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THE MEANING OF DOGMAS DOES NOT CHANGE

Vatican I (1869-70)

Vatican I (dogmatic constitution Dei Filius [24 Apr. 1870] ch. 4, DS 3020): “the same signification (of sacred dogmas) is to be forever retained once our Holy Mother the Church has defined it, and under no pretext of deeper penetration may that meaning be weakened.”
Vatican I (dogmatic constitution Dei Filius [24 Apr. 1870] canon 3, DS 3043): it is false that “dogmas once proposed by the Church must, with the progress of science be given a meaning other than that which was understood by the Church, or which she understands.”

Paul VI (1963-78)

Paul VI (encyclical letter Mystery of Faith [Mysterium fidei, 3 Sept. 1965] ¶ 27): dogmatic “formulas can sometimes be more clearly and accurately explained. . . . But it would be wrong to give to these expressions a meaning other than the original. Thus the understanding of the faith should be advanced without threat to its unchangeable truth.”

THE FORMULAS OF DOGMAS SHOULD NOT CHANGE

Paul VI (1962-78)

Paul VI (encyclical letter Mystery of Faith [Mysterium fidei, on the Eucharist, 3 Sept. 1965] § 25): “Who would ever tolerate that the dogmatic formulas used by the ecumenical councils for the mysteries of the Holy Trinity and the Incarnation be judged as no longer appropriate for men of our time, therefore that others be rashly substituted for them? In the same way it cannot be tolerated that any individual should on his own authority modify the formulas which were used by the Council of Trent to express belief in the Eucharistic Mystery.” (The formulas referred to are “Three persons in one substance,” “Two natures in one person,” and “transubstantiation.”)
Paul VI (ibid. § 26): “the most sacred task of theology is, not the invention of new dogmatic formulas to replace old ones, but rather such a defense and explanation of the formulas adopted by the councils as may demonstrate that divine Revelation is the source of the truths communicated through these expressions.”
Paul VI (ibid. § 27): “It must be admitted that these formulas can sometimes be more clearly and accurately explained. In fact, the achievement of this goal is highly beneficial. But it would be wrong to give to these expressions a meaning other than the original. Thus the understanding of the faith should be advanced without threat to its unchangeable truth.”

THE FORMULAS OF DOGMAS CAN CHANGE

John XXIII (1959-63)

John XXIII (allocution at the beginning of Vatican II, 11 Oct. 1962): “This certain and unchangeable doctrine, to which faithful obedience is due, has to be explored and presented in a way that is demanded by our times. One thing is the deposit of faith, which consists of the truths contained in sacred doctrine, another thing is the manner of presentation, always however with the same meaning and signification.”

Vatican II (1962-65)

Vatican II (decree On Ecumenism [Unitatis redintegratio, 21 Nov. 1964] § 6): if “there have been deficiencies . . . in the way that church teaching has been formulated—to be carefully distinguished from the deposit of faith itself—these can and should be set right at the opportune moment.”
Vatican II (pastoral constitution On the Church in the Modern World [Gaudium et spes, 7 Dec. 1965] § 62): “theologians [should] seek continually for more suitable ways of communicating doctrine to the men of their times; for the deposit of Faith or the truths are one thing and the manner in which they are enunciated, in the same meaning and understanding, is another.”

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (declaration Mysterium Ecclesiae § 5 [AAS 65, 24 June 1973]): “the meaning of dogmatic formulas . . . remains ever true and constant in the Church, even when it is expressed with greater clarity or more developed. The faithful therefore must shun the opinion . . . that dogmatic formulas . . . cannot signify truth in a determinate way, but can only offer changeable approximations to it, which to a certain extent distort or alter it . . . [as if truth were] a goal . . . constantly . . . sought by . . . approximations. Those who hold such an opinion do not avoid dogmatic relativism and they corrupt the concept of the Church’s infallibility relative to the truth to be taught or held in a determinate way.”
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (ibid.): “the dogmatic formulas of the Church’s Magisterium . . . remain forever suitable for communicating [revealed] truth to those who interpret them correctly. It does not however follow that every one of these formulas has always been or will always be [suitable] to the same extent.”
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (ibid.): “The transmission of divine Revelation by the Church encounters difficulties . . . from the historical condition that affects the expression of Revelation.”
“. . . the truths which the Church intends to teach through her dogmatic formulas are distinct from the changeable conceptions of a given epoch . . . these truths may be enunciated by the Sacred Magisterium in terms that bear traces of such conceptions.”
Sometimes a “dogmatic truth is first expressed incompletely (but not falsely), and at a later date, when considered in a broader context of faith or human knowledge, it receives a fuller and more perfect expression.”
example: “a growth in human knowledge of such sciences as geography [and] psychology has contributed to a better understanding of the necessity of belonging to the church for salvation.” (Sullivan 11)

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (Directory for the Application of the Principles and Norms of Ecumenism [11 Dec. 1994] § 74): “Students must learn to distinguish

“between . . . revealed truths, which all require the same assent of faith, and . . . the manner of stating those truths . . .
“between the “deposit of faith itself or the truths” . . . and the way in which these truths are formulated;
“between the truths to be proclaimed and the various ways of perceiving them and shedding light upon them;
“between the apostolic tradition and strictly ecclesiastical traditions . . .

“. . . students should . . . appreciate the legitimate diversity in theology which derives from the different methods and language theologians use in penetrating the divine mysteries. From which it follows that different theological formulations are often more complementary than contradictory.”

