More on the Development of
Doctrine: The Choice is not
between “Protestantism” and
the “Older Traditions.”

Michael Liccione has continued the discussion on
the Development of Doctrine over at Perrennis Philosophia.
This is the first part of what I hope will be a series of
responses.
1) Dr. Liccone begins with a misleading summary of the issue
of disagreement. He suggests that when it comes to the
question of the Development of Doctrine there are three
hermeneutical circles (HC), characteristic of Roman
Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. The purpose of the
HC is to identify an “authority [his emphasis] of ultimate
appeal for distinguishing between true and false doctrine.”
2) The fundamental choice really boils down to two, between
the Protestant HC on the one hand and the Catholic and
Orthodox HC on the other, which he refers to as “the older
traditions.” The main difference is “how they relate belief
about the nature and authority of the confessing community
itself to the deposit of divine faith.”
3) Liccione believes that the question of authentic authority
has to be settled prior to the question of whether there are
legitimate developments of doctrine.
4) Nonetheless, there is a criterion that can help one settle
which prior explanation one should endorse—abduction, by which

he means “inference to the best explanation.”
Liccione’s identification of the choice in assessing the
question of doctrinal development between what he calls the
Protestant HC and the “older traditions” is inherently
misleading because there is no “older tradition” of doctrinal
development. Doctrinal development is a modern phenomenon.
Prior to the nineteenth century, it was assumed by both
Protestants and Roman Catholics that the truth of Christian
faith was unchanging. In distinction from the Radical
Reformation (Anabaptists and Puritans), which rejected the
entire Catholic tradition as a departure from biblical faith,
“Reformed Catholics” (Lutherans, Anglicans, Mercersburg
Reformed) argued that in many areas, the Medieval Western
Church (Roman Catholicism) had added to and distorted the
historic Catholic faith of the patristic Church, and that the
Reformation was a return to the historic faith of the
patristic Catholic Church. So John Jewel in his Apology of the
Church of England argued that Anglicanism was in continuity
with the church of the first several centuries, and Rome was
not. Jewel argued (correctly) that there was no evidence for
transubstantiation or the papacy in the early patristic
church. Roman Catholics, to the contrary, argued that there
had been no change, and that Catholic Christians had always
believed in transubstantiation, the papacy, purgatory, and the
Marian dogmas from the very beginning.
In the centuries following the Reformation, CounterReformation Roman Catholics adopted two different theories to
explain this – the French traditionalism of Jacques-Bénigne
Bossuet (1627-1704) and the scholasticism of Spanish Jesuits
like Gabriel Vasquez (1549-1604) and Francisco Suarez
(1548-1617). See Owen Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman: The
Idea of Doctrinal Development (Cambridge University Press,
1957).
Against Protestantism, which, Bossuet argued in his History of

the Variations of the Protestant Churches was nothing but a
history of incompatible variations, Bossuet insisted that any
variation in religious belief is an indication of error. The
Tridentine position was that the faith had been delivered to
the Church by Christ complete and entire. The Church had
preserved the faith without change. Any admission of change
was heresy.
Post-Tridentine Jesuits adopted a different, and contrary
position. They explained what would later be called doctrinal
development in terms of logical explanation. Development is a
logical drawing out the logical consequences of what can be
found in Scripture.
Example: (from Chadwick, p. 27)
It is revealed that God was in Christ.
It is revealed that Christ was very man.
It is therefore a necessary inference that in Christ there
were two natures.
Note that the two views are incompatible. For Bossuet, the
doctrine of the two natures had to have been revealed by
Christ and believed by the Catholic Church from the time of
the apostles. For the Jesuits, it could have been left until
Chalcedon to draw the necessary logical consequences. Chadwick
discusses some of the controversy that followed from the
Jesuits’ views. The Inquisition intervened when theologians
debated the proposition: “It is not de fide that a particular
person, e.g., Clement VIII, is the successor of St. Peter.”
Since it could not be demonstrably proven that a given pope
had been validly baptized, ordained, and canonically elected
without simony, it was claimed that one could have only “moral
certainty” that a particular pope was the successor of Peter.
The proposition was eventually judged to be “scandalous,” but
not heretical.
This all changed with development of modern historical method.
As early as the fifteenth century, it became evident that the

Donation of Constantine was a forgery. Nineteenth century
historical method made clear that Christian theology had
developed over centuries. Modern historical method had
discredited the traditional Roman Catholic notion that
Catholics simply believe what the church had always believed.
It was no longer possible to claim that the Marian dogmas,
transubstantiation, or the papacy had been the historic faith
of the church from the beginning.
Newman’s theory of development was an attempt to deal with
this historical change. The doctrine of development was
necessary because modern historical method had discredited the
traditional Roman Catholic position. Contrary to the entire
previous Roman Catholic tradition, Newman argued that it was
no longer necessary to claim that the content of Catholic
faith had been established once for all from the beginning of
the history of the church, but rather that the doctrines of
Roman Catholicism came about through a process of historical
growth and development. One did not have to establish that the
church had always believed in transubstantiation, or papal
infallibility or the marian dogmas. These were later
developments from an original seed.
Note that Newman’s
position is not what Liccione calls the “older tradition,” but
is simply a departure from what previous Catholic tradition
had always affirmed. Newman’s theory met serious opposition
from Roman Catholic theologians after his conversion; Orestes
Brownson repeatedly claimed that Newman’s views were
heretical; When Newman tried to get a favorable hearing from
Giovanni Perrone by presenting him with a list of developments
that could not be accounted for under the traditional theory
(the validity of heretical baptism, the canon of Scripture,
the sinlessness of the virgin Mary, the doctrine of
indulgences, eucharistic sacrifice, and others), Perrone
responded: “All these the Church has always held and
professed.” (Chadwick, 184). Of course, Perrone was mistaken,
but he was correct in his assumption that he was affirming the
“older tradition.”

Note also that Newman’s theory was necessitated by recognition
of facts that were not problems for Reformed Catholics. Jewel
had argued the Church of England was truly Catholic while Rome
was not, on the basis of continuity between the Church of the
earliest centuries and Anglicanism. The Church of England
maintained the primacy of Scripture; the Rule of Faith, real
presence (but not transubstantiation); episcopacy (but not
papacy)–all doctrines of the patristic Catholic Church of the
first several centuries. Newman’s theory was a concession to
the historical scholarship of Reformed Catholics like Jewel.
Jewel was correct that the papacy, the Marian dogmas, and
transubstantiation did not exist in the patristic church; they
were later additions after all. What Newman’s theory amounted
to was an apologetic to justify Roman Catholicism while
granting a key concession Tridentine Catholicis had always
denied—that the Protestants were right about the history of
the distinctively Roman dogmas in the Church.
So the real question is not whether one accepts the HC of the
“older traditions” on doctrinal development or the HC of
Protestantism. There is no “older [Roman Catholic] tradition”
on doctrinal development. Modern historical scholarship has
demonstrated that the post-Tridentine position about church
tradition (the genuinely “older [Roman Catholic] position”) is
untenable. Rather, the question is whether, given that
historical study has demonstrated that such doctrines as papal
infallibility, the marian dogmas, or transubstantiation, were
not part of the original faith of the Catholic Church,
Newman’s new theory of doctrinal development can save Roman
Catholic claims by accounting for the changes which were
previously denied, but can no longer be doubted, in such a
manner as to preserve a continuity of identity, or, rather,
whether such developments are aberrations—departures from the
historic catholic identity of the church.
So the choice is not between what Michael Liccione calls the
Hermeneutical Circle of Protestantism and the Hermeneutical

Circle of the “older traditions.” Rather, as I have said
elsewhere, the choice is between Newman and Karl Barth on how
to interpret the Council of Nicea.
More will follow later, if and when I have time.

