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When I wrote recently about the situation of the Lefebvists – the Society of St Pius X – I expected that a lively correspondence would ensue. It has.

Mr Moorhouse (8 Jan) accuses me of being “one-sided, legalistic and simplistic”, while Mr O’Brien felt I uttered “unbridled” criticism of the SSPX. These correspondents, together with Mr Harmsen, maintain that the SSPX is not in schism and attempt to justify the actions of Archbishop Lefebvre.


They are like the patient who, when told he is suffering a life-threatening illness, attacks the honest doctor for his accurate diagnosis.


I used the diagnosis “schism,” because that was the term used by Pope John Paul II in his Motu Proprio Ecclesia Dei of 2 July 1988, after Lefebvre’s illegal ordinations of four bishops to perpetuate his movement.


John Paul II wrote: “In itself, this act was one of disobedience to the Roman Pontiff in a very grave matter and of supreme importance for the unity of the church, such as is the ordination of bishops whereby the apostolic succession is sacramentally perpetuated. Hence such disobedience - which implies in practice the rejection of the Roman primacy - constitutes a schismatic act.” 

In the same document, he stipulated: “Everyone should be aware that formal adherence to the schism is a grave offence against God and carries the penalty of excommunication decreed by the Church's law.” 


The Pope declared Mgr Lefebvre and the four bishops he ordained: Bernard Fellay, Bernard Tissier de Mallerais, Richard Williamson and Alfonso de Galarreta, excommunicate under canon 1382.

The Pope described Mgr Lefebvre’s act as schismatic, but Mr Harmsen says it was not. Mr Moorhouse claims that “many canonists” - whom he fails to name, or to specify whether they adhere to the SSPX - maintain the defence of necessity i.e.  Lefebvre did not incur the penalty of excommunication because of the ordinations were – or were believed to be – necessary to defend Catholic Tradition.


If so, why did Mgr Lefebvre not appeal against the original decree of excommunication issued by the Congregation for Bishops? He had ten days to appeal the decision to the Apostolic Signatura, if he believed the decree was unjustified. Instead, he apparently accepted it, so the excommunication went into effect, regardless of SSPX arguments to the contrary. 

He had already written on Aug. 29, 1987 a letter to the four bishops-to-be, "The See of Peter and posts of authority in Rome being occupied by Antichrists, the destruction of the Kingdom of Our Lord is being rapidly carried out even within His Mystical Body here below."  If the Pope and his advisers are Antichrist, why not risk excommunication? 

Pope John Paul II solemnly declared one thing. Mr Harmsen and Mr Moorhouse say the opposite. Whom are we to believe?   

It is a fundamental principle of Catholic theology that “there is neither appeal nor recourse against a decision or decree of the Roman Pontiff.” (canon 333.3) He is the supreme legislator in the Church. His is the power of the keys. There is no higher court of appeal upon earth.

To deny this fact is to have already departed from Catholic Faith. Martin Luther, for instance, tried to appeal from the Pope to a General Council, then broke away completely. Back in 1974, Lefebvre had told a confidante (now an ex-Lefebvrite priest) that he would never consecrate a bishop, "for this would mean I would do what Martin Luther did, and I would lose the Holy Ghost."


I understand that Cardinal Hoyos now fittingly desires to pour oil upon troubled waters, and avoids the word “schism,” in an attempt to heal the breach. However, pace Mr Moorhouse and Mr O’Brien, the informal words of the Cardinal in a reported interview with “30 Days” magazine, do not quite compare with the authoritative words of Pope John Paul II in the official Motu Proprio.  I am surprised they think they do! What vain hopes of wish-fulfilment!

Mr Moorhouse then trails the red herring of Pope Liberius’ alleged excommunication of St Athanasius. To compare Liberius with John Paul II, and Lefebvre with Athanasius, is tendentious and misleading. It is a smoke screen, obfuscating the key point at issue.


Liberius was exiled from Rome and imprisoned for two years, before being browbeaten into signing a condemnation of Athanasius passed by a council at Milan (355). 


St. Athanasius wrote forgivingly in late 357: "Liberius, having been exiled, gave in after two years, and, in fear of the death with which he was threatened, signed [the condemnation of Athanasius himself]. … If he did not endure the tribulation to the end, yet he remained in his exile for two years knowing the conspiracy against me." 

“Schism is the refusal of submission to the Roman Pontiff or of communion with the members of the Church subject to him.” (canon 751)

What is schism, but disobedience to the Roman Pontiff followed by the setting up of rival altars, rival jurisdictions and rival church structures?


Is the SSPX in schism, when it opens unauthorised chapels in 29 towns throughout the UK with no reference to the local Catholic bishops or parish priests of those areas? 


When its priests offer the sacred Liturgy, whom do they remember in the canon of the Mass – the local Catholic bishop, or their own superior, Bernard Fellay?


The SSPX sets up marriage tribunals and purports to issue marriage annulments and dispensations. Is this not assuming the jurisdiction of a parallel church? It even has its own cemetery for its members who decline to be laid to rest in ordinary Catholic parish cemeteries.


If this is not schism, please, I beg you, enlighten me - how exactly one does go into schism? 


The SSPX rejection of ecumenism and any dialogue with other faiths is generating an alarming anti-Semitism in some circles. Richard Williamson, the most outspoken Lefebvrist bishop, reportedly said at Notre Dame de Lourdes, Sherbrooke, Canada, in 1989: 


“There was not one Jew killed in the gas chambers. It was all lies, lies, lies. The Jews created the Holocaust so we would prostrate ourselves on our knees before them and approve of their new State of Israel.... Jews made up the Holocaust, Protestants get their orders from the devil, and the Vatican has sold its soul to liberalism." Williamson later defended these remarks. 
He returned to the USA before he could be investigated for possible hate crimes by the Canadian police.

Williamson opposed Bishop Fellay’s meeting with Pope Benedict XVI as unrealistically optimistic. He warned Fellay to beware of Vatican duplicity: the “web of deceit” had been “spun by the Vatican for too long. It is a case of ‘welcome to my parlour, said the spider to the fly’…..The war goes on between the friends and enemies of the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 


The French SSPX has a soft spot for Marshal Petain and the Vichy regime, and has links with extreme right-wing politics. Priests who do not concur with acts of the governing Council of the SSPX appear to be expelled without judicial process.

One perceptive observer remarked: “It might be truer to say that the Society as a whole is ruining Catholicism in its members. I've talked to several Pius X parishioners locally. After 10 or 20 years of propaganda, most are so imbued with a hatred for Rome that they seem content to remain forever in schism. They don't realize it, but they have found their identity as new Protestants.” (The Society of St. Pius X Gets Sick by Thomas W. Case, Oct. 1992,  Fidelity Magazine) 

The other smokescreen laid by SSPX apologists, is that in 1993 the CDF revoked excommunications upon six Hawaiian Catholics, allegedly inflicted by Bishop Ferrario of Honolulu in 1991 for “attending old rite Masses”. The facts of the matter are otherwise. 

The real reason behind the excommunications was not Traditionalist Masses, but the fact that the six were righteous and vocal critics of Bishop Ferrario’s misdeeds.


Ferrario was the first US bishop to be publicly accused of being a homosexual predator. His reign was marked by the desecration of traditional-style churches; the imposition of serious abuses in the liturgy; the liquidation of Church property; the advocacy of homosexual rights in Church structures as well as in civil society. He allegedly recruited practising homosexual priests to serve in Hawaii. Catholic World Report carried the appalling saga as it unfolded.

After the excommunication of his critics was struck down, Ferrario resigned “for health reasons”, aged 67. He enjoyed his retirement playing golf at Maui, and died of AIDS. 

You have to ask, where does the Vatican get some of these guys from?


Furthermore, the canon lawyer who prepared the decrees of excommunication was himself  removed for child molestation in 2002. 


Rather than continuing to expand their own private denomination, SSPX followers would do better to seek full communion with Catholicism – and strengthen the Church instead of weakening Her. As Ronald Knox pointed out, "To believe in Catholic doctrines without believing in the existence of that infallible authority which guarantees them all is to hold, not the Catholic faith, but a series of speculative opinions. It is the first infidelity that counts."
