
CALLING ALL DOCTORS: 
RECOGNIZING DOCTORS OF THE CHURCH 

I chuckle when recalling that as a young priest teaching Church History, I needed to clarify with my students 
that “No, Pope Gregory was not called the Great while he was pope; that only happened after he died!” 
(Nearly 300 years in fact!) Titles are bestowed later, just as we do not call Angels superstar Mike Trout a Hall 
of Famer–not just yet! As a largely casual individual, titles do not impress me. Too often I find them 
pretentious, even as I acknowledge their historical significance. I am not quite ready to throw them out with 
neckties, which frankly, I have never understood! On the eve of our diaconate ordination, I gleefully participated 
in a seminary “necktie cutting party,” promising never to wear one again! Actually, I took the scissors to just 
one tie, giving away the rest! 

But one title that is as significant as it is underappreciated is that of “Doctor of the Church.” It is an honorary 
title bestowed by the Pope upon theologians and/or spiritual writers whose contributions to the universal 
Church merit the highest esteem. In particular, they demonstrate “eminent learning” and “great sanctity.” 
Thirty-six men and women currently hold this title, of whom twenty-four are quoted in the Catechism. To 
earn the title, they must possess a holiness that is truly outstanding, even amongst saints, show a depth of 
doctrinal insight and possess an extensive body of writings. And two other things–they must first be (a) dead 
and then (b) canonized. So, the Hall of Fame analogy falls a bit flat! Ballplayers may be considered for the Hall 
of Fame five years after retirement. 

The title was first bestowed by Pope Boniface VIII in the year 1298 A.D. to four outstanding writers: 
Ambrose, Augustine, Gregory the Great and Jerome. Each changed the landscape significantly by means of 
preaching, writing, leading and steering the Church and her faithful to safe harbor. The Pope’s declaration 
noted: “By their fruitful eloquence, heavenly grace has flowed and watered the Church, uncovered the mysteries 
of the Scriptures, unloosed knots, explained the obscure and answered doubts.” To “unloose knots” (solvit 
nodos–love it!) likely referred to their ability to clarify doctrinal puzzlements. Liturgically, he assigned each of 
them a level of feast day equivalent to the apostles, so in a sense the designation was as much a liturgical 
“promotion” as it was a doctrinal recognition.  

So, how does this process work? Who decides? Well, anyone can propose a candidate, though typically it first 
makes its way through a process guided by a local bishop. Eventually, the Congregation for the Causes of Saints 
formally presents a request to the Holy Father, but only after the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
has verified the truth, theological basis and transcendent nature of the already-canonized saint’s works. This 
necessitates a thorough study of the individual’s writings. According to Brooklyn priest and long-time Vatican 
official Msgr. Robert Sarno, “There’s no requirement as to the number of works, but there is a requirement 
as to the quality of the work, the outstanding nature of the work, the traditional term is called eminent doctrine.”  

The term “Doctor of the Church” is not to be confused with the similar sounding “Father of the Church.” 
Reserved for influential theologians of the early Church up to approximately the year 750 A.D., “Church 
Father” is neither a papal designation (as is Doctor of the Church) nor does it include a liturgical component. 
Some Church Fathers were never canonized, and a few were of dubious orthodoxy, though intellectually 
brilliant. Just last November, the U.S. Bishops offered their unanimous support for the formal petition of the 
French Bishops to recognize the late 2nd century theologian St. Irenaeus of Lyon as a Doctor of the Church. 
His writings on Apostolic Succession had a profound impact on the Church, and I have long been puzzled as 
to why he was not recognized earlier.  

Msgr. Jeffrey Steenson, a Patristics Scholar who has occasionally assisted here with Mass, noted: “Literally, the 
first text that we have that speaks to the role of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the life of the church,” originated 
from Irenaeus. This includes the notion of Mary as Mother of the Church. Hopefully, this oversight will soon 
be rectified. I might also humbly proffer the name of St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein) a 20th 
century philosopher, Jewish convert and Carmelite nun, as worthy of consideration. But herein lies the rub. 
Only four of the thirty-six doctors are women: Sts. Hildegard of Bingen, Catherine of Siena, Teresa of 
Avila and Therese of Lisieux. Truth be told, only two of the Doctors were ever popes. I believe the female 
doctors deserve greater recognition. Women theologians, though uncommon in the early Church and the 
Middle Ages, most certainly existed. I will be devoting a column to each of the four women Doctors in the 
coming weeks, as I believe their wisdom deserves much greater attention. (Next week: St. Hildegard of Bingen) 



1. With sincere gratitude to the more than 100 of you who have contributed online or signed up for 
regular Electronic Funds Transfer, please know it is helping. The lost income from Sunday 
Stewardship, Vigil candles and nearly twenty Confirmations has piled up. Would some more of you 
consider a recurring gift?  

2. Pining for Baseball? Here’s a fun trivial fact. On May 24, 1928 the New York Yankees beat the 
Philadelphia A’s 9-7. Not exactly noteworthy, an early season game. Except one thing…the rosters 
that day featured twelve (12) future Hall of Famers playing on the same field, including Babe 
Ruth and Lou Gerhig for the Yanks and Ty Cobb and Tris Speaker for the A’s. It was the greatest 
assemblance of future Hall of Famers ever to play in a single game.  

3. The Archdiocesan Rosary Procession begins at 2:00 p.m., today, albeit “virtually.” One of my 
favorite annual events, we will be graced by the presence of the Our Lady of Fatima statue in the 
sanctuary. We will pray the Glorious Mysteries of the Rosary along with additional prayers in this 
time of pandemic. Archbishop Hebda will preside and Bishop Cozzens will crown Our Lady. Join 
us for the livestream today (Sunday) on the parish website. 

4. Several have noticed some “new” architectural details while watching Mass online. I guess that’s what 
happens when the camera focuses in and there is no place else to look! The figure atop the tabernacle 
is an Art Deco era sculpture of Jesus, his arm raised in blessing. (See sidebar) He appears to be 
standing up on his toes, yearning to ascend to his place in heaven, perhaps? 

5. While not an NFL fan, I got a kick out of seeing the home “draft war rooms” of the coaches and 
General managers. Many of their kids and dogs were hanging out with Dad at the NFL Draft. 
“Zoom” meetings are the same– some appear more interested in the surroundings, than in paying 
attention to the meeting. 

6. Back by popular demand– Christopher Ganza will offer an organ concert for Mother’s Day. See 
the description in the sidebar.  

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 

 
 

Two views of the classic Art 
Deco style statue of Jesus atop 
the tabernacle. The area 
behind the altar (Gradine) was 
enhanced in preparation for 
the 1941 Eucharistic Congress, 
including the stepped shelves, 
upon which rest six large 
candlesticks. The figure of 
Jesus may have been added to 
the tabernacle at this time.  
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