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We can understand the Christian act of faith in the word of God on analogy to the natural act of 

faith in the word of a credible human person.  This analogy is very helpful for understanding the 

necessary elements of a fully Christian act of faith.  It should be obvious that an act of faith by its 

very nature involves an assent to a set of propositions.   Just as a natural, human act of faith 

necessarily involves an assent to propositions, so also a supernatural, Christian act of faith 

necessarily involves an assent to propositions. 

 

Now whenever someone indicates this fact about the nature of faith, typically someone else will 

hasten to point out that faith is not merely propositional.  That qualification is always a very 

important point, one which was emphasized at great length by many theologians in the 20
th

 

century, but we must also recognize that faith is necessarily propositional even though it is not 

merely propositional.  Propositional truth is a necessary condition for faith, but of course it is not 

a sufficient condition for faith.  We should not attempt to reduce Christian faith to just a set of 

propositions, but on pain of consistency we must admit that any act of faith necessarily involves 

giving assent to a particular set of propositions.   

 

For faith to exist, a particular testimony must be formulated and offered, and then received and 

believed.  The testimony consists of propositional truths, which are expressed in terms that can 

be understood.  There must be a witness, or a group of witnesses, who asserts these propositions 

as true.  There must also be a person, or a group of persons, who hears these propositions, 

understands what is being asserted by the witnesses, and then believes these propositions as true. 

 

Faith is a common and natural mode of knowledge.  As a natural human act, faith resides in the 

intellect, and it is always reasonable.  Faith is also a human virtue, but the act of assent is 

virtuous only insofar as the testimony received and believed is actually credible.  If the act is not 

reasonable, then it is not an act of faith, but an act of credulity.  True faith is never gullible, but it 

is also not based on direct evidence or rational inference.  Faith is a form of knowledge based not 

on our own personal experience but on the knowledge possessed by some other person whom we 

know to be trustworthy.  Faith is thus a mediated form of knowledge, and in any act of faith there 

is always a mediator. 

 

Faith involves the acceptance of propositions on the basis of the word of those who are in a 

position to know that those propositions are true.  Every human person is an authority, in the 

sense of being in a position to know and bear witness to certain truths.  And some persons are 

authorities in the sense of having particular knowledge that transcends general human 

experience.  The objective basis for faith is the authority of the witnesses, not immediate 

evidence or rational inference, although evidence and reason are always required to judge the 

credibility of the witnesses. 

 

A basic assumption in the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions is that faith is a reasonable 

but mediated form of knowledge which can be either human or divine.  Natural, human faith is 

the rational acceptance of a human testimony.  Supernatural, divine faith is the rational 

acceptance of a divine testimony.  Divine faith, like human faith, is essentially a matter of 
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believing a credible testimony and thus becoming certain that some particular propositions are in 

fact true.  These propositional truths can be formulated as articles of faith and expressed in the 

form of a creed.  

 

Of course, divine faith is possible only if there has been a divine revelation, which is commonly 

called “the word of God.”  Divine revelation is actually fundamental to human existence.  As 

Moses and our Lord Jesus Christ put it, “We do not live by bread alone, but by every word that 

comes forth from the mouth of God.”  God exists, and he has never been silent.  From the very 

beginning he has been revealing himself to human persons in human terms and actively seeking 

to cultivate a personal relationship with them. 

 

As Saint Thomas says in De veritate, “Everyone who prepares himself for grace will have 

grace.”  God offers the gift of divine faith to everyone, and everyone at some point encounters 

the fundamental revealed truths which are necessary for salvation.  Everyone has had the 

opportunity to believe at least that God exists, and that God rewards those who obey the moral 

law which they recognize in the depths of their hearts.  God is always working to illuminate and 

inspire people to recognize and believe the truths which he has revealed to them.  The ultimate 

happiness in this life is friendship and communion with God through the grace of faith.  And 

believing and trusting God is also the path to everlasting happiness in the next life.  God offers 

the grace of faith to every human person for their happiness and salvation. 

 

Through faith, we freely exercise a divine power that God has freely infused into our souls.  As 

Saint Thomas tells us, divine faith is “an act of the human intellect, assenting to divine truth, by a 

command of the human will, moved by God through grace.”  And as Saint Augustine explains, 

there are three essential aspects in which the act of faith is divine: 

 First, divine faith is a matter of believing God as the divine truth who is revealed and 

described to us in human terms by means of propositions. 

 Secondly, divine faith is a matter of believing God as the one who reveals divine truth 

and communicates it to us by means of universal concepts. 

 And thirdly, divine faith is a matter of believing God as the one who attracts us to himself 

freely through grace and divine love.  

 

As Christians, we believe that divine revelation was fulfilled and completed in the divine person 

of Jesus Christ.  The inspired author of Hebrews puts it this way, “In many and various ways 

God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a 

Son.”  Christians in general have always recognized that Christ left his Apostles a deposit of 

divinely revealed truth and commissioned them to preserve the deposit and transmit it to the 

whole world. 

 

Christians often disagree, however, in their understanding of the specific means by which Christ 

intended that deposit of truth to be preserved and transmitted.  The Catholic understanding has 

always been that that the content of divinely revealed truth is perpetually preserved and 

transmitted by the Church through Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture.  A key element in the 

Catholic understanding of the Church is that the Church as a whole is an instrument through 

which Christ infallibly preserves and transmits the truth that he wants people to know for their 

happiness and salvation.  Christ is a divine Person and is absolutely infallible as such.  The 
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Church possesses a participated infallibility by virtue of her mystical union with Christ.  The 

Church’s participated infallibility pertains specifically to faith and morals.  And the Church’s 

infallibility is part of her divinely revealed doctrine. 

 

But the Catholic view has also always maintained that the original Apostles received from Christ 

a special teaching authority in the Church, a teaching authority which has come to be called the 

Magisterium of the Church.  This special teaching authority is believed to have been transmitted 

by the Apostles to their successors, the bishops whom they ordained in apostolic succession.  

The infallibility of the Catholic Church, then, is understood as an organic relation between the 

beliefs of the faithful as a whole, the doctrines of the bishops who are ordained in apostolic 

succession, and the assertions of the inspired authors of Sacred Scripture.  The faithful as a 

whole are infallible in believing the deposit of divinely revealed truth, and the bishops as a whole 

are infallible in teaching the deposit of divinely revealed truth. 

 

Of course, individual members of the faithful are often mistaken in some of their beliefs, and 

individual bishops or groups of bishops do occasionally fall into error in some of their teachings.  

But the Catholic view is that the Church as a whole participates in the infallibility of Christ, and 

that it does so only in accord with the conditions and the content that Christ has specified for the 

use of this gift.  In accord with those conditions and that content, the bishops as a whole have the 

apostolic power to teach the deposit of divine truth infallibly whenever they are united in 

judgment with the bishop of Rome.  The bishop of Rome possesses this apostolic power 

preeminently, but even he is limited to teaching infallibly only under certain conditions, and only 

with respect to divinely revealed truth and natural moral law. 

 

Protestant Christian communities are not infallible, and they readily admit it.  The Protestant 

view introduced the novel theory that the faithful could infallibly believe the deposit of divinely 

revealed truth on the basis of Sacred Scripture alone.  Protestants as well as Catholics recognize 

the need for an infallible source of divine truth.  But on the Protestant view, the only propositions 

free from error are the divinely inspired propositions of Sacred Scripture itself.  Catholics and 

Protestants alike believe that the propositions of Sacred Scripture are divinely inspired and free 

from error insofar as they assert truths relevant to salvation.  But the Catholic view has always 

recognized that there are many divine truths which are not contained in Sacred Scripture but are 

nevertheless infallibly preserved and transmitted by the Church.  

 

From the Catholic point of view, the Protestant theory regarding the sufficiency of Sacred 

Scripture as the source of divine truth for Christian faith and practice seems like a misguided 

oversimplification.  Historically, the Protestant theory has been a formula for division and 

disintegration with regard to the content of divine revelation.  And the Protestant approach 

carries with it no infallible means by which to interpret Sacred Scripture.  It seems obvious that 

Sacred Scripture alone is insufficient for maintaining doctrinal unity and preserving and 

transmitting truth infallibly. 

 

Furthermore, the Protestant theory seems to refute itself whenever its main criterion for divine 

truth is applied to its own proposal.  If Sacred Scripture alone is sufficient as an infallible source 

of divine truth, then we cannot help but question the scriptural status of that very proposition—

the proposition that Sacred Scripture alone is sufficient as an infallible source of divine truth.  To 
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take an example from my own experience, the non-denominational tradition in which I was 

raised taught that only the propositions explicitly taught in Sacred Scripture are binding on all 

Christians.  I was taught that all inferences and deductions from Scripture are fallible and are 

therefore not binding.  This doctrine naturally left me very puzzled about its own status in 

relation to Scripture.  I began to think that I was raised in a non-denominational denomination 

with an anti-creedal creed.  Since I could not find the doctrine explicitly taught in Scripture, I 

simply decided that by its own criterion it was not binding on me, and so I actively began to 

ignore it and search for some other criterion.  I began to attend various churches in other 

traditions, but my search eventually took me back to the Apostolic Fathers. 

 

Saint Ignatius of Antioch, for example, seemed to have different understanding of how the 

deposit of divine truth and the unity of all believers were supposed to be preserved.  And 

Ignatius, after all, was someone who sat at the feet of the Apostles and their immediate 

successors.  He was born in Syria around the year 50 and was eventually ordained as the bishop 

of Antioch.  Around the year 110, when the Roman emperor Trajan decreed that all Christians 

must unite with their pagan neighbors in the worship of the Roman gods, Ignatius opposed him 

and instructed the faithful to disobey the imperial edict.  While staying in Antioch, Trajan 

ordered him to be put in chains and taken to Rome, and there to be fed to the lions.  As Ignatius 

was being taken to Rome, chained to Roman guards, he wrote seven letters along the way to the 

churches in Asia Minor.  We have copies of those seven letters, and they are recognized as 

authentic by Protestant and Catholic scholars alike.  Blessed John Henry Newman studied them 

carefully and concluded that in them “the whole system of Catholic doctrine may be discovered, 

at least in outline.” 

 

In one of his letters, for example, Ignatius mentions a principle of unity that he had taught when 

he had previously visited the faithful in that city:   

For though some would have deceived me according to the flesh, yet the Spirit who is 

from God is not deceived.  For the Spirit knows both whence it comes and whither it 

goes, and it detects the secrets [of the heart].  For when I was among you, I cried out and 

spoke with a loud voice:  “Give heed to the bishop, and to the priests and to the deacons.”  

Now some suspected me of having spoken thus because I knew the division being caused 

by some among you.  But He is my witness, for whose sake I am in chains, that I did not 

receive this information from any man.  It was the Spirit who proclaimed these words:  

“Do nothing without the bishop; keep your bodies as the temples of God; love unity; 

avoid divisions; be the followers of Jesus Christ, even as He is of His Father.”  I therefore 

did what belonged to me as a man devoted to unity. 

Not only is Ignatius giving us a death-bed testimony here, as he is chained to Roman guards on 

his way to his martyrdom, but he is also claiming to speak with divine authority as the bishop of 

Antioch and as a prophet of God by the Holy Spirit.  And the principle that he is so desperate to 

teach here and in his other letters is that Christian unity resides in the Catholic bishops and is 

preserved by the apostolic succession. 

 

Ignatius is also the first Christian writer to use the term “Catholic” in connection with the 

Church.  As he says in another letter,  

Let no one do anything connected with the Church without the bishop.  Let that be 

deemed a proper Eucharist, which is [presided over] either by the bishop, or by one to 
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whom he has entrusted it.  Wherever the bishop shall appear, there let the multitude [of 

the people] also be; even as, wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.  It is 

not lawful without the bishop either to baptize or to celebrate a love-feast; but whatsoever 

the bishop shall approve of, that is also pleasing to God, so that everything that is done 

may be secure and valid. 

Ignatius clearly teaches that the local Catholic bishop, ordained in apostolic succession, is the 

vicar of Christ and is thus the principle of unity and Catholicity. 

 

From the Apostolic Fathers, it soon became apparent to me that the only way that I could 

infallibly believe the deposit of divinely revealed truth was to believe it in union with the 

infallible teaching of the Catholic bishops ordained in apostolic succession.  I had been looking 

for a guarantee, some form of certainty that what I believed was actually the doctrine of Christ 

and his Apostles, and to my surprise I had found it in the Catholic Church.  I quickly learned that 

there are different levels of teaching and certainty within Catholic doctrine in general, but that it 

has an infallible core which is coextensive with the divine deposit of faith and morals.  I found 

that I could assent to everything in Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition which the Church 

defines as divinely revealed truth.  I also had no problem accepting any of the Catholic truths 

definitively proposed as following by logical or historical necessity from Sacred Scripture, 

Sacred Tradition, and Natural Law.  And it seemed logical to assent to the teachings of the 

Catholic bishops even when they have not proclaimed them by a definitive act. 

 

Do the Catholic bishops occasionally make errors in prudential judgments?  Yes, they do.  Are 

the Catholic bishops prone to sin, just like the rest of us?  Yes, they are.  But if we want to be 

certain that we have not fallen into error, and that we are believing what Christ actually revealed, 

then we need to accept their authority and follow their guidance.  For our act of divine faith to be 

complete and infallible, we need the Catholic Church, we need the Catholic bishops, and we 

need the Pope.  As we say here in America, we need the “Whole Shebang.”   

 

May the word of God dwell in our hearts in all its fullness. 
 


