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Author’s Preface






Who would not know that the holy canonical Scriptures both of the Old and the New Testament have a priority over all subsequent writings of bishops such that there cannot be any doubt or dispute at all as to whether whatever is written there is true or right; but that the writings of bishops after the settlement of the canon may be refuted both by the perhaps wiser words of anyone more experienced in the matter and by the weightier authority and more scholarly prudence of other bishops, and also by councils, if something in them perhaps has deviated from the truth; and that even councils held in particular regions or provinces must without quibbling give way to the authority of plenary councils of the Christian world; and that even the earlier plenary councils are often corrected by later ones, if as a result of practical experience something that was closed is opened, something that was hidden becomes known.


Augustine, De baptismo contra Donatistas 3.2


The Pope is to be judged by no one, save in the case where he deviates in a question of faith.


Humbert of Silva Candida (eleventh century)


Since my reasons for writing the following tract are partly personal, it is incumbent on me to explain what otherwise might seem the composition of a Vanity. When I was received into the Roman Catholic Church in 1980, I never expected to find paradise on earth: I knew enough history not to make that mistake. I did, however, find the moral teaching of the Church, especially on abortion and other ‘pro-life’ issues, compelling and challenging. I had always opposed abortion even when I was a non-Christian, seeing it as an offence against justice – and I realized that the Catholic Church was chief among the remaining bulwarks against it. I also recognized that the Church’s stance on abortion – reaffirmed at the Second Vatican Council (Gaudium et Spes 51) – is part of a larger account of morality whereby its commands and prohibitions depend on the recognition of a set of objective standards – perhaps like Platonic Forms of the virtues, though I long hesitated to pursue that line of thought since it implied that such Forms must be numbered among the attributes of some divinity. Eventually I overcame my hesitations and joined up.


Now, more than 40 plus years on, I have come to recognize that the Church’s hold on these moral standards, though ‘officially’ dependent on Scripture and Tradition (however related), is rapidly weakening, not only under the assault of contemporary secularism, consequentialism, even nihilism, but because of serious unresolved problems in the understanding and governance of the Church itself: in particular problems related to attitudes to the pope, the papacy and papal infallibility, as indeed to unclarity about the concept of ‘infallibility’ more generally. The present book is an attempt to show – in part – how and why these attitudes have developed: to argue, that is, that especially since the First Vatican Council, Catholic teaching (not, of course, Catholic truth) – and not only in morals – has come to be seen as too dependent on the will and authority of the Roman bishop.1 I would argue that this is an aberration which points to a new version of voluntarism in moral theory, with the risk that doctrinal error in moral teaching will entail new varieties of Arianism – that is, an implicit denial of the divinity of Christ – with too often in practice the reduction of morality to mere obedience.


Not that I should be misinterpreted as denying infallibility as intelligibly interpreted; thus Catholic teaching of the Resurrection of Christ, for example, must be held by the Church to be infallible if her teaching is to be even worth considering. But such ‘dogmas’, which the Church insists are to be believed as part of the depositum fidei, must be distinguished from moral claims and other ‘non-dogmatic’ doctrines which are to be ‘held’ as teaching of the theoretically inerrant ‘ordinary magisterium’, though some of them, as the historical record shows, have been drastically revised – and unfortunately Church apologists have frequently denied that such ‘revisions’ have occurred. In strict Catholic-speak to deny dogma makes you a heretic, while to deny non-dogmatic teachings is to promote falsehood.


That said, my primary concern in the present study is with what has sometimes been called ‘creeping infallibility’ and especially with the presumably unintended effects of the version of papal infallibility defined – historically that is the key word – at Vatican I. I shall argue that that definition has brought to light over time various dangerous incoherences in the concept of infallibility itself as often interpreted: in particular that, whatever the reasons for the present version of papal infallibility being originally judged ‘opportune’, it has revealed itself as encouraging both confusion about ‘definitive’ teaching – which is to say about the relation between ‘dogma’ and ‘doctrine’ – and an unwarranted respect for immediate utterances of the Supreme Pontiff even if these might appear contrary to both Scripture and Tradition intelligently understood.


That in its turn has encouraged an excessively autocratic – at times even domineering – attitude at the top and a self-deluding servility easily identifiable as plain bad faith among the ‘lower ranks’. The purpose of the present study, therefore, is less to evaluate theological trends since Vatican I – though my view of some of them can hardly be concealed – but to scrutinize the effects they have had on Catholic believers, clergy and lay alike. What follows is written in the hope that as others come to see the seriousness of the problem, some proper solution, however apparently drastic, may eventually be found. On a worst case scenario the book may serve as some sort of historical record of a catastrophe.


George Weigel has improved my chapter on John Paul II and I hope will pardon me for not accepting all of his challenging comments. On the book as a whole, I have received much helpful comment from two friends whose peace will be safeguarded if they remain anonymous in these ‘interesting times’ – and as usual Anna Rist has checked the text meticulously for clarity, quality-English and discretion. As also in the past, and in homage to Plato and to the reality of things, I have at times had recourse to satire to temper earnestness.
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	  1.   Some signs that the implications of this are at last becoming clearer can be found: cf. P. Kwasniewski, The Road from Hyperpapalism to Catholicism: Rethinking the Papacy in a Time of Ecclesial Disintegration (Waterloo, ON: Arouca Press 2022); J.P. Joy, Disputed Questions on Papal Infallibility (Lincoln, NE: Os Justi Press, 2022). Elsewhere Kwasniewski warns of the ‘Spirit of Vatican I’.

















Chapter 1

Toward the Syllabus of Errors









We never make mistakes.


Alexander Solzhenitsyn


You need to watch your back in this city.


Anytus in Plato’s Meno





The present book is not a monograph on the wider history of the recent papacy, let alone on the ordinary and universal magisterium of the Catholic Church, though the understanding – or lack of it – of the latter will receive scrutiny when it relates to the authority and influence of the papacy itself. Rather, it is a study – claiming to be based in accurate accounts of the relevant historical events – of actions and their social, moral and spiritual effects: in particular the effects of the Decrees of Vatican I promulgated on 18 July 1870, which defined the dogma of papal infallibility, thus establishing that solemn (ex cathedra) dogmatic definitions of the pope are (as it was put) ‘irreformable of themselves without any consent of the whole Church’.


That determination would seem to maintain that in certain well-defined respects the Catholic Church was revealing herself as a spiritual autocracy where the writ of the pope must run whatever the wider Church might wish (and however ‘Church’ might be understood). That accepted, the actual proclamation of ‘papal infallibility’ – rather than the assumption of it among at least some of the Catholic ‘sheep’ – could not but produce (and was intended to produce) a relationship between pope and Church (and an understanding of that relationship) very different from that which had pertained hitherto. As we shall see, the effects of the change could be good, less than good or outright bad, thus suggesting that papal infallibility, indeed infallibility itself, requires further and more careful consideration: not least for the effect it has and has had on the mentality and indeed the integrity of adherents.


Prescinding for now from questions of the Church’s ordinary and universal magisterium, it is clear that the problem of excessive papal power and the corresponding risk of subservience, with morality in Western Christendom being reduced to obedience, lurked beneath the surface long before the times of Pius IX. Yet in earlier days even the great Leo I, speaking through his legates at the Council of Chalcedon, though applauded for his ‘Tome’ by the Eastern bishops (‘Peter has spoken through Leo’), had failed to win support on an important jurisdictional issue. For Chalcedon confirmed the decision of the Council of Constantinople (381) that Constantinople, imperial capital and upstart patriarchate, should outrank the apostolic sees of Alexandria and Antioch. And Leo accepted defeat.1 Nor indeed was his eventually definitive ‘Tome’ accepted without debate: though authoritative, it had to be approved.2


But that was before 1054, and scholars are now usually agreed that the problem of increasing papal power (not least over the deposition of kings and emperors and already moving in the direction of reducing Catholic behaviour to obedience to the pope3) became serious after the Great Schism of that year which finally separated Western and Eastern Christianity. Rome remained the only patriarchate in the West: untrammelled now by Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem whose patriarchs had always resisted Roman claims to absolute jurisdiction and who would prefer to continue on their own less centralized way.


The ‘Great Schism’, however, allowed Pope Gregory VII to begin the long process of increasing papal power, and to maintain that it should be recognized both inside and outside this his own ‘patriarchate’, a development – and not only of jurisdiction – widely welcomed in the West.4 Thus Catherine of Siena, now declared Doctor of the Church, noted in her letter 207 that ‘even if the pope were a devil incarnate, rather than a kind father, we must nevertheless still obey him – not because of his person, but for the sake of God, since Christ wants us to obey His vicar’. This view, though perhaps intended as a counterfactual, is both revealing and disturbing.


That accepted, it is still reasonable to believe – not least from the historical fact of strong hostility to the decisions of Vatican I during the Council itself – that the development of a different ecclesial climate and an enhanced papal absolutism dependent on papal infallibility as now defined is an important historical event: an absolutism, that is, which (with possible variants, as we shall see) points to the near-inevitability of a faulty and confused understanding of infallibility past and present. In and after Vatican II this would affect not only ecclesiastical jurisdiction but the nature and solidity of the most basic revealed and scriptural elements of the ‘rule of faith’. Indeed, from the very start, one effect of Vatican I was that many thought no further Church Councils necessary. As a writer in the Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique (3/1) put it in 1903, the primacy of the Roman Pontiff is all we need.


Any account of the nature and effects of papal power as reinforced at Vatican I needs to be fleshed out in detail, for while the phrase ex cathedra might seem both to establish and severely to limit the newly determined papal authority, it lacks precision. Its effects on the wider community of Catholic believers – as can be seen with hindsight, or so I shall argue – have been such as to change – perhaps better, to ‘develop’ – the attitude of both popes and their flocks not only to papal power but to their understanding of religious truth itself, and to a degree hardly imaginable to any except to the most extreme (if not most cynical) infallibilists in 1870.


As has turned out, only one later papal pronouncement (that of the Assumption in 1950) has been recognized as strictly meeting the ex cathedra requirement, though the Immaculate Conception had already been pronounced to be such (that without the support of any proclaimed definition of papal infallibility and with only limited consultation of bishops) by Pius IX’s own Bull Ineffabilis Deus of 8 December 1854: whether prophetically, as some came to see it, or, as others thought at the time, as a trial balloon.5 An earlier encyclical (Ubi primum, 1849) had requested episcopal comment on the proposed new dogma and to that request about 600 replies were received, only two calling the proposal indefensible, while 24 considered it ‘inopportune’ (word whose ambiguity will require further comment), while a fair number of those approached failed to reply, thereby probably indicating, if not indolence, a certain degree of easily disregarded opposition.


That ‘consultation’ – the results of which in significant respects foreshadow the behaviour of bishops when confronted with the possibility of defining infallibility itself – being satisfactorily completed without further debate, work on the text of the encyclical was undertaken by a commission of theologians already established under the chairmanship of the Jesuit Carlo Passaglia.6 After further limited consultations, significantly among others with a second influential Jesuit, Giovanni Perrone (1794-1876), who had already published extensively on the subject, Pius, defying precedent, proclaimed the Bull, on a fundamental matter of Catholic dogma, entirely on his own authority, Conciliar backing being neither received nor even sought, with Pius, it seems, displaying his soon-to-be vindicated authority, seeing his action as throwing down a gauntlet to all the errors of the ‘modern world’. The ground for ex cathedra pronouncements being thus conveniently prepared, authorization could follow – and it is to be noted that ultramontanists and their successors (being usually less than ecumenically minded) have always seen the further development of Marian dogma as a corollary of their ecclesial claims, while Mary herself, by her appearances at Lourdes in 1858, might seem to have vindicated Pius’s actions.
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Disputes not only about growing papal power but even about the possibility of papal infallibility had arisen briefly in the Middle Ages,7 and they underlay (or were later claimed to underlie) the Counter-Reformation ecclesiology of (among others) Cardinals Bellarmine and Baronius. As yet the matter was left vague, for despite vigorous Roman objections in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to ‘Gallican’ moves to limit papal power and papal authority, there was as yet no immediate call to define infallibility. After 1789, however, the growing ultramontane party determined to settle the matter once and for all, the extreme anti-Catholicism of the times seeming to demand infallibility as a way of shoring up the threatened bastions of the wider Church.


In order, therefore, to evaluate the intellectual state of the Church and of those of its members who pondered such matters after 1850 (comparatively few were laymen, for the ‘sense of the faithful’ was still officially identified with the attitudes, and attitudes to one another, of the pope and the bishops, though a further few of these laymen would turn out very influential, not least in the press), we need to look further both at the reasons for Ultramontanism’s growing strength even before 1789 – not only in Rome and in France, but also in Catholic Germany where it was designated ‘Roman Theology’ – and at the immediate threats its supporters set themselves to defuse. For it should be recognized that before the Council, and even at times within it, Pius and his majority faction, in seeing the principal threat to his authority coming from France in its Gallican aspect, were seriously mistaken. French concerns about papal authority receded more readily, as it turned out, than those from the German-speaking and German-influenced world, and we shall need to look at this development in more detail.


Surprisingly perhaps, a good place to start is with Jansenism, which found its theological origins in Bishop Jansen’s Augustinus, published posthumously in 1640. In 1653, five propositions drawn from it – though the source was not identified – were condemned by the Bull Cum Occasione of Innocent X. The Jansenists accepted the condemnation (while denying that Augustinus contained such heresies) but persisted in holding that what they took to be Augustine’s views on grace had been improperly disregarded in the Church. Hence Jansenism soon developed (not least at the abbey of Port-Royal and more widely in France) into what amounted to a new version of Conciliarism whereby it was believed that those learned in the Christianity of the early Christian centuries should – in some sort of Conciliar, or perhaps preferably nation-based structure – be promoted as a counterbalancing theological authority to the overweening claims of popes who, it was implied, were seeking to overturn the wisdom of the Fathers of the Church, especially of Augustine.


Since the Concordat of Bologna (1516), the kings of France had been able largely to control the appointment to bishoprics in their territories; that might have been convenient for the Jansenists inasmuch as it weakened papal authority, but by 1660 it was clear that Louis XIV had lost patience with Jansenism and, backed now by the pope and his loyal Jesuits, had determined to wipe out the new movement which seemed a threat not only to ecclesiastical but also to civil autocracy.8 Certainly on the ecclesiastical side it was not by chance that Antoine Arnauld, in the preface to his essay on frequent communion (1644) – which he strongly opposed as ‘laxist’ – had already referred to Peter and Paul as the ‘two heads’ of the Church, echoing the very early witness of ‘pope’ Clement of Rome that the Church of Rome owed its special prestige to the fact that both Peter, the founder of the Church of the Jews, and Paul, the founder of the Church of the Gentiles, were buried in the city. ‘If you go to the Vatican or to the Ostian Way’, a priest wrote in about AD 150, ‘you will find their memorials’. Already in the seventeenth century some wondered in France whether ‘Peter’ had usurped too much authority in latter-day Rome.


In the Jansenist versus Jesuit warfare which continued in France for decades, one side accused the other of moral laxism (an interesting claim in light of the boast of a recent Jesuit historian that one of the most characteristic marks of the Society has been its ‘adaptability’), while the other won official support for damning the Jansenists as double-predestination Calvinist wolves in Catholic clothing.9 For a time in the eighteenth century the pope could rely on the king (plus the Jesuits) for the emasculating of the Jansenists, but the Jesuits too fell out of royal favour – and who could tell whether state power would always be willing to prop up papal autocracy? Port-Royal was destroyed by royal command in 1711, but Clement XI’s bull Unigenitus (aimed in 1713 at Pasquier Quesnel in particular and Jansenists more generally) only sparked a new (and royal) phase of ‘Gallicanism’ and closet conciliarism which built on the ‘Four Gallican Articles’ of the French clergy of 1682.


Of these ‘Articles’, in no small part inspired by Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, the fourth was held in Rome to be exceptionally obnoxious; in it we read that ‘In questions of faith the leading role is that of the Supreme Pontiff, and his decrees apply to all churches in general and to each of them in particular. But his judgment is not unreformable unless it accords with the consensus of the church.’ In 1691 all the Articles were declared null and void by Pope Alexander VIII in Inter Multiplices. As for the Jesuits, however, their papalism came to a (temporary) end when in 1773 Pope Clement XIV, yielding to French royal pressure, suppressed the whole Society. They had already been suppressed in Portugal (1759), France (1764) and Spain (1767).


‘Gallican’ worries for the pope and the ‘Roman theologians’ could not but be enhanced by their legitimate fears of the French Enlightenment: both for its immediately political effects as espoused by the revolutionaries of 1789 and by Napoleon (as on the fate of Church political power, lands and property) and for its intellectual pretentions, especially claims about the sovereignty of reason and conscience. ‘Enlightenment’ seemed a fearful challenge, both in the form of ‘modern’ post-Cartesian philosophy, represented especially by the French philosophes, then by Kant and Hegel, and later in a new ‘historicism’. This, already apparent in the eighteenth century and first developed in the study of classical antiquity, moved both into biblical criticism and, importantly for the ultramontanes, into the history of the Church itself and the construction of its theological practices and dogmas.


The most important founding texts of the resulting post-Revolution Ultramontanism were pope-to-be (as Gregory XVI) Bartolomeo Cappellari’s Triumph of the Holy See and the Church against the Attacks of the Innovators (1799), and above all Joseph de Maistre’s Du Pape (1819). (A more politically ‘liberal’ version of Ultramontanism was to come later, in France from Felicité de Lammenais and in Germany from Joseph Görres.) De Maistre argued that civil peace depended on the ‘throne’, that the ‘throne’ is only legitimized by the ‘altar’, that the power of the ‘altar’ is guaranteed only by papal infallibility, and that popes can only exercise their spiritual authority if they are also temporal rulers. The Sovereign Pontiff (he urged) is the necessary, indeed the only and exclusive basis of Christianity. To him belong the promises; without him disappears unity – in other words, the Church (Du Pape, vol. 2, p. 594).


De Maistre’s principal concern was with his native France, and his hopes of restoring there the confessional state were still alive when Pius IX ascended the papal throne. Hence Pius too seemed, at least at first, to be concerned primarily with what he saw as a renewed Gallicanism and its likely political effects on the French Church during his own papacy – and he took steps intended finally to subvert them. We shall consider these in relation to the infallibility debates which were to come, but nineteenth-century Ultramontanism has a prehistory in Germany as well as in France, and its enemies there had variegated concerns, these being primarily intellectual. For although popes (and ultramontanes more generally) came to realize rather late the radical challenge of new movements in Germany, this German challenge was eventually to prove more serious and enduring than the French, being less concerned with the political than with the intellectual future of the Church and holding above all that the ‘new world of Catholicism’ was to rest on the increased study of Church history, that being an important branch of new and especially German forms of ‘scientific knowledge’ (Wissenschaft).


The best indication of what was to come in Germany can be recognized in the writings of Johann Nikolaus von Hontheim (1701-90), published under the alias of Justinus Febronius, Febronia being the name of his niece. Hontheim was a canon lawyer who in the later part of his life become suffragan bishop of Trier and, like many of his nineteenth-century successors, especially and significantly in part-Lutheran Germany, hoped for the eventual reunification of a Western Church torn apart at the Reformation.


Hontheim’s book, On the State of the Church and the Lawful Power of the Roman Pontiff, published in 1763, proved a runaway success, not least among secular rulers and especially with Joseph II of Austria, soon to preside over the strongly anti-Roman movement which came to be named Josephism after him. Hontheim claimed that to approach Church history historically, without any grinding of theological axes, was a necessary preliminary to Christian reunification; hence he sought to understand the position of the Roman see and the Roman bishop in antiquity, hoping to separate truth from the legends and scandalous fabrications which had grown up in the Middle Ages, not least those deriving from the so-called Decretals of ‘Isidore’ and the ‘Donation of Constantine’: the latter purporting to record the voluntary transference by that Emperor of his authority in the West to Pope Sylvester. All such forgeries, in Hontheim’s view, were intended fraudulently to increase the authority of the Roman bishop.


In patristic times, according to Hontheim, the pope was recognized as first among equals, being especially aligned with the patriarchs of Alexandria and Antioch, both of which sees also claimed apostolic authority. Hontheim did not deny infallibility but claimed to find it residing in the Church as a whole, especially in its ecumenical Councils, rather than with the pope alone as ultramontanes were increasingly claiming. That the ancient Church was to a considerable degree decentralized suggested to Hontheim that there was still an important role for national churches, especially in France and Germany, where he thought that the faith was more intelligently studied than in Rome. Real history could resolve theological differences both among Catholics and with the Protestants better than mere polemics, let alone warfare.


Hontheim’s immediate hopes were quashed when within a year ‘Febronius’ (as yet unidentified) was placed on the Index. As a result of the ban, however, enthusiasm for ‘Febronianism’ (as Hontheim’s views came to be designated) increased, despite the efforts of the Jesuit Francesco Zaccaria to trash them. As for Hontheim himself (when his authorship became known), he recanted, but then downplayed the significance of his own recantation: he had, he thought, done his job well.


The German metropolitans (represented by their suffragans) met at Ems in 1786 to consider their position on issues highlighted by Hontheim in light of the growing assertiveness of the papacy; they were particularly irritated by the appointment of a nuncio for Munich. They allowed that ‘The Pope of Rome is and remains the principal overseer and primate of the whole Church and the centre of its unity’, but also insisted that ‘all other privileges and reservations not associated with this primacy in the first centuries but accruing to it from the later Isidorian Decretals to the clear detriment of the bishops, cannot be attributed to the scope of that jurisdiction now that their forgery and falsity have been demonstrated and universally recognized’. For they were (as Hontheim had urged) to be bracketed with other ‘manipulations by the Roman Curia’, and against all such manipulation episcopal authority needed to be re-established.10 In this decision Hontheim’s ‘historical theology’ seemed to be vindicated, as providing both a better account of the past and a set of worthy guidelines for the future; but – harbinger of what was to come – some of the bishops, concerned with their social and political status rather than strictly historical and theological questions, soon backed off. Others had never subscribed individually to the offending text.


The ultramontanes recognized Hontheim’s book as a serious threat, though not yet understanding the novelty of the challenge it posed. What they ‘knew’ was that papal infallibility, temporal power and the necessary functioning of the pope as guide to the spiritual and intellectual behaviour of Christians were inextricably bound together. In Germany, with the Holy Roman Empire destroyed by Napoleon and replaced by nationalist kingdoms, they feared – with good reason – continuing pressure from increasingly secularist states to control Church affairs: in effect to ‘nationalize’ the Church and to profit from its wealth. They concluded, in this agreeing with De Maistre, that the centralizing of Catholicism in Rome to an unparalleled degree would be a powerful tool to limit such pressures. Though historical problems were eventually to prove of greater importance, they were particularly convinced that maintenance of the papal states was an essential part of the Church’s armoury, while freedom of academic enquiry and of religion would damage the status quo, pointing to the end of the confessional state from which they thought the Church had benefited since the Treaty of Westphalia (1648): indeed from the Peace of Augsburg (1555).


Pius IX agreed wholeheartedly, especially over the papal states, regularly claiming that without such political power he would be unable to behave as a pope should. With hindsight, this might seem absurd, not least since Napoleon had already manhandled Pius VI (who died a prisoner in France and whose death was noted as that of Citizen Braschi: profession, pontiff) and Pius VII (from whom he extracted in 1801 a Concordat which lasted till 1905 and which, while allowing the pope the final say on the appointment of bishops, had left their nomination to the secular authorities, as in the ancien régime before 1789). Pius VII himself had been dragged off to France in 1809 and kept prisoner until Napoleon’s reign came to an end five years later. Such events revealed the reality of the power relationship between popes and secular rulers; nor was there much reason to believe that any future defence of the papal states (or perhaps even of the person of the pope himself) would be any more effective – as of course was to be demonstrated in 1870 when papal control over large tracts of central Italy, including the city of Rome itself, would come to an abrupt and permanent end.


By the time Pius IX took office, the character of the French episcopacy had substantially changed, most of the older bishops having been invited to resign after the Revolution, with successors less prone to ‘Gallicanism’ tending to replace them. In the longer run France with its fading Gallicanism was, as we have noted, to prove a less enduring problem for the ultramontanes than Germany, where the notion of a national church was more readily to be linked with the increasing intellectual ferment in the universities. For in Germany the early part of the nineteenth century was to see much reorganization of Catholic universities (several of them were refounded) in the wake of the success of the new and instantly prestigious civic university established in 1810 in Protestant Berlin under the guidance of Wilhelm von Humboldt, the friend of Goethe and Schiller, and of the Platonic scholar and radical theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher.


In 1819 at Tübingen Johann Sebastian Drey founded the Tübinger Theologische Quartalschrift, a journal heralding Tübingen’s becoming the centre of a more ‘progressive’ Catholic theology increasingly appreciated elsewhere, especially in Munich. In Tübingen itself the growing intermingling of Protestant and Catholic populations and traditions led to the establishment of two theological faculties within the same university – with the result that Catholic theologians became increasingly aware of the growing historicism already apparent in Hontheim: the search, that is, for what actually happened (wie es eigentlich gewesen), accompanied by a growing belief that Catholic philosophy too must expand beyond its traditional and ‘Thomist’ formulations. While ‘Roman’ theologians (in Rome and beyond) might prefer to stick with the speculative neo-scholastic theology of the post-Tridentine past, having some sort of Thomist ancestry, more ‘enlightened’ thinkers began to argue that such theology is too abstract and indeed empty: too often mere fantasy unless historically intelligible. Perhaps in their zeal for an unchanging understanding of doctrine and ecclesiology the neo-scholastics might find themselves defending the indefensible. Outside Germany, this was a problem apparently recognized by Newman, and by others too: the Church must avoid both a ‘metaphysical’ contempt for history and the fundamentalism about never-changing teaching which must accompany it. Even ultramontanes began to realize that there was a problem about the authenticity of ‘Thomism’ itself.


That part of our story can most readily be approached by looking at the influential and at times colourful life of yet another Jesuit, Joseph Kleutgen (1811-83),11 author (among many other titles) of Die Theologie der Vorzeit (1853-70) and Die Philosophie der Vorzeit (1863-70). In these massive writings Kleutgen demonstrated for the first time that Western philosophy and theology had by no means progressed in an unbroken line from Socrates to Kant and Hegel; there had been a radical break in the seventeenth century, to be recognized in the success of Descartes in largely transforming metaphysics into epistemology, a move which had led to a new (and to Kleutgen and many others undesirable) shift in the relationship between reason and faith. Now reason was to be the supreme arbiter even in theology.


Kleutgen thought of himself as a genuine Thomist, and his analysis of the Vorzeit told him that his Catholic philosophical contemporaries – best represented by Antonio Rosmini (1797-1855) – in accepting the notion of a steady stream of philosophical progress (despite Rosmini’s awareness that Kant at least required serious correction) – had imparted to their Thomism a strongly Kantian flavour. Yet for all its insights, Kleutgen’s treatment of the history of Western thought was itself seriously defective in an important respect: he assumed that the Thomism which he and his disciples professed (not least, as we shall see, those – to include himself – who at the end of the century took up Leo XIII’s challenge to offer a real Thomism in response to more recent philosophical errors) must be distinguished from the still too Kantian Thomism of Rosmini: indeed should be recognized as the Thomism of Thomas himself. In reality Kleutgen’s Thomism was heavily indebted to the ‘Thomism’ of his much earlier fellow Jesuit Francesco Suarez (1548-1617), a thinker sometimes held to be the true originator of ‘modern’ philosophy and who, like Descartes, tended to transform metaphysics into epistemology, so (among other his mistakes) treating Aquinas as an epistemologist.


That said, the lurking internal problems of Thomism were the least of the immediate concerns of popes and their ultramontane supporters as in the first half of the nineteenth century they contemplated the changing German scene. More serious in their eyes even than the political changes around them was the form that the dispute about the relationship between reason and faith and its implications for freedom of thought in philosophy and theology was taking in the gradually more ‘enlightened’ Catholic universities and seminaries. Especially in Tübingen, then in Munich, Catholic thinkers now tended to replace a neglected Thomism with forms of idealism deriving from Kant and Hegel, variously combining them with remnants of more traditional Catholic theology to suggest that the mysteries of Catholic faith could, if genuine, be reached and must be measured by reason alone. As Pius IX put it in his first encyclical (Qui pluribus, 1846) ‘These enemies never stop invoking the power and excellence of human reason; they raise it up against the most holy faith of Christ, and they blather with great foolhardiness that this faith is opposed to human reason.’


Among the first of such dissidents, one of the most significant in light of the ever more urgent arguments about the ‘Roman question’ (i.e. the temporal power of the pope) and papal infallibility, was Johann Adam Möhler, who taught first in Tübingen, then in Munich.12 Möhler was polemically anti-Protestant and much influenced by German Romanticism. Protestants, he thought, by limiting their theology to the apostolic age of Christianity, rendered themselves unable to construct an intelligible theory of the Church, not taking even the later patristic period into adequate account.


In Möhler’s view, however, serious historical study reveals that Catholics had their problems too. Since the Council of Trent especially, too many of them had exaggerated the power and authority of the pope to the detriment of an adequate treatment of the wider Church: thus in effect, though this was not made explicit, being inclined to identify the Church with the pope (or, put differently, to separate the head from the body). This might sound like Hontheim over again, but Möhler’s position was more nuanced (even to ambiguity), and he died young, in 1838, before action could be taken against him. His work was to remain an inspiration to ‘revisionist’ theologians of the twentieth-century such as Henri de Lubac SJ who were to praise his ‘Christocentric’ approach and his identification of the Church as an organism rather than a mere institution: thus his move away from a post-Tridentine, more formalist account of the Church‘s hierarchical structure.


Of greater immediate significance in the battle between faith and reason was the case of a lesser known philosophy professor at Munich, Jakob Frohschammer (1821-93). After his book, On the Generation of Human Souls, deeply indebted to German idealism, had been put on the Index in 1857 – he was later to be one of Kleutgen’s targets in Die Philosophie der Vorzeit – his dissent from Rome crystallized and he made claims for the necessity of complete academic freedom, for no interference by Roman authorities in academic debate. These ideas were published in On the Freedom of Science (1861), a work almost immediately condemned by Pius in the following year in a letter (Gravissimas inter) to Archbishop von Scherr, the ‘ordinary’ of Munich. Pius accused Frohschammer of a radically uncatholic approach in grossly overrating the powers of reason to the detriment of ‘the rights, office and authority of the Church’: he was advocating not freedom but ‘unbridled license’, thus betraying sacred theology as well as philosophy. Frohschammer refused to recant and was excommunicated in 1871. His fault, however, was less historicism than the claim to derive the dogmas of the Church by reason alone, thus seriously derogating from Church, and specifically papal, authority.


Demands for academic freedom would obviously have implications for students of scripture. Yet during the middle years of the nineteenth century, though there were worries about the application of new historical techniques to the Bible itself – with which Protestants, predictably, were more concerned – for the Catholics these were in general distant fears. Of more immediate concern – and foreshadowed by Hontheim – was the history of the Church, of the development of its traditions and beliefs, whether formally determined or merely widely accepted; many of these traditions (including claims about an as yet undefined ‘papal infallibility’) increasingly seemed to many to be insecurely based. That the truth in such disputed questions might be determined not by authority but by unfettered historical reasoning was a source of deep anxiety for ultramontanes, and not least, after his return from ‘exile’ in Gaeta in 1850, for Pius himself.
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Autocrats rely on a court and some supposed that Pius’s shift from hesitant liberal to determined autocrat made him in effect prisoner of the Jesuits Kleutgen, Passaglia, Perrone, Liberatore, Curci, Piccirillo and later successive editors of La Civiltà Cattolica, a Jesuit journal founded in 1850 to promote the interests of the Holy See and to encourage neo-scholasticism (indeed specifically approved in that role by Pius himself in 1866). Reflecting on the question with benefit of hindsight in 1878, Lord Acton, writing to Ignaz von Döllinger, and speculating that Pius had become convinced that only resort to autocracy would enable him to recover his fading authority, concluded that as a result he ‘went over to the Jesuits who were able to exploit his changed circumstances the more easily for their purposes, as the fulfilment of their teaching aims [scil. the teaching of neo-Thomism as they understood it] also involved an increase in papal power’.13 However, as often in such circumstances, secular or ecclesiastical, we may wonder who exploited whom.
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Despite the increasing ferment in Germany, Pius’s eyes when he returned to Rome in 1850 were still set more fixedly on France, where he (and his supporters) found themselves faced with what they took to be a new upsurge of Gallicanism. The crisis began as early as 1850, when after much provocation Parisian Archbishop Sibour published a pastoral letter attacking the ultramontane journal L’Univers and its editor Louis Veuillot, telling his readers not to get their theology from newspapers whose editors had no respect for their local bishop. Veuillot appealed to Rome and the dispute was dampened down for a while but broke out again in 1852 when Sibour, especially incensed by criticism of his appointment of the ‘Gallican’ Henri Maret as vicar general of his archdiocese, arranged first for the publication of a Memoire addressed to the French bishops explaining his views about the relationship of ultramontanism to the French Church., then on 7 February 1853 again severely criticizing L’Univers and forbidding his clergy from reading it.


Veuillot looked for and obtained support in Rome, this time with more urgent effect. Soon there appeared an encyclical bearing the same title – Inter Multiplices – as that which had declared the Gallican Articles of 1682 null and void. The encyclical, which specifically informed its readers that the pope was greatly grieved when he read Sibour’s Memoire, thus identified Pius with Veuillot’s extreme ultramontanists, and had immediate effect: Sibour withdrew his ruling against L’Univers, in effect – as many noted at the time – signalling the end of serious resistance to the ‘romanization’ of the French Church, not least in the loss of most of its local liturgies.
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Meanwhile, as we noted, though in Germany Frohschammer was condemned in 1861 for his ideas on academic freedom within the Church, this was far from bringing peace to German-speaking Catholicism – merely leaving the future of Catholic intellectual activity (at least in the faculties of theology and philosophy) uncertain. For in the same year Döllinger, dean of German, if not of worldwide Catholic theology, threw oil on the fire at a Congress of Catholic scholars in Munich, telling the assembled participants that the temporal power of the papacy was unnecessary, incompetently exercised and should be abandoned. He soon moved further in an increasingly urgent criticism of papal attitudes and of Ultramontanism more generally. Advancing beyond the political question of the papal states, at a second theological Congress in Munich, in an address provocatively titled ‘On the Past and Present of Catholic Theology’ which was to draw both massive support and massive disapproval throughout the Catholic world and beyond, he argued that the Roman theology which the Vatican was trying to impose on the universal Church had become ‘one-eyed’.


That one approved eye was guided by a speculative scholastic philosophy based on the texts of Aristotle, while neglected was the other ‘eye’, that of history and exegesis, which Döllinger (not entirely accurately) traced back to ancient Antioch and for which he asserted equal claims to antiquity. According to Döllinger, in light of the sad damage inflicted on the French Church by Napoleon, it was now the duty of German theologians, skilled in the new historical sciences, to enable this second eye to see clearly once more. Whether for better or for worse, German theologians would not forget that charge!


In Döllinger’s view, one of the effects of Catholics remaining ‘one-eyed’ would be the further alienation of both Orthodox and Protestant Christians – thus in effect the dismissal of the injunction of Jesus himself to promote unity among his followers – whereas historical enquiry would show that when legends and mistakes are eliminated from Church history, the Churches will be found less far apart than commonly believed. What is more (as Döllinger increasingly came to insist) recognition of the degree to which untruths had contributed to the dangerously misguided ‘Roman’ mindset would show that papal infallibility was no age-old article of Catholic faith. In this and in Döllinger’s ‘ecumenical’ concerns, the ultramontanes were right to recognize a major threat to traditional Catholic theology, not just to their hoped-for renewal of papal authority in particular.


As Döllinger’s second fateful Congress was being planned, the Vatican authorities, guided by Kleutgen and Cardinal August von Reisach, former archbishop of Munich – and urged on by the ultramontane press, especially Veuillot’s L’Univers and La Civiltà Cattolica – became increasingly uneasy. Not without reason, for next, in 1863, Döllinger published his Fables of the Popes in the Middle Ages, a book which, as all immediately recognized, struck hard at papal pretensions by suggesting that those to whom the ultramontanes regularly appealed (not least Aquinas14 and Bellarmine15) had been misled by those forgeries to which Hontheim had drawn attention: the Donation of Constantine, the legend of Constantine’s baptism by Pope Sylvester, the non-existing Synod of Sinuessa, the Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals accepted as authentic by Pope Nicholas I. Much of this bogus material, Döllinger continued, had been built into canon law and retained even when its authenticity had been disproved. There was also the matter of the misguided behaviour of popes already judged heretical, above all Honorius I – condemned by an Ecumenical Council in 680 – and John XXII (who had recanted at the end of his life). Even to raise the question of whether a pope could be a heretic – let alone to point out that at least one had been (and non-repentant to boot!) – was to cast a deep shadow on claims about infallibility.16


At the close of the same year (on 21 December 1863), Pius’s response appeared as an Apostolic Letter (Tuas libenter) sent to Döllinger’s local ordinary. The pope told Archbishop Scherr that ‘we cannot be silent about the fact that we have been greatly concerned, because we feared that with this Congress, held without ecclesiastical authorization, a working method would gradually be established that takes something away from the rights of ecclesiastical power and that authentic magisterium which by divine institution belongs to the Roman Pontiff and to the Bishops united and in agreement with the Successor of St. Peter’. With this claim Pius not only distinguished between the two types of ‘authentic’ magisterium but appealed to the ‘conscience’ of Catholic scholars to accept all decisions of Pontifical Congregations as well as all others approved ‘by common and constant consent of Catholics’.


That left it very unclear how such agreement could be measured and of course assumed that the Vatican – ultimately and if necessarily none too indirectly the pope himself – would do the measuring. To follow one’s conscience for a Catholic might thus seem to mean little more than to follow papal directions, certainly when it was a matter of questioning papal decisions and pronouncements. We shall return to this topic more than once – and not least when we consider Joseph Ratzinger’s late twentieth-century actions as Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, where, or so I shall argue, its urgency contributed to a crisis in the wider Church.


Pius noted that academic theologians rely too much on mere reason, that in particular they take inadequate notice of ‘the old school’ – that is of Thomism as then understood. Dissent, he continued, was unacceptable both from the ‘infallible’ judgement of the Church – but whose Church? – and also from everything revealed and taught by the ‘ordinary magisterium’. Again, we shall meet debate on this same point a hundred or so years later.


Tuas libenter not only raised the status of the ‘ordinary magisterium’, tending to identify it simply as papal authority (a theme which was to be pursued further at Vatican I); it was also a precursor of wider and more immediate restrictive legislation: the German episcopate was immediately instructed to keep a more careful eye on theological congresses. Yet even now Pius’s eyes, still looking for a restoration of the pre-Revolution status quo, were primarily fixed on France. Hence the fury in Rome when in 1863 the prominent French thinker and one-time disciple of de Lammenais, Charles de Montalembert, in widely acclaimed speeches in Malines, repeated the call for freedom of conscience within the Church.


It was time to act and in December 1864, following up a suggestion first made by Gioacchino Pecci (later Leo XIII), Pius promulgated his encyclical Quanta Cura as an introduction to the Syllabus of Errors, which listed 80 modern theses to be condemned outright. These ranged from pantheism and rationalism to socialism, from religious freedom to the separation of Church and State. The encyclical was not only a challenge to intellectual and political errors in France and Germany but a ferocious onslaught on the modern world in its entirety – and in desperately attempting to put back the clock to pre-revolutionary Europe certain (at least at the political level) to fail. German thinkers would have noticed that Pius also reiterated the rulings of Tuas libenter, and perhaps most significantly emphasized that any suggestions that the views of the ‘Scholastic Doctors’ might need to be corrected in light of changing times or even of scholarly research into Church history, were ruled out.


In Döllinger’s judgement (as in that of many others), the Syllabus indicated that the pope had declared war on the thinking and educated world – as indeed he had.17 Our concern here, however, is not with whether such a judgement was justified but with the condition and mentality of a Church which, as we shall see in the following years, largely approved Pius’s policies without adequate reflection on what they implied in terms of longer term ‘collateral damage’. Our immediate question, therefore, is whether the Church – even before papal infallibility was formally proclaimed, and regardless of its genuine merits – was already, by the panic and intellectual blindness of its supporters and the servility of its opponents, committed to accepting it. In any case, the coming approval of the decree Pastor Aeternus in 1870 was to shed further light on the Catholic mentality of the age, and on the fact that such a mentality – with consequences far beyond infallibilism itself, however understood officially – has been bequeathed to later Catholic generations down to our own day.
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