
  

The Pursuit of Truth, Vatican II and Religious Freedom1 

 Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI and Robert Cardinal Sarah co-authored a book in reflection of 

the October 2019 Pan-Amazonian Synod, entitled From the Depths of Our Hearts, (2020).  The two 

authors state in the prologue that “… ideology divides, truth unites hearts.”  And, “[t]he search for 

truth can be made only by opening the heart.”  

 The phrase “ideology divides, truth unites hearts,” gets your attention, as one who loves truth 

examines today’s ideologically driven society.  The implication is that ideology divides people along 

the lines of differing philosophies or concepts; yet when the truth is known it unites people.  It was 

Christ Who said that the Truth will set you free.  John 8:32.   

The term “ideology” can be defined as a science of ideas, that are a set of beliefs, values, and 

opinions, which forms from a system of ideas of an individual or of social origin, that which forms 

the basis of a group or category of ideas; which can often include economic or political theory, social 

mores or ethics, or other grouping of concepts or philosophies.  An ideology can be grounded in faith 

and right reason with a firm understanding of human nature and natural law; or it can outright ignore 

these realities as well as objective truth. 

For example, in his 1890 encyclical Rerum Novarum, Pope Leo XIII, compared the right of 

ownership of private property against the ideology of “socialism,” where the Holy Father identified 

socialism as the community ownership of goods.  Leo XIII noted that private ownership or the 

“principle of private ownership, as being pre-eminently in conformity with human nature. . ..”  Rerum 

Novarum, paragraph no. 11.  In furtherance, the Pope noted that the “main tenet of socialism, 

community of goods, must be utterly rejected, since it only injures those whom it would seem meant 

to benefit, is directly contrary to the natural rights of mankind, and would introduce confusion and 

disorder into the commonweal.” Id., paragraph no. 15. Leo XIII commended any system of 

government that, where it is “rightly apprehended; that is to say, any government conformable in its 

institutions to right reason and natural law, and to those dictates of the divine wisdom. . .”  Id., 

paragraph no. 32. 

The encyclical Rerum Novarum set the foundation for the theology behind the modern social 

doctrine of the Catholic Church, appealing to faith, right reason, and human nature, guided by 

objective truth and the Divine Law.   

An ideology may be inclusive of theological truth, or an ideology can ignore objective truth, 

ultimately embracing a lie.  Socialism is such an ideology that embraces a lie by ignoring the objective 

truth of human nature and the natural law.   
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A modern example of a false idea is the ideology that embraces abortion as a right.  In the 

name of “choice,” unborn children are aborted as a right of the mother, in utter disregard of the rights 

of the child in the womb and the father; ignoring the reality of brutality and violence committed when 

killing children in the womb.  “Choice” becomes a utilitarian mantra for disposable humanity, an 

ideology of foolishness.  Such an ideology blinds people to the truth, engages in irrational argument 

and ignores the truth of modern science, the biological truth that the union of a sperm and egg at 

conception is the very beginning of a distinct and real human person. 

The purpose here is not only to touch on the distinction between ideology and truth, but the 

greater purpose here is to seek out and find the truth of the Faith in view of often opposing views of 

the Faith that are false and pervasive ideas in the modern world.  An issue of some concern involves 

the varied interpretations of the documents of the Second Vatican Council (1962 – 1965) (hereinafter 

“Vatican II”). 

Truth matters. Salvation matters. As Catholics it is our ultimate goal to live with Christ in the 

next life. He is Truth itself. As quoted above, the search for truth begins with opening the heart.  It is 

obvious that the intellect perceives and understands the truth, the will assents to the truth; but it is the 

heart, when fully focused on the love of abiding truth that aids our intellects and wills to find and hold 

onto the truth.   

I. The Divide over Vatican II. 

 Over the half-century since, many members of the hierarchy, priests, religious, theologians 

and lay people have tried to examine the conflicts that have arisen over Vatican II.   

“Liberal v. Conservative.” The alignment of the conflict, often mis-identified as 

conservative or liberal, often misinterprets the writings and objectives of Vatican II in a grinding 

ideological bent without an actual review of the Council documents.2  As Cardinal Ratzinger, Benedict 

XVI earlier said, “It is not what we would like the Council to have said that must determine our course, 

but what the Council really said.”  True words.  

In his papal address to the Roman Curia on December 22, 2005, Pope Benedict XVI 

elaborated on this divide over Vatican II, involving two separate interpretations, stating one 

interpretation being “’a hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture’; it has frequently availed itself of 

the sympathies of the mass media, and also one trend of modern [and worldly] theology.”3   

The other interpretation Benedict XVI called the “’hermeneutic of reform’, of renewal in the 

continuity of the one subject-Church which the Lord has given to us.  She is a subject which increases 

in time and develops, yet always remains the same, the one subject of the journeying people of God.”4   

The Pope clearly set the boundaries between the two opposing understandings; one view could 

have been called the “worldly” view or the “Spirit of Vatican II’ interpretation and the opposing view 
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4       Id.   

http://www.vatican.va/
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html


could be seen as “historical Christianity,” or, what should be called the “Catholic” view, reading the 

Council under the light of Sacred Tradition.  The Catholic view of the Vatican II holds on the historical 

truth of the Catholic Faith but to articulate that Faith in “a new way the relationship between the 

Church and the modern era.”5 

 “Old view v. Catholic.”  A different yet distinct divide exists over the application and 

interpretation of the documents in Vatican II.  This divide differs substantially from the “liberal v. 

conservative” as described above, as those who hold this view, carefully examine and review the 

documents of Vatican II. The difference arises in how the documents are interpreted. Often called 

“traditionalists”,6 many people within the Catholic Church and outside the Church view Vatican II as 

a problematic Council: not dogmatic but pastoral, drafted with rambling ambiguity, that introduced 

modernist heretical ideas into the Church’s magisterium that includes, among other ideas, ecumenism, 

collegiality, and religious liberty.7   

The problem with this approach is that it rejects the Council in whole or in part—a Council 

of the Catholic Church.  Whether pastoral or dogmatic, it is not consistent to pick and believe in all 

the Councils of the Church shy of Vatican II.  With little doubt, there are many theological, spiritual, 

liturgical, practical, and moral controversies and problems involving Vatican II and its application over 

the last 50 years.  Rejecting Vatican II is not a resolution nor an option in view of the promises made 

to the Church by the Lord Himself and by the Holy Scriptures and constant and faithful Sacred 

Tradition of the Catholic Church. In other words, where Peter is, there is the Church, and there is 

God. Yet, in pursuit of the truth, the Lord wants us to trust in Him, but also to trust that the truth 

can be known. Therefore, the task for the lay people, especially Dominican, is to believe in the Faith 

as presented; yet seek out and understand the controversies and issues surrounding Vatican II.   

 This perspective does not ignore the reality of disagreements within the Church including 

scriptural, theological, spiritual, dogmatic, and liturgical matters.  The real focus is to know the truth, 

and in the study of truth, to love the truth, to join our hearts and minds—not with vacant ideology 

unmoored to truth, but with theological reality. 

II. Religious Liberty: Development of Doctrine or Whole Cloth Invention? 

A major controversy involving Vatican II is the concept of religious liberty and whether the 
concept as articulated in Vatican II’s document, identified as Dignitatus Humanae, was consistent with 
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historical papal documents.  Pope Pius XI stated in his 1864 encyclical entitled Quanta Cura, a writing 
also known as the Syllabus of Errors, in which the Pope expressly condemned certain errors of his time, 
included the following on religious liberty:8 

77. In this age of ours it is no longer expedient that the Catholic religion should be the 
only religion of the state, to the exclusion of all other cults whatsoever.  

78. Hence in certain regions of Catholic name, it has been laudably sanctioned by law 
that men immigrating there be allowed to have public exercises of any form of worship 
of their own.  

79. For it is false that the civil liberty of every cult, and likewise, the full power granted 
to all of manifesting openly and public any kind of opinions and ideas, more easily 
leads to the corruption of the morals and minds of the people, and to the spread of 
the evil of indifferentism.9 

This traditional statement of Catholic teaching on religious freedom addresses “the moral duty of 
individuals and societies towards the true religion” and the Body of Christ, the Catholic Church.10  “In 
this text, freedom of religion is clearly condemned.  Yet one finds about one hundred years later the 
issue of religious freedom discussed in the documents of the Second Vatican Council.”11  As stated in 
the Council document entitled Dignitatus Humanae,  

 The Vatican Council declares that the human person has a right to religious freedom.  
Freedom of this kind means that all men should be immune from coercion on the part 
of individuals, social groups and every human power so that, within due limits, nobody 
is forced to act against his convictions in religious matters in private or in public, alone 
or in associations with others.  The Council further declares that the right to religious 
freedom is based on the very dignity of the human person known through the revealed 
word of God and by reason itself.  This right to the human person to religious freedom 
must be given such recognition in the constitutional order of society as will make it a 
civil right.12 

In this statement, Vatican II expresses the freedom from coercion in a civil society necessary for 
people to fulfill their obligation to worship God.13   

The two documents, namely Quanta Cura and Dignitatis Humanae “seem to represent a 
significant change in the teaching of the Church.”14  The perceived change to Church teaching on 
freedom of religion calls into question other Catholic teachings. For instance, the papal magisterial 
teachings on sexual ethics and birth control have been dismissed by many liberals and progressives; 
lending to the perception of dissent and discord, all a person need do is to wait long enough and 
Church teaching will conform to a modern worldview. Another product of the challenge to Vatican 

 
8       Religious Freedom: Homogeneous or Heterogeneous Development, by Brian T. Mullady, O.P. (hereinafter “Religious Freedom”); 
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10     Religious Freedom, p. 107 (Citing Dignitatus Humaae, Para. 1). 
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12     Dignitatis Humanae, Declaration on Religious Freedom, para. 2; Second Vatican Council (December 7, 1965).  
13     Religious Freedom, p. 107 (Citing Dignitatus Humanae, Para 1). 
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II’s work on religious freedom is that the other writings and teachings of Vatican II are not the work 
and product of the Holy Spirit.  From this point, it necessarily challenges the magisterial teaching of 
the Pope; suggesting to some antagonists, that the see of Peter is empty.15 

 In other words, if the Church’s teaching on religious freedom truly changed, “there is really no magisterial 
teaching which is forever fixed.”16 For those who follow the “spirit of Vatican II,” such an 
interpretation can be used to effectively oppose Church teaching on many other subjects, including 
birth control, abortion, same-sex marriage, and on and on.  If carried to its logical conclusion, it will 
supplant the Faith established by Jesus Christ. 

 If the Faithful were to conclude that the Church’s Vatican II teaching on religious freedom 
contradicts historical Catholic teaching, the whole structure of Catholic magisterial teaching, both 
Scriptural and Sacred Tradition, must fall, subjecting the magisterium to the spirit of the secular world, 
the signs of the times, and the currency of elite world opinion.  The Church will no longer be a sign 
of contradiction to the world (contra mundum) but one of accommodation (conformantes ad mundi)—
Heaven forbid. 

 The true option given to the Faithful and to the Church, is to read the Church’s magisterium 
on religious freedom, as found in Quanta Cura (1864) and other similar writings, and that of Dignitatus 
Humanae (1964) as “universally and necessarily true.”17 

In the article entitled “Religious Freedom: Homogeneous or Heterogeneous Development?”, Fr. Brian T. 
Mullady, O.P., effectively argues that the teaching of religious freedom is historically consistent.  At 
length, Fr. Mullady discusses a number of controversies over the matters involving religious freedom 
and the Church’s teachings; these include morals; the Church’s historical support for freedom of 
conscience; human nature; human dignity; the freedom to obey God without coercion; St. Thomas 
Aquinas’ teaching on the functions of reason and will in the moral order; and, the obligation to form 
a right conscience, that adheres to the order of reality. 

In conclusion, the teaching on religious freedom in Quanta Cura and Dignitatis Humanae “are in 
perfect accord on the nature of religious freedom.  [Quanta Cura] emphasizes the intellect as bound to 
seek the truth, [Degnitatis Humanae relates] the will in its freedom from every exterior coercion in order 
to be a natural, human act.”18 

As members of the Catholic Faithful it is our privilege and grace to seek out the truth; 
therefore, in the midst of controversy involving the disparate interpretations of various dogmas and 
doctrines of the Catholic Church expressed historically or in its modern texts, where properly 
promulgated by the Holy See, it is our hope and duty to find a path of interpretation, in the words of 
Pope Benedict XVI, that seeks out a “hermeneutic of reform” that involves a “renewal in the 
continuity of the one subject—Church which the Lord has given to us.” It is a certain and firm loyalty 
to Christ and to His Church that does not dismiss a proper challenge to exchange ideas to better 
understand and express the truth, yet in that adherence, to be presented in a “faithful and perfect 
conformity to the authentic doctrine” of the Catholic Church, to be “studied and expounded through 
the methods of research and through the literary forms of modern thought.”19  

 
15      Religious Freedom., p. 95.  Otherwise known as “sede vacante. “ 
16      Id., p. 96.  
17      Id. p. 98.   
18      Id., p. 108.  
19       St. John XXXIII.  As quoted by Pope Benedict XVI in his 2005 Christmas Greetings to the Roman Curia, as quoted 
hereinabove, as referenced by the Pope therein, from The Documents of Vatican II, Walter M. Abbott, S.J., p. 715. 



In the end, as prayerfully shown herein, with regard to the matter of religious freedom, the 
documents and teaching of Vatican II are not a rupture from the Church’s historical Tradition in belief 
or in practice.  

_________ 

Thus says the LORD: Stand at the crossroads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the 
good way lies; and walk in it, and find rest for your souls.  Jeremiah 6:16.  


