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THE VAST the·ological an,d philosophical ,o,pu, ,of Pope St. John Paul 
II forbids any b1 .. ief , .ummary and invites caution. Thi caution is 1e·spe
cially app•rop,riate when the topic is on,e that he di,d not - ystem.atically 
a,d 1dre s in any one maj1,o,r work. Alth,ou,gh John Paul wr,ote ency 1clicals •Or 
apostolic a,ddre se· on virtually all significant topics in the,ology;. th 1e·re is 
no work focu ,e 1d on the ,d,evelopment of d.octrin 1e·. 

In,d,e,ed,. for s,o,me it w,o,uld seem a . if ther,e could not be any such work 
insofar as the p,ope is characterized as traditional and oppose,d to certain 
p•rop•o· ,ed change·s in the Church. In som1e· way- of cour·-,e he has earned 
thi characterization .. John P.aul II affirms traditional teaching , th,ereby 
r ·ejecting what •others take as l 1e·gitimat,e d,evelopme·nt ,o,f do,ctrine·, in a 
numb,er of contro:ver· ial are.as. The t,e·aching of Veritatis Sple·nd'or affirmed 
the traditional 1C.atholic teaching ab,o,ut intrin ically evil a,ct in oppo·-i
tion to p•rop•ortio,nalism, and it likewise .affirmed that • ,o,me particular 
a,ction ., mortal ins,, can undermine our friendship with God in oppo· i
tion to a ' fundamental o,ption,·' which woul,d make in,dividual ''inner
wor,dly' act of le· se·r imp,ortan,ce with respect t,o, alvation. With re .pect 
al· .o to many particular moral issues,, inclu ,din,g· contraception an,d re,cep
tion ,of communion for those div ,o,rced and married without an an.nul
ment, th,e pop, ,e· r ,eaffirm, th ,e· t ,eaching of hi Petrine· pr,edeces- ors. 

These traditional positions lead om,e to su,gg·e .t that there exist a great 
re·ticence on the· p,a1·t of John Paul II to admit development ,of ,doctrine. 
·Opp•onents ,o,f prop•ortio,nalism are de, .crib,ed as the 'immo, .bilisiti '1 who 

1 Richard M,cCormick,. 'Moral Theology 19·40-198'9: An Overview," Theological 

Studies 5.0, (198,9): 1-24, at 21. 
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crush the faith.ful under unchan,gin,g p,rinciple· 2 in the ,cour .e of ·'waging· 
war with ong·oing· p,olice actio,n .. -'3 Th,e ----ational ,Cath,olic Reporte·r expresse ,d 
this interpr,etation of the pontificate •of Pope John Paul II in it coverag·,e 
of a debate b,etvve·en then Fr .. Av,ery Dull,es and Fr .. Richar,d M,cCormick 
ab,out Church authority and. dissent: M,cCormick .aid the probl,em is 
r.ath,er the attitu,de ,o,fVatican official , who act as if all doctrines e·xcept 
social t,eachings 'are writt,e·n in stone' an,d tr,eat any talk of ,do,ctrinal ,devel
opment .as 'confrontational .. ' ..... If public ,dissent has b,ecome a p·r•o,blem, 
McCormick said it is largely be,cau· ,e ,o,f the attitudes an,d statements of 
John Paul II .and Jo .,eph Ratzinger, who • up•pr,ess auth,entic developm,ent 
through a1-i overly rigo1·ist stanc,e .. ' 4 

Ho,w,ev,er,. these persp,,ective • hould t.ak:e into a•C·C•ount the nume1u,u· 
occasi,o,ns in whi,ch John P·aul II explicitly reco,gnize·d devel,o,p,ment of 
do.ctrine .. For exa1nple in Veritatis Splend,or·,, the p·op,e n-o,t,ed th.at doctrinal 
development has taken pla,ce in various .area'. •of theology .. The Chur,ch 
' has achieve,d a doctrin.al dev,elopme·nt analogous to that which h.as t.aken 
place in the r,ealm -of the truth of faith. As· iste,d by the Holy S-pirit wh-o, 
leads her into .all the truth (cf .. Jn 1·6,:13), the ,church h.as not ceased nor 
can - .he ,ev,er cea ,,e,, to contemplate the • my· tery of the Word In,carnate' _ 
in whom 'lig·ht i , • hed on the mystery of man.' ' ·s D·octrinal d,ev,elopm,e·nt 
is not limited to Christolo,gical ,or Trinitarian mysteries b,ut includes mor,e 
pra,ctical .and e·thi,cal concerns .. In the pope's wor,ds 

At :all times, but particttlarly in the last two C•errturies, the Popes, whether 
indivi,dually or tog,eth:er with the College o,fBis.hops, have ,d,evelope,d an,d 
pvoposed ,a moral teaching regarding the m.any different spheres ef h-um,an 
life. In Christ's name an,d with his .auth,ority they have exhorte,d, passe,d 
ju,dgtnent and explaine,d. In their efforts on beha]f of hurn.anity, in fi,d,elity 
·to their mission, they have confirn1-ed, supporte,d and •C •onsol,e,d.With th,e 
gt1arantee of .assistan:ce from the S,pirit of truth they have contributed to, 
a better understanding ,of mo,ral ,deman,ds in th:e areas o,f human sexual-• 
ity, the famil� and social, economi•c and political life. In the tra,dition of 
th,e Church an,d in the hist,or y of hL1manity, their teachir1,g represents. a 
•Constant de,epenin_g ,ofknowle,dg,e with regcird to morality.'6 

2 Kathlee 11. Talva,cchia ai1.d Mary Elizabeth Wal h, ''The Splend,o,r ofTruth:A Fe11n-
1nst ·Critiqu,e,'' in Veritatis Sp,lendor: American Responses ed. Michael E. AJls,opp and 
J•ohn J. 0 Keefe (Ka11.sas City: S.hee,d and Ward, 199 5) 308. 

3 Cliffor,d Stev,e11.s,. '' A Matt ,er of Credibility,' in Veritatis Splendor: American 

Response·s,. 77 .. 
4 Pan1.ela Schaeffer· 'Giants ,diss,ent g· ,ently, over a·uth,ority,"' atio·nal Cathol'ic 

Reporter, vol. 35. ,. 11.,0. 33 (Jul 2 199'9): 3,. 
5 J•ohn Paul II Verit,atis Splendor §2.8. 
6 J•ohn Paul II Verit,atis Splendor §4 .. 
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Passa,ge,, such a, these make· ,clear that th ,e· pope r ,ecognized ind,e·ed. cele
b,rate,d, do,ctrin,al ,developm,ent . 7 Thi essay calls attention to this seld,om 
dis,cusse,d, and often unr,ec,ognized .a p,e·ct of hi, thoug,ht by giving ,a more 
sy, tematic p,re , ,e·ntation of remark, · ab,out develo,pment ,o,f ,doctrine found 
in various p,lac ,es in the opera o,mnia ,o,f S,t. Jo,hn Paul. 

Before attempting to b,rin,g to,gethe·r variou , obiter ,dict,a in th,e op,us of 
John Paul II ab,out ,do,ctrinal develo,p,m,ent it is al ,o impo1�tant ·to, noti,ce 
that th,e p,ope himself on various oc,casions contrib,ute,d to the ,dev,elop
ment ,of do,ctrine. In hi .article 'J,ohn Paul II an,d the Develop,ment of 
Do,ctrine,' Gerald ,Q' Collins suggests that one can see development in 
thr ,e,e area, .8 First, the pop,e emp,ha, iz,e,d the human exp,erience of God's 
self-revelation, an exp,erience· that ,c,ontinues in our own day, in the liv ,e·s 
of ,ea,ch individual b,eliev ,er, .an,d will continu ,e· until th ,e· ,d,efinitive rev,ela
tion of God at the S.e,c,ond Coming of Christ. Secondly the p,op,e deep
,ened the Christian un,derstanding of sufferin,g viewing it as a me·dium 
through which Christ be,c,o,me , p,re , ,ent to t1·ansf orm from within the 
p, ,er,,on in pain.9Thir,d,,John P'aul e·mp,hasized in a ne·w way that the Holy 
Spirit i at work n•ot , ju t in the Church b,ut also in peoples and ,cultur ,e·s 
outside th,e Roman 1Cath,o,lic c,o,mmunion.10 We can ad,d to ,Q' Collins's 
list the· te·a ,ching ,o,f Evangelium Vitae, that th,e use of capital puni hm,ent 
sh,o,uld be rar,e· if n•on- ,e·xi ,t,ent, which i· ,, , .arguably, .a doctrinal ,dev,elop
ment.11 Likewise in Ut Unum Sint the pope's statement on' reinterp,ret
ing' the rol ,e of the pap.acy in or,der to f a,cilitate gr ,eat,er unity with the 
East,ern church,es may be understood a , exp,licitly calling for if not itself 
b, ,eing a ,doctrinal ,develop,ment.12 ThllS list is not meant to b,e an exhaustive 

7 Se,e to,o,, Pope Joln1 Paul II Sollicitu:do R.ei Socialis §,§,1 an,d 3·;, Fides et Ratio §,11 .. 
8 Gerald O "' ColliI1s,, ''J,ohn Paul II and the D,,evelopn-1ent of Doctrin,e.' in The 

Legacy· of Jo,hn Paul II, ,e ,d. Micha,el A. Hay,es and G,erald Q, , Colli11s (L,ondon: Burn 
& 01ates, 2 1008) 1-16. 

9
' Se,e Pop,e John Pa·ul II,. Salvifici Doloris '§2,6. 

10 Johi1 Paul II Domi'nu:m et Vivificantem §,5. 
1 1  Johi1 P'aul II,. Evange,lium Vit,ae §5,6. S,ee to, ,o, Christoph,er· Kaczor,. ''Capital P·unish-

111ent and the Catholic Tradition: Contta,dictio11 Change it1 Circumstan,ce, or 
Develop,111ent of D'•Octrinie,', • ,opa et vetera 2, no. 1 (20104): 279-3, 104. 

12 ''Whatever relates to th,e unity of all ,Christian comn1.unities clearly for111s part of 
the c,oncer11S of the pri111acy. As Bishop of Ro111e I atl'l fully aware, as I have reaf
firmed in the pJie ,ent En,cyclical Letter, that Chri t 3.J}dently d,e- ire· th,e full ai1d visi
ble •co111111.union of all those C,ommunitie in which, by virtue ,ofG,od's faith£uln:ess, 
his S,pirit dwells. I an1 ,c,0I1vince,d that I hav,e a p,artic,ular r ,espo11sibility in this 
re�d, abo,ve all in �cla1owledging th,e ,ecun1enical aspirations of the ni.ajority of 
the Christian 1Co111111unities an,d in heeding the re,q·uest made o,f n1e to find a way 
of e�ercisi11g the prini.acy which while in n,o, way ren,o,·uncing what is essential to 
its 111is io1'1, is no11eth,eless ,open to a new situatioI1."'J,ohn Paul II, Ut Unu.m Sint §9'5. 



summary of all the way , in which the p,ope contribut,ed to doctrinal 
development .. H,o,w,ever,. the, ,,e ,exampl,es are en•ough to ,how that it is 
inaccurate to claim that Pop,e John Paul m,erely statically reiterates an,d 
d.oe , n,o,t develo,p Catholic te·aching. In,d,e,ed,. th,e p,ope 1call,e,d for an,d 
pt�ayed for ,doctr inal development on ,,ev,eral o,cca ions .. 13 

Ho,w,ever,, this essay d•o11es not fo,cu, on .John Pauls doctrinal develop,
ments in their p,articularity (on sufferin.g human experien,ce or •capital 
punishment) b,ut rathe·r fo,cuse · on the ,ubje,ct of ,doctrinal developm 1e·nt 
as articulat,ed in v.arious texts, esp,ecially Veritiatis Splend,or. The pop,e's 
acc•ount of doctrin.al d 1evelop,ment emerg,es from '. ,eve1 .. al factors in.cluding, 
hi , un,d,er· tan ding ofVatican II, hi con ide1--ation of ' enculturation,' .an,d his 
acknowledg 1e·ment that histo,ry .an,d th 1e· 1dev,elopment of non-theological 
kn•owle·d.ge contributes to the de,ep,ening of theological study an,d pra,ctic,e. 

J,ohn Paul II ,on Vatican II on :D,evelo,pm,ent of D'octrine 

Any contextualized account of John Paul II , . theology mu t p,lace his 
thou.ght in r ,elationship, to the S,ec,o,nd Vatican c.o,11n,cil. The choic,e of his 
n.am,e tak,en of cour·,e fr ,o,m the two p,ope· who oversaw the S. ,econ,dVati
can 1Council, John XXIII and. Paul VI,. ays somethin.g important about 
Pope· J•oht'l Paul II .. H,e under·,tood. a primary ta·,k •of his Petrine ministry 
to b,e· th,e implementatio,n of the 1Council. H,e wr,o,te,. ''For me, th,en-wh,o, 
had the sp,ecial grac,e of participating in it an 1d actively collab,orating in its 
development-Vati,can II h.as alway·, b,een, an,d esp,ecially during th1e years 
of my Pot'ltifi,cate, the· constant r ,eferenc,e point of my every pa,.toral 
actiot'l, in the ,conscious commitment to implement its directives con 1cretely 
and faith.fully at th,e level •of each 1Church and the· whole 1Chu.rch.'''14Th,e 
pop1e , , thoug,h t ,o,n devel,o,pm,ent ari e · from hi.· un,d,er, tanding of th,e 
Second Vatican Coun,cil's account •of ,d,ev,elopment. 

In Veritatis Splen,dor, J•o,hn Paul calls attention to an imp,ortant distinc
ti•on ,drawn by .John XXIII b,etw,e,en the· ,doctrine it ,,elf in its fulln,ess ,o,ur 
unde·r ,t,an,din,g of 1doctrin,e, and its ,expr,ession to 1diverse audi 1e·nce ·: 

The ,development of the Ch11rch' moral doctrin,e is. similar to that of 
the ,doctrin:e ,ofthe faith.The words spoken byJohn XXIII at the ,open-• 
ing of the Se1c,ond Vatic,an Council can also be ,applied to n1,o,ral 

,do,ctrine: ''This •certain ,and unch,anging teaching (i .. e .. , Christian 

,do.ctrine in its completen,ess), to which the faithfL1l ,o,we obedien,c,e, 
n,eeds to be m,or·e deeply un.derstoo.d an,d set fo,rth in a way ,adapted to, 

the ne,eds of our tin1.e. Inde,e,d, this deposit ,of the faith, the truth 

13 J•ohn Paul II Ut Unum Sint §95. 
14 J•ohn Paul II Fi,d.ei Depositum, introd·u,ction. 
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contained in ,o, L1r ti1ne-h,onored teachin,g, is ,one thing; the manner in 
which these truths are s,et forth (with their meaning preserve,d intact) 
is something else . l S, 

1177 

This ,quotation sums up, in kernel form the ,essential challeng,e of any 
a,c,count of ,chri tian d,octrinal ,d,ev ,elopment .. J,esu Chri ,t i , th,e fulln ,e·s of 
,Go ,d s revelation .an,d prior to th ,e· S, e,cond. Comin,g of C,hrist public r ,eve
lation ends with the death ,of the last ,apostle .. Yet,, our un,d,er ,tanding of 
the £ulln,ess of revelation can ,grow and d,ev ,elop over time,. b,oth for u ,as 
individual Christians and for the Christian community as a whole .. 1'6 This 
p,roce ,s of ,deep,ening ,o,ur understan,ding and. ,expre· ,sing thi unde·r ,tan,d
in,g in way, suitable for ,e·vangelizatio,n and c,ateche is of various ,groups is 
calle,d doctrinal development. Thi.· d.evelop,ment inclu,d,es de·eper un,der
stan,din,g , ,o,f the my teries of faith ,uch ,as the Trinity or the hyp,o ,t,atic 
union, but it als,o include, de·eper unde·rstan,din,gs of m,oral ,doctrine ,uch 
a , un,d ,ertak,en by the pop,e in Centesim,as· Annus which ,de·v ,elope,d the 
te·achings ,o,f Pope Leo XIII s Re·rnm • ovarum a.· well as Veritatis Splen,do,r .. 
It is imp,ortant to not ,e· that b,o,th the 1Council and . .  John P'aul II, as 
mention,ed in the quotatio,n ,ab,ove highlig,ht th,at le ,gitimate developm,ent 
re·tains intact the ,original me,aning of th,e doctrine even if ,exp,re sing this 

• • me,an1ng 1n a n,ew way. 
It is important, as the pop,e , ay, in Verit,atis Splend ,or� for th,eologians to 

ke,ep, this distincti,o,n in mind: · ' Th,e Council ,also enco,uraged the,ologians, 
'whil,e respe,ctin,g th,e m,eth,od,. an,d r ,e ,qui1 .. e ·ment, of theolo,gical · ci,e·n,ce, 

1 5  Joln1 Paul II Veritatis Splen ,dor,, note 1 o,o, ; citations withi11 th,e •quotation omitted. 
16' Th,e Se,c,ond Vatican Co·u11.cil p·ut th,e poi11t as follow : ' This traditio11 which 

comes fr,om th,e Apostle dev:elop,s in the Chur,ch with th,e help ,of the Holy 
Spir it. F,or there is a gr:owth in the w1dersta11di11g of th,e realities and the wor:d 
which have been hai1ded down. Thi happe11s through the conte111plation and 
stu,dy 111.ade by b,elievers,. who treas·ure thes,e thing in their hearts (see Luke ,, 2:19 
51) through a penetrating m1derstan,di11g of the pir itual realitie , which they 
exp,er ien,ce and through the p,reaching of thos,e who have re,c,eiv ,e,d tmough Epis 
c,opal s·uccession th,e sur,e gift ,of tr'uth. F,or as the c,enturies succeed one an,oth,er, 
the Church ,constai1tly moves forward toward the fullness ,of ,divi11e truth ·until 
the wo,rds ,of G,od r ,each their complet,e fulfillm,ent in h,er. T he wot::d ,of the holy 
fathers witn,e s to the p,resenc,e ,of this living· traditio11, who e wealth is poured 
into the p,ractice and life ,of th,e believing a11d praying Chur,ch . . Thro·ugh the sa1ne 
tradition the Ch·urch full canon of the sacred bo,oks is kn,o,wi1, and th,e sacred 
writin,g thems,elves ar ,e m,ore profo·undly un,d,erstood and un,c,easingly made 
active n1 her · a11d thus God, who poke o,f old, uninterruptedly c,onverses with 
the br ide of His b,eloved Son· and th,e Holy Spirit, through who111 th,e living 
voice of the Go pel resom1,ds in the Ch·ur,ch,. and through her, in the world lead 
unto all truth tho·,e wh,o b,elieve ai1d 111.akes th,e wor ,d ,of ,Christ ,dwell ab,m1dantly 
in the111 (se,e C,ol. 3:16) . ' Seco,nd Vatican Co·uncil, Dei lierbum §8. 
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to lo,o,k for ,a mo,re appropriate· way ,of ,communicating d,o ,ctrine to the p•eople 
of their time · since the·re is ,a ,differ,ence betwe·en the ,d,ep,osit or the t1·uths 
of f aith and the m.anner in which th,ey .are expre·sse,d, keeping the sam,e 
me anin,g and th ,e .ame ju,dg·ment� '1 7  This di· tin,ction betwe,e·n th,e 
dep•osit of faith and th ,e manner in which thes,e truths .are exp•re sed k ,e ,ep•
ing· the sam,e· meaning· and ju,dgment drawn b·y Pope John XXIII at th,e 
opening· of the c•ouncil,. i a fre,quent referen,ce p•oint in John Paul� 
thou,ght .. John Paul notes that John XXIII insig·ht is glos•.·e,d in Vatic an 
II s ,d,ecree ,o,n e,cumenism,. Unit.a .tis Re,dintegratio, : 

Taking up an idea ,expr,esse,d by P·ope Jo,hn XXIII .at the ,opening of th,e 
Council , the Decre ,e on Ecumeni m mentions th ,e way of formulating 
,do,ctrine as one of the eJ.em,ents of .a contjnL1ing reform. 1 8  Here it is not 
a question ,o,f .altering th,e deposit ,of faith, changing the 1neaning o,f 
,dogmas., elimin.ating essential words from th,em, .acc,01runodating truth to, 
th•e preferenc,es of a particular ag•e, or sL1ppressing certain articles. of th,e 
,Creed L1n,der the false pretext th.at th,ey ar,e no longer understood to,day. 
The unity wille,d by G,o,,d can be attaine,d ,oruy by the a,dh,er,ence of all to, 
th,e content ,o,f reve:ale,d faith in its entiiiety .. In matters of faith, cornpfo-• 
1nise is in c,ontr.adiction with ·God wh,o is Truth .. In the Bo,dy of Chris.t, 
' 'th•e w.ay, and the trL1th, and the life' ' (Jn 14: ,6) , who •C·OL11d •C·O•nsider legit-· 
irnate .a r •econciliation brought about at the expense of the truth? 1 9' 

Authentic devel•op•ment of doctrin,e, on John Paul's view. must always b,e 
a fuller expre•.·sion ,o,f previou· ly pro,claime,d tr·uth and must nev ,er b·e a 
reduction 01· elimination of · e· sential ,elements ,o,f the Chri .tian p•atri
m,o,ny. Authentic developm ,ent inclu,d,es the fullne· s of faith a r ·etention of 
th,e meanin,g of dog·matic formulas and a propo ing· of Christian truths 
even if not commonly under· too,d in a particular cultural co,ntext .. 

Ke·eping in mind the ,di· tin,ction b,e·tween th,e d.epo it ,of  f aith an,d 
doctrinal formulations of the dep,o ,sit ,o ,f faith, Vatican Coun,cil II note· 
that doctrinal formulations may b,e defici,ent . 

1 7  J •ohn Paul II Verit,atis Splendor §29· . 
1 8  ' 'What has j ust be,en said ab ,out the lawful va.riety that ,can exi t in the Church 

1nust also be take11 to apply to the ,differ:ences in theological expr:essio,n of 
doctrine. In th,e study of revelatio11 Ea t an,d West have followed different n1.eth
ods,. and have dev:elop-ed differently their understandi11g and ,c,onfe ion of God' . 
truth. I t  is hardly surp,ri ing·,. th,en,. if fro111 tim,e to tim,e ,on:e tra,diti on has con1.e 
11earer to a full ap-preciation of so111.e asp,e,cts of a 111.ystery ,of revelation than the 
other,. •Or has expressed it to b,etter advantag·e. I11 su,ch cases these various the,o
logical exp:r,ession ar,e to b,e co11sidered often as 111u.tually co111ple111entary rather 
than conflicting.' Vatican II Unita tis Redintegratio § 1 7. 

1 9• P·ope J •ohn Paul I I . Ut Unu:m Sint § 18. 
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Every renewal of the Chur,ch is, essentially grot1n,de,d in an increase of 
fi,delity to her own ,c,alling. Und,0L1b, t,e,dly this is the basis of th:e move
ment toward unity. Christ su1mnons the Church to continual refor1na
tio,n as she soj ,o,urns h,ere ,on earth .. The Church is always in need of this, 
in so far ,as s.h:e is an institution ,o,f 1nen here on earth. Thus if, in various 
tim,es an,d circumstanc ,es, there have b,,een ,deficienci ,es in moral conduct 
or in church discipline, or even in the w,ay that church tea,ching has been 
formulated to be carefully ,distinguis,hed from th,e ,dep,osit ,o,f faith its,elf
these can and should be set right at the opportune mo,1n ,ent. 20 

This teachin,g of Vatican II finds its ech,o in Verit.ati:s Splend,or. The pope 
re·cogniz,es th,at do,ct1·inal devel,op,rnent may ari e from th,e imperfections 
of the ,argu:m,ents put forward b,y the Magisteriurn in ,articulating 1Chu1 .. ch 
teaching' .. He not,es, '1 Whil,e reco,gnizing the po ,sible limitations of the 
human argum,e·nts employe,d by the Ma,gisterium n1oral the·ologian , are 
calle,d to develop a deep,er und,e·rst.an,din,g of the rea, •Oll' underlying, its 
teachings an,d t,o, expound the validity and. ,o,bli ,gatory nature of the 
p,recepts it propose, d.emon trating, their ,conne,ction with one· another 
and their relatio,n with man's ultimate e·n,d.' 21  Moral th,eologians can 
C•ontribute to develo,p,m,ent but ,haring up the, ,e limitations in the human 
arguments deployed in ad.dition to ,giving their loyal assent t,o , th,e Magis
terium ,, teachin,gs. In a variety of ways,, the tea ,chin,gs of the S,econd Vati
can ,council •orient and stimulate John Paul 's t'",eflectio,ns on doctrinal 
d ,e·v,elopm,e·nt but the p,ope�· thought on this '.ubject include, ,elements 
not e·mph.asize,d by the ,council, • ,uch as enculturation. 

Enculturatio,n Co,ntributes t,o D,octrin,al o,evel,opment 

A second vital ,timulu , to Pope John Paul's thinkin,g o,n d,o,ctrinal develop
ment i.· enculturation. En,cultut""ation, define,d as · ' th,e· intimat,e transfo,rma
tion of ,authenti ,c cultural values throu,gh their int,egratio,n in Christianity 
and th,e in, ertion ,o,f Chri.·tianity in the· v.arious human culture•.· ' is a r,e·cur-
ring them,e in the thought of Pope John Paul 11 .. 22 Th,e Go p,el mes ag,e 
,encounter various cultures tran ,forming th,em but the change is not 
unilate1·al: Chri.tian theology (and practice) ,can transform non-Chr·i,tian 
cultur,e·,, b,ut n,o,n-,Chri.tian ,culture can ,also inform Chr'istian thought and 
p,r.actice .. Although Je,. us Chri t is tl1e· sam,e ye ,terday,, today, and fo,rever 
(Hebre·W' 3 , : 1 :8), our un,d,erstanding, ,o,f the person and me sage ,of Je us, 

20 Vatican I I , D.ecree on Ecum,enis.rn §6,. 
21  Johi.1 Paul I I , Veritatis Splen,do,r §110. 
22 Se,e Joh11 Paul II ,. Redemptoris Missio, §52. Als,o, Slavorurn Apostoli (2 J·une 198,5) 

§, 1 1 : AAS 77 (1'985), 79'2., and Ut Unu.rn Sint §1 9. 
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particular that articulation ,o,f ,o,ur under .tanding known as the,ology doe· 
chan,ge .. Encounte1 .. with an,o,the1 .. ,cultufe i .  an engine for that chan,ge as 
when e.arly Chri .tianity en,counter,ed Helle·nistic thoug·ht and ,cultur,e 
giving rise t,o , vario,u· · P.atristic theologie · .. Not ju t ,Gr,e,ek culture but other 
cultures ,c.an contribute to a rich,er understanding of faith .. In the W•ord . of 
Pop,e John Paul in Fides et R.ati ,o :: 

In India particularly, it is th,e duty ,o,f Christians niow to ,draw from this. 
rich heritage the elem,ents c,ompatible with their faith, in ,o,roer to enrich 
Christian th ,ot1ght . . . .. What h.as. been said here of ln,dia is no less true for 
th,e heritage ,o,f the great ct1ltures of China, Japan and the other •C·0•11ntries. 
,of Asia, as also for the riches of the traditional cultL1res of Africa. 23 

Great ca1 .. e· and discern:ment .are n,eeded in this process, fo,r not ,every .aspe,ct 
of ,every culture sh,ould b,e embr:ac,ed .. Yet the Spirit of God is n•ot confine,d 
to one pe•ople or on,e cultu1·e .. In,d,e,ed,. in virtue· of God's lov ,e for all peopl,e, 
we can ,exp,ect to find ,elements of th,e true th,e go,o,d.,. and. the beautiful in 
ev ,ery culture an,d in every person. ,Qn ,e of the r,ea on . that other culture· 
can ,enh.ance the Chri tian under .tanding of revelation is that J•ol1-n Paul 
b,elieved th.at the Holy S.pirit is. at W•ork not just in th ,e· Chur,ch,, but also in 
peoples and culture , out id ,e th,e· Roman ,catholic communion .. 24 In 
Do·tninum et Vivifi,cantem,. J•o,hn P.aul taught that the· Holy Spirit is active in 
ev,ery time and in ev;e1y place . an,d in the lives of ,e·ve·ry indivi,dual. 25• In 
Redemptoris Missi,o he wrote· : ' ·'the Spirit s pr,esence and. a,ctivity affe·ct not 
only individuals but also .ociety an,d hi tory pe·oples, cultufe·s .and r,eli
gions .. '26• Thi , insi,ght that ,cultur ,es untouched b,y th ,e· Gosp,el, neverthele·ss 
contain elem,ent · ,of truth is ancient in the Christian tradition .. The Fathe·rs 
of the ,church sp,oke of the se.mina Verb,i, the ,e·,eds of the G•ospel from 
whi ,ch ,e·vangelization and mi ionary work can .p•ring .. B,y encour.aging th,e 
u· e ,of in· ight fr ·om oth,er cultures,, John Paul II ech•o ,es the thou,g·ht of 
Augustin,e, who point ,e ,d out in De Doctrina Christ iana that what ,ever is tr ·u,e . 
ev,en as found in p•agans comes ultimately from ·God� Just a· the I raelite· 
stol ,e· ,gol,d from th,e Egyptians . .  as they w,e·re leaving fo,r the promise,d land . 
so too the ,Christian should make use of non-Christian S•our,ce . of wis,dom 

23 J •ohn Paul I I ,  Fi.des et Ratio §,72 . 
24 H,ere, I am drawing •Oil the wor·k of ,Gerald ·O'Collins, ''John Paul II and the 

Dev,elop111.,e11t ,of Do,ctrine ' · The Legacy of John Paul II, e,d. Michael A .. Hayes and 
Gerald O 'Collins (Ljond,on : B,urns & Oate . 2008) ,. 1-16 ,, e .p ,ecially 11-13, . 

25 J •ohn Paul II Do·minum et Vivificantem §5,� 
26 J •ohn Paul II R.e.demptoris Missio· §,28. 



John Paul II on the Development of Doctrine 1 1 81 

in understanding God's word. 27 John Paul finds this insight also expressed 
in the Middle Ages by Thomas Aquinas: 

In the footsteps of the F1athers of the Church, St. Thomas Aquinas can 
maintain that no spirit can be so darkened as not to participate in some 
way in the divine light. In fact, every known truth fro,m any source is 
totally due to, this ''light which shines in the darkness ;' since every truth 
no matter who utters it, comes from the Holy Spirit (Super Ioannem, 1 ,  
5 ,  sec. 3, n. 1 03) _2.8 

Every truth, whatever its cultural or philosop,hic:al origin,. ultimately comes 
from God and can perhaps contribute to enriching, our understanding of 
revelation. Great discernment is needed to find and refine the elements of 
the true, good, and beautiful in a particular system of tho1ught or culture, and 
yet to find these elements and incorporate them into1 a fuller understanding 
of revelation advances the human quest for greater unity with God. 

Divers,ity o,f Language and Phi)o,s,ophy 

Contributes to Development 

Another so,urce of develo1pment of doctrine is the diversity of lang·uag,e 
and unfolding o•f philosop,hical insights. Just as John Paul often highlighted 

27 In Augustine's words, ' 'If those who are called philo,sop,hers, especially the Platonists, 
have said things which are indeed true and are well accommodated to our faith, they 
should not be feared; rather, what they have said should be taken from them as from 
unjust possessors and converted to our use .. Just as the Egyptians had not only idols 
and grave burdens which the p,eople of Israel detested and avoided,. so also they had 
vases and ornaments of gold and silver and clothing· which the Israelites to10,k with 
them when they fled, as if to p•ut them to a better use. They did not do this on their 
own authority but at God's commandment, while the Egyptians unwittingly 
sup,plied them with things which they themselves did not use well. In the same way 
all the teachings of the pagans contain not only simulated and superstitious. imagin
ings and grave b,urdens o,f unnecessary labo,r, which each one ofus leaving the so,ci
ety of pagans under the leadership of Christ ought to abominate and avoid, but also1 

liberal disciplines mo,re suited to the uses of truth, and some most useful precepts 
concerning mo,rals . E,ven some truths concerning the worship, of one God are 
discovered among them. These are,. as it were, their gold and silver, which they did 
not institute themselves but dug up from certain mines of divine P'rovidence, which 
is everywhere infused, and perversely and injuriously abused in the worship of 
demons. When the Christian separates himself in spirit from their miserable society, 
he should take this treasure with him for the just use of teaching the gospel. And 
their clothing, which is made up o,f those human institutions which are accommo
dated to human society and necessary to the conduct of life, should be seized and 
held to be converted to Christian uses .. " De Dodrina Christiana XL, 610. 

28 John Paul II, ' 'The Holy Spirit as the Source of Every Truth,''' Gener·al Audience, 
September 16 , 1 998 .. 
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that different formulations may be used to speak of the same truth, he also 

emphasized that these varying expressions are a source of richness of the 

Church . These differences need not be viewed as detrimental for unity, but 

can contribute to a legitimate pluralism of expression aiding believers of 

different kinds to understand, believe, and live Christian teaching. In a rich 

quotation from Ut Unum Sint, John Paul developed his thoughts on this 

matter with reference to ecumenism. 

In dialogue, one inevitably comes up against the problem of the differ
ent formulations whereby doctrine is expressed in the various Churches 
and Ecclesial Communities .  This has more than one consequence for the 
work of ecumenism. In the first place, with regard to doctrinal formu
lations which differ from those normally in use in the community to 
which one belongs, it is certainly right to determine whether the words 
involved say the same thing. This has been ascertained in the case for 
example of the recent common declarations signed by my Predecessors 
or by myself with the Patriarchs of Churches with which for centuries 
there have been disputes about Christology. As far as the formulation of 
revealed truths is concerned, the Declaration Mysterium Ecclesiae states :  
' 'Even though the truths which the Church intends to teach through 
her dogmatic formulas are distinct from the changeable conceptions of a 
given epoch and can be expressed without them, nevertheless it can 
sometimes happen that these truths may be enunciated by the Sacred 
Magisterium in terms that bear traces of such conceptions . In view of 
this, it must be  stated that the dogmatic formulas of the Church's Magis
terium were from the very beginning suitable for communicating 
revealed truth, and that as they are they remain for ever suitable for 
communicating this truth to those who interpret them correctly ' ' .  In 
this regard, ecumenical dialogue, which prompts the parties involved to 
question each other, to understand each other and to explain their posi
tions to each other, makes surprising discoveries possible. Intolerant 
polemics and controversies have made incompatible assertions out of 
what was really the result of two different ways of looking at the same 
reality. Nowadays we need to find the formula which, by capturing the 
reality in its entirety, will enable us to move beyond partial readings and 
eliminate false interpretations .29 

This significant passage suggests several important points . First, a single 

proposition (a non-linguistic entity) may be expressed in contrasting 

linguistic forms: I believe in God, Credo in Deum, Ich glaube an Gott. These 

linguistically different tokens express the same proposition in English, Latin, 

and German. Even within a single language in varying eras , different linguis

tic forms may reflect the same proposition. In the wedding service from the 

29 Pope John Paul II ,  Ut Unum Sint §38 .  
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Anglican Book of Common Prayer, spouses promised in marriage, ' 'With 
my body, I thee worship." In contemporary usage, ' 'worship ' '  should be 
reserved to God alone, but in the archaic wedding vow, the proposition 
means roughly, ' ' I  will honor my spouse with my body." 

Just as various believers in different times express their shared belief 
with different linguistic expressions of the same truth, so too within even 
one epoch various believers may have alternative ways of expression that 
may seem, but not actually be, contradictory. In reality, the alternative 
ways of expression may simply reflect that one Denkform has replaced 
another. For example, a Platonic ally grounded theology may in fact 
complement rather than contradict an Aristotelian-inspired theology. Just 
as different formulations arose in the East and in the West to speak of the 
same realities , so too, one form of doctrinal development is a reformula
tion and representation of the same truth making use of different philo
sophical expressions common to a particular epoch .  

Different philosophical approaches bring with them not just different 
ways of expressing propositions but also genuinely new insights into the 
truth. The advancement of philosophy aids the advancement of theology, 
which in turn stimulates doctrinal development. In Fides et Ratio , John 
Paul wrote, ' 'Theology in fact has always needed and still needs philoso
phy's contribution ."3° For the pope, various branches of theology require 
sound philosophical presuppositions in order to achieve their goals . In 
dogmatic theology, philosophy is needed to articulate theological 
concepts in a critical, consistent , and communicable way. Philosophy has 
contributed to dogmatic theology through clarifying the relationship of 
' 'person' '  and ' 'nature," human freedom and divine freedom, and the use 
of language to speak about God. Fundamental theology makes use of 
rational arguments to establish the credibility of Revelation .  Moral theol
ogy employs concepts found in moral philosophy (including philosophy 
of law) such as guilt, voluntariness , conscience, law, freedom, virtue, final 
end, and weakness of will . Philosophy has enriched theology. The pope  
writes , ' ' [S] ince God's word is Truth (cf. ]n 1 7 : 1 7) ,  the human search for 
truth-philosophy, pursued in keeping with its own rules-can only help 
to understand God's word better."3 1  

On the pope's view, theology can help philosophy itself develop over 
time in a variety of ways, and philosophy in turn can contribute to theol
ogy. 32 Christian belief itself stimulates philosophers to ask new ques
tions , and philosophical advances in hermeneutics and linguistics can help 

30 John Paul II ,  Fides et Ratio §77 . 
3 1  John Paul II ,  Fides et Ratio §73 . 
32 John Paul II ,  Fides et Ratio §§76;  84; 1 0 1 .  
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believers interpret Scripture. In Karol Wojtyla's own thought, the great 
achievement of St. Thomas Aquinas 's metaphysics finds a complement in 
the personalism of more contemporary authors such as Max Scheler. On 
John Paul's view, since philosophy greatly contributes to theology, and 
since philosophy itself develops over time, we have a source of doctrinal 
development in the ongoing development of philosophy. 

New Questions, New Scientific Knowledge, 

and New Circumstances Leading to Development 

Three vital stimuli to doctrinal development are new questions, new 
knowledge, and new circumstances . Often doctrinal developments take 
place through the asking of previously unasked questions . Only after 
theologians wondered how Jesus could be both the Son of the Father and 
the Son of Mary did they begin to work out the doctrine of the Hypo
static Union. Similarly, in moral matters , new questions begin to be 
debated and out of these questions a new precision, a deepening and 
enriching, of doctrine can take place. Indeed, such new questions led in 
part to John Paul 's writing of Veritatis Splendor itself: ' 'Precisely on the 
questions frequently debated in moral theology today and with regard to 
which new tendencies and theories have developed, the Magisterium, in 
fidelity to Jesus Christ and in continuity with the Church's tradition, 
senses more urgently the duty to offer its own discernment and teaching, 
in order to help man in his journey towards truth and freedom."33 In a 
similar way, doctrinal development is stimulated by new questions about 
ecumenism, the relationship of the Roman Catholic Church to other 
ecclesial bodies, and so forth . He writes :  

Any progress which the Catholic Church makes along the path of 
ecumenism must always be in keeping with the organic development 
of doctrine . Although the patrimony of faith and moral teaching can be 
better explained and understood, the essential content of salvation 
which the Catholic Church has always proclaimed must remain intact. 
When new doctrinal and moral questions arise, the Church must 
resolve them with the same principles and with the same logic of faith 
with which she has acted from her origins under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit. 34 

For this reason, doctrinal development is both unpredictable and unend
ing. It  is unpredictable because one cannot foresee the new questions that 

33 John Paul II ,  Veritatis Splendor §27. 
34 Address of the Holy Father Pope John Paul II to a group of Bishops of the 

United States of America on their ad limina visit, Friday, October 7 ,  1 988 . 
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will arise in any particular era .  It is unending because the human mind
on its restless pilgrimage towards better understandings of the truth
continually and ceaselessly questions . Indeed, faith itself gives rise to 
many new questions, for only if one, for example, believes that Jesus is 
true God and true man, does it make sense to begin to ask questions 
based on this belief, such as how does the human intellect of Jesus relate 
to the Divine Intellect? Hitherto unasked questions prod to doctrinal 
development; and doctrinal development leads to new questions . 

New knowledge, in particular scientific advancements , can also 
contribute to development of doctrine . The pope notes :  ' ' It is a duty for 
theologians to keep themselves regularly informed of scientific advances 
in order to examine if such be necessary, whether or not there are reasons 
for taking them into account in their reflection or for introducing 
changes in their teaching."35 Similarly, the sciences can be of particular 
help when considering remedies for weakness of will or how to develop 
new (virtuous) habits .36 As the Second Vatican Council pointed out, ' ' In 
pastoral care, sufficient use must be made, not only of theological princi
ples , but also of the findings of the secular sciences , especially of psychol
ogy and sociology, so that the faithful may be brought to a more adequate 
and mature life of faith ."37 

Finally, shifting historical circumstances stir the development of Christian 
doctrine, on the pope 's view. ' 'For the People of God, therefore, history 
becomes a path to be followed to the end, so that by the unceasing action 
of the Holy Spirit ( cf.Jn 1 6 : 13) the contents of revealed truth may find their 
full expression." This is the teaching of the Constitution Dei Verbum when 
it states that ' 'as the centuries succeed one another, the Church constantly 
progresses towards the fullness of divine truth, until the words of God reach 
their complete fulfilment in her."38 This deepening over time, guided by the 
unceasing action of the Holy Spirit is particularly evident in the social 
teaching of the Church . John Paul reflected on and contributed to this 
development of doctrine in a number of encyclicals . The pope is historically 
aware of the way in which this teaching has unfolded since the nineteenth 
century, a prime example of how changing historical circumstances 

35 John Paul II ,  ' ' Faith Can Never Conflict with Reason," L'Osservatore Romano, 4 

Nov. 1 992 ,  p. 8 .  
36 See for example, Roy Baumeister and John Tierney, Willpower: Rediscovering the 

Greatest Human Strength (New York: Penguin Books, 201 2) ;  Kelly McGonigal, The 

Willpower Instinct: How Self- Control Works, Why It Matters, and What You Can Do To 

Get More of It (New York: Avery, 201 1 ) ;  and Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: 

Why ffi Do What We Do in Life and Business (New York: Random House, 201 2) .  
37 Second Vatican Council ,  Gaudium et Spes §62 . 
38 John Paul I I ,  Fides et Ratio § 1 1 .  
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contribute to reformulations and reapplications of Church teaching. In 
Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, he notes that this social doctrine, 

beginning with the outstanding contribution of Leo XIII and enriched 
by the successive contributions of the Magisterium, has now become 
an updated doctrinal ' '  corpus ." It builds up gradually, as the Church, in 
the fullness of the word revealed by Christ Jesus and with the assistance 
of the Holy Spirit (cf. Jn 1 4: 1 6 , 26 ; 1 6 : 1 3-1 5) , reads events as they 
unfold in the course of history.39 

The social doctrine of the Church deepens over time, becoming 
enriched by successive generations of reflection as well as by diverse 
circumstances stimulating new reflections. In this , the social doctrine is 
not entirely different from more explicitly theological doctrine such as 
the Trinity. It took generations of theologians and bishops (and many 
bishop-theologians) , wrestling with the fundamental Gospel truth that 
Jesus is one with the Father and yet Jesus is not the Father or the Spirit, 
to articulate the dogmatic formula of the Holy Trinity. In like manner, 
the fundamental truth of the Gospel message in the social order-the 
innate dignity of every single human person, whether a tax collector, 
prostitute , leper, or Samaritan-is adapted in every age to changing 
circumstances . The ethics of inclusion remains a constant aspiration ( even 
if, in concrete circumstances , not the reality) . This emphasis on the 
changing circumstances of history are relevant for understanding the 
pontiff's view on how doctrine changes .  The elements of continuity
most especially, fidelity to the Gospel message of Jesus-provide an 
orientation within which applications of fundamental principles to ever
changing circumstances can be made with practical wisdom. 

On the one hand it is constant, for [doctrine] remains identical in its 
fundamental inspiration, in its ' 'principles of reflection; ' in its ' '  criteria of 
judgment," in its basic ' '  directives for action," and above all in its vital link 
with the Gospel of the Lord. On the other hand, it is ever new, because 
it is subject to the necessary and opportune adaptations suggested by the 
changes in historical conditions and by the unceasing flow of the events 
which are the setting of the life of people and society.40 

On John Paul I I 's view, development can be stimulated by historical 
occurrences that shape religious practice and in turn deepen the under
standing of divine revelation. John Paul saw this kind of development in 

39 Pope John Paul II ,  Sollicitudo Rei Socialis § 1 .  
40 Pope John Paul II ,  Sollicitudo Rei Socialis §3 .  
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the East during the persecution of Christians under the authority of 
Byzantine emperors seeking to abolish the use of icons in the liturgy. The 
pontiff writes : 

An important doctrinal development occurred between the eighth and 
ninth centuries after the ' 'iconoclast' '  crisis unleashed by several Byzan
tine emperors, who decided radically to suppress the veneration of 
sacred images . Many were forced to suffer for resisting this absurd impo
sition. St John Damascene and St Theodore the Studite come to mind 
in particular. The victorious outcome of their resistance proved decisive 
not only for devotion and sacred art, but also for a deeper understand
ing of the mystery of the Incarnation. Indeed, in the final analysis the 
defense of images was based on the fact that God truly became man in 
Jesus of Nazareth. It is therefore legitimate for the artist to endeavor to 
portray his face, not only with the aid of his talent, but especially by 
interior docility to God's Spirit. The images refer to the Mystery that 
surpasses them, and they help us feel its presence in our life. 41  

This passage highlights not only the contingent historical circumstances 
that lead to doctrinal development but also the close link between the 
liturgy and development. When the persecution calls into question the 
legitimacy of liturgical practice, the response of St .  John Damascene and 
St. Theodore the Studite not only stimulates liturgical devotion and sacred 
art but also deepens the theological understanding of the Incarnation and 
the importance of embodied representations of the Divine .  Historical 
circumstances can occasion new insights into the deposit of faith . 

Authentic Development Deepens Prior Teaching 

Rather Than Rejects It 

Like Blessed John Henry Cardinal Newman, Saint John Paul II recog
nized that not all changes in doctrinal expression are legitimate develop
ments; some proposed ' ' developments ' '  are in fact doctrinal corruptions .  
One characteristic mark of authentic development, for the pope as for 
Newman, is continuity of the teaching with previous teachings . In other 
words, doctrinal development is not a contradiction or repudiation of 
prior teaching but rather an outgrowth and completion of what came 
previously. John Paul writes : 

Within Tradition, the authentic in terpretation of the Lord's law develops, 
with the help of the Holy Spirit. The same Spirit who is at the origin 
of the Revelation of Jesus ' commandments and teachings guarantees 

41  Pope John Paul II ,  ' 'Eastern Theology has Enriched the Whole World," § 1 ,  

August 1 1 ,  1 996. 
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that they will be reverently preserved, faithfully expounded and 
correctly applied in different times and places . This constant ' 'putting 
into practice ' '  of the commandments is the sign and fruit of a deeper 
insight into Revelation and of an understanding in the light of faith of 
new historical and cultural situations . Nevertheless , it can only confirm 
the permanent validity of Revelation and follow in the line of the 
interpretation given to it by the great Tradition of the Church's teach
ing and life,  as witnessed by the teaching of the Fathers , the lives of the 
Saints , the Church 's Liturgy and the teaching of the Magisterium. 42 

For John Paul I I ,  the authentic interpretation of the Christian Tradition 
develops over time with the help of the Holy Spirit. This Spirit is the 
same Spirit that came upon the Apostles at Pentecost, the same Spirit that 
inspired the authors of the various books of Scripture, and the same Spirit 
that guided the great ecumenical councils . This Spirit, animating the 
great Tradition of the Church , does not contradict itself. 

John Paul emphasizes that authentic development does not involve a 
contradiction to the truths explicated in previous centuries . Even if truths 
need to be reformulated and re-expressed, they remain substantially the same. 

Certainly there is a need to seek out and to discover the most adequate 
formula tion for universal and permanent moral norms in the light of 
different cultural contexts , a formulation most capable of ceaselessly 
expressing their historical relevance, of making them understood and of 
authentically interpreting their truth. This truth of the moral law-like 
that of the ' 'deposit of faith' '-unfolds down the centuries : the norms 
expressing that truth remain valid in their substance, but must be spec
ified and determined ' '  eodem sensu eademque sententia ' '  in the light of 
historical circumstances by the Church's Magisterium, whose decision 
is preceded and accompanied by the work of interpretation and formu
lation characteristic of the reason of individual believers and of theo
logical reflection. 43 

The work of theologians is absolutely essential in the growth and deepen
ing of the Church's understanding of the deposit of faith; this work, if it is 
to be an authentic service to theology, cannot be a radical reformulation 
that in fact denies the truth of what has unfolded in previous centuries .  

Reflecting the work of the theologian who contributed perhaps the 
most to an articulated understanding of the subject of development of 
doctrine, Blessed John Henry Newman, the pontiff also views the faithful 
as having a role in the deepening of the Church's understanding of reve-

42 John Paul II ,  Veritatis Splendor §27. 
43 John Paul II ,  Veritatis Splendor §53 .  
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lation. The pope echoes Blessed John Henry Cardinal Newman's empha
sis that authentic change involves ' '  conservative action upon its past."44 

Development takes place in successive generations of the faithful, but 
authentic development is not a simple contradiction to current Church 
teaching. In an address to the U.S. Bishops, John Paul II  noted that 

the faithful themselves contribute to the further growth of the 
Church's understanding of God's word (Cfr. Dei Verbum, 8) , and, in this 
sense, faith develops in each succeeding generation of the Church. But, 
in the words of Saint Vincent of Lerins, ' ' it must truly be development 
of the faith, not alteration of the faith . . . .  The understanding . . .  of indi
viduals as well as of the whole Church ought then to make great and 
vigorous progress with the passing of the ages and the centuries , but 
only along its own line of development, that is , with the same doctrine, 
the same meaning and the same import' ' (First Instruction, ch. 23) . Under
standing the development of doctrine in this way, we know that the 
present or ' 'current' '  teaching of the Church does not admit of a devel
opment that is either a reversal or a contradiction. 45  

This principle of development excludes, it would seem, what some 
theologians advocate as legitimate changes to Church teaching, such as 
admission of women to priestly ordination, the use of contraception, and 
the ethical permissibility of intentional abortion. 

An argument sometimes given in favor of a change of teaching on 
these matters is that the Catholic faithful have not received these teach
ings . It is the case that the vast majority of Catholics use contraception, 
and the inference is made that this widespread practice calls into question 
the teaching of Humanae Vitae. Surely, the argument goes , if so many of 
the faithful have not received this teaching, it is legitimate to understand 
that the Church 's doctrine on this point must develop to allow the use 
of contraceptives in at least some circumstances . 

Although John Paul II  valued the sense of the faithful as a way of gain
ing greater understanding of the truths of faith, he did not accept an 
oppositional understanding of the sense of  the faithful and the teaching 
of the Magisterium. 

In the community of the faithful-which must always maintain 
Catholic unity with the Bishops and the Apostolic See-there are great 
insights of faith. The Holy Spirit is active in enlightening the minds of 

44 John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (Notre 
Dame, IN : University of Notre Dame Press , 1 989) , 1 99 .  

45 Address of Pope John Paul II  to a group of Bishops from the United States of 
America on their ad limina visit , October 22, 1 983 ,  6 .  
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the faithful with his truth , and in inflaming their hearts with his love. 
But these insights of faith and this sensus fidelium are not independent 
of the Magisterium of the Church, which is an instrument of the same 
Holy Spirit and is assisted by him. It is only when the faithful have been 
nourished by the word of God, faithfully transmitted in its purity and 
integrity, that their own charisms are fully operative and fruitful . Once 
the word of God is faithfully proclaimed to the community and is 
accepted, it brings forth fruits of justice and holiness of life in abun
dance. But the dynamism of the community in understanding, and 
living the word of God depends on its receiving intact the depositum 
fidei ; and for this precise purpose a special apostolic and pastoral 
charism has been given to the Church . It  is one and the same Spirit of 
truth who directs the hearts of the faithful and guarantees the Magis
terium of the pastors of the flock. 46 

The Catholic faithful, properly understood, are those who are full of 
faith . Animated by the Holy Spirit , the same Spirit guiding the Magis
terium, the faithful understand and live the Gospel message . For this 
reason, statistical surveys of  Catholics to determine the sense of the faith
ful are of little value .  Some ethicists , writes John Paul, ' ' can be tempted to 
take as the standard for their discipline and even for its operative norms 
the results of a statistical study of concrete human behavior patterns and 
the opinions about morality encountered in the majority of people ."47 

Such surveys typically include both those who rightly qualify as the 
faithful as well as those who were validly baptized but were catechized 
inadequately or not at all .  Such surveys typically do not differentiate 
Catholics who are daily communicants and ' ' Catholics ' '  who do not 
believe in God. Furthermore, it is inconsistent to selectively appeal to the 
' ' sense of the faithful' '  on some issues but not others . Surveys show that 
Catholics reject the Church 's teaching on contraception, but the same 
surveys also show widespread non-acceptance of Catholic teaching on 
the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist , the duty to care for the 
poor with voluntary charitable donations, and the illegitimacy of the 
practice of capital punishment in contemporary circumstances . These 
later teachings , however, are not often called into question on the basis of 
a lack of reception by the lay faithful . 

Even aside from such difficulties, neither surveys of human opinion 
nor surveys of human behavior determine what is morally right for 
human conduct. John Paul writes : 

46 John Paul II ,  Address of His Holiness John Paul II to the Bishops of the United 
States of America, Chicago, Friday, 5 October 1 979 ,  §7 .  

47 John Paul II ,  Veritatis Splendor §46.  
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Because the Church's morality necessarily involves a normative dimen
sion, moral theology cannot be reduced to a body of knowledge 
worked out purely in the context of the so-called behavioural sciences. 
The latter are concerned with the phenomenon of morality as a histor
ical and social fact; moral theology, however, while needing to make use 
of the behavioural and natural sciences , does not rely on the results of 
formal empirical observation or phenomenological understanding 
alone. Indeed, the relevance of the behavioural sciences for moral 
theology must always be measured against the primordial question: 
What is good or evil? What must be done to have eternal life?48 

The behavior science cannot-in virtue of its empirical orientation and 
limitation-determine what is right and what is wrong. If we understand 
science as limiting itself to that which is empirically verifiable, science as 
such cannot and does not seek to make determinations of what is non
empirical, such as what is morally good or morally evil. The moral ques
tion is ' 'What ought to be done? ' '  which is not the same as the question 
' 'What has been done or what do (most) people think we ought to do? ' '  
Common human failings remain common human failings, despite being 
common. It is not consistent to hold (a) that the behavior of the majority 
of people determines what is morally right and (b) that there is an obliga
tion to love your neighbor as yourself, since the majority of people have 
not lived according to this precept .  Similarly, we cannot determine what 
is morally right by a simple consideration of public opinion. The use of 
contraception was condemned by all maj or Christian denominations and 
illegal in many part of the United States early in the twentieth century. 
Even in the early 1 960s, a majority of Catholics thought that use of contra
ception was always wrong. Now, of course, the opinion polls have shifted 
in the opposite direction. But it is absurd to think that contraception was 
intrinsically evil and then became permissible or even obligatory when one 
person changed his mind about contraception and so tilted the balance in 
favor of contraception .  

I t  must be noted, however, that faithful assent to the teaching of the 
Magisterium by both pastors and laity does not exclude a legitimate 
pluralism. Orthodoxy does not demand, on John Paul I I 's view, strict 
homogeneity or conformity in every theological, liturgical , or spiritual 
aspect .  In particular, the pope was deeply aware that legitimate diversity 
is found in the Eastern Churches , which have developed over the 
centuries their own ways of living and expressing Gospel truth. 

48 John Paul I I ,  Verita tis Splendor § 1 1 1 . 
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Speaking of the Churches of the East, the Council acknowledged their 
great liturgical and spiritual tradition, the specific nature of their histor
ical development, the disciplines coming from the earliest times and 
approved by the Holy Fathers and Ecumenical Councils, and their own 
particular way of expressing their teaching. The Council made this 
acknowledgement in the conviction that legitimate diversity is in no 
way opposed to the Church's unity, but rather enhances her splendour 
and contributes greatly to the fulfilment of her mission. 49 

Here, the pope spoke of doctrinal developments as they arose somewhat 
differently in the East and in the West. Yet his point can be broadened to 
include the insight that any legitimate development does not undermine 
but enhances the Church's unity by enabling the Church to better fulfill its 
mission. Unity in orthodoxy does not demand homogeneous conformity in 
ways of expression, practice, or worship in every respect. Now, where 
precisely to ' 'draw the line' '  as it were-between differences that express a 
legitimate plurality and those differences that threaten the unity and mission 
of the Church-is a vital service that is , according to the Second Vatican 
Council and the pope, a responsibility exercised by the Magisterium. 

Conclusion 

Although Pope John Paul II did not write a major systematic work on the 
subj ect of development of doctrine, one can find in his major works , espe
cially Veritatis Splendor, remarks that indicate his views on this important 
topic. Situating his insights about development in relationship to the teach
ings of the Second Vatican Council, the pope recognizes that multiple factors 
contribute to and stimulate new formulations of the faith of the Church. 
These include new scientific and philosophical insights , new circumstances 
and questions , and a diversity of cultures which can enrich the Church's 
understanding of revelation . Although one searches in vain the opera omnia 
ofJohn Paul II for a full length work similar to Newman's Essay on the Devel
opment of Christian Doctrine, one can find in various passages from various 
works important insights into the topic of doctrinal development. N v 

49 Pope John Paul II ,  Ut Unum Sint §50.  
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