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This is a preprint of the published article 

 

 

Degrees of Catholicity: Another Mark of Roman Arrogance? 

 

Marcel Sarot 

 

This year, Dutch Christians celebrate the fact that the Dutch Council of Churches was 

established 40 years ago. Unfortunately,  public opinion  regarding ecumenical relationships  

of this jubilee is not positive about what has been achieved and shows little faith in the future. 

Key actors within the main Protestant church in the Netherlands, the PKN, openly  question 

the point of continuing to invest in ecumenical relationships with the Roman Catholic church. 

As a result, the Synod of the PKN recently decided to reconsider its attitude towards the 

Roman Catholic church.1 The reason for this, was, that several delegates of the Synod 

experienced the Roman Catholic church as being ‘arrogant.’ Two examples of this alleged 

arrogance have drawn much attention. The first was a newspaper interview with the Jesuit 

priest and professor Eduard Kimman, who claimed that the Protestant churches  were an 

action group which had forgotten to disband itself once its aims had been achieved.2  Not 

surprisingly, it was felt that this  statement revealed a marked lack of discretion; something   

one might not have expected from the secretary general of  the Dutch synod of bishops. 

Secondly, in a recent document the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith of the Roman 

Catholic church re-affirmed that the catholic church ‘subsists in’ –commonly translated by 

‘exists in’ – the Roman Catholic church. The document goes on to explain that, according to 

Roman Catholic doctrine, those ‘Christian Communities born out of the Reformation of the 

sixteenth century’ cannot ‘be called “Churches” in the proper sense.’3 Dr. Bas Plaisier, 

secretary of the Dutch Reformed church, stated in his reaction that the Roman Catholic 

church, like a phonograph in disrepair, is simply  repeating the claim that it is the only true 

church. With this claim, Plaisier comments, the Roman Catholic church places itself outside 

reality, something he considers to be ‘sad.’ He suggests that  the document should be filed 

away in a desk drawer as soon as possible thereafter to be forgotten. 

 I do not intend to discuss Eduard Kimman’s remarks here. These should be regarded 

as  the unfortunate expression of his concern that both the aims of the Protestant churches and 

the Protestant churches themselves belong within the Roman Catholic church and not outside 

it. His words are ‘ unfortunate,’ because the term ‘action group’ may be understood as 

implying some degree of disrespect. The term also would appear to deny the continuing 

importance of the Protestant churches in  conveying a message of truth and salvation to many 

Christian believers, something which is explicitly recognized in recent documents from the 

Vatican.4 Kimman did not express these remarks in his capacity of spokesman for the Roman 

Catholic church and he subsequently apologized for them,5 thereby closing the case. 

However, I would like to discuss the controversial statement made by the Congregation for 

                                                 
1 This decision was made on 11 April 2008. See http://www.ikonrtv.nl/kerknieuws/nieuws.asp?oId=12896. 
2 Trouw 25 maart 2008. 
3 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. June 29, 2007. Responses to Some Questions Regarding Certain 

Aspects of the Doctrine of the Church, 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20070629_responsa-

quaestiones_en.html. 
4 See, e.g., Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith June 29, 2007. Commentary on the Document ‘Responses 

to Some Questions Regarding Certain Aspects of the Doctrine of the Church’, 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20070629_commento-

responsa_en.html. 
5 Trouw 7 april 2008. 
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the Doctrine of the Faith. The Congregation has neither offered its apologies for its statement, 

nor qualified its claims. Therefore, as long as the statement remains an obstacle to ecumenical 

dialogue, as both Protestant and Roman Catholic theologians have claimed, it must be dealt 

with. 

 Prior to reading the statement, I felt quite uneasy.  This uneasiness was not so much 

caused by the Protestant reactions I had already read in the press, but by the more personal, 

emotional statements expressed to me by several Protestant fellow Christians. I sincerely 

regret their pain and the offence taken. In fact, this distress became the starting point for my 

own research on this issue. I hasten to add here that a statement that is experienced as 

offensive is need not necessarily be intended as such. Nor is it necessarily untrue. After all, 

Christians have been giving offence from the verystart. It is therefore hardly appropriate for 

Christians to claim that giving offence in itself is always inexcusable or unjustifiable. Each 

case must be discussed on the basis of its own merit and that is exactly what I intend to do 

here, using the document Ad Catholicam Profundius  that gave rise to this controversy in the 

first place. I do not intend to defend the Congregation against accusations of arrogance. By 

claiming that a statement is arrogant one casts doubt on the good character of the source of 

that statement rather than providing any material criticism  its content. However, material 

criticism often forms the basis  of such accusationsand the best way to deal with these is to 

uncover the criticisms and discuss  them. That is exactly what I intend to do here. If I have 

understood the criticisms correctly, they  may be summarized as follows: (1) The Roman 

Catholic church is simply repeating  its age-old teaching that it is the one true church. (Bas 

Plaisier: like a phonograph in disrepair!) 

(2) The Roman Catholic church fails to recognize the Protestant churches for what they really 

are: churches. 

(3) The Roman Catholic church demands respect from other churches but fails to show these 

respect herself. 

(4) The document is anti-ecumenical in spirit.6  

I read Ad Catholicam Profundius only after hearing these four criticisms, and I read it with 

these criticisms in mind. My question while reading the document was: Are these criticisms 

justified? My conclusion is, that they are not and I will proceed to explain  why.  

 

Is Ad Catholicam Profundius anti-ecumenical in spirit? 

Let me start with the fourth criticism: Is the document indeed anti-ecumenical in spirit? In its 

own commentary on the declaration, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 

emphatically claims that ‘ecumenical dialogue … remains one of the priorities of the Catholic 

Church.’ It underlines that this dialogue can only be successful if all partners  remain true to 

what they believe and yet, at the same time, open to each other. The implicit suggestion is, 

that although the document  reaffirmssome elements of Roman Catholic doctrine not shared 

by Protestant partners in dialogue, this reaffirmation should in no way be construed as a 

withdrawal from any attitude of openness towards the views of its various partners in 

dialogue.  

This declaration of intent has been confirmed in recent publications regarding the 

circumstances under which the Congregation  made this declaration. It is  hard to be clear 

about the exact nature of these circumstances, as the Congregation is not in the habit of 

specifying its documents targets by making their names public. In the absence of any such 

specification, many Cinderellas have claimed this slipper to be theirs; among them both 

                                                 
6 Similar criticisms were given internationally. See, e.g., Wolfgang Huber. 2007. Überlegungen zum Stand der 

Ökumene. Vortrag vor der Hamburgischen Kommende des Johanniterordens 25. August 2007. 

http://www.ekd.de/vortraege/070825_huber_hamburg.html.  
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ecumenically minded Roman Catholic and Protestant theologians. Some examples of these 

may be seen above. Recent publications have made it plausible to suppose that Responses to 

Some Questions was, in fact, directed at someone else in quite a different position: namely 

Alexandra von Teuffenbach who, in a doctoral dissertation accepted by the Gregoriana7, 

claimed that the change of est in subsistit in in the text of Lumen Gentium was proposed by 

Fr. Sebastian Tromp, thereby intending to emphasise the absolute and exclusive identity of the 

church of Jesus Christ and the Roman Catholic church. According to Von Teuffenbach, who 

was defended by her mentor K.J. Becker in the Osservatore Romano,8 Lumen Gentium should 

be interpreted in the spirit of Tromp as merely repeating the traditional position that the only 

true church is the Roman Catholic church. If this thesis is indeed the target of the Responses, 

and I am convinced  thatit is, then these are not so much directed against those who want to 

take the new perspective opened at Vatican II seriously, but against those who would deny 

that such a new perspective  had in fact been opened. The recent document was not  intended 

to avert future ecumenical development, but rather to safeguard past ecumenical 

achievements. 

In light of the explicit and emphatic recognition of the importance of dialogue  on the 

part of the Congregation and due to the circumstances which gave rise to its publication, one 

would hardly expect its content to be anti-ecumenical. Nevertheless, many regard it as an 

obstacle rather than  an incentive to ecumenical dialogue. It remains important, then, to more 

closely consider the document’s contents. I will begin this discussion with the question, 

whether or not the Congregation is merely repeating its teaching  that the Roman Catholic 

church is the only true church. 

 

Does the Roman Catholic church merely repeat its age-old teaching that it is the only true 

church? 

The answer is: yes, but also no. Yes, in the sense that this teaching is repeated, but no is as 

much as it is not merely repeated.Rather, the teaching is now qualified in an important way. 

Let us first examine  the ‘yes.’ The document clearly states that  whilst the Magisterium 

claims that ‘the Church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church’, it does not deny that ‘the 

Catholic Church is the Church of Christ’. It  simply  defines the meaning of the term ‘is.’  In 

this sense , Plaisier and other critics are indeed correct in claiming that the Roman Catholic 

church reaffirms that it is the church of Christ. On this point the document refers to the Creed, 

in which the church is professed ‘to be one, holy, catholic and apostolic.’ It  must be noted 

here that, from a very early age onwards, the church has taken the Creed to be an affirmation 

that these four characteristics are actualised in the church of Christ on earth. These 

characteristics could be, and in fact were,  used as a means of distinguishing between true 

church and false churches. I will limit myself to one example of the use of one of these 

characteristics . In his Catechetical Lectures9 Cyril of Jerusalem (±313–387) explains that the 

church ‘is called Catholic … because it extends over all the world, from one end of the earth 

                                                 
7 Published as: Teuffenbach, Alexandra von. 2002 Die Bedeutung des ‘Subsistit in ...’ Zum Selbstverständnis der 

Katholischen Kirche. München: Herbert Utz; summarized in: Teuffenbach, Alexandra von. 2005. Subsistit in 

(LG 8): Una formula discussa. Pp. 395–403 in Dario Vitali (ed.).  Annuncio del Vangelo,  forma Ecclesiae. 

Milano: Cinisello Balsamo. Cf. Lehmann, Karl. 28.09.2007. Zum Selbstverständnis des Katholischen:  Zur 

theologischen Rede von Kirche. Pressemitteilungen der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz 065a.: 8–9; Hilberath, 

Bernd Jochem. 2007. Problematische Verengungen: Das neue Dokument der Glaubenskongregation über die 

Kirche. http://www.arge-

oekumene.at/Aktivitaeten/Jahrestreffen/2007_Salzburg/2007_A1_Hilberath_Verengungen.pdf; Jared Wicks. 

2007. Questions and Answers on the New Responses of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 

Ecumenical Trends 36: (7) 97–103, 111–112, esp. 100–101. 
8 Wicks, Questions and Answers, 100, 112. 
9 XVIII 23; NPNF 2-07. 
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to the other; and because it teaches universally and completely … all the doctrines which 

ought to come to men’s knowledge.’ A few decades later, Augustine (354–430) used this 

teaching against the Donatists, when he denied that it was sufficient for a church to merely 

observe ‘all Divine precepts and … all the sacraments,’ even though that in itself is already 

quite something. A church can only be called ‘catholic’ when it ‘embraces all nations’ as 

well.10 Augustine formed no exception to this use of the term ‘catholic’; it was generally used 

to distinguish the orthodox and universal church from local schisms.11 When the Roman 

Catholic church claims that it is the catholic church, it is merely continuing a claim which has 

been made by the Christian church from a very early age onwards.  It does so because it 

believes that neither the Apostolic Creed nor the Nicene Creed offer (allow?) an alternative 

(interpretation?). (Welke interpretatie past hier het beste?)  

 This settles the continuing claim of the Roman Catholic church that it is the one, holy, 

catholic and apostolic church, and therefore the true churchNow for the qualifications 

(qualification of these terms?). Allow me to introduce these by commenting on the way in 

which Protestantism has interpreted catholicity. Because they are locally organized, Protestant 

churches must necessarily either relinquish  profession of a catholic church, or reinterpret this 

in such a way  as to no longer imply that only a worldwide organisation could rightfully call 

itself the catholic church. Both strategies have, at times, been adopted in the Protestant 

churches. The confession of a catholic church was effectively abandoned where ‘catholic’ was 

translated by ‘Christian.’12 On the other hand, John Calvin reinterpreted the term ‘catholic’ by 

applying it to the invisible church only. He claims that the holy catholic church cannot be 

identified with a visible and tangible institution, but is ‘the body and society of believers 

whom God hath predestined to eternal life.’13 In this way Calvin, no longer exclusively 

applying the attribute ‘catholic’ to the Roman Catholic church, no longer applies it 

exclusively to Reformed churches either. Rather, he asserts that the catholic church of the 

Creed is an invisible spiritual reality, parts of which may be found in all churches. 

 Up until Vatican II, the Roman Catholic church maintained her assertion that 

catholicity is an all-or-nothing affair: A church either is the catholic church, such as the 

Roman Catholic church, or it is not. An illuminating illustration of this idea is that of the 

church as an age-old tree: the branches which have been broken off no longer belong to the 

tree and are thereby destined to die a certain death. However, , this view gradually became 

untenable. The Roman Catholic church  would have undermined its own credibility if it had 

persisted in merely addressing individual believers outside its boundaries, whilst ignoring the 

fact that many of these were organized in Protestant churches. Moreover, these were neither 

fading away, nor were they some kind of anti-church. In most respects, they are and do 

precisely what anyone, even  a Roman Catholic, would expect a church to be and to do. 

Therefore Vatican II sought the means of continuing to assert that, in accordance to the Creed, 

the Roman Catholic church is the catholic church, at the same time allowing characteristics 

pertaining to the church to exist in other churches. The result is well-known: Lumen gentium 8 

claimed that the church professed to in the Creed subsists in the Roman Catholic church, 

whilst ‘many elements of salvation and truth are found outside of its visible structure.’ This 

text was even more remarkable since the original text of De ecclesia still contained the word 

                                                 
10 Augustine, Letter xciii to Vincentius, NPNF vol. 10, e.g., 

http://www.catholicfirst.com/thefaith/churchfathers/volume10/agustinletters08.cfm. 
11 See, e.g., Bindley, T. Herbert. 4th ed. revd. by F.W. Green  1950. The Oecumenical Documents of the Faith. 

London: Methuen & Co, 74. 
12 Bakhuizen van den Brink, J.N. 1958. Credo sanctam ecclesiam catholicam. Nederlands Archief voor 

Kerkgeschiedenis 42: 194–226. 
13 Calvin, John. 1545. Catechism of the Church of Geneva. e.g., 

http://www.reformed.org/documents/index.html?mainframe=http://www.reformed.org/documents/calvin/geneva

_catachism/geneva_catachism.html. 
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‘is,’ and thus continued to indentify  the church of the Creed with the Roman Catholic church 

as, in an official explanation of the changes, it was argued that subsistit in is ‘an expression 

more harmonious with the affirmation of ecclesial elements which are elsewhere.’14 Thus the 

identification of the church of the Creed with the Roman Catholic church was retained in 

accordance to the Creed.  In reaction to the elements of truth and salvation recognized in 

Protestant churches, it was further explained that this identification  (wat bedoelt u hier?) (was 

not based on a whim?) , and that ‘many elements of salvation and truth’ may be found outside 

the Roman Catholic church in Protestant churches. One might well argue that in this new 

formulation, the Roman Catholic church has tried to have the best of both worlds. It  

combined a continuing assertion of the traditional view of catholicity as a visible 

characteristic with elements from Calvin’s viewpoint that catholicity is not an all-or-nothing 

identification mark, but rather a quality which comes in degrees, allowing any number of 

churches to share in that same catholicity. 

This would appear to be a major step towards recognizing that there are degrees of 

catholicity,15 even though this was not explicitly asserted.16 Whilst the Roman Catholic 

church is catholic to the highest degree and therefore the only church that could properly be 

called ‘catholic’ without qualification, it is now suggested that lesser degrees of catholicity 

are certainly present in other ‘ecclesial communities.’ Moreover, the Vatican II decree on 

ecumenism admits that despite the ‘fullness of catholicity’ of the Roman Catholic church, she 

cannotfully implement this: ‘divisions among Christians prevent the Church from attaining 

the fullness of catholicity proper to her, in those of her sons who, though attached to her by 

Baptism, are yet separated from full communion with her.’17In this way, it is explicitly 

recognized that the fact that there are communities which are not in full communion with the 

Roman Catholic church, in a sense also detracts from its catholicity. It must also be noted tha,t 

at the time of Vatican II, Lumen Gentium and Unitatis Redintegratio on which my exposition 

has primarily been based until now, were, were both intended to be and experienced as  

considerable concessions to these ecclesial communities. 

Moving ahead from the texts of Vatican II towards the recent declaration of the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith Ad Catholicam Profundius, one cannot but be 

surprised at the controversy to which it gave rise. The new document attempts to steer a 

course between those who interpret the subsistit in as merely confirming the est (against 

whom it is argued that the subsistit in ‘brings out more clearly the fact that there are 

“numerous elements of sanctification and of truth”’ in Protestant ‘ecclesial Communities’), 

                                                 
14 Alexis Bugnolo. Without year. On the History and Significance of  ‘Subsistit in’ in the Dogmatic Constitution 

Lumen Gentium. The Franciscan Archive. Http://www.franciscan-archive.org/apologetica/subsist.html. 
15 One could, with reason, argue more generally that it is a step towards acknowledging various degrees in being 

the church. In practice, both Roman Catholic and Protestant discussions often focus on catholicity: Dulles, 

Avery. 1985. The Catholicity of the Church. Oxford: Clarendon Press, esp. 21. Huber, Überlegungen: ‘Die 

evangelische Kirche ist die katholische Kirche, die durch die Reformation hindurchgegangen ist’; Kronenburg, J. 

& R. de Reuver (eds.). 2007. Wij zijn ook katholiek. Heerenveen: Protestantse Pers; Braaten, Carl & Robert 

Jenson (eds.). The Catholicity of the Reformation. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans: 1996. For reasons of space I join 

with these authors in focussing on catholicity, and because this then allows me to illustrate Calvin’s 

groundbreaking workon this subject. In their introduction, p. vii,  Braaten & Jenson use the phrase ‘degrees of 

catholicity.’ 
16 The Vatican II decree on ecumenism Unitatis redintegratio (1964) is also sometimes mentioned in this 

connection. In this decree it is asserted that ‘men who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in 

communion with the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect. The differences that exist in 

varying degrees between them and the Catholic Church-whether in doctrine and sometimes in discipline, or 

concerning the structure of the Church, do indeed create many obstacles, sometimes serious, to full ecclesiastical 

communion.’ (3) (my italics). See also John Paul II. 1995. Ut unum sint  14: ‘The elements of this already-given 

Church exist, found in their fullness in the Catholic Church and, without this fullness, in the other Communities.’ 

This text is reaffirmed by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 2000. Dominus Iesus 17. 
17 Unitatis redintegratio 4. More on obstacles to catholicity according to Vatican II: Dulles, Catholicity, 22–23. 
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and those who argue that the subsistit in denies the est (against whom it is argued that the new 

expression ‘does not change the doctrine on the Church’). Why, then, has so much protest 

arisen against the new document? The only explanation I can offer is that, at the time of 

Vatican II, the statements which have now been confirmed were at that time experienced as 

being  novel, unexpected and in some ways even revolutionary. The simple fact that these 

statements were made led to high expectations of further developments. By reverting to these 

questions, the Congregation has once more reminded us of these expectations. However, there 

no further developments were mentioned in the new document,  which led to some 

disappointment for those with higher hopes. In the light of this disappointment, emotional 

reactions such as that of Bas Plaisier whilst couched in terms  which are factually incorrect  

are certainly understandable.: Not only does the new document repeat age-old claims relating 

to the identity of the Roman Catholic church, it also  expresses the relatively novel 

appreciation of those elements of truth and salvation which are obviously present in the 

Protestant churches. 

 

Does the Roman Catholic church fail to recognize the Protestant churches for what they are: 

churches?  

After this lengthy discussion of the first criticism, the second critical question may be 

discussed more quickly: Has the Roman Catholic church failed to recognize the Protestant 

churches for what they are, namely: churches? This question is especially pressing in view of 

the fact that, at the time of Vatican II, the Roman Catholic church herself urged members ‘to 

avoid expressions, judgments and actions which do not represent the condition of our 

separated brethren with truth and fairness and so make mutual relations with them more 

difficult’ (4) Does the refusal of the Roman Catholic church to recognise Protestant churches 

as being real churches not ‘make mutual relations with them more difficult’? My Protestant 

friends and colleagues claim that this is indeed the case: they are both angry and offended. 

Iwonder, however, whether this anger would not wane or even disappear entirely upon a 

closer reading of the new document. The point is, that the definition of ‘church’ applied in 

this document is very clearly a Roman Catholic definition taking ‘apostolic succession in the 

sacrament of Orders’ and ‘the sacramental priesthood’ as ‘constitutive element(s) of the 

Church’ (Ad Catholicam Profundius resp. 5). On the basis ofthis definition, Protestant 

churches  would not even want to be considered as ‘church.’ Had the document applied this 

definition to Protestant churches, this alone would almost certainly resulted in accusations of 

Roman Catholic ‘imperialism.’ However, by denying that the Protestant churches are church 

in this sense, the document  in no way denies that they can legitimately be called church in 

any other sense of the word.  

 Anyone claiming that the Roman Catholic church should recognise Protestant 

churches as churches, denies the Roman Catholic church the right to continue to use the term 

‘church’ in the way in which  she has  done from at least the Middle Ages onwards. It is 

generally recognised nowadays that ecclesiology is the most difficult and complex problem to 

be clarified by ecumenical dialogue. Disagreements on the application of the term ‘church’ 

are a sign of this; nothing more and nothing less. I assume that any uneasiness underlying  

protests against the Roman Catholic use of the term ‘church’ is related to suspicions that, by 

denying the label ‘church’ to Protestant churches, the Roman Catholic church is trying to 

assume a superior position. However, documents of the Roman Catholic church itself  

emphatically urge that, in dialogue, each party should ‘treat … the other on an equal 

footing’18 and even with ‘humility.’19 

 

                                                 
18 Unitatis redintegratio 9. 
19 Ut unum sint 36. 
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Does the Roman Catholic church fail to respect other churches? 

If I am correct in my argumentation up to this point, neither the doctrine that the church of the 

Creed subsists in the Roman Catholic church, nor the Roman Catholic denial that Protestant 

churches really are churches, should be construed as a sign of disrespect on the part of  

Roman Catholics. Both of these  result from  the authority assigned by the Roman Catholic to 

both the Apostolic Creed and the Nicene Creed, and not from disrespect for Protestants. When 

the Roman Catholic church professes its respect for Protestant churches, I see no reason to 

doubt its sincerity.20 

 

Conclusion 

I have argued that, during Vatican II, the Roman Catholic church sought a creative way of 

remaining true to the Creed and yet, at the same time, recognizing that it could no longer deny 

that the Protestant churches are, themselves, churches. The compromise which was reached 

admits  that, since  ‘many elements of salvation and truth’ are to be found in them, the 

Protestant churches should indeed be called ‘church-like communities.’ At the time, this 

compromise was viewed by friend and foe alike as offering a respectful and promising new 

approach to Protestantism.Unfortunately, not much progress has been made since then. 

Ecumenical dialogues havecertainly proved fruitful, but on the subject of ecclesiology,  there 

is still a divide  between the Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic church. That divide 

is reflected in both the recent document Ad Catholicam Profundius and in the vehement 

reactionsarising from it. By suggesting that the real motive is arrogance, critics make further 

discussion virtually impossible. In myopinion, further discussion is urgently needed and 

should at least deal with the following two topics: 

(1) Why do the Creeds imply (?) identification of the catholic church with a visible church?  

(2) Is it possible to develop the idea of degrees of catholicity (and degrees of being the 

church) in a way which is ecumenically acceptable?  

I am aware that, to a large extent, I have defended the unpopular recent document issued by 

the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. However, I hope to have clarified  that the 

spirit in which this defence was undertaken, was not anti-ecumenical, but rather born out of 

concern for ecumenical dialogue. If I have given offence, it has certainly not been my 

intention to do so.21 

 

 SummaryDegrees of Catholicity: Another Mark of Roman Arrogance? 

The idea that the catholic church subsistit in the Roman Catholic church (Lumen Gentium, 

more recently Ad Catholicam Profundius), can be seen as an appropriation of insights of the 

Reformers,  and in particular John Calvin. In agreement with the Reformed tradition, the 

Roman Catholic church now explicitly admits that whilst catholicity is not an all-or-nothing 

identification mark;  it comes in degrees. The remaining disagreement between the Roman 

Catholic church and Reformed churches is the continuing claim by the Roman Catholic 

church that the catholic church can and must be identified with a visible church, while the 

Reformed churches vehemently contest this. This claim is results from the attempt to remain 

true to both the Apostolic Creed and the Nicene Creed. Ad catholicam Profundius appears to 

be a defence of the new perspective opened up at Vatican II rather than an attempt to 

discourage theologians to take their starting point in that perspective. Topics urgently  

requiring further discussion include: (1) Why do the creeds imply identification of the catholic 

                                                 
20 Unitatis redintegratio 3, 12; Ut unum sint 39, 43. 
21 I would like to thank those who were present at the discussion of the paper on which this contribution is based 

for  their pertinent questions. I would especially like to thank my colleague in Tilburg, Dr. Henk Witte, who 

drew my attention to important additional literature on the circumstances that brought the Congregation for the 

Doctrine of Faith to issuing Ad Catholicam profundius. 
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church with a visible church? (2) Is it possible to develop the idea of degrees of catholicity 

(and degrees of being the church) in a way that is ecumenically acceptable?  
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