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The Authority of the Bishops
The Bishops, Successors of the Apostles. The Pope, the Bishop of Rome, is the successor of
St. Peter; the bishops, not taken individually, but collectively and in union with the Pope, are
the successors of the other Apostles. The Pope receives his authority directly from Christ; the
bishops receive their authority from the same divine source, upon their consecration as bishop.
The Pope is the supreme pastor; they retain their divine authority as long as they remain loyal
to the Holy See. The bishops of the Western Church are generally appointed by the Pope. In
the East, bishops are appointed under the procedures proper to each Eastern Church.
The nature of their authority.
A Bishop, on taking possession of the diocese assigned to him, becomes the spiritual ruler and
teacher of its Catholic inhabitants. He can make laws and regulations for his subjects, and he is
their authentic teacher on faith and morals. As an individual, he is not infallible, yet this will
cause no anxiety to his people who know that, in the case of error, a higher authority or
supreme head of the Church can intervene to protect them. But pending an appeal to a senior
Bishop, such as a Patriarch or Pope, the clergy and the laity are bound to obey their Bishop,
because he has authority (1) to teach Catholic Doctrine, and (2) to decide whether any
particular question belongs to the sphere of faith or morals. To deny him this latter power would
be tantamount to asserting the Protestant claim to the right of private judgement. “Bishops
who teach in communion with the Roman Pontiff are to be revered by all as witnesses of divine
and Catholic truth; the faithful, for their part, are obliged to submit to their bishops’ decision,
made in the name of Christ, in matters of faith and morals, and to adhere to it with a religious
submission of mind” (Lumen Gentium #25). In ecclesiastical mattress, St. Thomas says, “one
who is not an equal can reprove privately and respectfully. … It must be known, however, that
where there is an imminent danger to the faith, prelates [Bishops] must be rebuked even
publicly by subjects. Hence, even Paul, who was subject to Peter, rebuked him in public, on
account of the imminent danger of scandal concerning the faith” [S.T. ii-ii, q.33, a 4, ad 2]. St.
Thomas also says, “it is better for a prelate to be deposed or a deacon cut off from the Church,
than the Church be scandalised” [Lectura super Matt. 18:9].
The authority to teach and govern is called Jurisdiction. A Bishop's jurisdiction extends only to
his own subjects and diocese; that of the Pope extends to the universal Church.
The Levels of the Church’s Magisterium (Teaching Authority).
The Pope and Bishops are the divinely ordained teachers of Christ’s faithful, and hold the office
of the Magisterium or Teaching Authority in the Church. However, they do not always act at the
same level of authority or call upon the fullness of their office whenever they proclaim Christian
doctrine. They may act and teach at different levels according to the needs of the Church, their
own intentions, and the solemnity desired. When they exercise their magisterium in an ordinary
fashion, they must receive a religious assent from the people. When the Pope and Bishops
exercise their magisterium in unison at an ordinary level, or at an extraordinary level, they must
receive an unconditional assent, for at those times they infallibly speak the truths of the
Christian religion.
Teacher/ Level of Magisterium / Degree of certitude /Assent required
#1.Bishop / Ordinary / Authoritative / Religious submission of intellect and will
#2.Pope / Ordinary / Authoritative / Religious submission of intellect and will
#3. Bishops proposing definitively, dispersed, but in unison, in union w/Pope / Ordinary and
universal teaching of the Church/



Infallible/ Faith
#4. Bishops, in union with Pope, defining doctrine at General Council Extraordinary (and
universal teaching of the Church)/
Infallible/ Faith
#5. Pope ex cathedra / Extraordinary (and universal) / Infallible / Faith
Vatican I says, “by divine and Catholic faith, all those things must be believed which are
contained in the written word of God or in Sacred Tradition, and are proposed by the
Church--either in a solemn decree, or in her ordinary and universal magisterium--to be believed
as divinely revealed” (DS 3011). This corresponds to levels 3, 4, & 5 in the table. A teaching
declared to be revealed requires “divine and Catholic faith”--divine, because it is based on faith
in God who reveals, and Catholic, because it is based on faith in the Catholic Church which
declares that God has so revealed. A “heretic”, strictly speaking, is someone who obstinately
denies, or places in doubt, such a teaching (nos. 3, 4, & 5) (Canon 751). Such an obstinate
denial or doubt is a mortal sin and puts one outside the Church.
“Extraordinary” teaching (nos. 4 & 5) is also known as “solemn” teaching, or doctrine defined
de fide (as of faith, belonging to faith). Ordinary and universal teaching (no. 3) is not said to be
defined, but is equally de fide.
A denial of any doctrine contained in Scripture or Tradition, whether or not the Church has
explicitly declared it to be revealed, is an “error in faith” and is mortally sinful.
At nos 3, 4,& 5, faith is demanded if the doctrine is part of the Deposit of Faith. But if the
doctrine is not revealed, but only connected to Revelation, “definitive assent” is demanded.
This is the assent given to the “secondary objects of infallibility.” A denial of any “secondary
object of infallibility” taught at levels 3,4 & 5 is an “error”, a “denial of Catholic doctrine”, entails
loss of full communion with the Church, and is similarly a mortal sin (Can 750 #2, 752, 1371#1;
Ad Tuendam Fidem, art 4. 1998; CDF Doctrinal Commentary on Professio Fidei, 1998).
Definitive assent is given to such teachings because it is a consequence of our faith in the Holy
Spirit’s assistance to the “Church of the living God, the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim
3:15).
Nos. 3, 4, & 5 are called “universal” because they are directed to the Church universally, not
just a particular segment of her. At times, no. 2 may be directed to the universal Church, e.g.,
encyclicals addressed to the whole Church.
Synonymous with “infallible” are such terms as: irreformable, irreversible, definitive, irrevocable.
The following quotations also illustrate each of the five rows (Lumen Gentium #25; see Canon
Law 749, 750, 752, 753; CDF--Donum Veritatis; Ad Tuendam Fidem, 1998 and CDF--Comm.
on the Professio Fidei):
(1) “Bishops who teach in communion with the Roman Pontiff are to be revered by all as
witnesses of dive and Catholic truth; the faithful, for their part, are obliged to submit to their
bishops’ decision, made in the name of Christ, in matters of faith and morals, and to adhere to
it with a religious submission of mind.”
(2) “This religious submission of the will and intellect must be given, in a special way, to the
authoritative Magisterium of the Roman Pontiff, even when he does not speak ex cathedra in
such wise, indeed, that his supreme Magisterium be acknowledged with respect , and that one
sincerely adhere to decisions made by him, according to his manifest mind and intention…”.
(3) “Although the bishops, taken individually, do not enjoy the privilege of infallibility, they do,
however, proclaim infallibly the doctrine of Christ on the following conditions: namely,
when--though dispersed throughout the world but preserving the bond of communion amongst



themselves and with Peter’s successor--they are in agreement, in their authoritative teaching
concerning matters of faith and morals, that a particular teaching is to be held definitively.”
(4) “This is still more clearly the case when, assembled in an Ecumenical Council, they are, for
the universal Church, teachers and judges in matters of faith and morals, whose decisions
must be adhered to with the submission of faith.”
(5)”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--who confirms his brethren in the
faith (Lk 22:32)--he proclaims by a definitive act a doctrine concerning faith or morals.”
NOTE: The rows of the table (across-ways) express coterminous terms. Thus, a Papal or an
episcopal statement on the ordinary level cannot per se demand the assent of faith; there
cannot be ordinary but infallible Papal teaching; there cannot be a solemn Papal teaching
which was not declared infallibly; there cannot be a solemn Papal teaching which was not
declared infallibly there cannot be a solemn declaration of a General Council that was not
infallibly uttered, and so on.
Difficulties and answers
Claims that the Church has erred, or changed her teaching. We sometimes hear that “the
Church has admitted her teaching was wrong” or “the Church has changed her teaching.” From
what we have stated, it is clear that no infallibly taught teaching could be wrong or overturned.
Provisional teaching can be revised, but this is not usually what people have in mind. To avoid
confusion, we must distinguish and keep separate four areas
(a)The teaching of the Church (as taught by the teachers at nos. 3, 4, & 5 in the table above).
The infallibly taught doctrines cannot change. Any claim that they have changed is simply
mistaken, and no official and solemn Church declaration could ever be adduced to maintain
such a claim.
(b) the rules or legislation of the Church (often called discipline). These do change, and have
regularly changed over the centuries, some of them differing from one country to another even
at the same time. Among countless examples are: the Holy Days of obligation outside of
Sundays; the penance required on Fridays; the length of the fast prescribed before Holy
Communion; the rules and ceremonies connected with a mixed marriage (i.e., of a Catholic and
non-Catholic); the liturgical laws governing Mass and other rituals; Communion for the laity
under one or both kinds; the celibacy of the clergy in the Latin Church; the age fixed for
Confirmation and first Communion, etc. We believe the teachings of the Church; we obey the
legislation of the Church. We are not bound to agree with the legislation, but we must always
observe it and speak of it respectfully, even if we hope for a change in some point or another.
Many disciplinary norms are not simply arbitrary determinations, but have a foundation in
doctrine and tradition. Some of the more important legislation (e.g., clerical celibacy) might
never change, and if the Supreme Pontiff declares that the Church has no intention of changing
something, a good Catholic will not foment division and discontent by prolonging the debate.
(c) the wisdom or prudence of the Church’s leaders. Christ never promised that the pastors of
the Church would always act with prudence and effectiveness. The wisdom of certain
decisions (not doctrinal or moral) is open to discussion. Thus a new bishop or Pope is free to
change his predecessor’s directives. Church historians are always discussing the wisdom or
otherwise of the Church’s policies in her dealings with different governments, movements and
cultures over the centuries.
(d)the teachings of individuals, writers and schools of thought. None of these is guaranteed any
infallibility. Even the Doctors of the Church--including St. Thomas and St. Augustine--have



been mistaken on some points, and were corrected later on when the Church gave a definitive
teaching. Sometimes opinions or theories arise in the Church and become so widespread that
people mistaken them for an actual teaching of the Church (This is what happened in the
Galileo controversy: high-ranking ecclesiastics presumed a particular interpretation of Biblical
passages to be the Church’s interpretation). At other times, people presume that what they
were taught is Church teaching, and that any differing idea must be false.
Misconceptions as to Papal infallibility.
To remove some gross misconceptions: First, Papal infallibility does not imply impeccability, or
sinlessness. The Pope is infallible in doctrine, but not impeccable in conduct. He must work out
his salvation “in fear and trembling” like other men, sharing with St. Paul the apprehension
“lest, perhaps, when I have preached to others, I myself should become a castaway” (1 Cor
9:27). Neither does Papl infallibility imply a power to make new revelations, i.e., to disclose
divine truths previously unknown. The whole Christian revelation was delivered to the Apostles.
The Pope, in the exercise of infallibility, merely explains a point of it definitively, without adding
anything to it. The Pope has no power to add, change or eliminate any doctrine, but only to
guard, expound, explain, defend or define doctrine. The whole deposit of Catholic faith is not at
the mercy of whoever happened to be in the Chair of Peter, so to speak. Campaigns to
convince the Pope to change a solemn Church doctrine of faith or morals betray a fundamental
error, viz., that the truth can be changed by say so; ironically, it attributes to the Pope more
power than he ever claimed. A doctrine of faith or morals is not true because the Pope
solemnly teaches it; he teaches it because it is true. His teaching of it may be how we come to
know of it; but it would be true even if he never said it. Asking the Pope to change definitive
Church teaching is as futile as asking him to change the law of gravity.
Nor are the Pope’s infallible utterances inspired. For inspiration it is required that the writer or
speaker be moved by God Himself to write or speak and be so guided by God that he
expresses what God Himself wishes to express and nothing more. God is the author of inspired
utterances. He is not the author of Papal definitions, but He guarantees them against error.
Further, a Papal definition has but the one meaning intended by the Pope. A passage of
inspired Scripture, on the other hand, may have, not only its literal meaning, but also a meaning
of a higher order. For instance, the account of the sufferings and rejection of the Prophet
Jeremiah is historical narrative, but also a type or image of the future sufferings of the Saviour.
Or, when Christ addressed His Mother and said, “Behold your son”, His words applied literally
to St. John by her side, but expressed a spiritual meaning also, viz., that Mary publicly became
the spiritual Mother of mankind at that moment.
Infallibility does not mean that the Pope knows more about the Catholic religion and the Bible
than anyone else. “A Pope might be quite ignorant and a very poor theologian. He may make a
mistake as private theologian [as Pope John XXII did in three sermons in 1331-2, but later
retracted. DS 990-1); only God will take care that he does not commit the whole Church to it.
Papal infallibility is a negative protection. We are confident that God will not allow a certain
thing to happen; that is all. It does not mean that the Pope will always give the wisest or best
decision… He may not speak at all; he may preserve a regrettable silence, just when it would
be greatly to the good of the Church if he did speak. But if he does speak, and if he speaks in
such a way as to commit the Church, then what he says will not be false” [Fortescue, The Early
Papacy, 1920/1997. P.39]. “From all these we should not however conclude that this divine
assistance is merely of a negative character, as if it merely prevents an arrival at an erroneous



definition; it positively guides the Pope also to a correct knowledge and presentation of the
truth Christ entrusted to the Church.”
Limits to Papal authority.
“The Pope’s authority, in the first place, is limited to matters of religion, that is of faith and
morals, and such things as Canon law, liturgy, marriage cases, ecclesiastical censure and so
on, which are part of the faith and morals. The Pope has no authority from Christ in temporal
matters, in questions of politics… He has no authority from Christ to teach mathematics,
geography, or history. His authority is ecclesiastical authority; it goes no further than that of the
Church herself. But even in religious matters the Pope is bound, very considerably, by the
divine constitution of the Church. There are any number of things that the Pope cannot do in
religion. He cannot modify, nor touch in any way, one single point of the revelation Christ gave
to the Church; his business is only to guard this against attack and false interpretation. We
believe that God will so guide him that his decisions of this nature will be nothing more than a
defense or unfolding of what Christ revealed. The Pope can neither make nor unmake a
sacrament, he cannot affect the essence of any sacrament in any way. He cannot touch the
Bible, he can neither take away a text from the inspired Scriptures nor add one to them. He has
no fresh inspiration nor revelation. His business is to believe the revelation of Christ, as all
Catholics believe it, and to defend it against heresy. He cannot take away the divine authority
of any of his fellow-bishops as long as they are Catholic bishops in normal possession of their
sees; though he can, as chief authority of the Church on earth, under certain circumstances try,
suspend or depose an unworthy bishop. The Pope can, in extraordinary circumstances,
rearrange dioceses; he cannot abolish the universal episcopate. The Church of Christ, by her
founder’s constitution, is ruled by bishops who are the successors of the apostles, among
whom, as among the Apostles, one of their number is chief. Each Catholic bishop receives his
jurisdiction from God; though he must use it in the union of his fellow bishops, and in canonical
obedience to the Bishops of Rome, who is his chief. The Pope is not, in an absolute sense,
head of the Church; the head of the Church is Jesus Christ our Lord. The Pope is the vicar of
that head, and therefore visible head of the Church on earth, having authority to delegate from
Christ over the Church on earth only; just as every diocesan bishop has authority to delegate
from Christ over his diocese only. If the Pope is a monarch he is a very constitutional monarch
indeed, bound on all sides by the constitution of the Church, as this has been given her by
Christ.
The limitation and obedience of what has been handed down to us applies to all the faithful.
The obedience of faith corresponds to this authority in believers not as a free option but under
the distinction necessary for eternal salvation. Obedience Of faith is something binding the
person in such a manner that if he does not give assent to what he is required to give assent
to, he places his eternal salvation in jeopardy. It is not only necessary for salvation, but what
the modern experiment is showing us is that it is also necessary for spiritual progress as well
as for understanding the faith. Without dependence upon the knowledge gained by the saints
about the mechanics of the spiritual life, most people simply do not have the intellectual
wherewithal nor the grace to be able to know how to progress in the spiritual life without the aid
of the knowledge passed on to us by the saints. It is also true of intellectual advance. This
applies, even to the current members of the Magisterium, for they stand in relationship to the
prior tradition as believers and therefore are bound under the obedience of faith to those
traditions. They stand as an authority to which that tradition was passed on the side of passive
tradition and so they are bound to give assent. This assent then determines their acts of active



tradition in which they stand as authority from which the tradition proceeds. This obedience of
faith binds in the forum of conscience and therefore binds under the pain of sin, even the
members of the Magisterium in every generation.
When it comes to all other aspects about the tradition, we are bound morally to give assent to
what is proposed and the degree of binding of that assent is proportionate to the theological
note: “all traditions, then, approved by the Church, must be respected and believed” [Aguis,
Tradition and the Church, p.12]
In the context of the hierarchy, the living Magisterium is, in fact, the official organ of tradition;
but the members of current Magisterium are also bound to the remote rule of faith in the forum
of conscience. Of those matters which pertain to mere ecclesiastical traditions, they are bound
in the forum of conscience to adhere to them unless there is a sufficient reason to the contrary
and these ecclesiastical traditions should not be changed lightly. St. Thomas Aquinas observes
that they changing of the law too frequently erodes the force of the law (S.T. I-II, q.97) But the
same thing can also be said of the tradition, even the ecclesiastical traditions: by changing
those matters which pertain to the Sacred Tradition, regardless of their degree of theological
note or importance, without sufficient reason, will undermine the understanding and binding
force of the tradition, not just in the minds of the laity or the clergy but in the minds of the
members of the Magisterium itself.
Even the papal oath reflected this understanding:
I vow to change nothing of the received Tradition, and nothing thereof have found before me
guarded by my God-pleasing predecessors, to encroach upon, to alter, or to permit any
innovation therein;
To the contrary: with glowing affection as her truly faithful student and successor, to safeguard
reverently the passed-on good, with my whole strength and utmost effort;
To cleanse all that is in contradiction to the canonical order that may surface;
To guard the Holy Canons and Decrees of our Popes as if they were the Divine ordinances of
Heaven, because I am conscious of Thee, Whose place I take through the grace of God,
Whose Vicarship I possess with Thy support, being subject to the severest accounting before
they Divine Tribunal over all that I shall confess;
I swear to God Almighty and the Saviour Jesus Christ that I will keep whatever has been
revealed through Christ and His Successors and whatever the first councils and my
predecessors have defined and declared.
I will keep without sacrifice to itself the discipline and the rite of the Church. I will put outside
the CHurch whoever dares to go against this oath, may it be somebody else or I.
If I should undertake to act in anything contrary, or should permit that it will be executed, Thou
willst not be merciful to me on the dreadful Day of Divine Justice.
Accordingly. Without exclusion, We subject top severest excommunication anyone -- be it
ourselves or be it another -- who would dare to undertake anything new in contradiction to this
constituted evangelic Tradition and the purity of the Orthodox Faith and the Christian Religion,
or would seek to change anything by his opposing efforts, or would agree with those who
undertake such a blasphemous venture.
The Church used to require the pope to take the oath that he would give assent, both
intellectually and morally, to the tradition in all respects as well as to venerate with “glowing
affection” the tradition. In fact, the authority of the Magisterium by its very nature is ordered
toward binding what is passes on, but it is also bound by what is passed to it.
Question asked last time about sensus fidelium as the rule of faith. The Catechism states that:



“The whole of the faithful cannot err (falli) and the whole people manifest this particular
property mediating the supernatural sensus fidei when “from the bishops to the last of the lay
faithful” it exhibits its universal consent of things pertaining to faith and morals” (ccc n.92.
LG#12).
When the whole of the faithful consent to a particular doctrine, it is to be considered as
pertaining to the faith. In this respect, it would be a rule of faith in relation to the specific
doctrine in question. Popes in the past have made use of the sensus fidelium in support of
certain doctrines, e.g. Pope Blessed Pius IX Ineffabilis Deus (1854) and Pope Pius XII,
Munificentissimus Deus (1950).
Distinction “sin of the Church” vs “sin in the Church''
Many times (too many times) in the Church we have come into contact not with holiness but
rather sin. Especially in our day, we are even more aware of this sin, because of the mass
media (and the particular way in which they choose the content of their focus), and due to
greater sensitivity with respect to cases of inconsistency, especially if it involves religious
authorities. A terminological clarification must also be made here. The expression “sin of the
Church” is often used. In reality, from the theological point of view, a “sin of the Church'' does
not exist and cannot exist. The Church is and always remains holy from the objective
standpoint. On the other hand, there is clearly “sin in the Church,” and it coincides with
transgressions by the baptized against God’s law. The holiness of the Church, like her unity,
can never be lost; what can be lost is the holiness within the Church, namely, the holiness of
the individual members of the Mystical Body of Christ. When on March 12, 2000, John Paul II
wanted to make a prophetic gesture of reconciliation with the past, he asked forgiveness
certainly not for the sins of the Church, which did not exist, but rather for the faults of the
Church’s children. Naturally, this necessary theological distinction does not take away the
negative judgment about the sin and scandals, nor does it encourage the baptized to moral
laxity.
St. Ambrose recognizes that our sins do not affect the objective holiness of the Church, but
nonetheless he strongly urges the baptized not to disfigure the immaculate face of the Bride of
Christ in themselves: “Not in herself … is the Church wounded, but in us. Let us thus take care
so that our fall does not become a wound for the Church” [De virginitate 48]. And St. Leo the
Great insists on the holiness of the Mystical Body, to exhort believers to integral life conduct:
“Realize, O Christian, your dignity. Once made ‘parkers in the divine nature,’ do not return to
your former baseness by a life unworthy of that dignity. Remember whose Head it is and whose
Body of which you constitute a ‘member” [Sermo 21:3].
Finally, it is useful to recall that there are two ways of reacting to sin in the Church: anger or
love, in these two ways love is the correct one. To respond in anger does not help; only loving
sinners--while still feeling all the sadness for their sin--is a way to resolve the scandal,
especially if those who sin are those from whom we should least expect it:sacred ministers.
And love does not manifest itself as an absence of justice (it is necessary to respect justice,
even by imposing medicinal penalties on the guilty), but rather in the form of commiseration
and prayer for those who have sinned. Be vigilant in one's behavior as well. Pope Pius XII
words are helpful:
“And if at times there appears in the Church something that indicates the weakness of our
human nature, it should not be attributed to her juridical constitution, but rather to that
regrettable inclination to evil found in each individual, which its Divine Founder permits even at
times in the most exalted members of His Mystical Body, for the purpose of testing the virtue



of the Shepherds no less than of the flocks, and that all may increase the merit of their
Christian faith. For, as We said above, Christ did not wish to exclude sinners from His Church;
hence if some of her members are suffering from spiritual maladies, that is no reason why we
should lessen our love for the Church, but rather a reason why we should increase our devotion
to her members” [Mystici Corporis #66, 1943]
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