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W 
HEN I BEGAN to think about the theme of this 
article, I assumed that my brief was to concentrate 
on the issue of dissent. I would need to explore the 

~" phenomenon of dissent in the Church and look at 
its theological justification and its practical implications. This 
assumption seemed to be borne out by the fact that the other 
articles in the issue were also centred on the theme of dissent. 
Understandably, the issue of dissent had been in my thought for 
some time. I was conscious that a n u m b e r  of dissenters in the 
Church had been in trouble in recent years, including my fellow 
moral theologian and good friend, Charles Curran.  Consequently, 
I was aware that in the present climate in the Church the legitimacy 
of dissent was under  threat. In fact, during his recent visit to the 
United States the pope himself had challenged the legitimacy of 
dissent in his meeting with the U.S. hierarchy: 

It is sometimes claimed that dissent from the magisterium is totally 
compatible with being a 'good Catholic' and poses no obstacle to 
the reception of the sacraments. This is a grave error that chal- 
lenges the teaching office of the bishops of the United States and 
elsewhere. 1 

Over the weeks prior to settling down to writing this article, I 
have allowed the theme of dissent to  ferment slowly at the back of 
my mind. 

During this time I could not get rid of an uneasiness I had been 
feeling for some time over the term 'dissent'. I had tried to 
articulate this uneasiness in an article on Charles Curran ' s  stance 
vis-~t-vis the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF): 

Dissent is a negative word. It belongs to the same stable as 
terms like deny, oppose, contradict. There is nothing positive or 
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affirmative about it . . . Fr Curran is not doing himself justice 
when he describes his stance as one of  dissent. The heart of his 
position is not captured by the statement: ' I  dissent from the 
Church's teaching'. More accurate would be something like: 
'Drawing on the riches of the Church's  tradition and in the light 
of the Church 's  deeper knowledge of this aspect of human life 
gained through its dialogue with the human sciences today, I 
believe that what I and many Christians are saying is a more 
adequate expression of the richness of our present understanding 
than is found in the current statement of the Church's teaching'. 
The term dissent has no feel fo r  all that is poskive in such a 
position--respect for tradition, concern for the truth, love of the 
Church, shared responsibility for the Church's  mission in the 
world. It  does not express the respect for teaching authority which 
motivates someone adopting this kind of stance. 2 

In  his recent  book,  significantly enti t led Faithful dissent 3, C u r r a n  
noted  the point  I was m a k i n g  but  was not  convinced by  it: 

On a number  of occasions it has been suggested that I might be 
hurting my own cause by labelling my positions as dissent. How- 
ever, I want to be clear and responsible. As a Catholic theologian 
I should always explain the official Catholic teaching and then 
show how I relate to it. Clarity, honesty, and truth require that 
positions be labelled as dissent when they are such. However . . . .  
my theological endeavour is in no way totally identified with 
dissent. The primary function of the theologian is to interpret, 
explain, and understand. The vast majority of the times this does 
not involve any dissent. However, on occasions the interpretive 
function of the theologian will result in a dissenting position. A 
responsible theologian should never try to hide or dissimulate 
dissent. Dissent is dissent and not just dialogue. 4 

C u r r a n ' s  refusal  to get involved in any  kind of  ' d ip lomat ic  theo- 
logy '  is seen by  Berna rd  Hf i r ing  as a clear sign of  his theological  
integri ty and  of  his respect  for the Church :  

Curran is deeply convinced that the first thing a theologian owes 
the Church is complete honesty and forthrightness in thinking and 
speaking (and this includes writing). Curran will have nothing to 
do with the so-called 'diplomatic'  methods of those who through 
casuistic 'watering down' arLd hair-splitting i~terpretation of 
Church teaching in fact change the meaning of that teaching 



C O N F O R M I T Y  AND DISSEN T  89 

without the appearance of deviation. Curran is scrupulously honest 
in the presentation of what the Church's magisterium really says 
and means, even when it doesn't correspond to his own way of 
thinking. The primary thing for him is absolute loyalty in the 
presentation of the official position. If that teaching is based on 
arguments in the area of natural moral law, then he asks his 
reader what images of God and of humankind, what historical 
experiences are behind the arguments. Then comes the inevitable 
question: are the arguments convincing? If they don't  seem con- 
vincing to him, another question follows: are there perhaps other 
convincing arguments that could be put forward that would support 
the official teaching? If, after all these considerations, he is of the 
opinion that the norm presented by the Church needs refinement 
or in some cases change, he says so frankly, taking up the difficult 
burden of partial dissent. Very seldom is there total dissent, s 

I was able to appreciate what  C u r r a n  and H~iring were saying and 
I could agree with their  refusal to engage in any form of  'd iplomatic  
theology ' .  Nevertheless,  m y  uneasiness about  the te rm dissent would 

not  go away. 
Finally the pe nny  dropped .  T h e  edi tor  of  The Way had actually 

given me the clue and I had failed to see it in f ront  of  my  very  
eyes! I had not  been asked to write about  'dissent '  but  about  
' conformi ty  and dissent ' .  For  some strange reason the word 'con- 
formity '  had  escaped my  notice. 

In popula r  parlance,  to call someone  a 'conformis t '  is hardly  to 
pay  that  person a compl iment .  T h e  t e rm ' conformi ty '  carries 
overtones of  obsequious subservience,  cur ry ing  favour,  lacking the 
courage of  one ' s  convict ions and so on. How,  then,  in reading the 
proposed title for this article, had  I taken it for granted  that  within 
the Church  ' conformi ty '  would be accepted by  everyone  as an 
acceptable Chris t ian at t i tude? Surely  we inhabit  the same world 
and use the same language as eve ryone  else[ It  would be strange 
if Christ ians were to regard  ' conformi ty '  as a positive vir tue! W h y  
is it, I wondered,  that  among  Catholics 'dissent '  is a posit ion that  
needs to be defended,  while ' conformi ty '  can get away with m u r d e r  
and remains u n c h a l l e n g e d ?  

This  led me  to follow a different line of  enquiry .  Conformi ty  
and dissent are both  responses to par t icu la r  instances of  the exercise 
of  teaching authori ty .  I f  we are to explore how appropr ia te  they 
are as responses, we obviously need  to look at what  kind of  exercise 
of  teaching author i ty  it is that  they are responding to. Clearly,  it 



90 C O N F O R M I T Y  A N D  D I S S E N T  

is not the kind of teaching whose t ruth  is guaranteed b y  the 
Church ' s  charism of infallibility. No theologian would want  to 
claim that  dissent might  be an appropriate response to what  is 
perceived to be true. Is it then  the kind of teaching which is often 
referred to as 'non-infallible teaching '?  Not  exactly, since a great 
deal of teaching which has not  been infallibly defined belongs to 
what  Ladislas Orsy calls ' the organic uni ty  of Christ ian doctrine ' .  
So not all non-infallible teaching is open to the possibility of a 
dissenting response. Yet some non-infallible teaching certainly is 
since, as Orsy  points out, much  non-infallible teaching does not  
belong to that  organic uni ty  and is no more than  ' h u m a n  opinion' :  

There is much among non-infallible teachings that is human 
opinion. It follows that the division of our beliefs into two neat 
categories, infallible and fallible, coupled with the suggestion 
that dissent from non-infallibly stated doctrine should be always 
permissible, is a simplistic approach to a complex issue. Some of 
the non-infallibly stated doctrines may well be integral parts of 
the deposit of revelation. It follows also, with no less force, that a 
good portion of the non-infallible propositions is no more than 
respectable school opinion, and as such not part of the universally 
held Catholic doctrine. Theologians should not be easily castigated 
for criticizing or rejecting such teachings; to say that all non- 
infallible teaching forms an organic unity with infallible magister- 
ium is nonsense. 6 

Our  exploration of the appropriateness of conformity or dissent as 
a response, therefore, is l imited to some particular exercises of teaching 
authority in the area of non-infallible teaching. More  specifically, it 
is l imited to those exercises of t each ing  authori ty  in which it is 
claimed that  the teaching at issue is inadequate  or perhaps even 
erroneous. Moreover ,  it is only to be expected that  it will include 
instances of teaching on specific moral  issues since often the t ruth 
of such teaching depends on the adequacy of both the empirical 
evidence available and the philosophical analysis which is being 
used. 7 

It might  be useful to look at a specific example of such non- 
infallible moral teaching. On  22 February  1987 the Congregat ion 
for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a teaching document  entitled 
Instruction on respect for human life in its origin and on the dignity of 
procreation. ~ A m o n g  other things this Instruction taught  that in-vitro 
fertilisation (IVF) is immoral  even when it is 'homologous '  (i.e. 
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limited to using the mar r i ed  couple 's  own egg and sperm),  and 
involves no sacrifice of  embryos  in the process and when IVF is 
the only way the couple can have a child of  their  own: 

In conformity with the traditional doctrine relating to the goods 
of marriage and the dignity of the person, the Church remains opposed 

from the moral point of view to homologous 'in vitro' fertilization. Such 
fertilization is in itself illicit and in opposition to the dignity of procreation 
and of the conjugal union, even when everything is done to avoid the death 
of the human embryo. 9 

T h o u g h  not  unexpected ,  this teaching would seem to run  counter  
to the thinking of  ve ry  m a n y  Catholics,  including most  mora l  
theologians who have wri t ten on  this subject. I suspect it is also 
out  of  line with the convict ion of  m a n y  bishops. Moreover ,  as far 
as I can judge ,  it is also con t ra ry  to the teaching of  all the other  
Chris t ian C h u r c h e s - - a t  least in the U . K .  1° 

This  raises a crucial question: what  sort of  authority does such 
teaching carry within the Cathol ic  Church?  It cannot  be denied 
that juridically it is in o rder  since it emanates  f rom the appropr ia te  
R o m a n  Congrega t ion  acting within its specific field of  competence.  
However ,  teaching is not  simply a ' juridical '  act. R a h n e r  points 
out  that teaching in the Church  is much  more  a collaborative 
venture:  

The teaching authority in the Catholic Church is not the sort of 
official body which acts in isolation and in every respect in total 
independence of other real elements in the Church, and so presides 
over this discovery of truth or development of doctrine in a 
totalitarian m a n n e r . . .  On any true understanding there is, even 
in the Catholic Church, an open 'system' in which the most varied 
factors (the 'instinct' of the faithful, fresh insights on the part of 
individual Christians and theologians, fresh situations that arise 
in a particular age, the new questions to which these give rise and 
much else besides) work together to throw fresh light upon the 
Church's own awareness of her faith, and to produce a develop- 
ment of doctrine, u 

Consequent ly ,  a par t icular  instance of  teaching can hardly  be 
regarded  as fully ' au thor i ta t ive '  if  the teaching author i ty  promul-  
gating it has not  taken the appropr ia te  steps needed  to inform 
itself thoroughly  on the ma t t e r  on which it is a t tempt ing  to offer 
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teaching. The same would be true if it has not listened with 
sufficient attention to the way concerned men and women of good 
will (who will not all be theologians, or Roman Catholics, or even 
Christians) are struggling to search for the truth in the matter 
under consideration. 

To deny the full authority of a specific instance of teaching is 
in no way to deny the actual authority to teach which belongs to 
the Church and to those persons and bodies in the Church which 
carry a special teaching responsibility. The acceptance of their 
authority to teach is part and parcel of what the U.S. moral 
theologian, Richard McCormick, calls the 'Catholic context'.a2 
Nevertheless, to accept their authority to teach does not imply that 
one automatically accepts as true every particular point of their 
teaching. While the 'Catholic context' implies a general presump- 
tion of truth in favour of official teaching, it does not imply that 
the presumption becomes anything stronger than a presumption. 
Consequently, in some instances a particular instance of teaching 
might be so inadequate that the presumption Very quickly cedes 
to contrary evidence. McCormick puts this well. 

Presumptions are not carved in granite. Presumptions can be and 
have been undermined by further consideration, changed facts, 
the presence of human folly and other factors. In a word, so- 
called official teaching enjoys this presumption to the extent that 
the undermining factors have been avoided insofar as is humanly 
possible. This is especially the case in the moral realm, where 
human experience and reflection are so vital in discerning the 
morally right and wrong. More specifically the pastors of the 
Church enjoy this presumption only insofar as they have appropri- 
ately tapped the available sources of human understanding, as the 
late Karl Rahner so often insisted. When they short-circuit these 
processes--whether by haste, hubris, pressure, political purpose or 
whatever--the presumption is correspondingly weakened. I say 
this for one simple reason: it is not often said. The terms 'authentic' 
and 'official' are often pressed on the noun 'teaching' as if they 
were simply convertible with absolute certainty. When this happens 
we have corrupted a presumption of truth into presumptuousness.13 

John Mahoney links this with the remark by Paul VI in Humanae 
vitae (n 59) that the Holy Spirit is 'interiorly enlightening the 
hearts of the faithful and inviting them to give their assent' (i.e. 
to the teaching of the magisterium). However, Mahoney suggests 
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that it might  not  always be 'assent '  that  the Ho ly  Spirit  is invit ing 
the faithful to: 

The possibility cannot be ruled out, however, that in such non- 
infallible teaching on a matter which is not contained in revelation 
the response of the body of the faithful will be less than whole- 
hearted in agreeing with the papal teaching and the considerations 
underlying it. For the influence of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of 
the faithful . . . might be a more positive one of refining, qualify- 
ing, or even correcting the papal teaching . . . Within this more 
complex description of the work of the Spirit in the Church, 
which, through a variety of channels, is ever leading the com- 
munity towards the 'whole truth',  not only is disagreement 
wellnigh inevitable, but it is almost essential, or at least normal. 14 

Let  us leave aside the debatable  quest ion as to how far the C D F  
teaching on homologous  IVF enjoys the p resumpt ion  of  the t ruth.  15 
Instead,  for the sake of  a rgument ,  let us suppose that  we are 
faced with an exercise of  teaching au thor i ty  by  the hierarchical  
magis te r ium which is seriously deficient bo th  as regards its internal  
a rgumenta t ion  and as regards  its process of  consultat ion.  In  other  
words,  it is a piece of  teaching which is con t ra ry  to the emerging  
consensus among  mora l  theologians and in the C h u r c h  at large. 
It  does not  appear  to offer to the C h u r c h  and the world the best 
unders tand ing  of  the t ru th  that  the Chu rch  has to offer. Its internal  
a rgumenta t ion  is unconvinc ing  and it offers no reasons in its favour  
other  than those which have already been  considered and found 
want ing by mora l  theologians in general.  A n y  consultat ion that  
has taken place has been  l imited to those who can be relied upon  
to agree with the position favoured  by  the teaching author i ty ,  a6 

I f  the scenario I have drawn is both  possible and realistic, we 
need to face the question: what  is the most  appropr ia te  response 
to such an exercise of  teaching? Is it conformi ty  or dissent or is 
there some other  al ternative? 

T h e  new Code  of  C a n o n  Law, basing itself on Lumen gentium 
(n 25), would say that as authent ic  teaching it should be received 
with 'a  religious submission of  intellect and  will' (religiosum inteUectus 
et voluntatis obsequium--canon 752). In  explaining the mean ing  of  
obsequium, Ladislas (Drsy 17 states that  it cannot  be given 'an  easy 
and s tandard mean ing ' .  Somet imes  it means  no th ing  more  than 
'respectful l istening and reflection on what  has been  "off ic ia l ly"  
s t a t ed - -knowing  that  the Chu rch  as a whole is still far f rom a 
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final c o m m i t m e n t ' .  W h e n  this is the  k ind  o f  obsequium which  is 
app rop r i a t e ,  dissent  is no t  an  accu ra t e  desc r ip t ion  o f  w h a t  is go ing  

on.  ' W e  are  no t  t a lk ing  so m u c h  o f  dissent  as o f  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
t o w a r d  a c o m m o n  assent  tha t  shou ld  even tua l ly  e m e r g e  f r o m  the 
search for  "a l l  the t r u t h " . '  I n  a n o t h e r  ins tance ,  w h e n  the C h u r c h  

is ' o n  the  th resho ld  o f  a s u r r e n d e r  in fa i th ' ,  obsequium m i g h t  m e a n  

' s u b m i s s i o n ' .  O r s y  m a k e s  a helpful  c o m m e n t  on  the final c lause 

o f  c a n o n  752, wh ich  states tha t  ' t he  fai thful ,  therefore ,  shou ld  
avo id  w h a t  is no t  c o n g r u e n t  wi th  such  a d o c t r i n e ' :  

Undoubtedly,  it is not a call for an assent of  faith. It is a call for 
obsequium, as it is fitting and due according to the nature of the 
case. At  times, the voicing of  a different opinion can be most 
congruent because it advances the search and thus helps to clarify 
the doctrine further . . . At times it can be incongruent because it 
has little positive to offer and it disrupts the Church.  

I n  a m o r e  recen t  article,  is O r s y  a rgues  tha t  obsequium needs  to  be  

seen as a ' s e m i n a l  express ion '  in V a t i c a n  I I .  As such  it defies 
i m m e d i a t e  def ini t ion.  ' L i k e  a seed sown  wh ich  m u s t  take  roots  
a n d  g r o w  before  it can  b e a r  fruit ,  a semina l  express ion  m u s t  be  
ass imilated,  p o n d e r e d  over ,  before  its po ten t ia l  m e a n i n g  can  

u n f o l d . '  T h e  conc lus ion  he  d raws  f r o m  this is v e r y  re levant :  

The discussion whether it means precisely 'respect '  or 'submission'  
works on a wrong assumption, which is that the Council indeed 
meant  it in a specific and precise way. The Council has spoken 
on a different level. W h e n  it spoke o f  religious obsequium, it meant  
an attitude toward the Church which is rooted in the virtue of  
religion, the love of God and the love of His Church.  This attitude 
in every concrete case wiU be in need of  further specification, 
which could be 'respect '  or could be 'submission'  , depending on 
the progress the Church has made in clarifying its o w n  beliefs. 

Obsequium, like comrnunio, ultimately means to be one with the 
Church,  one in mind and heart, which means one in belief and 
in action. Obsequium is a special expression of this communion,  
mainly in doctrinal matters. It is ideally perfect when someone is 
so well united in faith with the Church as to believe all that the 
Church holds firmly, and search with the Church when some 
point in our  tradition is in need of clarification. In  the first case 
we can speak of obsequium fidei (one with the believing Church:  
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holding firm to a doctrine), in the second case, of an obsequium 
religiosum (one with the searching Church, working for 
clarification). 

Although he shares my own dislike for the term 'dissent', there 
seems little doubt that Orsy would accept dissent as an appropriate 
response in the scenario I have outlined and he would not consider 
such dissent to be in conflict with the kind of obsequium demanded 
by canon 752.19 Presumably he would also argue that it is a 
response in keeping with the requirements of Lumen gentium (n 25). 

It is sometimes argued that what people want is clear teaching 
and that to raise questions about points of teaching is to disturb 
their faith unnecessarily. I fully agree with Orsy in his rejection 
of this argument; he maintains that to attempt to impose an 
inappropriate form of obsequium on people can create 'a serious 
crisis of faith' for ordinary Catholics when they are eventually 
faced with developments in the Church's  teaching and practice: 

Many of the faithful experienced such a 'crisis of faith' after 
Vatican II because 'the teaching of the Church has changed'. In 
truth, our faith has not changed. The root of the crisis was in 
earlier misinformation. Points of doctrine that required an assent 
of faith and theological opinions that did not were indiscriminately 
proposed by less than well informed preachers as 'the teaching of 
the Church', and when the council reaffirmed the essential doc- 
trines and modified or abandoned other theological opinions, the 
crisis followed inevitably. 2° 

A further objection might be raised. Surely there is a world of 
difference between the withholding of internal assent and the 
external and public expression of dissent. Public dissent weakens 
the missionary witness of the Church and causes confusion and 
disunity within the Church. For the sake of communio theologians 
should be prepared to keep their dissent within the closed circle of 
their professional discipline or at least restrict themselves to express- 
ing it privately to the teaching authority in question through the 
appropriate channels. This would maintain an impression of exter- 
nal conformity through a public stance of 'reverential silence'. 

How far such an attitude of 'reverential silence' was appropriate 
in the past is open to debate. I would agree with Rahner that 
our contemporary society 'makes such silentium obsequiosum quite 
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impossible to main ta in  any longer'.21 I believe that today ' reveren-  
t i n  silence' might  even be irresponsible as a response to certain 
exercises of teaching authori ty .  

Like the IVF issue already referred  to above,  m a n y  of  today ' s  
burn ing  mora l  questions concern  completely new possibilities which 
m ode rn  technology has opened  out to humankind .  Re tu rn ing  to 
the IVF example for the momen t ,  this new procedure  can br ing 
fresh hope to the lives of  infertile couples. A Ch u rch  which adopts 
a strong stance on the fruitfulness of  marr iage  should be very  
sensitive to the depth  of  suffering exper ienced by  a couple when 
they discover  that they cannot  have a child of  their  own. Is 
' respectful silence' an appropr ia te  at t i tude for a moral  theologian 
to adopt  when h e  or she believes that the condemna t ion  of  homolo-  
gous IVF by the C D F  is e r roneous  and does not  take account  of 
the best moral  thinking both  within the Catholic  Ch u rch  and 
among  Christ ians as a whole? Has  the mora l  theologian no 
responsibility towards the infertile couple whose conscience is being 
disturbed and even mis informed by  this teaching? 

Moreover ,  m o r n  theologians also have a responsibili ty towards 
society in general as it wresdes with some of  the critical issues of 
the day. In  a recent  paper  22 I tr ied to present  this point  as clearly 
as I could:  

If we are to be in tune with the spirit of our modern age, it is no 
longer possible to do moral theology behind closed doors or in the 
privileged pages of some exclusive theological journal. Moral 
questions are the common fodder of open debate in the mass 
media. Moral theologians today are faced with a choice. Either 
they opt out of the dialogue: this might be a recipe for a quiet life 
removed from any tension with the hierarchical magisterium but 
it will be viewed by many moral theologians as a dereliction of 
duty in their service to the Church and the world. Or they decide 
to play their part in the dialogue. If they make this second option, 
they have no choice but to abide by the rules of dialogue. And 
rule one is that they m u s t  be prepared to say what they honestly 
believe. Obviously, they can, and usually should, report the 
authentic teaching of the Church, since that is part of the contri- 
bution they are expected to make. However, they must also be 
prepared to query that teaching whenever scientific discernment 
reveals that it is open to question. To be less than honest or to 
show a lack of scientific discernment vis-h-vis authentic teaching 
is to surrender one's credibility in the dialogue; it puts the moral 
theologian's contribution on a par with that of the party politician. 
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Moreover, such a stance harms the credibility of the Church itself, 
if it is suspected that the reticence of moral theologians might be 
occasioned by fear of Church authorities taking punitive action 
against them. 

Bishop J a m e s  Ma lone ,  unti l  recent ly  pres ident  of  the U .S .  Na t iona l  
Conference  of  Cathol ic  Bishops,  acknowledges  that  this k ind  of  
publ ic  dissent has  to be  accepted  if  the C h u r c h  is to face up  to the 
d e m a n d s  of  its miss ion in the k ind  of  wor ld  we live in today:  

Bishops and theologians must manage our collaboration and our 
conflicts on center stage: we should face this f a c t . . .  A democracy 
lives by open, public debate where all parties are both free to 
speak and accountable for the implications of their positions . . . 
Catholicism is not a democracy; but that truism does not touch 
the question of how Catholicism lives in a democratic culture . . . 
Bishops and theologians must preserve the faith and share the 
faith in a culture which values the courage of convictions openly 
stated, openly criticized and openly defended . . .  Theologians 
without an appetite for creativity and development will not serve 
us well in an age where knowledge grows by quantum leaps. 23 

There fore ,  g iven the scenario I pos tu la ted  earl ier ,  I would suggest 
that  the app rop r i a t e  response  to such an  exercise of  teaching 
au thor i ty  is cer ta inly not  conformi ty .  C o n f o r m i t y  in such an 
instance would be fail ing in one ' s  responsibi l i ty  towards  the faithful 
in general  and  society at large.  I t  would  also be do ing  a disservice 
to the hierarchical  teaching  au thor i ty  in the Church .  R i cha rd  
M c C o r m i c k  makes  this poin t  w h e n  he quest ions the ' r everen t ia l  
silence'  s tance of  s o m e  bishops.  His  r e m a r k s  also are re levant  to 
mora l  theologians and  Cathol ics  in general :  

I f  bishops are not speaking their true sentiments, then clearly the 
pope is not able to draw on the wisdom and reflection of the 
bishops in the exercise of his ordinary magisterium. When this 
happens, the presumption of truth in papal teaching is weakened, 
because such a presumption assumes that the ordinary sources of 
human understanding have been consulted, as the late Karl Rahner 
so repeatedly argued. That  is why what is called the 'enforcement 
of doctrine' is literally counter-productive. It weakens the very 
vehicle (papal magisterium) that proposes to be the agent of 
strength and certainty. 24 
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This ties in with a comment reported to have been made by 
Cardinal Suenens in the discussions of the Papal Commission on 
Birth Control: 

We have heard arguments based on 'what the bishops all taught 
for decades'. Well, the bishops did defend the classical position. 
But it was imposed on them by authority. The bishops didn't 
study the pros and the cons. They received directives, they bowed 
to them, and they tried to explain them to their congregations. 25 

Am I saying, then, that in the particular scenario I have envisaged 
dissent is the more appropriate response? If  I accept Curran 's  use 
of terminology, I would have to answer 'yes'.  However, I still feel 
that 'dissent' does not do justice to all the positive elements that 
go into such a response--concern for the Church's integrity in its 
teaching mission, commitment to Vatican II 's  call to dialogue in 
a common search for the truth, respect for the place of human 
reason in discovering and articulating our deepening understanding 
of the truth, responsibility towards those who are looking for help 
in  major decisions affecting their personal or professional lives, 
etc. The term 'dissent' misses all this, as Orsy observes: 'The 
voice of a theologian proposing an answer different from the one 
given by those in authority may not be an act of dissent at all; 
rather, it may be a needed contribution to the development of 
doctrine, coming from someone who is assenting to every part of 
the revealed truth' .  26 

Perhaps looking at how this article relates to the words of John 
Paul II quoted in the opening paragraph might exemplify the point 
I am trying to make. Rather than adopt a 'diplomatic theology' 
approach which would try to show that the pope really meant the 
very opposite to what he really said, I acknowledge that the position 
I have put forward is in conflict with what the pope said to the 
U.S. bishops. However, in saying this I am adopting a far more 
positive stance than saying simply that I dissent from what the 
pope has said. Whatever the pope's statement was intended to 
achieve in his personal agenda for that particular meeting, as it 
stands it is not an adequate presentation of the position on dissent 
as it has developed within Catholic theology. When the bishops at 
Vatican II voted on Lumen gentium (n 25), it was certainly not their 
inteatiot~ m rule out all possibility of dissent. That  is clear from a 
study of the way this passage came to be formulated. There is no 
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doub t  that  it was in tended  to leave r o o m  for  dissent  accord ing  to 
the cri teria found  in the theology manua l s .  T h a t  m e a n s  that  the 
assent d e m a n d e d  by  the passage  is only  a condi t ional  assent and  
therefore  an  assent  tha t  can be  withheld,  given the condit ions 
requi red  by  the manua l s .  27 

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  the posi t ion I have  p u t  fo rward  in this article 
would not  be  ent i rely foreign to the m i n d  of  J o h n  Pau l  II .  In  an 
earl ier  work  28 I no ted  tha t  J o h n  Pau l  I I ,  wr i t ing  in 1979 as a 

phenomenolog i s t  phi losopher ,  had  a rgued  that  posi t ive dissent  is 
'essential ly an  a t t i tude of  sol idar i ty '  and  had  gone on to stress that  
opposi t ion is vital  to any  c o m m u n i t y ' s  g rowth  and  well being:  
' T h e  one who  voices his opposi t ion to the general  or  par t icu lar  
rules or  regula t ions  of  the c o m m u n i t y  does not  the reby  reject his 
m e m b e r s h i p ' .  H e  even insisted that  a heal thy  c o m m u n i t y  is obliged 
to recognize the construct ive  role of  loyal opposi t ion and  to struc- 
ture  itself to enable  this to be  effective: 

In order for opposition to be constructive, the structure, and 
beyond it the system of communities of a given society, must be 
such as to allow opposition that emerges from the soil of solidarity 
not only to express itself within the framework of the given 
community but also to operate for its benefit. The structure of a 
human community is correct only if it admits not just the presence 
of a justified opposition but also that practical effectiveness of 
opposition required by the common good and the right of 
participation. 29 

W e  migh t  be  do ing  J o h n  Pau l  I I  an  injustice if  we assume  that  
his s t a tement  to the U .S .  b ishops represents  the sum total of  his 
th inking on confo rmi ty  and  dissent  in the Church .  
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