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Levels of magisterial teaching in the Church 

 Solemn - the solemn form of an ex cathedra papal declaration, "when, in the exercise 

of his office as shepherd and teacher of all Christians, in virtue of his supreme 

apostolic authority, the Pope defines a doctrine concerning faith or morals to be held 

by the whole Church," or of a similar declaration by an ecumenical council. Such 

solemn declarations of the church's teaching involve the infallibility of the Church. 

The formula used to indicate an infallible teaching is: “If someone shall say….let him 

be anathema.” By virtue of the instruction of the Holy Spirit, the Pope can declare an 

infallible doctrine without the agreement of the bishops, as long as it does not 

contradict established teaching. Jesus told the Apostles: “He who hears you, hears 

Me.” (Luke 10:16) 

 Solemn - Most dogmas have been promulgated at ecumenical councils. Examples of 

solemn declarations by ecumenical councils are the Council of Trent's decree on 

justification and the First Vatican Council's definition of papal infallibility. When a 

Pope definitively defines something which is debated in the Church and publishes it in 

his Acta, he is exercising his papal infallibility. If a current Pope rejects what had 

previously been held as infallible, the rejection is invalid. 

 

 Ordinary - statements by popes and bishops, whether collectively (as by an episcopal 

conference) or singly, in written documents such as catechisms, encyclicals, and 

pastoral letters, or orally, as in homilies.  

 Ordinary - The Church's infallibility is invested in the statements of 

its universal ordinary magisterium: "Although the bishops, taken individually, do not 

enjoy the privilege of infallibility, they do, however, proclaim infallibly the doctrine 

of Christ on the following conditions: namely, when, even though dispersed 

throughout the world but preserving for all that amongst themselves and with Peter's 

successor the bond of communion, in their authoritative teaching concerning matters 

of faith or morals, they are in agreement that a particular teaching is to be held 

definitively and absolutely." 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ex_cathedra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecumenical_council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Infallibility_of_the_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Trent
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Vatican_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papal_infallibility
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Episcopal_conference
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Episcopal_conference
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homily
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 Apostolic Constitution is a solemn pronouncement by the Pope on matters of Church 

doctrine or discipline. 

 Dogmatic Constitution is an official teaching of the bishops in union with the Pope. It 

is one of the highest forms of Magisterial Teaching. 

 Papal Bulls carry the seal of the Pope and thus are solemn pronouncements which stop 

short of infallibility. 

 Papal Constitutions are decisions addressed to all the faithful and determining some 

matter of faith or discipline. 

 Papal Decrees are concerned with the general welfare of the Church. 

 Papal Decretals in which the Pope replies to some particular difficulty submitted to 

the Holy See, but having the force of precedents to rule on all analogous cases.  

 Papal Encyclicals  are pastoral letters sent by the Pope to the universal Church. 

“Pastoral” means the Pope is caring as a Pastor for the sheep of Jesus’ flock; 

encyclicals typically involve matters of faith and morals, popular devotions, or Church 

discipline. Most of St. Paul’s letters are pastoral in nature. 

 

 Dogma is Divinely revealed and thus infallible 

 

 Doctrine is infallibly taught by the Church but stops short of being Divinely revealed 

 

 Non-infallible Doctrine is taught by the Church but not infallibly 

 

 Theological Opinion is not taught by the Church but is permitted by the Church 

 

 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05752c.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07424b.htm

