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“ThisVatican Council declares
that the human person hasa right to religiousfreedom.”

(Paul VI, DigitatisHumanee 8 December 1965)

Forty years have elapsed snce the fathers of the Second Vatican Council
prodaimed these higoric words At once they appear surprisng: many
popes of the nineteenth century condemned “the liberty of conscience,”
including Gregory X VI, Pius1X, and Leo XIII. Likewise, ingances of re-
ligious represson were at times permitted, and even encouraged by popes
and councils (Albigensan Crusade, Spanish Inquistion, etc.).

Nowhere would surprise seem more apparent than among Sev-
enth-day Adventigs who, following the (presumed) prophetic ingghts of
Ellen White, presently assert that the Catholic Church will again repress
non-Catholic religions (GC 581) Unfortunately, few Adventigs have re-
viewed Vatican I1's articulation of the Catholic postion; misconceptions
abound.

Before one can truly undergand the pod-conciliar dodrine of Re-
ligious Liberty, a concise introduction to the pre-conciliar origins of the
dodrine, and an appraisal of the modern teaching's authority after 1960,
arein order. Thissurvey will then compare thisinformation to the predic-
tions made in the writings of Ellen White.

Pre-Conciliar Foundations of the Doctrine

Leo X111, in hisencyclical InmatdeDea (1885) addressed the ques
tion of religioustoleration, noting that the suppresson of error was not an
absolute or unconditional moral imperative. While he affirmsthe Church’s
traditional ingdgence that sates mugt not regard all faiths equally (but
should endorse and protect the Catholic faith), he adds,

but [the Church] does not, on that account, condemn those rulers
who, for the sake of securing some great good or of hindering some
great evil, allow patiently cusom or usage to be a kind of sanction
for each kind of religion having its place in the State. And, in fact,
the Church iswont to take earnest heed that no one shall be forced



to embrace the Catholic faith againg hiswill, for, as St. Augugine
wisely reminds us “Man cannot believe otherwise than of his own
will.” (ID 36)

Leo’s repponse subordinates the value of repressng errors to other
values “securing some great good... hindering some great evil,” as each
particular circumgtance would dictate. Among these benefits he notesthat
the toleration of error regpectsthe moral limit of Chrigian evangelization:
attempts to coerce the will. Quoting Augugtine, Leo reminds his readers
that men canna be compelled to accept the Catholic faith againg their will;
further, they “canna believe otherwise” than in accordance with their own
will. The integrity of every man’s conscience, though confirmed in error,
mug be regpected with “earnes heed.”

Leo’switnessto this esablished teaching of the Church allowsusto
more carefully interpret the condemnations of “Liberty of Conscience,” 0
prevalent among the popes of the Nineteenth Century (hmself included).
One might synthesize the Church’s postion thisway: no man has a natu-
ral right to choos error (a false liberty of constience): they are bound
morally to accept the truth. But, even if they choose error, men have the
right to be respected in the decison they have made. All forms of coercion,
pressure, or compulson are excluded inasmuch asthe human will mug be
exercised fredly (the integrity of conscience). In thislight, the satements of
the Second Vatican Council seem lessrevolutionary, and finely condgtent:

This Vatican Coundil declares that the human person has a right
to religious freedom. T his freedom means that all men are to be
immune from coercion on the part of individuals or of sodal
groups and of any human power, in such wise that no oneisto be
forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs. (Dignitatis
Humanae?2)

Attention mug be paid to the primary reason why the Church pro-
tects the integrity of ever man’s conscience (the “higher good’ intrindc in
the respect of thisfreedom). The Church championsthe defense of man’s
free will not to protect man’sright to embrace error, but to protect man’s
right to embrace truth. The postive end of this freedom is salvation itself:
“Religious freedom, in turn... [ig necessary to fulfill their duty to worship
God.” (DH 1)

Thispropostion excludestwo forms of religiousrepresson. On the
one hand, it condemnsdirect attemptsto oppose man’s embrace of Chris
tianity (the persecution of Chridians the represson of Chridian
evangelization, etc.) On the other hand, it condemns (misguided) attempts
to oppos man’s embrace of Chrigianity by condemning those actionsthat
preclude man’sfreeembrace of Chridianity.

Gregory X wrote in 1272, “that person who is known to have
come to Chrigian baptism not freely, but unwillingly, is not believed to
posesthe Chridian faith.” Vatican Il agreed, “the act of faith isof itsvery



nature afree act... [Man] cannot give hisadherence to God... [unless he
offersto God the reasonable and free submisson of faith.” (DH 10)If in-
deed men cana embrace the truth unless they are permitted to do o
freely, any measure that excludes the freedom of the act thereby prevents
the act itsdf. Therefore, even coecive measures with postive aims (en-
couraging converson) are as adverse to the true promulgation of
Chridianity as thoe with negative aims (dscouraging converson). Ulti-
mately, man’s freedom to embrace truth presupposes his ability to reject
truth; the defense of the former mugt include a protection of the latter to be
effective.

Unlike the religious indifferentism condemned by Gregory XVI
and Pius IX (the false “liberty of conscience”), Catholic Chridianity pro-
tects the free exercise of man’s conscience and affirms the reality and
binding force of truth. Leo XIII reiterates the diginction between these
two ideas of religiousliberty in hisencyclical Libatas (1888):

Another liberty iswidely advocated, namely, liberty of conscience.
If by thisis meant that everyone may, as he chooss worship God
or not, it is sufficiently refuted by the arguments already adduced.
But it may also be taken to mean that every man in the State may
follow the will of God and, from a consciousmess of duty and free
from every obgtacle, obey His commands. This indeed, istrue lib-
erty, a liberty worthy of the sons of God, which nobly maintains
the dignity of man... Chridian liberty bearswitnessto the absolute
and mog jus dominion of God over man, and to the chief and su-
preme duty of man toward God. (30)

Decades later, Pius X1 would also witnessto thisdiginction. After asserting
the right of men to embrace salvation and evangelize others he explains

It was in condderation of this double right of souls that We lately
declared Ourselves happy and proud to wage the good fight for the
liberty of consciences No indeed (as someone, perhaps inadver-
tently, hasrepresented Us as saying) for “the liberty of conscience,”
which is an equivocal expresson too often digorted to mean the
absolute independence of conscience and therefore an absurdity in
reference to a soul created and redeemed by God. (Nan Abbiarmo Bi-

s9040)

Pre-conciliar condemnations of the “liberty of conscience” were
not blanket condemnations of all forms of religious liberty. A freedom of
conscience ingpired by a sense of moral regponsbility had long been as
srted and championed. In fact, the Council Fathers developed ther
teaching on religious liberty directly upon the Church’s ancient regard for
the inviolability of the human conscience: calling renewed attention to this
timeless conviction. (DH 9-12)



And yet, the Council gragped the demands of the dodrine more
profoundly than previous generations challenging esablished Chridian
practice in the process For centuries, many Catholics (including leadersin
Rome) had failed to equate persecution with coercion: Vatican Il clarified
this very issue. Applying the dodrine that no man should be coerced into
faith more deeply than previous generations, the Council fathers authori-
tatively condemned all forms of religious persecution (including those once
wrongly condoned by the Church) asinnately coercive and opposed to the
dignity of men. While upholding thistimeless teaching of the Church, the
Council reected the incondgent implementation of that teaching
throughout Chrigtian higory:

In faithfulness therefore to the truth of the Gogel, the Church is
following the way of Chrig and the apogles when she recognizes
and gives support to the principle of religious freedom as befitting
the dignity of man and as being in accord with divine revelation...
In the life of the People of God, as it has made its pilgrim way
through the vicisstudes of human higory, there has at times ap-
peared a way of acting that was hardly in accord with the spirit of
the Gogel or even opposd to it. Nevertheless the dodrine of the
Church that no one is to be coerced into faith has always sood
firm ...in the course of time men have come more widely to recog-
nize their dignity as persons, and the conviction has grown gronger
that the person in sodety isto be kept free from al manner of co-
ercion in mattersreligious (Ibid.,, 12)

Under the guidance of John X X111 and Paul VI, the Church at
once affirmed, clarified, and reformed its timeless commitment to true re-
ligious liberty: “continually [bringing] forth new things that are in
harmony with the things that are old.” (Ibid., 1) Accordingly, one may
geak of a“modern” teaching on religiousliberty: a dodrinal development
grounded in pad teaching, but diginct in its precison (analogousto Trini-
tarian theology after the fourth century).

Earlier popes framed their postionson religiousliberty in the light
of intellectual liberalism (indifferentiam, laiciam), or the benefits of toler-
ance within a religioudy diverse gate. Beginning with John XXIII, the
Church abandoned these reactionary approaches. The modern synthess
embraces the inviolate rights of human beings a moral universal tran-
scending the language of “tolerance.” Whereas the latter usually connotes
a particularized concesson, the former promotes eternal principles of rela-
tion “not conferred from outsde but which arise from the person's very
nature.” (John Paul |1, Message: 1 January 1981)

Thisingght also gave the Church a definitive counterargument to
a traditional theds “ara has norigts’ (9 often used to defend religious
persecution and represson). Error may have no rights but human beings
do. The former, an abgract concept, should be opposed; but one cannot
offend the dignity of another’s conscience in that pursuit.



Authority of the Doctrine

Although Vatican Il declined prodaiming its teaching on religious
liberty in an extraordinary manner (dogmatic definition), it did, in Ecu-
menical Council, authoritatively affirm the dodrine by an exercise of its
ordinary magigerium:

T he teaching authority of the Church, though not wishing to issue
extraordinary dogmatic pronouncements[during the Council], has
made thoroughly known its authoritative teaching on a number of
guegtionswhich today weigh upon man's conscience and activity...
ever preserving its own authority and force. (Address d PgpePaul VI
duingtheLag Gaea Meatingd the Ssoond Vatican Caundl, 7 Dec 1965)

Mod importantly, the Church has repeatedly declared religious
liberty an article of apogolic faith and morality: timeless, universal, and
binding upon all Chrigians “this dodrine of freedom has roots in divine
revelation, and for this reason Chrigians are bound to respect it all the
more congcientioudy.” (DH 9) And again, “throughout the ages the
Church has kept safe and handed on this dodrine received from the Mas-
ter and from the apogles” (Ibid.,12) Thus, as a recognized facet of the
Chrigian depost of faith, itsinfallibility is guaranteed by the decrees of the
Firg Vatican Council:

All those things are to be believed which are contained in
the word of God asfound in Scripture and tradition, and which are
proposed by the Church as matters to be believed as divinely re-
vealed, whether by her solemn judgment or in her ordinary and
universal magigerium.” (Vatican I, 3:8; c.f. Paul VI: Credg

That the pagtoral intent of the Council does not undermine its doc-
trinal authority (with certain qualifications) is evident from an appendix to
Lumen Gatium

Taking conciliar cugom into condderation and also the pagoral
purpo<e of the present Council, the sacred Council defines asbind-
ing on the Church only those thingsin matters of faith and morals
which it shall openly declare to be binding. (LG, Appendix: ‘Ndifi-
ctians Given by the Sardary Gangal  theCaundl.)

The Council’s indggences that Chrigians “are bound to respect” religious
liberty asa truth rooted in divine revelation (DH 9, 12),and that “individ-
ual men and sodal groups are bound by the moral law to have respect
...for the rights of others [to religious freedom]” (Ibid., 7) conform to this
requirement. The frequent and condgent repetitions of this mandate by



Rome's supreme magesterium in subsequent decades (asilludrated in this
reader) reaffirm the dodrine' s perpetual validity.

Finally, a clear diginction mug be drawn between the official acts
of the Church, and her eternal dodrine. In Catholic dogma, the Holy
Spirit actively protectsthe universal teaching authority of the Church from
every possbility of pradaimingerror — a doctrine referred to asthe infallibil-
ity of the Church (LG 25) Nonetheless, even councils and popes may (in
rare cases) misapply Church teachings and make temporal decisons out of
harmony with Chridian truth (DH 25). Chrigendom’s evolving attitude
towardsthe use of torture (alegacy of ancient Roman law) aptly represents
this diginction. The permisive gance of the medieval papacy (and coun-
cils) with regards to torture, however limited, was not protected from the
possbility of migudgment. The later moral clarification issued by Vatican
Il and the pog-condiliar papacy (in their condemnation of all forms of tor-
ture, including thoe countenanced by the medieval Church is on the
other hand, protected from error (inasmuch as it is a dodrinal pro-
nouncement on morals).

Ellen Whitein Review

Ellen White grounds her expectation of a future persecution upon
the infdlibility of the Church, which she assumes endorses the right of
Catholics to persecute heretics:

The papd church will never relinquish her clam to infalibility. All
tha she has done in her persecution of those who reject her dogmas
she holdsto be right; and would she not repeat the same acts, should
the opportunity be presented?(GC 564)

She repeats this argument twice more in the chapter, where persecution is d-
ternaely caled “doctrine” or “principle’ of the Church:

Every principle of the pgpacy tha existed in past ages exists
today. The doctrines devised in the darkest ages are ill held. Let
none deceive themsdaves. The pgpacy tha Protesants are now S0
ready to honor is the same that ruled the world in the days of the
Reformation, when men of God stood up, a the peril of ther lives,
to expose her iniquity..... Her spirit is no less cruel and despotic now
than when she crushed out human liberty and dew the saints of the
Most High.

And let it be remembered, it is the boast of Rome tha she
never changes. The principles of Gregory VII and Innocent 111 are
gill the principles of the Roman Catholic Church. And had she but
the power, she would put them in practice with as much vigor now as
in past centuries. (GC 571,581)



T o support this contention, she cites the two encyclicals of Pius I X
(Quanta Cura, Sflabus o Erras) that condemn “liberty of conscience.” How-
ever, we have aready noted that those doauments while forbidding a
liberal abuse of conscience, do not contradict the individual’s right to the
integrity of conscience (efirmed by hisimmediate successor, Leo X111).

Likewise, the authority of that teaching enunciated by the Church’s
ordinary and universal magigerium at the Second Vatican Council ex-
cludes her contention that the right of Catholicsto persecute is protected
by the Church’s “claim to infalibility.” To the contrary, the modern
Catholic articulation of the integrity of con-stience does carry a perpetual
moral authority. Furthermore, the modern Catholic Church has con-
demned all pag ingances of Church-endorsed persecution, hardly
revealing that “dl that she has done in her persecution of those who reject
her dogmas she holdsto beright.”

However, many Adventists note that White does predict a time in
which Catholics would issue apologies (however insncere) for past instances
of persecution (probably atributable not so much to the Vatican itsdf, as
much asto the American “ defenders of the papacy,” GC 563):

The Roman Church now presents afair front to the world, covering
with gpologies her record of horrible crudties. She has clothed her-
f in Chrigtlike garments; but she is unchanged. (GC 571)

Two observations are in orde in this regard. First, modern Catholic
apologies fdlow the doctrina proclamations of Vatican I1; thus, an objective
observer notes that they genuindy reflect modern Catholic theology. They
are not, therefore, the superficid claims of an “unchanged” power.

Secondly, Ellen White daborates on the nature of these gpologies
elier in the chapter:

The ddenders of the pgpacy declare tha the church has been ma
ligned, and the Protestant world are inclined to accept the satement.
Many urge that it is unjust to judge the church of today by the
abominations and absurdities tha marked her reign during the centu-
ries of ignorance and darkness. They excuse her horrible cruety as
the result of the barbarism of the times and plead that the influence
of modern civilization has changed her sentiments. (GC 563)

Apparently, the superficidity of these apologies follows their lack of
humble repentance, reveded in the propensty to excuse past persecutions.
However, such superficidity does not characterize moden papd gpologies,
which refuse to admit excuses so to “exonerate the Church”:

Many factorsfrequently converged to create assumptionsthat judti-
fied intolerance and fodered an emotional climate from which only
great spirits, truly free and filled with God, were in some way able
to break free. Yet the congderation of mitigating factors does not



exonerate the Church from the obligation to express profound re-
gret for the weaknesses of so many of her sons and daughters who
allied her face, preventing her from fully mirroring the image of
her crucified Lord, the supreme witness of patient love and of
humble meekness From these painful moments of the past a lesson
can be drawn for the future, leading all Chrigians to adhere fully
to the sublime principle gated by the Council: “The truth cannot
impose itsalf except by virtue of its own truth, asit wins over the
mind with both gentlenessand power.” (bhn Paul I, TatioMillet
no Adviete35)

An honed, objective reading of papal apologes reveals that the only re-
maining “indncerity” isthat shared by the opponents of the Church, who
(by refusang to thoughtfully engage the Church’swritings) continue to ma-
lign and misrepresent her character.

Among those pag deeds Rome allegedly “holds to be right” and will
repeat should opportunity be afforded her istorture (GC 564) White notes
that “in the days of Rome's supremacy there were ingruments of torture to
compel asent to her dodrines’ (GC 569;cf. 619).Here again, White “ pro-
pheticdly’ charges tha Rome will dways maintan the legitimacy of a
practice it, in fact, finadly condamned. One need only read the moden Cate
dign d the Cathdic Churdh which condemns dl past instances of the use of
torture, indudngeven those once committed by “the Pastors of the Church,”
that is, the popes and bishops:

In times pad, cruel practices were commonly used by le-
gitimate governments to maintain law and order, often without
protest from the Pagors of the Church, who themselves adopted in
their own tribunalsthe prescriptions of Roman law concerning tor-
ture.... In recent times it has become evident that these cruel
practices were neither necessary for public order, nor in conformity
with the legitimate rights of the human person. On the contrary,
these practices led to ones even more degrading. It is necessary to
work for their abolition. We mug pray for the victims and their
tormentors (CCC 2298;cf. 22582262 2297)

In the light of the above paragraph, is it right to claim that the
Church believe “dl she has done in her persecution of those who regject her
dogmes... [wag] right” ?1n fact, the Catholic Church believesthat there are no
circumstances which justify recourse ether to torture or coercion. The fol-
lowing statements from V gitatis Spenda (an encyclicd of John Paul 1),
reflecting the sentiments of Vatican I, are certain in thisregard:

Reason atteds that there are objects of the human act
which are by their nature “incapable of being ordered” to God,
because they radically contradict the good of the person made in
hisimage. These are the acts which, in the Church's moral tradi-



tion, have been termed “intringcally evil” (intrinssemelum): they are
uch adways and pg & in other words, on account of their very ob-
ject, and quite apart from the ulterior intentions of the one acting
and the circumgances Consequently, without in the leas denying
the influence on morality exercised by circumsances and especially
by intentions, the Church teachesthat “there exis acts which pe s
and in themselves, independently of circumgances, are always se-
rioudy wrong by reason of their object.” (1) The Second Vatican
Council itsalf, in discusing the respect due to the human person,
givesa number of examples of such acts “Whatever ishogile to life
itself, such asany kind of homicide, genodde, abortion, euthanasa
and voluntary suicide; whatever violatesthe integrity of the human
person, such as mutilation, physical and mental torture and at-
tempts to coerce the girit; whatever is offensve to human
dignity... all these and the like are a diggrace, and 0 long as they
infect human civilization they contaminate those who inflict them
more than those who suffer injugtice, and they are a negation of the
honour dueto the Creator.” (2)

With regard to intringcally evil acts... Pope Paul VI
teaches “Though it istrue that sometimesit islawful to tolerate a
lesser moral evil in order to avoid a greater evil or in order to pro-
mote a greater good, it isnever lawful, even for the gravest reasons,
to do evil that good may come of it (d. Ram 3:8)}—in other words,
to intend directly something which of its very nature contradicts
the moral order, and which mug therefore be judged unworthy of
man, even though the intention isto protect or promote the wel-
fare of an individual, of afamily or of sodety in general.” (3)

The above sentiments are especially indicting to those who main-
tain the ingpiration of Ellen White's writings. White does not smply claim
that Rome will return to the practice of coercion and torture; she believes
that Rome perpetually maintains their legitimacy. The issue, then, isthat
Ellen White grounded her argument on an invalid assumption: namely,
that the allegedly infallible Roman Church would never rescind her teach-
ing on the validity of religious persecution.

This claim reasons from the false premise that even the Church in
White's day infallibly maintained the legitimacy of coercion. Ingead,
White misundersood contemporary papal materials. failing to grasp the
limits of the phrase “liberty of conscience” as used by Pius IX—a mis
underganding later corrected by the Catholic Church’s dodrinal author-
ity. These later clarifications (issued by the same office whose alleged
infallibility she relieson in congructing her argument) then wholly contra-
dict her claim: prodaiming man’s immunity from coercion in matters
religious, and condemning all forms of torture asintringcally evil. Can the
Adventig Church, then, honegly submit the views of Ellen White in The
Grest Catrosersy (anong other works) asinspired?



Implications

At thisjuncture, it isimportant for Adventigsto prayerfully review
the enormous implications of the above gatements T he repentance of the
Church in the lag forty yearshas satidied all of the following conditions

1. Definitively condemned all ingances of religious persecution,
including those once sanctioned by the Church (19%60-20003.

2. Clarified its dodrinal sance on the integrity of every human
conscience. (1960%

3. Apologzed for the dns of the pag (even those committed by
her own pagors), without citing mitigating factors or excuses
(1990620003.

4. Where feagble, even naming specific incidents (1990s e.g., re-
garding the execution of John Hus [John Paul Il, General
Audience, 17 Dec 1999).

5. Extended full religious liberty to confessonal minorities in
Catholic countries (19603, and worked to secure that right in
other nations

6. Condemned torture as an intrindcally immoral act (1960s
19903.

Adventigs should ask, what is lacking in the actions taken by the
Catholic Church to correct their record of persecution? If Adventigs were
to demand a reform of the Papacy on these very critical issues, would not
the repentance manifeg itself in the fulfillment of the above sx actions?
What more could possbly be expected of the Church? Would Adventigs
prefer an unrepentant Vatican to salvage their higoric eschatology? Do
Adventig prefer migrug and divison to Chrigian unity (d. Jn 17:11)?

Perhaps more poignantly: at what point does a heritage of misrus
towards the Catholic Church (such as characterizes Adventisam) breed an
unforgiving spirit? If the corporate repentance of Catholics is complete
and sncere, does not the Adventig unwillingness to thoughtfully engage
(end at ladt, accept) that apology amount to a Sn againg God (2 Tim 3:3)?
Are not the persgent and groundless counterclaims leveled by Rome's
critics (that the Catholic apologes are “ deceptive”) smply a legacy of the
higoric migrug that mus presently be overcome?

Furthermore, the above evidence confirms that modern Adventig
conceptions of Catholic theology (on the quegtion of religious liberty) are,
in fact, misrepresentations. The act of continuing to circulate these ideas
(eg., in Church-sponsored evangeligic efforts) amountsto nothing short of
willful dn, excluded by the commandment, “thou shalt not bear false wit-
ness againg thy neighbor” (Ex. 20:16; KJV), in thiscase, Catholics Again,
at what point doesthe need to protect atheologcal heritage incline an en-
tire denomination to falsty?

The Catholic Church has honestly engaged itstroubled past; sadly,
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Adventigs refuse to engage their unexpected present. We now live in an
age when the Roman Church has freely (end unreservedly) articulated a
permanent endorsement of religiousliberty, sought forgiveness for her past
gns, and amended her activitiesin the world. Not only did Ellen White fail
to anticipate thisturn of events she grounded her claimsin Grest Catrosasy
on the assumption that such events codd never occur. Forty years after
Vatican I, it istime for Adventigsto respond in a irit of reconciliation
to the Catholic Church, the firg sep on along, arduousroad to unity.
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