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49. The sensus fidei fidelis is a sort of spiritual instinct that enables the believer to judge 

spontaneously whether a particular teaching or practice is or is not in conformity with the Gospel 

and with apostolic faith. It is intrinsically linked to the virtue of faith itself; it flows from, and is a 

property of, faith. It is compared to an instinct because it is not primarily the result of rational 

deliberation, but is rather a form of spontaneous and natural knowledge, a sort of perception. 

54. Unlike theology, which can be described as scientia fidei, the sensus fidei fidelis is not a 
reflective knowledge of the mysteries of faith which deploys concepts and uses rational 
procedures to reach its conclusions. As its name indicates, it is akin rather to a natural, immediate 
and spontaneous reaction, and comparable to a vital instinct or a sort of flair by which the believer 
clings spontaneously to what conforms to the truth of faith and shuns what is contrary to it. 

55. The sensus fidei fidelis is infallible in itself with regard to its object: the true faith. However, 

in the actual mental universe of the believer, the correct intuitions of the sensus fidei can be 
mixed up with various purely human opinions, or even with errors linked to the narrow confines 
of a particular cultural context. Although theological faith as such cannot err, the believer can still 
have erroneous opinions since all his thoughts do not spring from faith. Not all the ideas which 
circulate among the People of God are compatible with the faith.  

60. Three principal manifestations of the sensus fidei fidelis in the personal life of the believer 

can be highlighted. The sensus fidei fidelis enables individual believers: 1) to discern whether or 

not a particular teaching or practice that they actually encounter in the Church is coherent with 

the true faith by which they live in the communion of the Church; 2) to distinguish in what is 

preached between the essential and the secondary; and 3) to determine and put into practice the 

witness to Jesus Christ that they should give in the particular historical and cultural context in 

which they live. 

74. In matters of faith the baptised cannot be passive. They have received the Spirit and are 

endowed as members of the body of the Lord with gifts and charisms for the renewal and building 

up of the Church, so the magisterium has to be attentive to the sensus fidelium, the living voice 

of the people of God. Not only do they have the right to be heard, but their reaction to what is 

proposed as belonging to the faith of the Apostles must be taken very seriously, because it is by 

the Church as a whole that the apostolic faith is borne in the power of the Spirit. The magisterium 

does not have sole responsibility for it. The magisterium should therefore refer to the sense of 

faith of the Church as a whole. The sensus fidelium can be an important factor in the development 

of doctrine, and it follows that the magisterium needs means by which to consult the faithful. 

6. The magisterium of those who have received, along with their right of succession in the 
episcopate, the sure charism of truth is a ministry of truth exercised in and for the Church, all of 
whose members have been anointed by the Spirit of truth and endowed with the sensus fidei, an 
instinct for the truth of the Gospel. Being responsible for ensuring the fidelity of the Church as a 



whole to the word of God, and for keeping the people of God faithful to the Gospel, the 
magisterium is responsible for nurturing and educating the sensus fidelium. Of course, those who 
exercise the magisterium, namely the pope and the bishops, are themselves first of all baptised 
members of the people of God, who participate by that very fact in the sensus fidelium. 

77. The magisterium also judges with authority whether opinions which are present among the 

people of God, and which may seem to be the sensus fidelium, actually correspond to the truth 
of the Tradition received from the Apostles. As Newman said: the gift of discerning, discriminating, 
defining, promulgating, and enforcing any portion of that tradition resides solely in the Ecclesia 
docens’. Thus, judgement regarding the authenticity of the sensus fidelium belongs ultimately 
not to the faithful themselves nor to theology but to the magisterium. Nevertheless, as already 
emphasised, the faith which it serves is the faith of the Church, which lives in all of the faithful, 
so it is always within the communion life of the Church that the magisterium exercises its essential 
ministry of oversight. 

78. Reception may be described as a process by which, guided by the Spirit, the people of God 

recognises intuitions or insights and integrates them into the patterns and structures of its life 
and worship, accepting a new witness to the truth and corresponding forms of its expression, 
because it perceives them to be in accord with the apostolic Tradition. The process of reception 
is fundamental for the life and health of the Church as a pilgrim people journeying in history 
towards the fulness of God’s Kingdom. 

79. All of the gifts of the Spirit, and in a special way the gift of primacy in the Church, are given 
so as to foster the unity of the Church in faith and communion, and the reception of magisterial 
teaching by the faithful is itself prompted by the Spirit, as the faithful, by means of the sensus 
fidei that they possess, recognise the truth of what is taught and cling to it. As was explained 

above, the teaching of Vatican I that infallible definitions of the pope are irreformable ‘of 
themselves and not from the consent of the Church does not mean that the pope is cut off from 
the Church or that his teaching is independent of the faith of the Church. The fact that prior to 
the infallible definitions both of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary and of her 
bodily Assumption into heaven an extensive consultation of the faithful was carried out at the 
express wish of the pope at that time amply proves the point. 

80. There are occasions, however, when the reception of magisterial teaching by the faithful 
meets with difficulty and resistance, and appropriate action on both sides is required in such 
situations. The faithful must reflect on the teaching that has been given, making every effort to 

understand and accept it. Resistance, as a matter of principle, to the teaching of the magisterium 
is incompatible with the authentic sensus fidei. The magisterium must likewise reflect on the 
teaching that has been given and consider whether it needs clarification or reformulation in order 
to communicate more effectively the essential message. These mutual efforts in times of difficulty 
themselves express the communion that is essential to the life of the Church, and likewise a 
yearning for the grace of the Spirit who guides the Church into all the truth. 

 


