The Profession of Faith and A Canonical Reflection

PROFESSION OF FAITH (formula approved by the Apostolic See)
I, N., with firm faith believe and profess everything that is contained in the symbol of faith: namely, 

1.  I believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is seen and unseen. I believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, one in Being with the Father. Through him all things were made. For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven: By the power of the Holy Spirit, he was born of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered, died and was buried. On the third day he rose again in fulfillment of the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son. With the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. I believe in the one holy catholic and apostolic church. I acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.

2.  With firm faith I also believe everything contained in God's word, written or handed down in tradition and proposed by the Church, whether by way of solemn judgment or through the ordinary and universal magisterium, as divinely revealed and calling for faith.

3.  I also firmly accept and hold each and every thing that is proposed definitively by the Church regarding teaching on faith or morals.

4.  Moreover, I adhere with religious submission of will and intellect to the teachings which either the Roman Pontiff or the college of bishops enunciate when they exercise the authentic magisterium even if they proclaim those teachings by an act that is not definitive.

Reflection on the Profession of Faith
Introduction
A profession of faith is a public manifestation of belief which indicates to the larger community of believers that the person making the profession shares in the authentic and apostolic faith of the Church.
  Since the early centuries, there were often important occasions when it was necessary for some individuals to make a public profession of faith.
  Even today, a profession of faith is regularly made at certain significant times such as baptisms and Sunday celebrations of the Eucharist.  

Canon 833 of the code requires certain individuals “personally to make a profession of faith according to the formula approved by the Apostolic See.”  Generally, this canonical requirement is necessary upon attending certain councils/synods or upon assuming a specific office or function (as listed in canon 833) in the Church.  However, it is this same profession of faith that the apostolic visitators inquiring and reporting about the quality of life of women religious in the United States must also make.
At the time of the promulgation of the 1983 Code of Canon Law, the formula for the profession of faith as approved by the Apostolic See was different from the one currently in use.  That formula, issued in 1967, consisted of two paragraphs.  The first paragraph was a form of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed.  The second paragraph was a general one by which the person indicated that they embraced and accepted all which was defined by the Church’s solemn magisterium or declared by its ordinary magisterium concerning faith and morals.

On February, 25, 1989, however, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith made public through L’Osservatore Romano a new formula for the profession of faith which included the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed as well as three added paragraphs to replace the formula issued in 1967.
  According to a commentary on the new profession of faith issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the addition of the three paragraphs is “intended to better distinguish the order of the truths to which the believer adheres.”
  These three paragraphs generally correspond to canons 750 §1, 750 §2, and 752 of the code and require a different level of response from the person depending on the type of magisterium that is exercised and whether the teaching is by a definitive or non-definitive act.
Second Paragraph
The second paragraph indicates that the person believes (credenda) those teachings proclaimed by the magisterium on divine revelation.
  Basically, this paragraph refers to those teachings which are part of the deposit of the faith.  They are doctrines of faith which “the Church proposes as divinely and formally revealed and, as such, as irreformable.”
  

This paragraph corresponds to Canon 750 §1 which states that a person must believe (credenda) all those things contained in the one deposit of faith and at the same time proposed as divinely revealed by the solemn or the ordinary and universal magisterium.  Therefore, a person is not required to believe all things that are taught by the magisterium.  Rather, the response of believing is for those things contained in the word of God, whether written (as in Scripture) or handed on (as in tradition).  Essentially, the individual gives the assent of faith to these teachings.
  Consequently, the person is bound to avoid any doctrines contrary to them.
  
Moreover, these things must be definitively proposed by the solemn or the ordinary and universal magisterium of the Church.  The solemn magisterium can be exercised by the Pope when he proclaims by definitive act that a doctrine is to be held.
  It can also be exercised by the college of bishops when gathered in an ecumenical council they declare that a doctrine is to be held definitively.
  The ordinary and universal magisterium is exercised by the college of bishops when they are dispersed throughout the world but teach authentically with the Pope that a particular proposition is to be held definitively.
  

These teaching are infallible.  Obstinate denial or obstinate doubt by a Catholic concerning what must be believed is heresy under the code.

Third Paragraph
The third paragraph indicates that the person accepts and holds (tenenda) those things definitively taught by the Church regarding faith and morals.  Basically, this paragraph refers to those teachings which, although not divinely revealed, are required to safeguard and expound the deposit of faith.
  These teachings are definitively proposed by the solemn or the universal and ordinary magisterium.  The response required from the individual is not to believe the teaching, but to accept and hold it.  They are infallible teachings, but not divinely revealed and therefore, they do not require an assent of faith (to believe).
This paragraph corresponds to canon 750 §2 of the code which states “each and every thing which is proposed definitively by the magisterium of the Church concerning faith or morals, that is, each and every thing which is required to safeguard reverently and to expound faithfully the same deposit of faith” is to be held (tenenda).  In 1998, the code was modified by John Paul II to include 750 §2 so that it would correspond to the third paragraph of the profession of faith issued in 1989.
  Since the level of response is that these teachings are to be held, obstinate denial or obstinate doubt concerning such a teaching would not be heresy under the code.

Two difficulties exist concerning teachings that must be accepted and held if they are taught as such by the ordinary and universal magisterium--by bishops throughout the world teaching with the Pope that a particular proposition is to be held definitively.  The first difficulty is determining who declares that the bishops throughout the world are exercising the ordinary and universal magisterium.  Clearly, the Pope may declare it.  Can the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith declare that a particular proposition has been taught according to the ordinary and universal magisterium and therefore must be held?

The second difficulty is knowing when a proposition is actually proposed to be held definitively,
 particularly when it has not yet been formally declared as a teaching pursuant to the ordinary and universal magisterium.  Of course, canonically no doctrine is understood as defined infallibly unless it is manifestly evident.

Fourth Paragraph
This paragraph indicates that the individual adheres with a religious submission (obsequium) of will and intellect to teachings of the Pope or the college of bishops even if they are proclaimed by a non-definitive act.  Nearly all the teachings of the Pope and the college of bishops is non-definitive.
  The question concerning this paragraph is to know precisely what response is required to these non-infallible teachings.
The word obsequium can be translated into English as submission, respect, allegiance, loyalty, obedience, etc.
  The Canon Law Society of America, although it originally translated the word as respect, now uses the word submission in its translation of the code.
  The Canon Law Society of Great Britain and Ireland similarly translates it as submission.
The response required by the individual is different from the response asked for in the two preceding paragraphs precisely because these teachings are not infallible and not definitive.  What is asked for is not an assent of faith, but a “religious deference of will and intellect.”
  Fulfilling “the obligation of ‘obsequium’ to the magisterium does not necessarily and in every case mean achieving internal assent to its authoritative teaching.”

This paragraph corresponds to canon 752 which states that a religious submission (obsequium) of the intellect and will must be given to a doctrine which the pope or the college of bishops declares when exercising the authentic magisterium even if they do not intend to proclaim it by definitive act.  Obstinate denial or obstinate doubt concerning such a teaching would not be heresy under the code, since one is not required to believe such a teaching.

Conclusion
As this reflection has shown, the current profession of faith requires a different level of response depending on the type of magisterium exercised in teaching and whether the teaching is by a definitive act.  It would be erroneous to think that an individual is asked to believe, that is to give an assent of faith, to all teachings proposed by the Church.  Rather the level of response is correlated to the degree of magisterial commitment being exercised by the Church.
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