
Introduction

The title of this essay should raise a question in our 
minds. Why don’t we say, “The Roman Catholic view 
of Scripture”? In fact, don’t we already know what they 
believe? They believe in the Bible but they also believe 
in Tradition. We say Scripture alone and they say Scrip-
ture and tradition. What more is there to say?

If we listen to one leading Catholic theologian, Av-
ery (Cardinal) Dulles, then we might just step back and 
wonder what has happened. Avery Dulles (1918-2008) 
was one of the finest American Catholic theologians and 
his extensive studies and penetrating analyses have al-
ways merited attention and have often garnered much 
respect. About the Roman Catholic view of Scripture 
Dulles said: “Vatican II… recovered the primacy of 
Scripture as the word of God consigned to writing un-
der the inspiration of the Holy Spirit (Dei Verbum [DV] 
§9). The teaching office of the church, according to the 

Constitution, ‘is not above the word of God but serves 
it, listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously, and 
explaining it faithfully…” (DV §10).”1 

So you see, their position is more nuanced, if not 
more complicated, than our conventional understand-
ing. We can easily appeal to Trent, the two Vatican 
Councils and other official RC documents, but that 
will not be sufficient. The reason has to do with trying 
to figure out what all these documents mean. How are 
they to be interpreted? Whose interpretation represents 
Catholicism? Who speaks for her today? 

Two Major Groups

Two major groups continue to represent Catholicism. 
Robert Strimple, in his brilliant essay “Roman Catholic 
Theology Today,” noted that while some traditionalists 
or Tridentine Catholics still exist, he, along with David 
Wells, believes that progressive Roman Catholics tend 
to speak more for Catholicism than the traditionalists.2 
The progressives represent the Roman Catholic mind 
and future. It is they who hold the majority of profes-
sional theological posts and it is they who wield power 
in Catholicism.

I am not saying that the “orthodox minority” of the 
RC group ought to be discounted. They cannot be-
cause they are the very vocal and zealous in Catholi-
cism—they seek to convert many to their sect. James 
White has done a fantastic job in critiquing them and 
one should consult his writings and audio debates. But 
I will predominantly focus on the progressives because 
their interpretations influence the academy as well as 
Catholicism as a whole.

Within modern Catholicism, there are those who 
emphasize the continuity of the councils and those who 
maintain what Dulles calls “the hermeneutics of dis-
continuity.”3 Some interpret Trent, Vatican I and II to 
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be in continuity with each other. That is, “each passage 
and document of the council must be interpreted in the 
context of all the others, so that the integral teaching of 
the council may be rightly grasped… The council must 
be interpreted in continuity with the great tradition of 
the church, including earlier councils” (Dulles, “Vati-
can II: The Myth and the Reality”). Others see the Sec-
ond Vatican as possessing revolutionary implications. 

The reason this observation is so important lies in the 
simple fact that the present Pope, Benedict XVI (Joseph 
Ratzinger), represents the movement that underscores 
continuity. Ratzinger served as one of the theological 
advisers at the Second Vatican Council (hereafter, SVC). 
He belonged to “the inner circle of theologians whose 
thinking prevailed at Vatican II” and “the progressive 
wing at the council.”4 Yet, he is viewed by most to be 
very conservative. Ratzinger believes he did not change 
but remained true to himself.5 Whether he changed or 
not does not change the fact that he believes the church 
has not changed on account of Vatican II. Ratzinger 
said, “I should like to say that Vatican II surely did not 
want ‘to change’ the faith, but to represent it in a more 
effective way.”6 There is for him, no pre- or post- Vati-
can II—there is simply the church keeping the tradi-
tion alive. “The only viable course, he contended, was 
to interpret Vatican II in strictest continuity with pre-
vious councils such as Trent and Vatican I, since all 
three councils are upheld by the same authority: that 
of the Pope and the college of bishops in communion 
with him” (Dulles, “Pope Benedict XVI: Interpreter of 
Vatican II,” 471).

It is with that continuity in mind that I probe the 
modern RC view of Scripture. At the outset, I want to 
say that this method of interpreting all the councils in 
continuity with each other creates incredible tension, 
and I am convinced Roman Catholicism swallowed a 
pill that will eventually destroy her. Remember, there are 
traditionalists who have broken away from Catholicism 
and spawned a movement called sedevacantism (sede 
vacante, the seat being empty)—the Papal See has been 
empty since the death of Pope Pius XII (1958) or Pope 
John XXIII (1963). The Second Vatican was so radical 
that some traditionalists could not accept it as being a 
genuine church council. If that deep concern and sus-
picion exists in the faithful, then there might be some-
thing quite radical or different about the SVC. The older, 
traditional Catholics believe that Vatican II was a major 
departure from the faith. A decade after the SVC, one 
could easily have identified the two extreme spokesmen. 
The hardcore traditionalists were represented by Arch-
bishop Marcel Lefebvre (eventually excommunicated 

on June 30, 1988) and the progressive radicals by men 
like Hans Küng. Ratzinger believed in a post-conciliar 
Catholicism which went back to all the sources of Ca-
tholicism (ressourcement). Archbishop Lefebvre did not 
accept the teaching of the SVC, while men like Küng 
believed the SVC opened the gateway to something 
broader. Both groups have been sorely disappointed by 
what has emerged since the SVC. One thinks it went too 
liberal (modern) while the other thinks Catholicism is 
reverting back to her pre-conciliar days.
 

Two Sources of Revelation: 
Trent and Vatican II

Getting at their position requires interpretation of their 
major documents. The ones that really concern us center 
on the Council of Trent and the Second Vatican. Some 
attention must also be given to Vatican I and their 1992 
Catechism of the Catholic Church but most of the is-
sues will be focused on the Tridentine and the Second 
Vatican Councils.7 

Trent Interpreted—Partim…Partim8

The traditional understanding of the Roman Catholic 
teaching on Scripture comes from Trent (1545–63, 25 
sessions). Historically, both Catholics and Protestants 
interpreted Trent in the same way. Protestants, of course, 
did not agree with Trent but they were in agreement as 
to what the council actually taught. 

Traditional Catholic theologians like Bellarmine, Ott, 
Denzinger, Sheeben, Tanquerey, Pohle & Preuss, Hunter, 
see George Weigel, God’s Choice: Pope Benedict XVI and the Future 
of the Catholic Church (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2005), 
171–172. Some find this distinction too simplistic, if not manipulative, 
see http://ncronline.org/news/faith-parish/hermeneutic-dysfunction.
 4. Avery Dulles, “Pope Benedict XVI: Interpreter of Vatican II,” 
in Church and Society (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 
470–471. John Allen called him “the progressive firebrand” in Cardi-
nal Ratzinger: The Vatican’s Enforcer of the Faith (New York: Con-
tinuum, 2000), 46. Giuseppe Alberigo criticized this book for being 
too negative against Ratzinger. Allen has softened some of the views 
in his later book on the Pope.
 5. Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Salt of the Earth: The Church at the 
End of the Millennium: An Interview With Peter Seewald, trans. Adrian 
Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997), 115–116.
 6. Joseph Ratzinger and Vittorio Messori, The Ratzinger Report: An 
Exclusive Interview on the State of the Church, trans. Salvator Attanasio 
and Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), 35.
 7. Articles 2 &3 of their Catechism (1992) essentially reproduced 
large portions of Dei Verbum (the document from the SVC). No. 83 
is one of the rare sections in the Catechism that adds to the DV.
 8. On this, I am depending on G. C. Berkouwer, The Second Vatican 
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Van Noort, and others, all espoused a two-sources the-
ory of revelation on account of their understanding of 
Trent. That is, they believed that God revealed himself 
through Scripture and through tradition—two sources 
of revelation. One of them said, “Tradition is a source 
of revelation distinct from Scripture and goes beyond 
the data of Scripture. This is a dogma of faith from the 
Council of Trent ….”9 All Evangelical Protestants be-
lieved that Van Noort gave a faithful dogmatic exposi-
tion of the Catholic position (a position taught right up 
to the SVC). This is a position with which most of us 
are accustomed. In fact, many of the traditional Cath-
olics at Vatican II believed this was their position be-
cause the first draft proposal dealing with the nature of 
revelation was entitled “On the Two Sources of Divine 
Revelation.”10

That traditional understanding came under serious 
scrutiny at Vatican II. This long established teaching was 
rooted in their interpretation of the Council of Trent. In 
its Fourth Session, Trent declared how the gospel was 
brought to us: “clearly perceiving that this truth and 
instruction are contained in the written books and the 
unwritten traditions, which have been received by the 
apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or from the 

apostles themselves, at the dictation of the Holy Spirit, 
have come down even to us, transmitted as it were from 
hand to hand….”That, to most people, seemed clear cut 
and straight forward—God’s revelation is “contained 
in the written books and the unwritten traditions….”11  
However, that interpretation of Trent was considered 
incorrect. 

Josef Rupert Geiselmann significantly influenced 
many Vatican II thinkers in his understanding of the 
relationship between Scripture and tradition as taught 
in Trent. He believed that the phrase “contained in the 
written books, and the unwritten traditions” did not 
mean what we think it means because of the history be-
hind the phrase. What he showed was that the Triden-
tine divines originally argued partim … partim (partly…
partly) but ended up with the conjunction “et” (and). 
There were two drafts and the first one stated partim in 
libris scriptis, partim in sine scripto traditionibus (partly 
in the books of Scripture, partly in unwritten traditions). 
The second text which became the official dogma sim-
ply deleted partim…partim and replaced the two with 
et (and)—contineri in libris scriptis et sine scripto tra-
ditionibus (contained in written books [of Scripture] 
and in unwritten traditions). From that historical inci-
dent, he argued that the Tridentine divines did not re-
ally believe in a two-sources theory of revelation, partly 
from Scripture and partly from tradition. That is, “Two 
Sources theory does not correspond to the intention of 
the Council of Trent.” This argument “met with wide-
spread agreement” says one Roman Catholic scholar 
(Schmaus, Dogma 1: God in Revelation, 218).12 

Berkouwer argued that Gieselmann’s reading of 
Trent’s rejection of partim…partim “allows at least the 
possibility of putting an accent on the sufficiency of 
Scripture.” It is “nothing less than amazing” because it 
“would have been out of the question had the ‘partly’ 
phraseology been maintained by Trent.” As a result, 
Berkouwer believed that the relationship between 
“Scripture and tradition is a completely open matter” 
(Berkouwer, The Second Vatican Council and the New 
Catholicism, 96–97). This does not mean that Giesel-
mann’s interpretation prevailed, but it did shut the door 
on the two sources theory of revelation in Vatican II.13 

Traditional catholic theologians continued to argue 
vigorously that this was not an accurate interpretation 
of Trent. In fact, they argued that the onus was on these 
new interpreters to prove that the traditional and widely 
accepted interpretation was incorrect (Berkouwer, The 
Second Vatican Council and the New Catholicism, 95). 
Nevertheless, the two sources of revelation theory had 
fallen out of favor in Catholicism.14 

Council and the New Catholicism, trans. Lewis B. Smedes (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 1965), 89–111; Robert B. Strimple, “Roman Catholic 
Theology Today,” 85–117. Also helpful is the Roman Catholic theolo-
gian Michael Schmaus, Dogma 1: God in Revelation, trans. William 
McKenna, Ann Laeuchli, and T. Patrick Burke (New York: Sheed 
and Ward, Inc., 1984), 215–226; J. P. Mackey, The Modern Theology 
of Tradition (New York: Herder and Herder, 1962) and the massive 
work by Yves Congar, Tradition and Traditions: An Historical and a 
Theological Essay, trans. Michael Naseby and Thomas Rainborough 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1967), 156ff.
 9. G. Van Noort, The Sources of Revelation: Divine Faith, translated 
and revised by J. J. Castelot and W. R. Murphy, vol. II of Dogmatic 
Theology (Westminster: Newman, 1961), 139, cited in Gabriel Mo-
ran, Scripture and Tradition: A Survey of the Controversy (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1963), 18.
 10. Xavier Rynne, Vatican Council II (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1968), 18.
 11. Hendricus Denzinger, The Sources of Catholic Dogma, 30th ed., 
trans. Roy J. Deferrari (Fitzwilliam, NH: Loreto Publications, 1955), 
p. 244 (§783). Hereafter, I will cite the sections in Denzinger and not 
the page numbers (which is the standard method).
 12. Cf. Rynne, Vatican Council II, 85. George Tavard also argued 
that the partim partim theory “was explicitly excluded” at Trent, see 
Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church: The Crisis of the Protestant Refor-
mation (London: Burns & Oates, 1959), 205, 208.
 13. Just prior to Vatican II, Karl Rahner noticed that most worked 
within the framework of “two material sources” for their theology. 
He also emphatically noted that “the Two Sources Theory” is only a 
“possible interpretation of the Council.” See Inspiration in the Bible, 
trans. Charles H. Henkey (New York: Herder and Herder, 1962), 
35–36.
 14. That Vatican II rejected the theory of “two sources of revelation” 
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But Ratzinger believed Gieselmann’s view of tradi-
tion was too narrow (static). Ratzinger argued that a 
pneumatological concept of tradition had an impact 
on Trent—that is, the Spirit was alive and active in the 
church revealing the gospel.15 The gospel was written 
in charta (on paper) as well as in corde (in the hearts 
of the faithful).16 A “pneumatic surplus” of the gospel 
existed—the gospel that was written on the heart was 
in addition to what was written in Scripture. That is to 
say, the gospel is so big that it “can only partly be writ-
ten” and rest is fleshed out in the church or in the hearts 
of the faithful (more on this below). 

What does this have to do with the Roman Catho-
lic view of Scripture? Before becoming Pope,Ratzinger 
was arguing that a living tradition existed alongside of 
Scripture. He wasn’t arguing for a partim partim view 
but wanted only to revitalize the role of tradition as be-
ing dynamic and pneumatological. Such an interpreta-
tion prepared the way for Vatican II. More importantly, 
Ratzinger had a hand in constructing Dei Verbum (as 
Cardinal Fring’s theological advisor).17

So, the partim partim view does not officially exist 
in Catholicism though its meaning had been tradition-
ally utilized.18 However, even though the doctrine per 
se did not achieve dogma status, the partim partim in-
terpretation still seems to persist in the minds of many 
(especially among Protestants). What Gieselmann and 
other progressive Catholic writers ended up doing was 
simply “demonstrating” that the church never officially 
taught two sources of revelation and therefore Vatican 
II was not obligated to perpetuate it. It officially no lon-
ger teaches it!

Vatican II Interpreted19

Before looking into Vatican II, a brief comment should 
be made concerning Vatican I. The first Vatican merely 
reiterated the very words of Trent (Denzinger, 1787). In 
addition, the first Vatican anathematizes those who do 
not accept the RC canon (the apocrypha)—the same 
condemnation is found in Trent (Denzinger, 1809; 784). 
WCF 1.3 says, “The books commonly called Apocry-
pha, not being of divine inspiration, are no part of the 
Canon of Scripture; and therefore are of no authority in 
the Church of God, nor to be any otherwise approved, 
or made use of, than other human writings.”

When we come to the Second Vatican Council, we 
need to consider some of their expectations. Most of 
them thought the church was too insular and defensive. 
In regard to God’s revelation, they believed the church 
had been too “anti-Modernist” and the first draft on 

the sources of revelation was in the same vein. In the 
words of Ratzinger, “The text was, if one may use the 
label, utterly a product of the ‘anti-Modernist” mental-
ity that had taken shape about the turn of the century. 
The text was written in a spirit of condemnation and 
negation….”20 The first draft of this constitution was 
entitled “The Sources of Revelation” (De fontibus reve-
lationis)21 but the settled and received title was simply 
“Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” (Consti-
tutio Dogmatica de Divina Revelatione, or Dei Verbum). 
It appears that several drafts were offered.22

What became clear was their resistance to publishing 
a “two-sources” theory of revelation (Schmaus, Dogma 
1, 218; Rynne, Vatican Council II, 77ff.). The final ver-
sion avoided that language, though it did not necessar-
ily rule it out absolutely. Scripture and tradition are not 

is well recognized by interpreters, e.g. Enzo Bianchi, “The Centrality 
of the Word of God,” in The Reception of Vatican II, ed. Giuseppe Al-
berigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua and Joseph A. Komonchak (Washington, 
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1987), 118–119; Avery 
Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 
161; Robert Murray, “Revelation (Dei Verbum),” in Modern Catholi-
cism: Vatican II and After, ed. Adrian Hastings (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 75–76.
 15. Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger, Revelation and Tradition, 
trans. W. J. O’Hara (New York: Herder and Herder, 1966), 50–53.
 16. A similar distinction can be found in the Catechism, no. 113 (“Sa-
cred Scripture is written principally in the Church’s heart rather than 
in documents and records…”), in Catechism of the Catholic Church 
(San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1994).
 17. For a very enjoyable and somewhat dramatized account of the 
role played by Ratzinger at the SVC, see ch. 2, “An Erstwhile Liberal” 
in John L. Allen, Cardinal Ratzinger: The Vatican’s Enforcer of the 
Faith. To get something of the flavor of this chapter, let me offer the 
following: “In the imagination of some liberal critics, Ratzinger’s life 
story would make a script worthy of George Lucas: the young Jedi 
Knight who went over to the Dark Side of the Force” (47).
 18. One traditional Irish Cardinal at the SVC argued that the doc-
trine of two sources “formed part of the Church’s doctrinal patrimony” 
(Rynne, Vatican Council II, 83).
 19. Citations from Vatican II are taken from Walter M. Abbott, ed., 
The Documents of Vatican II (New York: Herder and Herder, 1966).
 20. Joseph Ratzinger, Theological Insights of Vatican II (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1966), 20; cf. Giuseppe Alberigo, ed., History of Vatican 
II, 5 vols. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1995–2006), 1:306–308.
 21. The original draft debated and turned down had these words: 
“Sacred Scripture is not the only source of the revelation which is 
found in the Deposit of Faith. For besides the divine Tradition which 
is set out in Sacred Scripture, there is also the divine Tradition of truth 
which are not contained in Sacred Scripture” (Alberigo, ed., History, 
1:275; emphasis is found in the source cited). The text voted on was 
a “formal repudiation of the spirit and of the positions of the TC’s 
schema De fontibus” (1:277; cf. 1:412–413).
 22. Alberigo, ed., History, 4:202 (perhaps over three); the final ver-
sion is the “Form G” (the seventh version), cf. Herbert Vorgrimler, 
ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, 5 vols. (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1967–1969), 3:166.
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two “sources” one writer explains, but “ways [emphasis 
added] of transmitting the message about the mystery 
of salvation, a message that remains alive in the Church” 
(Alberigo, ed., History, 4:199). They abandoned the two 
sources view of revelation, but they left undecided the 
exact relationship between the two. The conservative-
traditional position of the two-sources theory is actually 
a minority position in Catholicism (Strimple, “The Re-
lationship,” 27). Even if these traditionalists were correct 
in their understanding of tradition and Scripture prior 
to Vatican II, that view is no longer the church’s posi-
tion because the progressives dominated the Council.23

If the official teaching is no longer two-sources, then 
what was the Vatican II doctrine of Scripture? This is 
where it becomes tricky. Let me give a brief overview 
of its contents before drawing some conclusions and 
making some critical comments. 

The Dei Verbum consists of a prologue and 6 chapters 
(26 articles). Ratzinger believes that this is one of the 
“outstanding texts of the council” and that it has “yet to 
be truly received” (Dulles, “Pope Benedict XVI: Inter-
preter of Vatican II,” 474). The prologue states, “Hear-
ing the word of God with reverence and proclaiming 
it with faith, the sacred synod takes its direction from 
these words of St. John…” and then quotes 1Jn. 1:2–3. 
Ratzinger believes this is “one of the happiest formula-
tions in the text” because of the dominance of the Word 
and because it describes the church as listening and pro-
claiming (Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 3:167.). This is 
where they believe prominence is given to God’s Word 
and the church as a listening agent. 

Chapter 1 explains what revelation is (“Revelation It-
self ”, §2–6). Ratzinger believes that this is where Vatican 
II differed from Vatican I in its emphasis. Rather than 
focusing on sources, it focuses on God who reveals. It 
is a minor Biblical Theology on God’s revelation, and 
by focusing on the historical character of God’s revela-
tion as Word and Deed, the Constitution sought to show 
that God is the source of revelation. We could quibble 
over several things in this chapter (its strong affirma-
tion of natural reason, §6; semi-pelagianism in §5) but 
overall, it is a decent chapter.

Chapter 2 (articles §7–10) is where the difficulty lies. 
Up to this time, an emphasis on the personal and his-
torical character of God revealing himself had been 
conveyed. Now they explain how God’s revelation is 
transmitted (“The Transmission of Divine Revelation”). 

We are told that God’s will for salvation was commit-
ted to writing “under the inspiration of the … holy 
Spirit.” (§7) To preserve this “full and living Gospel”, 
the apostles “left bishops as their successors” and “they 
gave them ‘their own position of teaching authority’”. 
This is called “sacred tradition”. The church contem-
plates God in the mirror of “sacred tradition” and “sa-
cred Scripture.”

Vatican II states that “the apostolic preaching” is “ex-
pressed in a special way in the inspired books” but the 
apostles also handed to the church their tradition which 
progresses in the church. Here, tradition is not static but 
dynamic (“the life-giving presence of this tradition”) 
and it enables the church to recognize and interpret the 
Holy Scripture (§8). Ratzinger, we have noted above, 
clearly taught a dynamic view of tradition. That view 
has been codified in DV. In the words of Dulles, “tra-
dition is seen as progressive and dynamic rather than 
simply conservative and static.” Tradition is “vital, re-
alistic, and forward-looking” in DV 8 (Dulles, “Vatican 
II and the Recovery of Tradition,” in The Reshaping of 
Catholicism, 91). Robert Murray believed this emphasis 
in the DV “invited Catholics to see God’s revelation and 
human response to it less in merely propositional terms, 
but more as dynamic operations guided by the Holy 
Spirit” (Robert Murray, “Revelation (Dei Verbum),” 77).

After this, they focus on the relationship between 
Scripture and tradition. What is important here is their 
premise. The God who reveals is the one who unifies 
what is found in sacred tradition and sacred Scripture. 
Sacred Scripture is the utterance of God (locutio Dei) 
as written and sacred tradition takes the word of God 
(verbum Dei) as entrusted. “Consequently it is not from 
sacred Scripture alone that the Church draws her cer-
tainty about everything which has been revealed. There-
fore both sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture are to 
be accepted and venerated with the same sense of loy-
alty and reverence.” (§9)

God is speaking and is behind both Scripture and tra-
dition because the framers of the conciliar documents 
made a subtle distinction between the Word of God 
and Scripture. DV says, “Sacred tradition and Sacred 
Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, 
committed to the Church.” (§10) This synthetic formed 
word of God cannot be interpreted without the help of 
the teaching office. “But the task of authentically inter-
preting the word of God, whether written or handed 
on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living teach-
ing office of the Church, whose authority is exercised 
in the name of Jesus Christ.” (§10) The phrase “word of 
God” is larger than Scripture and tradition; the phrase 

 23. Cardinal Frings, one of the participants, reported the following in 
1963: “The majority of bishops share a moderate progressive tendency, 
and it appears that they will have the two-thirds majority against the 
more conservative minority” (Rynne, Vatican Council II, 91 n.).
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“word of God” in this context is equivalent to “revela-
tion” which is not identical with Scripture.24 

You cannot read this as an reformed evangelical. You 
must read this as a modern progressive Catholic. What 
are they saying? Ratzinger had argued that the Word of 
God, or revelation, is a living reality and is “incapable 
of being enclosed in a text.”25 Furthermore, tradition 
is “that part of revelation that goes above and beyond 
Scripture and cannot be comprehended within a code 
of formulas” (Ratzinger, Milestones, 127). One of the 
criticisms he had with the older interpretation of Trent 
was it made divine revelation “mechanical” and a “col-
lection of propositions that can be divided up at will 
and sheered out between two different compilations…,” 
(Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 3:191). 

Now, they have an organic and living unity of the 
two. He talks of the “interpenetration” of Scripture and 
tradition (Ibid.). God’s Word comes to us via Scripture 
and tradition combined. It is like a water faucet with 
one handle that controls both the hot and cold—there 
is only one faucet. God’s One Word comes to us in the 
faucet of tradition-Scripture. That is their answer; not 
two faucets but one! That is why they speak of a “divine 
wellspring” (scaturigo) and not sources (fons). Dulles 
notes that the Vatican documents linked tradition di-
rectly to the Holy Spirit as the transcendent subject 
(Dulles, The Craft of Theology, 99–100). The Spirit is 
the source of this faucet.

Preliminary Criticisms

1. They avoided the language of two-sources of revela-
tion, but did they avoid the concept? The document was 
a compromise document that tilted toward the progres-
sives. The text “rejected the attempt to reach a defini-
tive decision on the relationship between Scripture and 
tradition” (Alberigo, ed., History, 4:207). There is only 
functional unity (§9). 

It is hard to believe that they made that much prog-
ress. The Council fathers dressed up a mechanical the-
ory of two sources of revelation to an organic unified 
theory of revelation that flows into Scripture and tra-
dition. They revitalized tradition as living and organi-
cally united it to Scripture. This reformulation in fact 
equalized and denigrated the two in one fell swoop. The 
Word of God or Revelation is found in both Scripture 
and tradition. They are both “sacred” (§10) and both are 
to be “accepted and venerated with the same sense of 
devotion and reverence.” (§9)26 So, it is one source of 
revelation with two equal ways of transmitting that rev-
elation: “Consequently, it is not from sacred Scripture 

alone that the Church draws her certainty about every-
thing which has been revealed.” (§9) They equalized the 
two as transmitters of revelation. They also denigrated 
the two by not allowing either one of them to be the 
Revelation of God: “Sacred tradition and Sacred Scrip-
ture form one sacred deposit of the word of God…” 
(§10) Dulles’s exposition on DV reveals this point quite 
clearly. “Scripture is an inspired and privileged sedi-
mentation of tradition but not an independent or sepa-
rable norm. Scripture and tradition together constitute 
a single indivisible channel of revealed truth, in which 
neither element could stand without the other (DV § 
9)” (Dulles, “Vatican II: The Myth and the Reality”).

2. Ratzinger’s own criticism needs to be considered. 
One of the goals behind Vatican II was to be more ec-
umenical and when they penned DV, they were try-
ing to be sensitive to some of the protestant concerns. 
They wanted to acknowledge the importance of sola 
scriptura, but chapter 2 dealing with the transmission 
of God’s revelation failed miserably to make that point. 

Cardinal Ratzinger noted that “there is, in fact, no ex-
plicit mention of the possibility of a distorting tradition 
and of the place of Scripture as an element within the 
Church that is also critical of tradition….” This principle 
has been “overlooked,” he says. “That this opportunity 
has been missed can only be regarded as an unfortunate 
omission” (Commentary on the Documents of Vatican 
II, 3:193).27 This omission was inevitable. If Scripture 
and tradition were two equal ways of transmitting the 
Revelation of God, then how could one stand against 
the other? If Scripture can criticize tradition, could not 
tradition also criticize Scripture? Their new formulation 
does not in any way allow Scripture to criticize tradition 
because Scripture can never really speak authoritatively 
and clearly without the magisterium. 

The Material Sufficiency of Scripture 

Having looked at the SVC documents, we now focus on 
the role or place of Scripture in their theology. Many 

 24. Hans Urs von Balthasar says, “Scripture is not identical with 
revelation” in “The Word, Scripture, and Tradition,” in Letter and 
Spirit: A Journal of Catholic Biblical Theology 2 (2006): 189, n.1. This 
is an essay reproduced from Balthasar’s earlier writings (d. 1988).
 25. These are the words of Dulles summarizing Ratzinger’s view in 
“Pope Benedict XVI: Interpreter of Vatican II,” 474.
 26.  “She has always maintained them [Scriptures], and continues to 
do so, together with sacred tradition, as the supreme rule of faith…” 
(§21).
 27. Cf. Aidan Nichols, The Thought of Pope Benedict XVI: An In-
troduction to the Theology of Joseph Ratzinger (New York: Burns & 
Oates, 2007), 60.
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of their more conservative apologists have argued that 
Roman Catholics do not believe in sola scriptura but 
instead in the material sufficiency of Scripture. 28 What 
this means is that all Catholics believe in the formal 
insufficiency of Scripture.29 Gabriel Moran said that 
those who hold to the material sufficiency of Scripture 
believe “that Scripture is materially complete or suffi-
cient, that Scripture contains all of the revelation the 
Church teaches. He is denying the existence of a con-
stitutive tradition but he is not denying tradition. He 
is asserting that the contents of Scripture and tradition 
are identical.”30 This sounds more appealing to Protes-
tants than simply the two-sources of revelation we had 
believed they espoused.

Robert Strimple gives this definition of what “the 
material sufficiency of Scripture” means: “There is no 
doctrinal tradition, no doctrinal revelation, which is not 
found in the Scriptures. There is none that has come 
to us de novo in tradition. All our dogma can be found 
in the Bible. Karl Rahner, Joseph Ratzinger, Michael 
Schmaus, Hans Küng, Yves Congar, George Tavard, 
Gabriel Moran, Gregory Baum—all are agreed on this 
point.”31 These men held to the “material sufficiency” of 
Scripture but this position did not necessarily prevail in 
Vatican II. It seems that the theory of the “material suffi-
ciency of Scripture” was debated vigorously but they did 
not make any firm decisions on this matter. The newest 
work on the SVC states that the “material sufficiency of 
Scripture was left open.” The author also noted that the 
two sides (conservatives and progressives) “most readily 

agreed … on deferring a decision on the material suffi-
ciency of Scripture” (Alberigo, ed., History, 4:208–209). 
We should make the following observations from this.

1. It is not absolutely certain that the “material suffi-
ciency of Scripture” is really the Roman Catholic position. 
Vatican II documents do not explicitly affirm it. The 
problem with the “material sufficiency” of Scripture is 
that the traditionalists believed and insisted there were 
things the church taught that were not in the Bible—tra-
dition was constitutive. Some had defined it as “objec-
tive, constitutive tradition” because it was difficult (if 
not impossible) to prove all the received truths from 
Scripture. One Council father even argued for the title 
De divinia traditione in one of the sections, (Alberigo, 
ed., History, 4:216).32 In fact, the debates in the Coun-
cil carefully avoided the question of the material suffi-
ciency of Scripture.33

It is therefore simply a ploy on the part of Catholic 
apologists to defend their position as being materially 
sufficient. That is not the church’s official position be-
cause some of their theologians truly believe in consti-
tutive tradition (truths derived from tradition that is 
authoritative irrespective of Scriptural teaching).

2. If the theory of the material sufficiency of Scripture 
was true, then what practical value is there? If every 
dogma is by definition infallible, then it really does not 
matter if this theory is true or not because it will remain 
dogma even if it wasn’t materially present in Scripture. 
Papal and conciliar authorities guarantee their infallible 
character because the Holy Spirit will keep them from 
error (so they argue). Let me illustrate. How would this 
line of reasoning go if one was pulled over by a police-
man, “Officer, everything we do is based upon obedi-
ence to the law. You pulled us over for something. But 
remember, what we just did is in conformity to the law 
because everything we do is based upon obedience to 
the law.” At the outset, you cannot be criticized (and 
the officer might want you to get your head examined). 
This is circular reasoning and they insulate themselves 
from criticism.

3. Vatican II did not elevate Scripture. Early on, Vati-
can II was positively assessed. Berkouwer’s mature judg-
ment on the two-sources theory of revelation is worth 
noting. He says, “Within Catholicism, a new and strong 
accent is being placed on the unique and normative 
function of Holy Scripture and the notion of two in-
dependent sources of revelation is in growing disre-
pute.” He says that the older Catholic understanding of 
viewing tradition as a “complement” to Scripture has 
given way to insisting that “Scripture is sufficient for 
all truth, and that tradition only interprets the truth of 

 28. Mark P. Shea, “What is the Relationship Between Scripture 
and Tradition,” in Not By Scripture Alone: A Catholic Critique of the 
Protestant Doctrine of Sola Scriptura, ed. Robert A. Sungenis (Santa 
Barbara, CA: Queenship Publishing Company, 1997), 181ff. 
 29. Dulles says the following, “Scripture is formally insufficient. In 
other words, tradition is needed for a sufficient grasp of the word of 
God, even though it be assumed that all revelation is somehow con-
tained in Scripture” (The Craft of Theology, 97).
 30. Gabriel Moran, Scripture and Tradition: A Survey of the Con-
troversy (New York: Herder and Herder, 1963), 25.
 31. Robert B. Strimple, “The Relationship between Scripture and 
Tradition in Contemporary Roman Catholic Theology,” Westminster 
Theological Journal 40 (Fall 1977): 24.
 32. Near the end, one of them asked his theological advisor “to 
keep an eye on the maneuvers of those who wanted to undermine 
the compromise that had been reached and to bring the schema up 
for new discussion so that they might include a formula on the con-
stitutive role of tradition” (483).
 33.  “…for the sake of harmony, it had been agreed to avoid anything 
that would decide the question of the ‘material sufficiency of Scrip-
ture’ in a positive or negative sense…” (Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 
3:202). “…the council sedulously endeavored to avoid deciding the 
question whether tradition contained any revealed truth not present 
somehow in Scripture” (Dulles, The Craft of Theology, 97).
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Scripture.” Tradition, therefore, is “the authentic inter-
preter of Scripture,” (The Second Vatican Council and the 
New Catholicism, 107–108). This was wishful thinking 
on Berkouwer’s part. Most Vatican II interpreters argue 
that tradition is given priority over Scripture. Dulles 
says, “Thus tradition has a certain priority, in view of 
which Dei Verbum found it advisable to treat tradition 
before turning to Scripture” (The Craft of Theology, 96–
7). What Berkouwer had wanted did not materialize 
because he did not interpret the Dei Verbum correctly. 
Dulles in another essay specifically argued that such an 
interpretation was a great misunderstanding. He lists 
twelve areas where he believed “the council has been 
rather generally misunderstood.”

Regarding the means by which revelation is transmit-
ted, many theologians have argued that the council gave 
priority to Scripture as the written word of God, and 
demoted tradition to the status of a secondary norm, to 
be tested against the higher norm of Scripture.

An impartial reading of Vatican II’s Dei Verbum, the 
“Dogmatic Constitution on Revelation” (1965) indicates 
on the contrary that the council gave a certain priority 
to tradition. It asserts that the Apostles and their suc-
cessors, the bishops, by their preaching and teaching 
have faithfully preserved the word of God. Scripture is 
an inspired and privileged sedimentation of tradition 
but not an independent or separable norm. Scripture 
and tradition together constitute a single indivisible 
channel of revealed truth, in which neither element 
could stand without the other (DV § 9), (“Vatican II: 
The Myth and the Reality”).

Berkouwer’s mistake existed in the 1960s. Many 
were hopeful that interpretations such as his would 
fully develop in Roman Catholicism. It never material-
ized because of the way the Vatican II documents were 
interpreted by each succeeding Pope. 

Some Major Concerns

1. Their theory of Revelation is problematic.Notwith-
standing SVC’s adherence to the Bible as inspired, there 
are suggestions of a neo-orthodox understanding of 
revelation. Listen to what Ratzinger says, “If one com-
pares the text of Article 2 with what was said at Vati-
can I (DS 3004f.), it becomes clear how much Catholic 
theology has benefited in the last fifty years from the 
theology of Karl Barth, which itself was influenced by 
the personalistic thinking of Ebner, Buber and others” 

(Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 3:170). Ratzinger ex-
pressed his sympathies for the neo-orthodox under-
standing of revelation. Unfortunately, his sympathies 
never fully disappeared.

Ratzinger also suggested that they would proba-
bly change the language of inspiration and inerrancy 
because of “the critical historical methods” (158). He 
spoke negatively of the older “verbalistic conception 
… of inspiration” (159). One writer summarized Ratz-
inger’s view in this manner: “God reveals himself, and 
that revelation is to be understood as the act in which 
God encounters human beings, rather than as merely 
propositions about God” (Weigel, God’s Choice, 169).

Ratzinger said, “It might also be said that Scripture 
is the material principle of revelation…but that it is 
not revelation itself…For revelation always and only 
becomes a reality where there is faith…Consequently 
revelation to some degree includes its recipient, with-
out whom it does not exist. Revelation cannot be pock-
eted like a book one carries around…Scripture is not 
revelation but at most only a part of the latter’s great 
reality” (Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger, Revelation 
and Tradition, 35–37). Admittedly, these were the ear-
lier statements of Ratzinger; he was younger and greatly 
influenced by the spirit of the age. But his “maturer” 
view, published sometime around 1997, did not differ. 
In reflecting on the SVC and Geiselmann’s view of tra-
dition, he penned the following words in regard to his 
view of revelation.

Revelation, which is to say, God’s approach to man, 
is always greater than what can be contained in human 
words, greater even than the words of Scripture.… it 
would have been impossible to refer to Scripture sim-
ply as ‘revelation’, as is the normal linguistic usage to-
day. Scripture is the essential witness of revelation, but 
revelation is something alive, something greater and 
more: proper to it is the fact that it arrives and is per-
ceived—otherwise it could not have become revelation 
(Milestones, 127).34

His view of revelation has not changed over thirty 
years and Dulles argues that Cardinal Prefect’s view 
(before he was elevated) is virtually the same (“Pope 
Benedict XVI: Interpreter of Vatican II,” 474). Avery 
Dulles himself disparages the conservative evangelical 
position and the older Catholic neo-Scholastic writ-
ings because they emphasized the propositional and 
rational character of God’s revelation. He believes it is 
too objectivistic! He says that traditional Catholics and 

 34. This book was originally published in Italian in 1997 and in 
German and English in 1998. 
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Conservative Evangelicals agree on their view of ver-
bal revelation. But on the contrary, the modern criti-
cal scholarship has made “propositional inerrancy of 
Scripture” untenable.35 

Schmaus suggests that Vatican II left the door open to 
errors in the Bible (more on this below; Dogma I, 192ff.). 
Most interesting was Schmaus’s earlier suspicion and 
criticism of Ratzinger as his student (and Ratzinger’s 
contemporaries). Schmaus rejected Ratzinger’s habili-
tation thesis because of Ratzinger’s modernist tenden-
cies in subjectivizing the concept of revelation in his 
work on Bonaventure (Milestones, 107–109). It appears 
Schmaus’s suspicions were well founded. Ratzinger did 
and does hold to a subjectivistic view of revelation (simi-
lar to the neo-orthodox view which we referenced ear-
lier in his commentary on Dei Verbum). He uses this 
pejorative analogy: “Revelation is not a meteor fallen to 
earth that now lies around somewhere as a rock mass 
from which rock samples can be taken and submitted 
to laboratory analysis… the living organism of the faith 
of all ages is then an intrinsic part of revelation” (127). 
This echoes what he said in the 1960s—“revelation to 
some degree includes its recipient, without whom it 
does not exist.”36 These statements are eerily similar 
to Karl Barth’s understanding. The Pope’s view has not 
changed from his earlier view, which he espoused in the 
book he co-authored with Karl Rahner.37 Even as late 
as 1989, Ratzinger said the following, “Revelation is a 
dynamic process between God and man, which consis-
tently becomes reality only in an encounter.”38

Strimple’s assessment is that many of these men were 
working with a modernistic post-Kantian view of rev-
elation (Strimple, “Roman Catholic Theology Today,” 
102ff.). He says, “it seems to me that in contemporary 
Roman Catholic theology we are, if anything, farther 
removed than ever from a Reformed understanding of 
the Bible; and therefore it is incumbent upon us in pre-
senting the gospel to those influenced by such a theology 

to present with clarity and conviction the Scriptures as 
the word of God written, necessary, clear, sufficient, and 
absolutely authoritative” (Strimple, “The Relationship 
between Scripture and Tradition in Contemporary Ro-
man Catholic Theology,” 38). Strimple is correct. The 
Catholic view is not what many of us thought it was. 
Therefore, we should not be surprised to read of their 
more modernistic and dynamic view of Scripture. 

Their dynamic view of revelation, however, is not ex-
actly the same as the neo-orthodox though it is similar. 
Revelation for the Catholics is intertwined with tradi-
tion, history, Church, Scripture and the Holy Spirit. This 
is a very complex topic and one which has engaged some 
of the best Catholic minds (Congar, Moran, Tavard, La-
tourelle, Dulles, etc.). Since revelation is so much larger 
than tradition, Scripture, Magisterium, Church, Liturgy, 
etc., it cannot be contained by them—it is expressed 
through them in a dynamic way. Tradition and Scripture 
are not sources, says Moran, but the “‘mirror’ in which 
the believing Church beholds God revealing.” (Theol-
ogy of Revelation, 110). The Pope fully affirms the fact 
that the Christian faith is not a “religion of the book.” 
Christian faith focuses on Christ and not the book. Only 
a vital community (the church) can rightly understand 
the Bible. “Outside of this vital context, the Bible is only 
a more or less heterogeneous literary collection, not the 
signpost of a journey for our lives. Scripture and tradi-
tion cannot be separated.”39 Scripture can become the 
revelation when we hear it, when revelation speaks to 
us, when it encounters us—it is a witness of revelation 
through which we encounter Christ. Tradition func-
tions in the same way. The church herself is a revela-
tory sign. Revelation continues through these mirrors. 
“Revelation is not a thing, an object that can be placed 
somewhere and kept intact. Revelation is what happens 
between persons and exists only as a personal reality. If 
there is revelation anywhere in the Church today, it can 
only be in the conscious experience of people,” (Moran, 
Theology of Revelation, 120). 

In summary, this dynamic view of revelation incor-
porates most of the elements that make up Catholicism. 
Tradition, the Magisterium, Scripture, etc., are all ve-
hicles of that Revelation and the living tradition in the 
Church hears it and lives by it. The two key elements 
of the dynamic (living) and the subjective (hearing, be-
lieving, etc.) are needed for a proper view of their the-
ology of revelation. Revelation is not a “thing,” “not a 
meteor fallen to earth that now lies around somewhere 
as a rock mass,” “cannot be pocketed like a book,” and 
not propositional. Revelation requires “a recipient.” In 
a sense, the new Roman Catholic theology of revelation 

 35. Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation (Garden City, NY: Double-
day & Company, Inc., 1983), 41–49.
 36. Similar words are found in Gabriel Moran, The Theology of Rev-
elation (New York: Seabury, 1966), 112: “Revelation cannot be confined 
to any text; revelation happens in the living experience of men.”
 37. Revelation and Tradition (1966).
 38. Joseph Ratzinger, God’s Word: Scripture—Tradition—Office, 
trans. Henry Taylor, ed. Peter Hünermann and Thomas Söding (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2008), 122. This book is a compilation of 
essays Ratzinger wrote in 1961 to 1989. Essays written together with 
Rahner are included (from which I quoted above yet from the earlier 
edition) as well as the new ones he published alone.
 39. A lecture delivered by Ratzinger, “Current Doctrinal Relevance 
of the Catechism of the Catholic Church,” (11 Oct. 1992); see all his 
sermons, lectures, etc. at the Vatican site, http://www.vatican.va.
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is the Roman Catholic version of neo-orthodoxy (ac-
tually neo-orthodoxy fits better in Roman Catholicism 
than in liberal Protestantism).40 Though it is far more 
complicated than that, the similarities should alarm 
conservative Bible believing Presbyterians. 

Frederick Grant, who wrote the “Response” section 
of the Abbott translation of the Vatican II documents 
on Revelation, stated the following: “…there are not 
two sources of Revelation, but only one, namely God, 
who reveals Himself and His purposes. This has always 
been the Church’s teaching, beginning with the New 
Testament, and is not an echo of modern biblical the-
ology… the discovery is the other way around. In this 
respect, Neo-Orthodoxy is really Vetusta Orthodoxia” 
(The Documents of Vatican II, 129). This Roman Catho-
lic theologian is stating that the neo-orthodox view of 
revelation is not a new doctrine but is actually a mat-
ter of ancient orthodoxy! The Roman Catholic church 
has indeed changed!

2. Their view of Inerrancy is in doubt. If their theory 
of revelation is problematic, then it should not surprise 
us to find that their view of inerrancy is in doubt. Some 
catholic scholars did and do hold to the theory of lim-
ited inerrancy. We see this from the various interpre-
tations over DV §11. We cite the latter part of §11 fully 
so you can see it in context. 

Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired au-
thors or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by 
the Holy Spirit, it follows that the books of Scripture 
must be acknowledged as teaching solidly, faithfully 
and without error (sine errore) that truth which God 
wanted put into sacred writings for the sake of salva-
tion (nostrae salutis causa). Therefore ‘all Scripture is 
divinely inspired and has its use for teaching the truth 
and refuting error, for reformation of manners and dis-
cipline in right living, so that the man who belongs to 
God may be efficient and equipped for good work of 
every kind’ (2 Tim. 3:16–17).

This text has been the subject of some interesting de-
bates. Both conservatives and liberals in post-conciliar 
Catholicism use this text to defend their view of full or 
limited inerrancy. Does the clause “without error” refer 
only to the parts in Scripture that deal with our salva-
tion? That is, is inerrancy limited to doctrines that deal 
with our salvation (“for the sake of salvation”) or is the 
whole Bible without error? 

Schmaus argues that the clause “without error” 
goes with the subsequent relative clause “for the sake 
of our salvation” (Schmaus, Dogma 1, 192). Abbott’s 

translation, from which we have just cited above, makes 
the clause restrictive (restricts it to the area of salva-
tion)—that is, those truths that pertain to salvation are 
without error (and not necessarily everything else). The 
Abbott translation provides the following interpretation 
in the footnote: “The Bible was not written in order to 
teach the natural sciences, nor to give information on 
merely political history. It treats of these (and all other 
subjects) only insofar as they are involved in matters 
concerning salvation. It is only in this respect that the 
veracity of God and the inerrancy of the inspired writ-
ers are engaged…,” (119). This is quite troubling but it 
is a position held by many RC scholars.41 This is not 
plenary inerrancy but limited inerrancy.

Austin Flannery’s translation reads: “we must ac-
knowledge that the books of Scripture firmly, faithfully 
and without error (sine errore), teach that truth which 
God, for the sake of our salvation, wished to see con-
fided to the sacred Scriptures.” In this translation, it is 
explanatory—God had it put into writing for the sake 
of our salvation.42 Even §10 highlights the fact that sa-
cred Tradition, sacred Scripture and the Magisterium 
“all contribute effectively to the salvation of souls” (cf. 
Alberigo, ed., History, 5:346 n.312).

What makes the issue more troubling is the history 
behind SVC’s final text. The earlier draft they rejected 
stated that the entire Bible (totius Sacrae Scripturae) was 
“absolutely immune from error” (immunitas absoluta 
ab errore totius Sacrae Scripturae). In fact, the state-
ment is something with which all conservative evangeli-
cals would agree. It further stated that the inspiration 
excludes error in every field “religious or profane” (re 
religiosa vel profana; Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 
3:200). The historical records reveal that the majority 
of the participants turned back those who attempted 

 40. Cf. Moran, Theology of Revelation, 35. He admits Barth has 
influenced many Catholic thinkers. Dulles shows how the dialecti-
cal model is at points very similar to the Roman Catholic view (the 
symbolic model), see Models of Revelation, 225–227. The RC structure 
serves as a perfect viable host to keep aspects of neo-orthodoxy alive.
 41. For example, see Karl-Heinz Weger, “Tradition,” in Sacramen-
tum Mundi, ed. Karl Rahner, 6 vols. (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1970), 6:271; Richard McBrien, Catholicism, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: 
Winston, 1980), 1: 64; Oswald Loretz, The Truth of the Bible (New 
York: Herder & Herder, 1968), 92–95. David Wells develops this same 
point in Revolution in Rome, 30–33. He uses the following author as 
an example of limited inerrancy in Catholicism — B. C. Butler, The 
Theology of Vatican II (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1967).
 42. Austin Flannery, ed., Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, 
Declarations (Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company, 1996), 
105; see also Norman Geisler and Ralph E. MacKenzie, Roman Catho-
lics and Evangelicals: Agreements and Differences (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1995), 468–9.
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to introduce “absolute inerrancy” (Alberigo, ed., His-
tory, 4:231; Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 3:200). They 
deliberately altered the language to tone down if not 
outright deny plenary inspiration. Remember, it is not 
the entire Bible that is without error but it is what the 
final approved version states: “we must acknowledge 
that the books of Scripture firmly, faithfully and with-
out error (sine errore), teach that truth which God, for 
the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the 
sacred Scriptures.” Scripture faithfully and without er-
ror “teach that truth…” It is what the Scriptures teach 
that is without error, its “truth” is without error. The 
commentator on this portion of DV says, “This gives 
a positive expression to the doctrine of inerrancy: it is 
a question of truth, namely the truth of salvation [em-
phasis added]. This is the content and the motif of in-
errancy.” The RC Bishops carefully crafted the language 
to allow for a limited and dynamic view of inspiration. 
When the Scriptures teach the truth of our salvation, 
they are inerrant. Inerrancy “is not a static quality, com-
municated in a unique fact once and for all. Rather it is 
now seen as a continual act of God, who stands by the 
revelation, saving truth and promise of salvation set out 
in Scripture…” (Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary, 3:210).

Not a few theologians have utilized DV §11 to ar-
gue for this liberal view of Scripture. Unfortunately, 
Schmaus’s interpretation represents many other RC 
scholars.43 They believe that inspiration and inerrancy 
are limited to “salvation.” Various theologians have at-
tempted to close this loophole in DV §11, but this only 
suggests that the matter is still open.44 Most telling 
is their admission of the following: “From the stand-
point of Church teaching, there has never been a solemn 

definition to specify that God inspired every individual 
word of the Bible.”45 Dulles argues that the SVC fathers 
did not intend to argue for limited inerrancy, though 
he admits they compromised by “omitting any sweep-
ing claim of inerrancy in all respects….”46

There are additional matters that make this a more 
difficult issue. The issue of inerrancy was addressed in 
the nineteenth century. Pope Leo XIII stated in the En-
cyclical Providentissimus Deus (1893) that the Bible “by 
its very nature excludes all error” and states emphati-
cally that the inspiration is not limited to “matters of 
faith and morals” (§226). Benedict XV’s Encyclical Spiri-
tus Paraclitus (1920) affirmed Leo XIII’s statements and 
stated “that the divine inspiration extends to all parts of 
Scripture without distinction, and that no error could 
occur in the inspired text” (§230).47 

SVC scholars were well aware of those pronounce-
ments when they crafted the final version of Dei Ver-
bum. The final version was carefully adjusted so that it 
could be interpreted to fit in with the previous papal 
pronouncements but also broad enough to favor the 
progressive understanding (Vorgrimler, ed., Commen-
tary, 3:212–5). Curious, if not completely confounding, 
is the Roman Catholic insistence that the Pope is infal-
lible while all are not convinced that the entire Bible is 
inerrant and infallible. To have to defend inerrancy in 
their Catholicism suggests that their group is not as uni-
fied on this issue as we were led to believe. Again, Scott 
Hahn’s conservative interpretation of DV §11 is simply 
one of the interpretations—it is certainly not the only 
position and it is not the official one. The majority of 
the bishops and cardinals of the SVC definitely rejected 
plenary inerrancy. What kind of inerrancy they believe 
in is subject to numerous interpretations.

3. Who has the primacy in their triad (Scripture, Tra-
dition, and the Magisterium)? We come now to our final 
criticism. In DV §10, they state “It is clear, therefore, that 
sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the teaching au-
thority of the Church, in accord with God’s most wise 
design, are so linked and joined together that one can-
not 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.”

The triad (Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium) 
is so linked “that one cannot stand without the others.” 
Even Scripture cannot stand alone. For Protestants, 
Scripture gives birth to the church and it gives her the 
content for her teaching. It can exist without her though 
she cannot live without God’s Word. Yet, they have so 
interlaced the three and elevated them all to the same 
level that Scripture ceases to have priority.

 43. Cf. Scott Hahn, ed., “Inspiration,” in Catholic Bible Dictionary 
(New York: Doubleday, 2009), 388. Hahn notes that many Catholic 
theologians have argued for limited inerrancy from DV, but does not 
give any examples (which is one of the weaknesses of this dictionary).
 44. Attempts to interpret DV §11 along conservative lines (full 
inerrancy) include Scott Hahn, ed., “Inspiration,” in Catholic Bible 
Dictionary, 388–9; Augustin Cardinal Bea, “Vatican II and the Truth 
of Sacred Scripture,” Letter and Spirit: A Journal of Catholic Biblical 
Theology 1 (2005): 173–178.
 45. The author seeks to argue that plenary verbal inspiration is in 
keeping with Catholic teaching, see Scott Hahn, ed., “Inspiration,” in 
Catholic Bible Dictionary, 386. 
 46. Avery Cardinal Dulles, “Revelation, Scripture, and Tradition,” in 
Your Word is Truth: A Project of Evangelicals and Catholics Together, 
ed. Charles Colson and Richard John Neuhaus (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2002), 48–49. Aidan Nichols believes that the church implicitly 
closed the notion of limited inerrancy, but admits that total inerrancy 
was not affirmed, see The Shape of Catholic Theology (Collegeville, 
Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1991), 137–138.
 47. These references are taken from J. Neuner and J. Dupuis, eds., 
The Christian Faith, 7th rev. ed. (New York: Alba House, 2001).
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In the same section (DV §10), they emphatically teach 
that the “teaching office is not above the word of God, 
but serves it….” This is promising. Yet the statement 
goes on to say that the “teaching office,” which serves the 
word teaches “only what has been handed on, listening 
to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining 
it faithfully….” That is, the teaching office by definition 
always teaches faithfully the word of God! As we ar-
gued above, the Word of God cannot criticize the teach-
ing office because the teaching office always faithfully 
teaches the Word.48 For that reason, the “one cannot 
stand without the others.” “Sacred tradition and Sacred 
Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, 
to the Church.” (DV §10) Both are vehicles or ways of 
conveying the word of God (see above). This word of 
God channeled by sacred Scripture and sacred tradition, 
however, cannot be authentically interpreted because 
this true interpretation “has been entrusted exclusively 
to the living teaching office of the Church” (DV §10). 

The elaborate effort to develop their one source of 
revelation with two channels to form “one sacred de-
posit of the word of God” is nothing to celebrate. The 
two sacred channels cannot be understood without 
the teaching office. The Magisterium is always faith-
ful to the Word of God that comes to the Magisterium 
through the two channels of revelation. There is no way 
to criticize the church, tradition, or the Magisterium. 
The teaching office alone can authentically interpret the 
Word and she can only teach what is faithful. While the 
whole Triad is insulated, we learn that the Magisterium 
alone determines the meaning of the other two. The 
Magisterium, therefore has the first place. Who then has 
the second place? Dulles argues that tradition has the 
priority over the Word. He notes that DV treats tradition 
before turning to Scripture. Furthermore, he says that 
“tradition is needed for a sufficient grasp of the word of 
God … Tradition is the means by which the full canon 
of the sacred books becomes known, and by which the 
meaning of the biblical text is more profoundly under-
stood and more deeply penetrated (DV 8).” The Mag-
isterium therefore has the first place and tradition the 
second—this gives the last place to Scripture. Though 
Scripture alone is the key in moderating and regulat-
ing the other two, Roman Catholicism has reversed the 
order. The idealized notion of the primacy of Scripture 
in Catholicism, therefore, is non-existent. Though their 
statements are not as harsh and pronounced as in the 
earlier days, they still elevate tradition over Scripture. 
Scripture simply is insufficient. Scripture needs the Pope 
to be understood; Scripture needs tradition to be fully 
known as God’s revelation. Once again, Dulles brings 

this out quite clearly. “Today as in the past, the Catholic 
Church views tradition as an indispensable vehicle for 
the transmission of revelation. While revering Scripture 
as containing the word of God in unalterable form, she 
denies that Scripture is sufficient in the sense that the 
whole of revelation could be known without tradition” 
(“Revelation, Scripture, and Tradition,” 57). Scripture is 
handicapped in Catholicism. It is always dependent on 
the Pope and Tradition. These two can speak on Scrip-
ture but Scripture can never speak to the two (and were 
it to speak, the Church will have to tell us what it said). 
Whatever Scripture teaches can only be filtered through 
the Pope (Church) and Tradition.49 

In the end, they are arguing that we cannot rightly 
know Scripture without the Pope and Tradition. This is 
amazing! We can rightly understand the Pope’s teaching 
but can never rightly understand Scripture without the 
Pope. The Pope and Tradition are perspicuous; Scrip-
ture is not. The creature alone can speak clearly about 
what God said; God cannot speak clearly about Himself. 
God’s Word cannot be known without the Church; the 
Church must be known so you can know God’s Word. 
God’s Word always has the back seat. 

Conclusion: It all depends on the Pope
There is some interesting tension within Catholicism. 

When Vatican II finished, many believed the more lib-
eral wing of the church had shifted Catholicism. But 

 48.  “The Holy Spirit prevents a Pope from officially teaching er-
ror, and this charism follows, necessarily, from the existence of the 
Church itself. If the Church is to do what Christ said it would — and 
not do what he said it would not do, such as have the gates of hell 
prevail against it — then it must be able to teach infallibly” (Karl Ke-
ating, Catholicism and Fundamentalism: The Attack on “Romanism” 
by “Bible Christians” [San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988], 230).
 49. Men like Karl Rahner are well aware of the kinds of arguments 
we just offered. In fact, he pushes the argument further and says, given 
their theology, the Bible could be technically unnecessary, since Ca-
tholicism has the infallible teaching office, see Karl Rahner, Inspiration 
in the Bible, 31–33. He believes that arguments (like the one we offered 
above) actually hold if the church labored under the old formulation 
of two sources of revelation (which he admits they did hold to that 
view). He offers a solution that makes the Scriptures a constitutive 
element in the church. That is, the New Testament is her very para-
dosis — the Scriptures are “her faith and self-realization” which are 
“actualized in writing” (49). There is no separate Scripture; there is 
the church and Scripture together: “By thus forming the Scriptures 
herself, she addresses herself as the norm-giving Apostolic Church 
towards her own future and, conversely, by establishing herself as the 
law for all times to come, she forms the Scriptures” (49–50). On p. 
49, his one sentence attempts to counter the argument of men like 
Herman Ridderbos (e.g., Redemptive History and the New Testament 
Scriptures, trans. H. De Jongste (Philipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and 
Reformed Pub. Co., 1963). In a nutshell, Rahner is saying that there 
is no “chicken and the egg” question — they are both symbiotically 
related (50–51). 
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John Paul II and Benedict XVI (the present Pope)50 are 
considered by many to be ultra conservatives (which 
they are not) who have stopped the shift. In truth, they 
represent Catholicism that embraced Vatican II along 
with her previous history (aggiornamento linked to res-
sourcement). As a result, the liberalizing tendency in 
Vatican II along with SVC’S universalistic tendencies 
will be either muffled or unleashed in Catholicism. It 
all depends on how the Pope interprets the SVC docu-
ments.51 The Pope will arrest the liberalizing tenden-
cies (in some measure) in Catholicism if he interprets 
Vatican II to be in perfect continuity with the past. He 
also hastens her demise and death if he interprets the 
SVC documents in a more progressive sense.

Their view of Scripture and its role in Catholicism are 
not Protestant. They do not espouse sola scriptura. The 
Pope is the final authority and no matter what kind of 
verbal gymnastics they offer, in the absence of sola scrip-
tura, they are left with an arbiter and authority other 
than Scripture. They may argue that the Spirit guides 
the church and the Pope to ensure fidelity but where 
did they get that idea? It is not from Scripture! Where 
Catholicism goes and what doctrines are finally taught 

and embraced all depend on the Pope. He is a mere man 
and no man has ever been promised infallibility. Many 
Catholics bemoan what they believe to be the encroach-
ing power of the Pope (which they thought was coun-
tered in the SVC) and are appalled by their inability to 
dissent.52 Such trends are inevitable (though I believe 
they were necessary because of the SVC’s liberalizing 
tendencies) when Scripture does not have the primacy. 
No one can complain by an appeal to Scripture! After 
all has been said, Roman Catholicism and Protestants 
are fundamentally different. We depend on the Scrip-
ture and believe the Church exists because of the Word 
of God. They depend on the Pope who tells them what 
constitutes the Word of God (Scripture and Tradition) 
and what they are to believe about the Scriptures and 
what parts of Tradition are revelatory. We cannot live 
without the Word; they cannot live without the Pope. 
What animates the two is different and the two are fun-
damentally different religions at their core. Though the 
two currently remain under the umbrella of “Christen-
dom,” history will further develop their essential differ-
ences, either in the near future or in the end when our 
blessed Lord returns.■

 50. Remember, he was dubbed the Panzerkardinal. Panzer is a mili-
tary term, thus Ratzinger was sometimes referred to as the enforcer 
cardinal.
 51. It was quite surprising to see that Hans Küng is arguing that 
the future of Catholicism (that she be progressive) depends on the 
kind of Pope she will have in the future. He still hopes for the spirit 
of Vatican II to take over Catholicism, see “Is the Second Vatican 
Council Forgotten?,” in Concilium, ed. Alberto Melloni and Chris-
toph Theobald (London: SCM Press, 2005), 108–117, esp. 116–117.
 52. We cannot develop this interesting debate in Catholicism. In 
1998, their Code of Canon Law was changed by the Pope’s Motu Proprio 

Ad tuendam fidem (a Motu Proprio is the Pope’s personal ruling on 
specific items) in which he introduced a new category of teaching 
as “definitive.” The net effect is, a true Catholic must believe not just 
the ex cathedra doctrines but also all the definitive teachings of the 
Magisterium. For this, see Ladislas Orsy, Receiving the Council: Theo-
logical and Canonical Insights and Debates (Collegeville, Minnesota: 
Liturgical Press, 2009), 105ff.; the exchange between Orsy and Ratz-
inger on this matter can be found on pp. 115–142. Also, cf. Christoph 
Theobald, “A ‘Definitive’ Discourse of the Magisterium: Why be Afraid 
of a Creative Reception?,” in Concilium, ed. Christoph Theobald and 
Dietmar Mieth (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1999), 60–69.


