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By way of introduction 

   “There is an exceptional level of turbulence in the 
Roman Catholic Church, and it arises from 
resistance to Pope Francis’ leadership… His 
desire to temper the way certain moral teachings 
of the Church are understood and applied, as in 
his Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia, his 
stirred up an unprecedented level of opposition 
among conservative Catholics across the world” 
(The Tablet, 25 February 2017, p. 2) 

 

    Are we seeing the ‘C4’ over against the ‘C9’…? 
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"You've put congregations under supervision, 

removed priests, decapitated the Maltese and Franciscan orders  

and ignored cardinals... But where is your compassion?"  



Election of Pope Francis [~ April 16, 2013] 

 ° Collegiality & 
subsidiarity in the 
governing of the 
barque of Peter and in 
proclaiming the God of 
Jesus as Good News 

 

 ° Opening up and 
encouraging a space 
for discernment of the 
signs of the times => 
aggiornamento of 21st 
century!? 
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Synod on the Family [~ 19 March, 2014] 

  
  What are the Expectations? 

 
° Title: “Pastoral Challenges of the Family in the 

Context of Evangelization” 

° The “questionnaire” – and the global response! 

° A plea for retrieving the full personalist approach of 
Gaudium et spes: the fundamental norm of morality 
is the human person adequately considered  
reductionism of ‘natural law’ 

°  ~ ‘Cracks… that’s how the light comes in’  

5 



Between Two Synods [~ March 10, 2015] 

What are the Expectations? 
 
° Tension between the first and the final 2014 reports 

° Title of the 2015 Synod: “The Vocation and Mission of 
the Family in the Church and Contemporary World” 

° Again a questionnaire but limited response; strong 
‘progressive’ statements by bishops Bonny and 
Palmer-Buckle 

° ‘Cracks… that is how the light comes in!’ 
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The 2015 Synod: October 4 - 25 

° Factual complexity calls for clear teaching – and the 
pastoral application should not water this down… 

 
° Alarmist letter of the semper idem group: the 

Church is in danger of a schism! 
 
° German speaking bishops: teaching was always 

and remains in evolution ~ insight that God’s justice 
is God’s mercy 

 
° Relatio finalis 2015: a ‘typical’ compromise text  
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Amoris Laetitia – April 8, 2016 
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Amoris Laetitia – April 8, 2016 

° 4. “…I thought it appropriate to prepare a post-
synodal Apostolic Exhortation to gather the 
contributions of the two recent Synods on the 
family, while adding other considerations as an aid 
to reflection, dialogue and pastoral practice, and as 
a help and encouragement to families in their daily 
commitments and challenges”. 

° Adressed to “Bishops, priests and deacons, 
consecrated persons, Christian married couples [!], 
and all lay faithful, on Love in the Family” 
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Debate on AL 305 and footnote 351  

° 305: For this reason [what is part of practical discernment in particular 

circumstances cannot be elevated to the level of a rule], a pastor cannot 

feel that it is enough simply to apply moral laws to those living in 

“irregular” situations, as if they were stones to throw at people’s lives. 

This would bespeak the closed heart of one used to hiding behind the 

Church’s teachings, “sitting on the chair of Moses and judging at times 

with superiority and superficiality difficult cases and wounded families”.349 

Along these same lines, the International Theological Commission has 

noted that “natural law could not be presented as an already established 

set of rules that impose themselves a priori on the moral subject; rather, 

it is a source of objective inspiration for the deeply personal process of 

making decisions”.350  
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Debate on AL 305 and footnote 351  

° 305: Because of forms of conditioning and mitigating factors, it is 

possible that in an objective situation of sin – which may not be 

subjectively culpable, or fully such – a person can be living in God’s 

grace, can love and can also grow in the life of grace and charity, while 

receiving the Church’s help to this end.351 Discernment must help to find 

possible ways of responding to God and growing in the midst of limits. 

By thinking that everything is black and white, we sometimes close off 

the way of grace and of growth, and discourage paths of sanctification 

which give glory to God. Let us remember that “a small step, in the midst 

of great human limitations, can be more pleasing to God than a life 

which appears outwardly in order, but moves through the day without 

confronting great difficulties”.352 The practical pastoral care of ministers 

and of communities must not fail to embrace this reality. 
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Debate on AL 305 and footnote 351  

° Footnote 351: In certain cases, this can include the help of the 

sacraments. Hence, “I want to remind priests that the confessional must 

not be a torture chamber, but rather an encounter with the Lord’s mercy” 

(Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium [24 November 2013], 44: AAS 

105 [2013], 1038). I would also point out that the Eucharist “is not a prize 

for the perfect, but a powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak” 

(ibid., 47: 1039). 

° The debate: is this ‘new teaching’? => Cardinal Christoph 

Schönborn: “AL is an organic development of doctrine; there 

is continuity in the teaching , but there is also something 

really new”. 

° New? – the ‘filters’ of discernment, graduality and mercy… 
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Playing Hide & Seek with AL 

° Pope Francis’ programme of subsidiarity and episcopal 

collegiality 

 * Subsidiarity: the ‘higher’ level [Rome] should not take over from the 

‘lower’ levels 

 * Episcopal collegiality: role of local bishops’ conferences to issue 

guidelines of formation and implementation 

 

° Are ‘we’ ready for this task…? Cf. two Philippino bishops: 

well, to be frank: no… 

 * theological bagage ~ own formation  

 * theological support & expectations of the faithful 
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Playing Hide & Seek with AL 

° Waiting for / mimicking the interpretations of ‘authorities’ 

 * Guidelines of Argentinian bishops, September 2016 (‘approved’ by the 

Pope) 

 * German Bishops Conference, February 2017: “The joy of love 

experienced by families is also the joy of the Church” – An invitation to 

renewed pastoral care of marriage and of the family in the light of Amoris 

Laetitia 

 * Booklet by Cardinal Francesco Coccopalmerio on AL chapter 8: “Pope 

Francis opens the door to Communion for Catholics in irregular 

marriages” 

° Positive and thankful ‘response’ from the Philippines ~ 

relying on the authority of others… => ? 

14 



The 5 dubia of the ‘C4’ 

° Letter on September 19, 2016 from 4 cardinals (Walter 

Brandmüller, Raymond L. Burke, Carlo Caffarra, Joachim 

Meisner) adressed to the Pope (made public in November 

2016 by the signatories). 

° Seeking Clarity: A Plea to Untie the Knots in Amoris Laetitia 

in the form of dubia: questions to which only ‘yes/no’ 

answers can be given. 

° Dubia: formal questions brought before the Pope and the 

CDF asking for clarifications on particular issues concerning 

doctrine or practice. 

° Reason, motive: AL leads to divergent, conflicting 

interpretations => confusion & disorientation among faithful. 
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The 5 dubia of the ‘C4’ 

Most Holy Father, 

Following the publication of your apostolic exhortation Amoris Laetitia, theologians and 

scholars have proposed interpretations that are not only divergent, but also conflicting, 

above all in regard to Chapter VIII. Moreover, the media have emphasized this dispute, 

thereby provoking uncertainty, confusion and disorientation among many of the faithful. 

Because of this, we the undersigned, but also many bishops and priests, have received 

numerous requests from the faithful of various social strata on the correct interpretation 

to give to Chapter VIII of the exhortation. 

Now, compelled in conscience by our pastoral responsibility and desiring to implement ever 

more that synodality to which Your Holiness urges us, with profound respect, we permit 

ourselves to ask you, Holy Father, as supreme teacher of the faith, called by the Risen 

One to confirm his brothers in the faith, to resolve the uncertainties and bring clarity, 

benevolently giving a response to the dubia that we attach the present letter. 

  

May Your Holiness wish to bless us, as we promise constantly to remember you in prayer. 
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The 5 dubia of the ‘C4’ 

1. It is asked whether, following the affirmations of Amoris Laetitia (300-305), it has 

now become possible to grant absolution in the sacrament of penance and thus 

to admit to holy Communion a person who, while bound by a valid marital bond, 

lives together with a different person more uxorio without fulfilling the conditions 

provided for by Familiaris Consortio, 84, and subsequently reaffirmed by 

Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, 34, and Sacramentum Caritatis, 29. Can the 

expression “in certain cases” found in Note 351 (305) of the exhortation Amoris 

Laetitia be applied to divorced persons who are in a new union and who 

continue to live more uxorio? 

 

2.  After the publication of the post-synodal exhortation Amoris Laetitia (304), does 

 one still need to regard as valid the teaching of St. John Paul II’s encyclical 

 Veritatis Splendor, 79, based on sacred Scripture and on the Tradition of the 

 Church, on the existence of absolute moral norms that prohibit intrinsically 

 evil acts and that are binding without exceptions? 
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The 5 dubia of the ‘C4’ 

4. After the affirmations of Amoris Laetitia (302) on “circumstances which 

 mitigate moral responsibility,” does one still need to regard as valid the 

 teaching of St. John Paul II’s encyclical Veritatis Splendor, 81, based on sacred 

 Scripture and on the Tradition of the Church, according to which 

 “circumstances or intentions can never transform an act intrinsically evil by 

 virtue of its object into an act ‘subjectively’ good or defensible as a choice”? 

 

5. After Amoris Laetitia (303) does one still need to regard as valid the teaching of 

St. John Paul II’s encyclical Veritatis Splendor, 56, based on sacred Scripture 

and on the Tradition of the Church, that excludes a creative interpretation of the 

role of conscience and that emphasizes that conscience can never be 

authorized to legitimate exceptions to absolute moral norms that prohibit 

intrinsically evil acts by virtue of their object? 
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The 5 dubia of the ‘C4’ 

3. After Amoris Laetitia (301) is it still possible to affirm that a person who 

 habitually lives in contradiction to a commandment of God’s law, as for instance 

 the one that prohibits adultery (Matthew 19:3-9), finds him or herself in an 

 objective situation of grave habitual sin (Pontifical Council for Legislative 

 Texts, “Declaration,” June 24, 2000)? 
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Reflections on the interpretation of AL 

° The language and approach of the dubia is Canon 

Law (‘applied to’, ‘validity of teaching’, ‘affirmation’) 

but AL is a theological text and the issue of 

“Development with both continuity and something 

new” is therefore to be dealt with in theological 

language. 

 

° AL itself argues/teaches that ‘binary answers’ to 

existential moral questions are not possible – and 

even attempts to go that way should be avoided 
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Reflections on the interpretation of AL 

° ‘My answers…’? 

 * 1. yes 

 * 2. n/a ~ no understanding what morality is about 

 * 3. category mistake; what does porneia in Mt 19.9 mean… 

 * 4. n/a ~ no understanding what morality is about 

 * 5. n/a ~ no understanding what morality is about 

 

° What lurks beneath ~ who is ‘in control…’!? 

 * semper idem  ‘subsidiarity & collegiality’ 

 * aggiornamento – continuing task & open ended… 
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