

meditating on Scripture,” stated this marvelously luminous and sound principle that again refers to 

tradition: “I would not believe in the Gospel if the authority of the Catholic Church had not led me to 

do so.” (Confessions, 11.2.3) 

4. Therefore, when the Second Vatican Council stated that “sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture form 

one sacred deposit of the word of God, which is entrusted to the church,’ it merely confirmed an 

ancient theological principle that was practiced and professed by the fathers. This principle, that 

enlightened and guided their whole exegetic and pastoral activity, certainly remains valid for 

theologians and pastors of souls today. From this it follows concretely that the return to Sacred 

Scripture, which is one of the major characteristics of the life of the church in the present, must be 

accompanied by the return to tradition attested to by patristic writings if the desired fruits are to be 

produced. 
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[Congregation for Catholic Education, Instruction on the Study of the Fathers of the Church in the 

Formation of Priests, 9 January 1990, II.2.a.3-4]   Origins 19 (January 25, 1990) 

 

 

The problem with referring to Scripture as the “word of God,” of course, is that that convention is 

wholly out of keeping with how Scripture itself uses that term. Scripture uses “word of God” or “word 

of the Lord” in two ways: as a reference to prophecy (e.g., “the word of the LORD came to Elijah the 

Tishbite, saying ...”) or as a reference to the apostles’ preaching. The phrase “word of God” never 

appears as a reference to Scripture itself.  

[John Poirier, The Invention of the Inspired Text: Philological Windows on the Theopneustia of 

Scripture, New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021, p. 19] 

 

 

The difficulty with Scott’s argument is that every one of these NT references to the Old Testament 

appeals to a prophetic passage (2 Cor. 6:16 refers to Lev. 26:12; Heb. 3:7 refers to Ps. 95:7-11). Scott 

thinks that Ps. 16:10 (quoted in Acts 13:37) stands out as a passage in which “God is not the speaker,” 

but the NT writers clearly did not regard it so: David was widely viewed as prophetically inspired . . .  

[John Poirier, The Invention of the Inspired Text: Philological Windows on the Theopneustia of 

Scripture, New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021, p. 21] 

 

 

In Acts, the apostolic preaching about Jesus, the message of the whole Christ-event, becomes the word 

of God. This is the third step in the development; the word of God is first God's promise in the Old 

Testament, then the preaching of Jesus himself, and finally the preaching about Jesus. 

[Kodell, Jerome, “‘The Word of God grew’ The Ecclesial Tendency of Λόγος in Acts 1,7; 12,24; 

19,20”, Biblica 55.4 (1974):508]  The first citation in the title should be 6,7 not 1,7. 

 

 

After the resurrection, the word of God is embedded in the Christian community. It lives in the church 

in a community of life with the believers. . . . Luke sees the word so bound up with community life 

and witness that he can say “The word of God grew” when the church adds new members. 

[Kodell, Jerome, “‘The Word of God grew’ The Ecclesial Tendency of Λόγος in Acts 1,7; 12,24; 

19,20”, Biblica 55.4 (1974):518]  The first citation in the title should be 6,7 not 1,7. 

 

 

 

re Gal 2:9 

“the pillars.” The image (occurring nowhere else in Paul’s letters) is that of a building, having as a 

major feature several pillars supporting the roof. the metaphorical use of can be sen as early as 

Euripides (I.T. 57), and it emerges in rabbinic traditions to refer to the three patriarchs, Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob, pillars of Israel and indeed of the world. Members of the Jerusalem church may have 

viewed James, Cephas, and John as the new patriarchs, and thus as the pillars, because they formed the 

indispensable link between Jesus of Nazareth and his church. 

[J. Louis Martyn, Galatians, The Anchor Yale Bible, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997, p. 

205] 

 

 

SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION 

21. For Irenaeus, the main witnesses to the Truth are Scripture and tradition. 

22. The divine inspiration of the Scriptures is stressed time and again. “The Scriptures are perfect, 

inasmuch as they were spoken by God’s Word and Spirit” (2.28.2); “one and the same Spirit who her-

alded through the prophets . . . He Himself announced through the apostles” (3.21.4); “the Word . . . 
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gave us the fourfold Gospel” (3.11.8); “the Scriptures are divine.”30 Not only the prophets, but the 

entire Old Testament is prophetic,31 because the Holy Spirit spoke through all the writers just as He did 

through the prophets; the writers were His instruments. Moreover, the New Testament is as inspired 

and divine as the Old Testament, being equally the word of the Spirit.32 The Scriptures are without 

error, “perfect,” and “the mainstay and pillar of our faith.”33 

23. Though Irenaeus does not mention a list or canon of the books of the Bible, one can make a fairly 

complete list from his citations, He cites all the Old Testament books except Judith, Esther, 1 and 2 

Chronicles, Ecclesiastes, Canticle of Canticles, Job, Tobit, Obadiah, Nahum, Zephaniah, Haggai, and 

1 and 2 Maccabees. But from a passage {9} in Book 3 it is clear that he knew of Tobit, Nahum, and 

Haggai.35 He also knew of the twelve minor prophets as a unit.36 Of the New Testament, Irenaeus 

quotes or uses every book except Philemon and 3 John. Although some scholars have questioned 

whether he used James, Jude, and 2 Peter, in notes to the pertinent passages, I shall show that it is 

more than probable that he did.  {10} 

29. Usually Irenaeus insists on the literal sense of Scripture. He holds that it is wrong to twist texts 

from their natural meaning by combining them with other texts that do not fit.49 Truth itself must be the 

ultimate rule of interpretation.50 One must have regard for the style of the Scriptures. Even the 

punctuation must be correct51 Obscure passages of the parables must not be interpreted by other ob-

scure passages, but by such as are clear and certain.52 The Gnostics indulged in exaggerated allegorical 

interpretations, and Irenaeus at times uses their weapon against them. But with him the allegorical 

interpretations are just ornaments added to the solid literal witnesses. The Scriptures are so vast in 

meaning that one should not be perturbed if he or she does not understand them all.53 

30. Scripture, then, is an excellent source for the Rule of Faith. It is divine and must be believed. But 

the Scriptures are not always clear, nor did all of Scripture exist from the beginning. Hence it is not an 

absolute Rule of Faith.54 Scripture is ultimately subject to the criterion of tradition, of the doctrine of 

the Church, of the Rule of Truth itself. 

31. Irenaeus uses a variety of names to designate tradition, a variety based on the various aspects of the 

same reality: tradition, tradition of {11} the apostles, tradition which derives from the apostles, 

tradition of the Truth, the preaching, the preaching of the Truth, the body of the Truth, the Rule of the 

Truth, or of the Faith, the doctrine, the doctrinal system. 

32. Tradition must be derived from the apostles55 Any tradition outside this apostolic tradition must be 

resolutely rejected The condition and warranty for this is uninterrupted succession of bishops 

throughout the Church from the apostles and their disciples57 so that every church throughout the world 

teaches one and the same unchangeable doctrine—tradition must really be catholic.58 Moreover, the 

apostolic tradition must be verified in particular in the church at Rome, because that church has a 

preeminence over the others, and for that reason all the other churches, if truly apostolic, must agree 

with the Roman.59 

33. Since tradition existed before the writings of the New Testament60 it is an absolute source of 

revelation. It is the teaching of the living Church, which would have existed even if nothing had been 

committed to writing.61 

- - - - - - - - - - - 
30 AH, 2.27.1; 2.35.4; 3.21.2. 
31 AH, 1.8.1; 2.2.5; 2.34.1; 5.Pref. 
32 AH, 3.24.1. 
33 AH, 2.28.2; 3.1.1; also 3.5.1; 3.14.2-4. 
35 AH, 1.30.11. 
36 AH, 4.17.3,5;  
49 AH, 1.9.4; [also 1.8.1]. 
50 AH, 2.28.1. 
51 AH, 3.7.1-2. 
52 AH, 2.10.1; 2.27. 
53 AH, 2.28.3. 
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54 AH, 3.1.1; 3.4.1-2. 
55 AH, 3.1.1; 3.2.1-2; and passim. 
57 AH, 3.2.2; 3.3.1-3; and passim. 
58 AH, 1.9.4; 1.10.1-2; 3.1.1; 3.4.1-2; 3.24.1. 
59 See Book 3 for a full discussion of AH, 3.3.2, a justly famous passage. 
60 AH, 3.1.1. 
61 AH, 3.5.1. 

- - - - - - - - - - - 

[St. Irenaeus of Lyons, Against the Heresies, Translated and Annotated by Dominic J. Unger, OFM 

Cap., Ancient Christian Writers Series, Vol 1, pp. 8-11] 
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