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The Church’s Infallibility: Its Nature and Extent
A.The teaching of the Church. The Church teaches as of Faith:
1) That the Church is infallible (unable to err) in her solemn and her ordinary teaching (Vatican 1
3011);
2) that her infallibility extends to all that is in Scripture and Tradition (Trent 1507; Vatican I.);
3) that her infallibility extends to all that is necessary to guard and explain the Deposit (Vatican I
3020, 3042, 3070; DS 3116; CCC 2035).
B. The source of the Church’s infallibility.
When Christ commanded His Apostles to teach the whole world and evernation in it, promising
to be with them in their work of teaching, “all days, even to the consummation of the world” (Mt
28:20). His command and His promise were addressed not only to them, but also to their lawful
successors. He is with them through the Holy Spirit: on the night of His Passion He said, “I will
pray to the Father, and He will give you another Counsellor” -- or Paraclete, i.e., another
Comforter, or Helper--”to be with you forever … the Spirit of truth … He dwells with you, and
will be in you … The Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all
things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (Jn 14:16-17, 26).--i.e.,’My
entire revelation--all that you shall have heard from Me up to the moment of My Ascension into
Heaven.’ “When the Spirit of truth comes, He will guide you into all the truth” (Jn 16:13). Hence,
by appropriation, the perpetual assistance of the Holy Spirit is named as the Source or
Principle of the Church’s infallibility.
The subject of the Church’s infallibility.
Since the Church founded by Christ is a society consisting both of believers and teachers, the
infallibility which He gave her will protect her from error both in belief and in teaching. The
members of the Church in whom infallibility resides are called the subject of infallibility.
Infallibility resides in what is called the “Church teaching” [Ecclesia docens] and the “Church
believing.” By the “Church teaching” we mean the official teachers of the Church, the
successors of the Apostles, viz, the Pope and the Bishops who are united under his leadership.
By the “Church believing” we mean the entire body of the faithful who believe their teaching
and cannot err as a united body.
The INFALLIBILITY OF THE CHURCH BELIEVING.
The infallibility of the Church believing resides in the entire body of the faithful, yet no individual
member of the Church is infallible in belief, not even the Pope himself. He with the Bishops
united to him are infallible as teachers but not as believers. The Pope as a private doctor
[doctor privatus] can err; he will never, however, bind the faithful to a false belief. “The whole
body of the faithful, who have an anointing from the Holy One (1 Jn 2:20) cannot err in
belief,--and it manifests this characteristic of its own by means of the supernatural sense of the
faith [sensus fidet] of the whole people, when, ‘from the bishops to the last of the faithful’ (St.
Augustine, De praed. Sanct. 14, 27) they exhibit their universal consent in matters of faith and
morals'' (Lumen Gentium, #12).
The infallibility of the Church Teaching.
The Church may convey her infallible teaching to us either on her solemn or her ordinary
authority. With her solemn authority she commands us to believe all doctrines contained in the
four Creeds, or expressed in definitions of Popes or General Councils.
Creeds. The Apostles’, the Nicene, the Athanasian, and the Creed or Profession of Pius IV. The
last-named, issued in 1564, repeats the Nicene Creed and gives a summary of the doctrines



defined by the Council of Trent. Pius IX inserted in it an acceptance of the decrees of the
Vatican Council, “in particular of those affirming the Primacy and Infallibility of the Roman
Pontiff”, and Pius X appended to it a solemn repudiation of the errors of Modernism.
General or Ecumenucal Council: a meeting of a large number of bishops, representative of the
entire CHurch, assembled at the summons or with the approval of the Pope, and the passing
doctrinal or disciplinary decrees which he confirms. That the concurrence and approval of the
Pope are necessary for the work of a Geral Council follows from the doctrine of Apostolicity. A
local or provincial or particular Council or Synod may have its definitions solemnly approved by
the Pope, in which case they acquire a solemn authority. E.g., the decrees of the Second
Council of Orange, France, were approved by Pope Boniface II in 531 and given ecemenical
authority.
With her ordinary authority the Church commands us to believe the doctrine which the Pope
and Bishops throughout the world, in the everyday exercise of their pastoral office,
unanimously teach as revealed truth.
Not absolute, but practical unanimity is required.  A Bishop teaches his subjects not only
personally and by pastoral letters, but through his priests and school teachers and through the
catechism or text-books which he prescribes. The Bishop of the Church are not infallible
individually but collectively and as forming a united body with the Pope. It is their living union
with him that gives them their infallibility.
Difference Between Solemn and Ordinary Teaching.
The Church is as infallible in her ordinary teaching as she is in her solemn teaching. The only
points of distinction between the two which we need not are: (1) Her solemn teaching is made
known at once to all the faithful by a most public and solemn declaration, definitively excluding
the possibility of holding any contrary doctrine. It is this a most effective organ of infallibility, a
most effective means of combating widespread error. (2) Her ordinary teaching, though less
effective as an organ of her infallibility, is of greater importance, because it is her ordinary,
everyday means of propagating and preserving the faith, and has gone on without interruption
since  Apostolic times. (3) Her solemn teaching is of rare occurrence and is never more than a
clear and empathic explanation of doctrines that have always formed part of her ordinary
teaching.
Ordinary Teaching
Almost all the great doctrines of the Church are taught with her solemn authority. Among those
which are proposed  us on her ordinary authority are (1) the spirituality of the soul; (2) the
particular judgement after death; (3) the entrustment of human beings to guardian angels; (4)
the evil of murder of an innocent; (5) that it is never permitted to do evil (commit sin) that good
might come  of it; (6) that Christ is the Founder of the Church; (7) that there will be no new
Revelation or Covenant to supersede that of Christ; (

that the Blessed Virgin Mary is spiritual mother of all Christians.
Most of the above can be found clearly in Sacred Scripture. There are likewise many other
affirmations in Sacred Scripture which have not become the object of a solemn definition, since
they have been peacefully possessed by the Church and have not required it. For example, the
Bible and the Church teach that Jesus Christ is the one and only Savior of the human race [Jn
14:6; 1 Tim 2:5; Acts 4:12]. This doctrine is part of the ordinary, infallible teaching of the
Church, and so far has not needed explicit definition.



It may be asked how we are to ascertain what the Church teaches on her ordinary authority.
The simplest answer is that the body of it can be found in the recent Catechism or that of Trent.
They give the chief doctrines of the Church, along with explanation and illustration. They
usually contain footnotes of the documents cited for further consulting.
A Pope or a General Council may propose a doctrine for our acceptance without binding us to
an assent of faith. This is usually called “provisional teaching.” This will be explored a little more
with the “ twofold teaching” authority of the Pope.
D. The Object of the Church’s infallibility
The truths which the Church teaches infallibility are called the object of infallibility. They may be
divided into two classes: (a) all documents in the Deposit of Faith, i.e., all doctrines delivered by
Christ to the Apostles. They are the sum of His public revelation to mankind. Any subsequent
revelations which God may grant are private, and form no part of the Deposit of Faith; (b)
“secondary objects”: all doctrines, or statements, which, though not found not in the Deposit of
Faith, are necessary for its safe custody because they are presupposed by Revelation or
intimately connected in it.
Note that the Church’s infallibility extends only to matters of faith and morals. It does not
include the discipline of the Church, i.e., Church-made laws and regulations, particular
ceremonial directives and options, and so forth. Needless to say, it does not extend to other
prudential decisions and judgements of Popes and Bishops, the Holy See’s concordats with
States, Vatican foreign policy, and so on. That is, the Church is infallible in her teaching, but not
in the exercise of her government (DS 3116).
The Deposit of Faith (1 Tim 6:20) comprises all doctrines found in the Bible and in Tradition. (1)
The Bible consists of the inspired books of the Old and the New Testament; God Himself is its
author. (2) Tradition includes the Sacred Scriptures, but also embraces all those truths which,
though never committed to writing under divine inspiration, have been handed down within the
Church from age to age in various ways. Many of them are found in: (a) the works of the
Fathers of the Church, those learned and saintly ecclesiatsical writers who lived before A.D.
750 and whose orthodoxy is specially recognized by the Church: Pope St. Gregory the Great,
the last of the Latin Fathers, died in 604; St. John Damascene, the last of the Great Fathers,
died in 749; (b) the Acts of the Martyrs, which record in several instances the express doctrines
for which the martyrs suffered; [c] Professions of Faith, and the teaching of Popes and
Councils. (d) Many of them also are attested by early paintings and inscriptions, found in the
Catacombs and elsewhere; (e) the practices and customs of the Universal Church, as well as
the sacred liturgy.
Catholics call the Bible and Tradition “the sources of Faith”. They are the two channels by
which the doctrine of Christ comes down to us, and the Church is the divinely appointed
guardian and interpreter of both “revelation is transmitted integrally either in written form or in
oral tradition through the legitimate succession of bishops and above all through the watchful
solicitude of the Roman Pontiff himself” (Lumen Gentium #25).
The “primary object of infallibility “ is the Deposit of Faith, i.e., all that is in Scripture and
Tradition. The Church’s “infallibility extends as far as the deposit of divine Revelation; it also
extends to all those elements of doctrine, moral doctrine included, without which the saving
truths of the faith cannot be preserved, explained, or observed” (CCC 2035, DS 2896).
Examples of such are:
Theological conclusions, i.e., a conclusion drawn by applying a truth of reason to a doctrine,
e.g.,--Man’s will is free.--Christ is true man.--Therefore Christ’s human will was free.



dogmatic facts, e.g., the truth of certain historical facts, such as the validity of a Papal election
or of a particular General Council; a declaration that a certain proposition is false, or that a
certain work contains error. It has been the common teaching of theologians that a canisation
is an infallible proclamation of a dogmatic fact. A canonisation is a solemn declaration that a
member of the Church is now in Heaven and is enrolled in the “canon” (official list) of saints, for
public veneration and invocation by all the faithful (CCC 828).
truths or reason or philosophy, e.g., concerning the knowability of God, the power of the
human mind to know truth, the validity and meaning of concepts such as “nature”, “person”,
“substance”, which are enshrined and used within defined dogmas.
These elements--or “secondary objects of infallibility”--call for our “definitive assent”, our “full
and irrevocable acceptance”. They are not directly revealed truths, but are truths infallibly
taught nevertheless. Without them, the Faith cannot stand. (Imagine the havoc wrought to the
Faith if someone were to say, for example, “I would believe the teaching of the Council of Trent
on Original SIn, but I do not believe that Council to be valid.”)
THE PRIMACY OF THE POPE
The teaching of the Church.
The first Vatican Council (1870) defined :
1. That Christ appointed St. Peter visible Head of the Church;
2. That St. Peter received from Christ a Primacy, not only of honor, but of jurisdiction, i.e., he
received form Christ supreme authority to teach and govern the whole Church;
3. That he has, in virtue of the same divine institution, a perpetual line of successors in the
Primacy;
4. That his successors are the Roman Pontiffs.
Christ Himself is the invisible Head of the Church. All power in the Church is derived from Him.
He will remain with it forever, guiding, governing, and supporting it.
When the Church solemnly defines a doctrine, she simply declares that it is revealed by God,
i.e., that it is part of the teaching delivered by Christ to the Apostles, that it has always been
believed by the faithful, and that is found in Scripture or Tradition, or in both together. This
infallible statement is sufficient for a Catholic. Now certain that God has repealed the doctrine,
he believed it on God’s authority.
The following demonstrations are included for fuller comprehension
The doctrine of the Primacy is found in Scripture.
The PRIMACY PROMISED TO ST. PETER
Peter’s original name was Simon. It was Our Lord who gave him a new name to express his
new mission: “Jesus looked at him, and said, ‘So you are Simon the son of John? You shall be
called Cephas’ (which means Peter).” [Jn 1:42] “Cephas” means rock in Aramaic, and “Peter”
was the same in Greek. When Christ said to His disciples, “Who do you say that I am? Simon
Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus said to him,
“Blessed are you Simon-Bar-Jona! ...And I tell you, You are Peter [i.e., the Rock], and on this
rock I will build My Church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against it. I will give you
the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven
a, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth
shall be loosed in heaven” [Mt 16:15-19]. The text is interpreted as follows:
Christ compares His Church to a house which shall be built on a rock. As the rock gives
stability to the house, [Mt 7:25 “the house did not fall, because it had been founded on the
rock.”], so shall St.Peter give stability to the Church, the divine edifice, and be its foundation



and support. He shall make the Church proof against all assaults, and so firm, that the gates of
hell--i.e., death, the power of its enemies--shall never destroy it. The sustaining strength of
St.Peter, therefore, shall be felt in every part of the Church and by every member of it without
exception. In a society, it is the Supreme Authority which gives stability, hence St.Peter’s office
in the Church shall be that of Supreme Authority. He shall shield the Church from the great evil
of heresy: he shall, therefore, be the teacher of the entire Church, and shall never teach any
doctrine but the true doctrine of Christ. He shall shield the Church from the great evil of schism:
he shall be the ruler of the entire Church, never tolerating a rival authority, never allowing the
Church to break you into independent sections. He shall cast out the heretical and the
rebellious, and hold the faithful together, one in faith and obedience.
The promise of the Primacy is directly stated in the words: “I will give you the keys of the
Kingdom of Heaven,” i.e., the keys of the church. The keys were regarded by the Jews, as they
regarded by us, as a symbol of ownership or supreme authority. He who holds the keys is the
master of the house. St.Peter, therefore, shall be master or ruler of the Church.
He shall receive the powers of “binding” and “loosing.” i.e., he shall have power to issue
decrees; to make laws or annul them; to judge, condemn, or acquit; to grant or withhold
absolution from sin. The same powers of binding and loosing are, indeed promised to all the
Apostles in Matthew 18:18, but because they were first promised to St.Peter, the rock and the
holder of the keys, it is clear that his fellow-Apostles are to exercise theme subordinately to his
authority.  We make a like comment in the words of St. Paul that the Church is built  “upon the
foundation of the Apostles” [Eph 2:20]. It is built on them as forming a united body under the
Primacy of St. Peter.
The Primacy Conferred on St. Peter and His Successors.
Christ promised the Primacy to St. Peter on hearing him make a profession of faith in His
Divinity. He fulfills the promise on hearing him make a triple protestation of love for Him. “Feed
My lambs”, He said to Peter, “tend My sheep” [Jn 21:15-17]. St. Peter was thus made shepherd
of the whole flock of Christ. Christ had spoken of Himself as the Shepherd , the “lambs and the
sheep'' being the Apostles and all others who believed in Him. But now He makes St. Peter the
Good Shepherd in His stead. All, including the Apostles, are to listen to his teaching and obey
his commands. This Primacy, like the Church herself, must last until the end of time, and must,
therefore, be passed on to successors of Peter.
THE DOCTRINE OF THE PRIMACY WAS ACCEPTED BY THE APOSTLES
The Primacy of Peter was taken for granted in  the Apostolic college. He is always mentioned
first in the lists of the Apostles, although he was not the first home Christ called. He proposes
the election of the successor to Judas. He preaches the first Apostolic miracle in the name of
Jesus. He receives the first Jewish converts and the first Gentile converts into the Church,
declaring that salvation is for all me alike. At the council of Jerusalem, “after there had been
much debate,” he gives the discussion a decisive turn and draws the others with him. All this
points clearly to the conclusion that St. Peter was recognized as the head of the Apostles [Lk
6:14; Acts 1:15; 2:14, 41; 3:6; 10:1-48; 15:6].
This Primacy Is To Be Exercised To The End Of Time. St. Peter’s Office In The Church Is
Perpetual.
The ‘lambs’ and ‘sheep’, i.e., the members of the Church, shall always need the shepherd’s
care to shield, therefore, St. Peter, through his successor, shall always be with the Church,
guarding its life and giving it strength to withstand its enemies. He, through them, shall be the
source of its imperishability. And who is his successor? The successor of St. Peter is the



Bishop of Rome, the city where Simon Peter was martyred and buried under the site of what is
now St. Peter's Basilica [J.E. Walsh, “The Bones of St. Peter,” 1982].
The doctrine of the Primacy in Tradition
From the 5th century onward the Primacy of the Pope as the successor of St. Peter was
universally admitted. At the Council of Ephesus in 431, Phillip, the Legate of Pope Celestine
(422-432), said, and no voice was raised in protest: “No one doubts, nay but all ages know,
that the holy and most blessed Peter, prince and head of the Apostles, the pillar of faith and the
foundation of the Church, received from Our Lord, Jesus Christ, the keys of the Kingdom … His
successor in order , and the holder of his place, our holy and most blessed Pope,
Celestine...has sent me.”
St. Cyril of Alexandria (d.444), pre-eminent among the Eastern Patriarchs, said that pope
Celestine was “the chief Bishop of the whole world”
At the Council of Chalcedon in 451, when the letter of Pope Leo (440-461) had been read, the
assembled bishops cried out: “Peter has spoken through Leo.”
In the 4th century, the evidence, though less in volume, is equally decisive. At the Synod or
Aquileia in 381, St. Ambrose tells the Emperors, “the Roman Church is the head of the whole
Roman world.”
“I speak,” said St. Jerome to Pope Damasus (366-384), “with the successor of the fisherman
and the disciples of the cross. Following no one as my chief but Christ, I am joined in
communion with Your Beatitude, that is, with the See of Peter. I know that one that rock the
Church is built.”
St. Basil urges the same Pope to deal with troubles that had arisen in the Churches of Asia
Minor. He adds that he requests nothing new, and quotes as a precedent for the Pope’s
intervention the action of his predecessor Pope Dionysius (259-269).
The Emperor Constantine sent the Donatist schismatics to Rome, to be judged by Pope
Melchiades (310-314)
Optatus of Milevis (c.370) says Siricius succeeds on the one throne that St.Peter sat on first,
and he “is our comrade today, with whom, together with us, the whole world agrees in the
society of one communion, by exchange of letters.”
At the Council of Nicea in 325, Hosius of Cordova “held the place of the Bishop of Rome, with
the priests Vito and Vincet.” He signed first, “in the name of the CHurch and Rome, the
Churches of Italy, Spain and the West.”
Carvings and ornamentations in the Catacombs dating from this century represent St. Peter as
the Moses of the New Testament receiving the New Law from Christ; and Moses as the Peter
of the Old Testament. Peter was the leader of the Christians, as Moses was the leader of the
Jews.It  has been calculated that there are more than three hundred representatives of St. Peter
in the early Christian art of the catacombs--a number exceeded only by depictions of Christ
Himself.
In the 3rd century, St. Cyprian (258) says there is “one Church founded by Christ our Lord on
Peter, by the source and reason of unity.” He says the Roman See is “mother and root of the
Catholic Church.” He speaks of those who “bring letters to the throne of Peter and the chief
Church, whence priestly unity came forth.” Tertullian writes, “Was anything hidden from Peter
who was named as the rock on which the church was to be built, and who possessed the keys
of the Kingdom of Heaven together with the power of binding and loosing in heaven and on
earth?”



Other testimonies could be adduced from matters arising with Pope Zephyrinus (199-217),
Tertullian (d. 220), Pope Callistus (217-22),  and Dionysius of Alexandria (d. 264).
In the 2nd century the evidence is not so clear, because the Church suffered much from
persecution, and communication with the Pope was difficult; and because circumstances
provided little occasion for the exercise of the Papal prerogative. There was, however, a
development in government as well as in matters of faith. Opposition, as it arose from time to
time, called forth a more explicit statement of doctrine, and a clearer enunciation of the
relations of the Pope to the universal Church.  Let us quote St. Irenaeus (d. 202), who speaks of
“the greatest and oldest Church known to all, founded and established by the two most
glorious apostles, Peter and Paul, at Rome.”
Pope Victor I or Rome (189-99) had considered excommunicating the Quarodecimans in Asia
for what he regarded as dissident behavior, but St. Irenaeus, among others, urged him not to,
without calling into question his power to do so.
St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. 107), in his epistle to the Romans, speaks of the Church which,
“presides in the land of the Romans … presiding over love” - “love” being his name for the
Church. He also refers to Peter’s authority in Rome, by saying, in the same letter, “I am not
commanding you as did Peter and Paul.”
Even in the 1st century, this primacy was exercised: the remarkable fact is that while St. John
the Apostle was probably still living in Ephesus, Pope Clement in Rome, about the year 96,
writes, as one commanding, to the Church of Corinth in Greece, and tells them, “If any disobey
what He (Christ) says through us, let them know that they will be involved in no small offence
and danger; but we shall be innocent of this sin.”
In conclusion, (a) that the belief in the Primacy of the Pope, universal in the 5th century and
distinctly expressed in the 4th and earlier, if it is not as old as the Church, must have been
fraudulently invented during the ages of persecution; in other words, either we must admit the
Apostolic origin of the doctrine, or else maintain the gross absurdity that it was forged at a time
when the chief office among Christians was the surest road to martyrdom; (b) that, since the
Church is infallible, a doctrine universally taught and believed at any time as part of the faith of
the Church must be true; and [c] that St. Peter must always have a living successor to act as
the supporting Rock of the Church; that this living successor must be none other than the
Bishop of Rome, for he alone of all the bishops in Christendom has ever claimed the title.
THE INFALLIBILITY OF THE POPE
The teaching of the Church on Papal infallibility
The doctrine defined by the first Vatican Council may be briefly stated as follows: The Pope is
infallible when he speaks ex cathedra, i.e., as Pastor and Teacher of all Christians, he defines,
in virtue of his supreme Apostolic authority, a doctrine concerning faith or morals to be held by
the Universal Church.
The full text says, “it is a divinely revealed dogma that when the Roman Pontiff speaks ex
cathedra--i.e., when exercising his office as pastor and teacher of all Christians, he defines, by
his supreme Apostolic authority, a doctrine concerning faith and morals which must be held
(tenenda) by the universal Church--he enjoys, through divine assistance, that infallibility
promised to him in blessed Peter and with which the divine Redeemer wanted His Church to be
endowed in defining doctrine concerning faith or morals; and therefore that the definitions of
the dame Roman Pontiff are irreformable of themselves and not from the consent of the
Church. If anyone should presume however to contradict this Our definition--which may God
forbid--let him be anathema.



(consult Fr. J.T. O’Connor, The Gift of Infallibility, which contains an English translation of the
discourse given by the Relator, Bishop V. Gasser, who presented and explained the proposed
text to the Fathers of Vatican I.)
Hence, there are four conditions for the exercise of Papal infallibility, which we amy summarize
under the headings of (1) office, or subject of infallibility (2) mode, or act of speaking infallibly
(3) content, or object of infallibility, and (4) recipient. (Note: the underlined words were used by
Bishop Gasser)
Office: the Pope must be speaking ex cathedra, i.e. from his position as Supreme or Universal
Pastor,--not simply as a private theologian, or Bishop of the diocese of Rome, or Sovereign of
Vatican City State, or Archbishop and Metropolitan of the Roman Province, or Primate of Italy,
Patriarch of the West.
Mode: he must be defining a doctrine, not merely expounding, commenting, observing,
exhorting or discussing, etc. In defining, he conclusively pronounces a doctrine with precision
and certainly, enunciating it as a final and definitive judgement of truth, to the exclusion of
alternatives and the elimination of doubt. No special formula is required for a definition; nor is it
necessary to attach an anathema; nor does the Pope have to say--just as no Pope ever
has--that he is speaking infallibly.
Content: the doctrine must concern faith or morals. It need not be a revealed doctrine; it may
be something already known by human reason, e.g., the immortality of the soul; a point of the
natural law such as the evil of murder, theft, etc [the definition of Vatican I uses the word
tenenda (requiring to be held), used for any truth to be held,; not credenda (requiring to be
believed), a word reserved for revealed truths.]
Recipient: it must be addressed to all the Church, not merely one segment of her.
In a way, (4) can be subsumed within (1), for the Pope necessarily addresses all the faithful
when he speaks by virtue of his supreme office. Reducing these conditions to the first three
only, Vatican II summarizes the doctrine thus: “The Roman Pontiff, head of the college of
bishops, enjoys this infallibility in virtue of his office, when, as supreme pastor and teacher of all
the faithful (=1)--who confirms his brethren in the faith--he proclaims by a definitive act (=2) a
doctrine concerning faith or morals (=3).” [LG#25; Canon 749#1]
In order to express the doctrine in a way that helps prevent misunderstanding, rather than say
that the Pope is infallible (which can sound like he always is), we should say that the Pope can
speak infallibly.
Strictly speaking, a doctrine is not itself “infallible”; a doctrine is either true or false. Infallibility
belongs to persons; by extension we apply the word “infallible” to the doctrines they enunciate.
The doctrine of Papal Infallibility is found in Scripture
[1] St.Peter, always living in his successors, is the rock on which the Church is built. He shall,
through the assistance of Christ, always with him, save the Church from heresy. He, the one
and only source of stability, cannot be a false or doubtful guide. He must be able to speak
infallibly.
[2] Christ gave to St. Peter and his successors “the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.” He
thereby gave them the power of binding the conscience of men. He promised that whatever
obligation they might impose would be confirmed in heaven. In other words, He promised to
support and guide them in teaching the truth so that they would only impose a just obligation.
But the Head of the Church is the chief teacher of the Church and, from time to time, binds all
the faithful to believe his teaching with an assent of faith. Since, from the promise of Christ, he



cannot bind them to error, he must himself be secured against error in his teaching: he must,
when binding all the faithful, be infallible.
[3] The Pope is the Pastor of the Universal Church. “Feed My lambs”, said Christ to St. Peter,
“feed My sheep.” He has the command of Christ to feed all the faithful with spiritual nurture, to
teach them all the doctrines of Christ, to administer to them the sacred rites which Christ
instituted, to govern them in the form, and under the laws, precrcibred by Christ. But, if the
Pope were to err in his ex cathedra teaching, he would noy be the pastor but the poisoner of
his flock. Therefore, he must possess infallibility on those solemn occasions.
[4] Christ said to St. Peter, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you [plural], that
he might sift you [pl.] like wheat, but I have prayed for thee [singular] that thy faith may not fail;
and when thou hast turned again, confirm thy brethren” (Lk 22:31-32). Christ says that the
Apostles would be assaulted by Satan, but He had prayed that St. Peter's faith in particular
should not fail, and His prayer was effective. He as Man had uttered a request which He as
God had already decided to grant. This is clear from the command He gave to St. Peter to
confirm the others in the faith. Equivalently, His words would run: “with the faith I have gained
for thee, confirm thy brethren.” St. Peter, therefore, was made infallible. He was to use his gift
of infallibility to shield the faith of his brethren from the assaults of Satan. His office passed to
his successors. As long as the Church exists, it will be assailed by the enemy of truth. It will,
therefore, always need an unerring guide, a Peter living in his successors which shall confirm
his brethren.
[5] In an infallible Church, the supreme judge of doctrine must be infallible when giving final
judgement. The Pope is the supreme judge of doctrine because, as the supreme ruler, his
decision on all questions affecting the teaching, the governing, or the sanctifying office of the
Church, must be final. As Vatican I says, it is the infallibility of the Church that the Roman
Pontiff possesses, when he speaks ex cathedra.
Although Christ  made all the original Apostles infallible, St. Peter alone was to transmit his
infallibility to his successors. The idea, taught by some Protestants, that St. Peter’s infallibility,
like that of the other Apostles, was a personal prerogative, and therefore intransmissible, is
irreconcilable with any reasonable interpretation of the text.
The doctrine of Papal infallibility found in Tradition
The voice of tradition, as in the case of the Primacy, grows clearer with the progress of the
centuries.
[1] Towards the end of the 2nd century, St. Irenaeus (d.202) praises the See of Rome as “the
greatest and oldest Church known to all”, and says, “For to this Church, because of her
mightier rule, every Church must resort [must agree], that is, those who are faithful from all
sides” [Adv Haer, III,3, 2). He also lists the succession in the Church of Rome: he lists Peter,
Linus, Anencletus, Clement, Evaristus, Alexander, Sixtus, Telesphorus, Hyginus, Pius, Anicetus,
Soter, “and now in the twelfth place after the Apostles … Eleutherus.” Irenaeus concludes, “In
this order, and by the teaching of the Apostles handed down in the Church, the preaching of
the truth has come down to us” (Adv. Haer., III, 3,3.)
[2] Almost the beginning of the 3rd century, Pope Zephyrinus condemns the Montanists, who
thenceforward are regarded as outcasts from the Church. (They led an apocalyptic movement,
with severe moral teaching, claiming a new coming of the Holy Spirit was imminent). St.
Cyprian (d. 258) says the African schismatics, “had not considered that the Romans are those
whose faith is praised by the Apostle [Paul], to whom perfidy cannot have access.”



[3] In the 4th century, the Synod of Milan, about the year 389, was equally aware of the
impossibility of Rome’s erring in the faith: “let them believe the Apostles’ creed which the
Roman Church always keeps and preserves incorrupt” (Ambrose, Ep.xlii, 5). Pope St Julius
remonstrated in 342 with the Eusebians: “Why were we not written to concerning the Church of
Alexandria? Or are you ignorant that this has been the custom first to write to us, and then
what is just shall be decreed from this place … For what we have received from the blessed
Apostle Peter, that I make known to you” (Athanasius, Apologia contra Arianos, 21, 33).
[4] In the 5th century, the bishops at the Council of Chalcedon (451) in the words already
quoted  said, “This is the faith of the Fathers; this is the faith of the Apostles. We all believe
thus; the orthodox believe this. Anathema to whoever does not so believe. Peter has spoken
through Leo” (Act II).
From this century onward the doctrine was universally acknowledged in the practical life of the
Church. It was accepted at the third Council of Constantinople (680-681), and all but defined in
express terms by the Council of Florence (1438-1445), which declared that “the Roman Pontiff
is the successor of blessed Peter, Prince of the Apostles and true Vicar of Christ, the head of
the whole Church, the father and teacher of all Christians, and that to him, in blessed Peter,
there was given by Our Lord Jesus Christ full power to feed, rule and govern the universal
Church” [DS 1307. See J. Shotwell and Loomis, The See of Peter, 1927, 1991 for ancient texts
regarding Papal primacy and jurisdiction]
Twofold teaching authority of the Pope.
The Pope does not always speak with his charism of infallibility. He possesses a twofold
teaching authority, viz., supreme or infallible, and ordinary. When he employs his ordinary
authority, he is authoritative but not infallible and does not, of course, bind us to an assent of
faith or an irrevocable assent. He does not bind the Church solemnly in an address intended for
a particular audience or in teaching contained in an Encyclical Letter which is only incidental to
the main theme. Still, we must give ordinary teaching an interior, religious assent. The
obligation arises (1) from the obedience which we owe, as dutiful children, to lawful
ecclesiatical authority, and (2) from prudence, which forbids us to set our opinion against the
great authority of the Pope, familiar, as he must be, with the traditions of the Church, and
aided, as he is, by the counsel of eminent theologians. Should it happen--in the nature of
things, it must happen rarely--that learned Catholics see, or think they see, grave reasons for
doubting some point in the ordinary teaching of His Holiness, they may represent their views to
him, but must do so privately, respectfully, and with a profession of complete willingness to
accept his final ruling in the proper spirit of obedience. The Church gives three indications of
the degree of authority enjoyed by the statement of the ordinary Papal Magisterium: one ought
“sincerely adhere to decisions made by [the Pope], conformably with his manifest mind and
intention, which is made known principally either by the character of the documents in
question, or by the frequency with which a certain doctrine is proposed, or by the manner in
which the doctrine is formulated.” Pope Pius XII reminded Catholics that Our Lord’s declaration
to the Apostles, “He who hears you hears Me”, (Lk 10:16) is valid also for the ordinary teaching
of the Popes. So, he said, “When the Supreme Pontiffs in their acts intentionally pronounce a
judgement on a hitherto disputed point, then it is clear to all that, according to the intention and
will of these Popes, the manner can no longer be held to be a question for free discussion
among theologians (Humani Generis, 1950). The authority of the Pope’s teaching is not based
on his argumentation. He may or may not use the best arguments, and we may or may not
have the education to appreciate his reasons. But even if his exposition is faultless, arguments



are always convincing to some and obscure to others. We are not bound to accept the
arguments as such, but the conclusions and doctrines proposed for belief.
The Pope teaches the Church with his ordinary authority either directly, or through one of the
Roman Congregations, i.e., through one of the committees of qualified ecclesiastes who assist
him in his work. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (formerly known as the Holy
Office) is concerned with doctrine. It issues documents and statements on doctrinal and moral
issues, with the authority and approval of the Pope. The Pontifical Biblical Commission,
founded in 1902, ceased being an organ of the Magisterium in 1971 and was made purely
advisory (Paul VI, Sedula Cura).
Note that the ordinary teaching of the Pope is to be carefully distinguished from the ordinary
teaching of the Church. The Church is infallible in all her teaching whether Solemn or Ordinary.
Extent of Papal infallibility.
Papal infallibility, like that of the Church, extends only to faith and morals, but not to
government. “These examples of human weakness are rare on the chair of St. Peter; but history
records them, and the Church’s children have no reason to cover them up, since they know
that He who has assured the Roman Pontiffs of infallibility in teaching of the faith, has not at all
protected them from every defect in the exercise of the supreme government (Institutions
Liturgiques, Dom Prosper Gueranger, Vol III, ch.iii).
Bad Popes.
The Pope himself may give bad example and even scandal to the Church. He may compromise
with her enemies and mislead the faithful. Sacred Scripture records how the first Pope, St.
Peter, compromised with Christians who were insisting upon Jewish practices, and was rightly
rebuked by St. Paul (Gal 2:11-16; Acts 10:9-11:18). However, the number of bad Popes is
surprisingly low. One writer writes the following, “Of the 264 popes up to John Paul II, more
than eighty are canonised saints and only six were bad Popes who led immoral lives, the
proportion of Popes who have been really unworthy of their office works out at about one in
forty, whereas the proportion of failures among the apostles chosen by Christ Himself was one
in twelve” (Rumble, Questions People Ask, 1972, p.148).
Provisional teaching.
Apart from teaching timeless doctrine as such, “the Magisterium can intervene in disputed
questions that involve, in addition to fixed principles, certain conjectural and contingent
elements” (Donum Veritatis, “The Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian, 1990 art 24). On those
occasions, “The willingness to give sincere submission to this teaching of the Magisterium in
matters not per se irreformable must be the rule” (DV#24). This is the submission required, e.g.,
when the Holy Office gives an answer to a ‘loaded question’ (i.e., loaded with stated
presuppositions) or says that X “may not be held safely” or “taught safely.”
Discipline.”... decisions of the Magisterium in matters of discipline, even though they do not
enjoy the charism of infallibility, are not therefore devoid of divine assistance, but call for the
adherence of Christ’s faithful” (DV#17). Such adherence requires obedience, but not
necessarily agreement with the point of discipline.


