FUTURE OF MOVEMENT DEPENDS ON UNITY








   When the Society of Traditional Roman Catholics was founded nearly fifteen years ago, our first purpose was to make Catholics aware of the serious changes in the Liturgy of the Church. We did this largely through the publication of our newsletter. At first our work was confined to just the southern United States. It then grew to the point that our newsletter became a Voice for Catholics throughout the U. S. and  many foreign countries. It was, and is, a Voice that needs to be quite resoundingly heard.


   This first purpose -- promoting the return of the Tridentine Latin Mass to all of the Catholic churches of the world -- is something that the work of the STRC is most frequently identified with.


   However, not long after we began our fight for the Roman Mass, we became exposed to the partisanship of the Traditional Movement -- the division of traditional Catholics into their various groups. Each of these groups expresses a love for the Tridentine Latin Mass and a rejection of the errors spread since the Second Vatican Council. However, the real identification of these errors, and the consequences derived from them, is what keeps them apart from one  another. When STRC made its appearance as another "group" fighting for Tradition, each of the other groups sought to tug the STRC one way or another into an endorsement of them and their policies. Meeting together as a lay board, and consulting with several members of the traditional clergy, a policy was developed by STRC: we wanted to remain neutral as far as the endorsement and approval of one group and its practices over another. As we explained this policy to our readers, we told them that, besides working for the Tridentine Latin Mass, we wished to work just as hard for the unification of these various groups in the Traditional Movement, attempting through this to make ours a solid movement once again, free from bickering and destructive personality-based practices.


   When we expressed this desire to our readers, we received a great amount of support and encouragement. People promised to join us in prayer and work for this cause. However, there were some who were (and who still are) suspicious of this goal. STRC became known among some as a group of "traditional ecumenists", a cutting remark meant to smear the good faith efforts we have been determined to make. We've been called "pan-traditionalists", "traitors to the cause of Tradition" and so forth. All this errupted because we wanted to work for unity in the Traditional Movement without taking "sides". Our only side is Truth, but then that word, too, is a battle-weary standard that is carried by all (oftentimes quite uncharitably, I say by way of parenthesis).


   Many in the Traditional Movement pay lip service to unity today. Both clergy and lay leaders alike quite often return to this theme. Yet, they (as we) have found out that preaching unity and achieving it is about as easy as saying one wants to eat a piece of pie without going through the motions of assembling the ingredients and baking it. There are many willing people who wish to discuss the things that divide us in a true Catholic spirit, hoping through this to achieve an understanding of who and what are the true enemies in this battle. However, these same people are fearful of expressing their ideas in public. What is more, they often get "brow beaten" by others into not associating, even for a discussion, with "those people" from one or more of the other groups because of one "solid" reason or another. Yes, there are some very serious issues to discuss, but this discussion -- debate, if you will -- must be done correctly and by those who can really do something about shaping the future of this Traditional Movement. As long as the discussion about this group or that remains confined to partisan magazines, newsletters and even e-mail groups, we only solidify our division instead of truly laboring for unity. We have a hard time believing that such willingness to stay divided is a truly Catholic stand.


   The choice of the word "labor" here is meant purposefully, for achieving and maintaining unity among traditional Roman Catholics will demand a lot of work. It is a work that is more than any one person can do; many willing hands and hearts of the clergy and the laity will be needed to make this happen.





What Divides Us?


   This is no simple question to answer. Staring at these words, one can mentally assess the divisive issues, yet find it hard to put them into words. You see, if there were only one or two factions in the Traditional Movement, a precise understanding of the issues as expressed by each group would be relatively easy. However, such is not the case. The longer our struggle continues, the more divided, and sub-divided, and sub-sub-divided we become. There are just so many ways to split an amoeba to be assured that there will still be life after the next split. Likewise, there are only so many ways to split dogmatic hairs in the Traditional Movement to assure that the life of God's grace continues in each one of us.


   If we had to identify a central issue of division in the Traditional Movement today, it seems that this one is at the top of a very long list: the issue of the "heretical hierarchy". It is an issue because people are seeking a clear understanding of the errors and heresies being taught today as well as a degree of certainty, based on Church teaching, of the consequences of these heresies. People want certainty, not wishful thinking.


   The chief consequence of heresy both taught and defended by members of the modern hierarchy is the question of the retention or the loss of authority among the clerical hierarchy in the face of these heresies. Can a priest, a bishop, a cardinal or even the pope teach and defend heresy and still maintain their authority in the Roman Catholic Church? This isn't as easy to answer as some might suppose. Who will decide just which statement and actions of a certain cleric are truly heretical? Is there such a thing as "automatic excommunication" for teaching and defending heresy? And if so, how does it happen? And, what is more important, how will the rest of us know that a loss of authority (if any) has occurred?


   This is serious issue and it must be tackled by serious discussion. Most people in the Traditional Movement today cannot solve it of themselves. They are lacking the studies to do so. While the catechism can be a guide for the  average Catholic in most things -- namely, what the Church has defined about certain issues, it can't solve, with true certainty and comfort of conscience that which is important for all Catholics to possess in every issue today. Some issues (such as the definitive loss of authority because of public heresy) are not so clearly defined by the Church, and are still open to discussion by those who are competent to do so. It was Pope Pius XII, of not that long-ago memory, who stated in his encyclical Humani Generis the same principle which upholds the time-honored scholastic rule of discussion in the Church: there is freedom of discussion about the details of the Faith (not its defined essentials) until the Church gives a final decision. Once the Church makes a binding decision on a matter of faith and/or morals, then the discussion ends. But, such discussions should take place among those most suited to do so. Likewise, the forum for those discussions should be in a well defined setting under very well-defined rules for scholastic debate. The troubling fact of today is that much of what we see that is "open for discussion" in the Traditional Movement is too open and is engaged upon by people who truly are not theologically and philosophically competent to do so. This is not so much an appeal to clerical snobbery as it is a humble statement of Catholic fact.





The Core Of This Division


   Let's take a closer look at this explosive issue. Can a man who is the pope lose his office for teaching, promoting and/or defending heresy? This issue is so explosive that we have maintained a respectful distance from it in our newsletter until recently. However, in the last issue, an editorial comment was made in response to a letter from one of our readers that this issue (a heretical pope) is one which we would cover to some degree in a future issue. Look out! That one comment opened the floodgates, and released an overflowing amount of letters, photocopies of magazine articles, audio and video tapes and more in which all attempted to explain the position of this group or that. It seemed that a demand was being made once again that STRC take a public, almost doctrinal "side" in this debate.  We can't and we won't. We can't because the Church has not formally done so; we won't, again, because the Church hasn't, and we won't attempt to be more Catholic than the Church. That some have privately made decisions in conscience about one side or other of this issue is allowable. However, some have made near dogmatic proclamations about this group or that in magazines and on web sites, having no legitimate authority to do so. This we cannot agree with. 


   At issue in this whole debate is the papacy, that ruling body given to the Church by Christ, first to Peter, and then passed on to his successors. The papacy is a secure office, in that when a man is made the Bishop of Rome he receives the authority to govern all Catholics of the world  and he receives the charismatic (true sense) gift of infallibility. Simply stated, infallibility means that when the pope definitively teaches the Universal Church in matters of faith and morals, he does so under the guidance of the Holy Ghost and without erring. However, there is a "given" in this element of discussion, as the Council Father of the Vatican Council of 1870 maintained when they defined this doctrine. The pope cannot propose new doctrines and/or deviate from the apostolic faith in what the Church has already defined and declared under the guise of being protected by infallibility. It is beyond his power to do so. He is the Vicar of Christ, not God Himself, and he is bound to the same rules of Catholic belief and conduct as all Catholics are from Baptism.


   This is the understanding of the nature of the papacy, reduced to its simplest form, taking away all the extra theological definitions and discussions, as well as separating ourselves from the personalities and pious actions of the men themselves. Now you can see where the confusion arises. Taking these simple elements of the nature of the papacy, and applying them to the situation in the Church today, one comes up with some very deep confusion and concern in the Catholic heart and soul. There is error and heresy, that is for sure, but who is responsible for it? And, since heretics depart in faith from the Church, can they have any place of authority in the Church? What is more, what can I or should I do about it?


   A good expression of the confusing sides of this debate comes from some of the material sent in these past few months. Below we share just a few of them, making no comments on their validity or correctness. 


   A reader sent in this letter a couple of months ago:


   I would like to believe that the next pope will raise the Church out of the pit of error and corruption into which the Novus Ordo has fallen, and will restore the traditional Mass, Sacraments and doctrines of our Holy Faith. But, I see a serious problem as to how that pope would be elected. The College of Cardinals, the very men responsible for choosing the pope, are also the same men who have forced an invalid liturgy and sacraments, and numerous heretical innovations in theology, upon the Catholic people over the decades since Vatican II. Does this not mean that the cardinals are, themselves, heretics? If so, can a conclave of heretics validly elect a Catholic pope?


   It appears to me that the present-day College of Cardinals stands in a similar position to that once occupied by the ex-Catholic clergy of England who defected to the Anglican Church during the reign of Henry VIII. While the Novus Ordo cardinals' rebellion is mainly against the popes and the traditions of other times, rather than against the primacy of the contemporary Holy See in Rome, they are equally in revolt against the apostolic authority of the True Church -- even while claiming to head that Church.


   How can they, being in revolt against the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church and Her teachings, validly wield the authority given the Church by Christ, to elect a successor to Peter? How would their choice be any more valid than the Anglican bishops' choice of Henry VIII to head the Church of England? And if, as I fear, it would not be valid -- where, then, does the legitimate authority to elect a new pope reside?


   I find this a very troubling question, and the possibilities it suggests are grim and chaotic in the extreme: Perhaps a repeat of the 14th Century will happen: Multiple claimants to the Throne of Peter, all battling for legitimacy; different political leaders throwing their support behind one or the other, as they seek  advantage in their quest for power; as this occurs, the disillusioned faithful wander about in confusion. If you can supply a clear and orthodox solution to this matter, I would be deeply grateful. P.S., Newark. DE


   P.S.: I can see, now, why so many conservative-minded Novus Ordo Catholics fear to acknowledge the Novus Ordo Missae as heretical, even while they detest it. Once you acknowledge the New Mass as heretical, then you must confront the logical conclusion that those who have propagated it are heretics: The bishops, the cardinals, . . . .


   A Novus Ordo conservative friend of mine is fond of quoting, "Where Peter is, there is the Church", as his justification for remaining in the conciliar church. But if cardinals who promote heresy cannot legitimately elect a pope, then Rome is not where Peter is today -- and hasn't been since Paul VI (who promulgated the Novus Ordo -Ed.).


   Where, then, is he? Are the sedevacantists right? Or, is my friend right in saying that even a heretic can be the legitimate pope if he is chosen in direct succession to Peter? And that brings me back, again, to that same question of whether a college of heretical cardinals can validly choose Peter's successor. Perhaps we will have to resort to the method the Apostles used in choosing a replacement for Judas: drawing lots, and letting God make the choice, since no one on earth has unquestioned authority to choose for us.


   Sorry this is such a long letter, but it is a very complex matter.


Another side of this issue is expressed in speeches by Fr. Gregory Hesse, as can be heard on a set of audio tapes provided by his supporters. To summarize, he says:


   There is no doubt that Pope John Paul II has committed heresy. However, he is still the Pope because no one has the power to remove him from the papacy. The Council of Constance has stated that "no man may judge the pope". (Talks in April, 1998)


Disagreeing with this point, a letter came in from France stating:


   Now, can a Pope be formally and/or materially a heretic, and still be a pope?


   Pope Innocent III stated: "A pope who would fall into heresy and cling to it ceases at the same time to be a member of the Church, and consequently to be pope; he would be removed by himself" (Dictionary of Catholic Theology, Volume in col. 520). The Dictionary of Canon Law, of Natz, specifies: "It is enough that a pope teaches heresy as a private doctor to lose, without any new sanction, his supreme office." (Vol. 7, p. 27).


Still, another school in this whole issue explains that the pope can only be removed for manifest (public) heresy. He must state publicly: "This is what the Church really teaches, but I am going to teach otherwise."  before we can say he is a heretic. Until he does so, we do not know what his intent is on these matters - an intent that must be known in order to say a certain heretical doctrine is "public". This is manifest (or public) heresy, and the only grounds (as this school tells us) under which a pope could be removed from office. Many traditional clergy of the Fraternity of St. Peter, the Society of St. Pius X, and even many independent priests, along with a large number of their parishioners, accept this position as the only safe path to take. 


    This factional division over this matter of a heretical hierarchy doesn't end here. Some other schools of opinion include those who tell us:


   • The pope is incapable of erring, since he is protected by his infallibility from doing so. There is no heresy; or,


   • There is a philosophical distinction to be made between the formal loss of papal authority arising from manifest heresy and the material retention of the physical properties of the office. Since the heretical pope is a heretic, he is outside the Church and has lost his authority to rule; however, since no one has the legitimate power to remove him from office, he still remains as a "powerless pope" whose function is only to occupy the Chair of Peter, preventing false usurpers from claiming it by illegitimate means, until a valid election occurs; or,


   • The conclaves which elected John XXIII and Paul VI in reality elected another man as the pope first, but he was forced to resign. He was Cardinal Siri of Genoa. His forced abdication was null and void, and he remained the only legitimate pope. Before his death (as we are told), Siri determined a number of cardinals in pectore (in secret) and they were to meet and elect his successor. This, perhaps, has not yet happened.Thus, the adherents to this opinion tell us that there is a "pope in hiding", so to speak, who will one day be made known to the world; or, 


   • Another group recently elected an elderly priest as Pope Pius XIII, saying that the Church has been without a true Pope for too long. They proceeded to an election, making use of the principles of the natural law as well as the former discipline of the Church followed in past  conclave elections. Their following, however, remains quite small.





What Good Would Come From Further Discussion?


This is the state of the Traditional Movement today. It is horribly divided over this issue, an issue which keeps good Catholic men and women: clergy, religious and lay, from coming together  to battle the Modernists and other heretics who have overrun the Church. Some have asked: Cui bono? What good comes from such a discussion? The only fruit so far, they say, is division among the faithful, not dogmatic and spiritual security.


   While this may be true, we cannot use the fruit of human pusillanimity for a reason to set aside the need for a discussion of an issue that must be finalized, in so far as we are able in the present condition of the Church. Catholics have a right to know with certainty who their legitimate spiritual superiors are, and as long as there is a doubt about  legitimate authority (as our reader from Delaware pointed out), then we cannot move forward until that doubt is cleared up in some agreeable fashion. We are at a stalemate in making any progress toward a unified effort as traditional Roman Catholics, and this issue is the chief cause of it. Just wishing away this situation is not going to change it. What was once a purely scholastic "What if?" debate has now become a theological line-in-the-sand which must be crossed at some point to the agreement of all.


   Over the centuries, the issue of a heretical pope was "cussed and discussed" by Saints, Doctors of the Church and other distinguishable theologians for centuries. Even Fathers of the Vatican Council of 1870 joined in with the debate before they proceeded to declare the Pope gifted with personal infallibility. (At that Council, the Fathers determined that it was not important for them to decide the issue of a heretical hierarchy. Since the Church was being ruled by strong popes, they felt they could delay the decision of this point until later.)


   Perhaps the most well known person in this debate is the Doctor of the Church, St. Robert Bellarmine. In his writing De Roman Pontifice (lib. II. cap. XXX) which deals with a pope who fell into heresy (not merely personal sin or the abuse of power), Bellarmine proposes five divisions of the debate and makes his comments on each one of them. Below is listed a mere statement of the divisions as he saw them in his time:


   1. The Pope cannot be a heretic;


   2. Falling into heresy, even merely internal heresy, the Pope "ipso facto" loses his office;


   3. Even though he falls into heresy, the Pope does not lose his charge;


   4. The Pope heretic is not deposed "ipso facto", but must be  declared deposed by the Church;


   5. The Pope heretic is "ipso facto" deposed in the moment his heresy becomes manifest. He ceases to be a member of the Church as a heretic, and thus is capable of being judged.


   St. Robert Bellarmine gave much commentary on each of these points, one of which (#2) has to be rejected outright as being contrary to Church teaching. While these five positions do not answer all the possibilities which can come up in such a discussion, they do make for a good start for any future debate among capable traditional Roman Catholics on these matters. They should not be rejected as points for legitimate discussion since they come from the writings of a Doctor of the Church, and they have been supported in thesis by at least two other proclaimed Doctors as well as over 100 recognized theologians of the Church. We cannot reject them for, you see, all of these positions exist among all the  factions of the Traditional Movement today in one way or another.





A Proposed Solution


   Up to this point, we have reviewed the most divisive issue facing the Traditional Movement today. We could either leave it there, letting the division grow deeper, because one group or another is wrong, unCatholic, schismatic, heretical or ______ (you supply the power word that best fits). Or, we could limit a discussion of this issue only to those of like mind. Or, we could do as so many other traditional publications are doing right now and write stories about this group or that, outlining how wrong, unCatholic, schismatic, heretical or _________ they are. Or, we could actually support a movement for a discussion by those whose job it is to help rule the Church in these times. It is this latter solution that we propose.


   One missing element in this whole picture is the traditional clergy, most especially the Bishops of the Traditional Movement.  They are missing in the effort to give clear guidance in a matter of unity among traditional Roman Catholics; they are missing from public Conferences and other meetings were they could see for themselves that this issue, above all else, is the one that the priests and laity are asking for some undivided and unbombastic attention. The office of the bishop is to help teach, rule and sanctify the Church and its faithful. The men who accepted this office must now fulfill its obligations.


   What we propose is a meeting of the bishops of the Traditional Movement, giving them a chance to come together and review this topic of a heretical hierarchy based on Church teaching and the common opinions of the Saints, Doctors and respected theologians. It is hoped that the fruit of this meeting would be an effort toward striving for a common opinion on this matter, giving a sense of direction for the Traditional Movement.


   A meeting to discuss this key issue among the bishops is not meant to be a "jurisdictional" matter. There is no dogmatic decision that can be made. We believe that this meeting would foster a sense of direction in the Traditional Movement and will show to the conciliar church and to the world that we are serious about the Traditions of our Holy Faith and that we want to see them promoted by all in the same manner.


   "Do you know what you're proposing here?", some, even the bishops themselves, will surely ask. Yes we do, and that's why we're proposing it. It is bold and it is daring, but this is the age for the bold and the daring. Yes, we know that there are big issues which keep the bishops from talking to each other, but when will they show us the Christian example of making the attempt to "reconcile oneself to his brother" before even daring to offer even one more Mass at the Altar of God? We need the clergy and the laity to encourage the bishops to do this. The future of our Movement will depend on it. 





This article first appeared in the December 1998 issue of The Catholic Voice, P.O. Box 130, Mead, WA 99021 USA.


