
C H A P T E R  I 
THE ROMAN CATHOLIC THEORY 

IT is expedient to begin with the theory, marked by its 
accustomed definiteness, thoroughness and courage, by 
which the Roman Catholic Church justifies the un- 
faltering dogmatism that marks its pronouncement on 
every point of faith and morals. The question of the 
seat of authority had occasionally emerged in the 
doctrinal controversies of the patristic period ; but it was 
not until the Reformation that the issues mere fully 
thought out, and that the conflicting theories were 
formulated which mere to  dominate the thought, or to 
provoke the protest, of the religious mind of modern 
times. It may be added that in discussing the Roman 
theory we are also concerned-until we reach the Papal 
claim-with the general conception held by the Greek 
Church as to  the source and norm of Christian doctrine. 

The Roman Catholic theory was developed in two 
staFes: first, by the decrees of the Council of Trent, 
which defined the channels of revelation ; and, secondly, 
by the Vatican decrees, which settled the controversy 
as to the ecclesiastical organ to Tvhich the supreme 
responsibility has been entrusted in the custody and 
interpretation of the deposit of truth,l 

I 
The preliminary point to be noted in the Roman 

Catholic scheme is the emphatic declaration that 

of Schaff, W-oedu of Clwideitdom, 4th ea., 1SS4, vols. i. and ii. 
See Ap , C for illustrative passages. The text followed is that 
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Christian doctrine is revealed doctrine-a supernatural 
gift of lmowledge touching God and divine things. A 
general revelation is recognised as made to human 
reason through the works of Creation and Providence, 
but this is declared to be insufficient for human needs, 
and to have been supplemented by a special revelation 
which should enable man to attain his chief end.l The 
idea that Rome teaches any doctrine which has not 
been received by revelation through Christ, or through 
the Prophets and Apostles, is emphatically repudiated. 
The Gospel which Christ promulgated, and which He 
commanded to be preached,' it is taught, is 'the 
fountain of all, both saving truth and moral discipline.' 
The only distinction was in the mode of communication 
-some portions being dictated by His own word of 
mouth, while others were conveyed by Him through 
the agency of the Holy Ghost. From this point of 
view to treat any doctrine as uncertain is to be guilty 
of unbelief, and to treat any as secondary or unim- 
portant is to impugn the divine wisdom to which it 
seemed good to make it known. 

1. The second and more distinctive part of the scheme 
is the account given of the provision which was made 
for the preservation and transmission of the doctrine 
and of the disciplinary rules that formed the subject- 
matter of the revelation by Christ. The channels of 
revelation are two-the Word of God written, and 
the Word of God unwritten, o r ' the  oral tradition, 
'which has come down even unto us transmitted as it 
were from hand to hand.' The Scriptures, which are 
held to include the Old Testament Apocrypha and to 
be given in the Vulgate in the form authoritative for 
theology, are declared to have God for their author and 

Concilii Vaticani Decreta Dogmatica de Fide Catholica, cap. ii. 
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to  be without admixture of error. By the unwritten 
Word is meant, not a tradition which has remained un- 
written, for it eventually found literary expression in 
a variety of ways, but a body of teaching which was 
handed on orally by Christ and His Apostles to  the 
succeeding generation. These unwritten traditions 
form an important supplement to the written Word by 
revealing the mind of Christ, otherwise undisclosed, 
upon capital points of doctrine, worship and discipline ; 
while they also, in virtue of their clearness, supply the 
standard which is called for by the obscurity and the 
rnanifoldness of Scripture. The oral tradition thus 
appears to be the more necessary and the more service- 
able of the two channels of revelation? 

In Roman Catholic theology various observations are 
made as to the primitive unwritten traditions, and to 
these remarks no serious objection can be taken except 
that they do not justify the argumentative use which 
is made of them. I t  is certain that there was an oral 
tradition touching the life and doctrine of Jesus by 
which the Church lived for a generation before it pos- 
sessed the first of our canonical Gospels. It is certain 
that this tradition must originally have been wider in 
its scope than our written record. There was a time 
when men remembered and related things concerning 
our Lord and His Apostles which our Evangelists have 
not recorded. I t  may also be supposed that during 
the first century it was the spoken testimony of the 
evangelist and the teacher, rather than a Christian 
literature, which was the most effective instrument in 
the propagation of the Gospel among those who were 

1 The Roman Catholic Church expressly adopts the dogmatic prin- 
ciple of Scriptural interpretation, and makes the consent of the 
Fathers a supreme test of correct exegesis.-Oonc. Trid., seas. iv. 
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without, and in the edification of the members of the 
household of faith. It would also be most credible, 
even if this were not expressly affirmed by Irsnms and 
Tertullian, that there was a continuity in the Christian 
message, and that the type of Christian teaching which 
was formed in the Apostolic age continued to be repro- 
duced in the instruction of succeeding generations. It 
must be supposed that the Church of the second cen- 
tury inherited, and recapitulated in its main features, a 
form of doctrine bearing the impress of the Apostolic age, 
in the same way that the Protestant Church of the seven- 
teenth century was dominated by the doctrinal tradi- 
tion of the Reformation. But even when those tolerably 
evident statements have been made, much is still 
awanting to make good the position that there was an 
oral tradition descending from Christ and His Apostles 
which sanctioned the specific features of the Roman 
Catholic system of doctrine, worship and government. 

To begin with, there is no evidence that any con- 
siderable body of reminiscences survived in the Church 
in addition to those which vere incorporated in the 
New Testament. The attempt was made to recover 
more of the precious material by investigators of the 
second century, such as Hegesippus and Papias, but 
we owe to their labours little more than the suggestion 
by Papias of a contribution to the Synoptic problem. 
The Apostolic tradition appealed to by writers of the 
second century manifestly was a general doctrinal tradi- 
tion, such as would be associated in modern times with 
the pulpit of a particular communion, and which would 
vouch for the substantial content of the Christittn 
message, We shall hardly err if we suppose the tradi- 
tion in question to have been roughly identical with 
the material of the Apostles’ Creed in its original form. 
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I t  is also most credible that, from the Apostolic age 
downwards, the Church in its public teaching had 
enforced the observance of the Lord‘s day, and it is 
probable that it had also from the beginning inculcated 
the practice of Infant Baptism. But it may be quite 
true that there was an inheritance by way of tradition 
from the Apostolic age, and yet palpably and ludi- 
crously false that our debt to the Apostolic age includes 
the doctrines and rules which give its distinctive char- 
acter to the Roman Catholic system. Some of these 
were demonstrably late in appearance--e.g. the doctrine 
of Purgatory which had not even become a probable 
opinion in the time of Augustine, the doctrine of the 
seven sacraments which was only matured in the late 
period of the Middle Ages, and the doctrine of the 
Immaculate Conception of the Virgin which only 
became an article of faith in the nineteenth century.1 
As some of the doctrines and ceremonies in question 
were matter of prolonged controversy, me are shut up 
to the dilemma that either there was no organ in 
the Church which mas in possession of authoritative 
traditions on the subject, or that it was guilty of a 
grave dereliction of duty in so long withholding the 
assured knowledge, and thus became a sharer in the 
guilt of will-worship and error. 

In support of the position that its characteristic 
doctrines, rites and rules are derived from Christ and 
His Apostles, n show of historical proof is offered by 
Ronlan Catholic theology in a list of the notes or tests 
of tradition.2 But the historical evidence adduced in 
this form is extremely elusive and unconvincing. In 

1 That Roman Catholicisni is a colossd system of innovations is the 
thesis of the most learned patristic work in Scottish Theology-John 
Borbes, Imtmctiones ldisto,*icae [I’heologicae, 1645. 

a See App. D, Bellarinine on the Criteria of Apostolic Traditions. 
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default of Scriptural testimony, universal acceptance is 
regarded as sufficient evidence of A divine tradition, 
but this is not forthcoming in the case of the doctrines 
and practices which Rome is most anxiously concerned 
to substantiate. The test of Catholicity: if applied in 
straightforward fashion, and not reduced to mean the 
consent of some persons in a particular Church or 
period, is the most damaging and discrediting to which 
the Roman Catholic Church could appeal. It is also 
alleged that consent of the doctors of the Church 
marks out a doctrine as belonging to the Apostolic 
tradition. But this consent does not mean that all 
have expressly taught i t :  it is sufficient that some 
have borne witness to the truth, and that others have 
not contradicted it. I t  is not even necessary that a 
majority should have taught the true doctrine : in 
some periods it has been in the custody of a minority, 
and these not always of the greatest authority. But in 
procedure of this kind, although the ostensible object is 
to collect evidence, the actual achievement is to collect 
a friendly jury. A further mark which is given of divine 
and apostolic traditions is that they were witnessed to 
in churches founded by the Apostles. Of the churches 
with this privilege Rome received the largest gift, and 
continuing as it does to this day, its testimony to tradi- 
tion is conclusive. It is, however, by no means a self- 
evident. historical proposition that an institution can 
be trusted to remain true to the principles of its 
founder, and to hand ,down the original inherithoe 
without diminution or corruption. I t  is certain that 
the Church in Rome, which was abundantly instructed 
by Apostles, must have entered on its course as a richly 
furnished witness to  the Apostles’ doctrine; but there is 

See App. B, The Vinceiitian Rule. 



1.1 THE ROMAN CATHOLIC THEORY 37 

no solid proof that i t  possessed a stock of tradition which 
anticipated the capital problems raised in subsequent 
centuries, and there i s  no guarantee that it faithfully 
preserved and administered the original deposit. Con- 
ducted on the purely historical basis, the whole argu- 
ment is extremely unconvincing, and it is not surprising 
that a supplementary dogmatic proof was introduced. 
‘All these things,’ to  quote the final test, ‘are to  be 
believed with divine and Catholic faith . . . which 
the Church, either by a solemn judgment, or by her 
ordinary and universal magisterium, proposes for belief 
as having been divinely revealed.’ The historical 
inquiry is thus closed by appeal to  the infallible 
Church: it teaches nothing new, and nothing but 
what is true, and therefore what it teaches must have 
been delivered by Christ and His Apostles. 

2. It is not surprising that Protestants are sceptical as 
to an unwritten tradition which is said to  have con- 
veyed from Christ and His Apostles practically the 
whole system of Roman Catholic dogma, worship and 
discipline. The incredulity has been shared by an 
important group of Roman Catholic thinkers. It was 
realised by Dijllinger, Mohler and Newman that it is an 
anachronism to carry back every important element of 
the system to  the Apostolic age; and it was hoped that, in 
disburdening the Church of this historically untenable 
proposition, the way would be cleared for a more con- 
vincing defence of its doctrines and laws, conceived 
as a, legitimate development from the original data 
that had been carried out by an accredited authority. 
‘Time is necessary,’ says Newman, ‘for the full com- 
prehension and perfection of great ideas ; and the highest 
and most wonderful truths, though communicated to 

1 Conc. Vatican,, De Fide Catliolica, cap. iii. 
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the world once for all by inspired teachers, could not. 
be comprehended all at once by the recipients, but 
have required longer time and deeper thought for their 
full elucidation.' To this process, it is added, there are 
many analogies. We may compare the original stock 
of revelation to geometrical axioms and postulates, the 
work of the Church upon it to the intellectual labour 
which has given us the Books of Euclid. A still better 
parallel is found in the way in which a body of first 
principles is progressively elaborated, and worked out 
to  a consistent whole, in a political constitution, a 
scheme of .morals or a metaphysical system. The 
Episcopate .is an example of a legitimate and necessary 
political development within the Church, the Holy 
Eucharist of a moral, the Athanasian Creed of a meta- 
physical development? 

The Roman Catholic system is certainly the result 
of a development, and it has worked out with great 
consistency and thoroughness a body of fundamental 
principles. But the further question arises as to  
whether the principles which underlie and condition 
the various lines of development have all alike been 
derived from a Christian source, and make up a homo- 
geneous Christian mhole. It is generally granted from 
the Protestant side that the dogmas of the Trinity and 
of the Person of Christ have been collected by way of 
necessary inference and development from the facts of 
revelation attested in the original records. But it is 
a much more difficult task to show that the doctrines 
which .have been elaborated to form the Roman 
Catholic scheme of salvation, including its developed 
sacramental theory, are an explication of the original 
deposit of the teaching of Christ and of the Apostles. 

Es'ssay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, 1846, p. 27 ff. 
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They represent the i.mplications of, and the deductions 
from, a medimal conception of Christianity which has 
been modified by the intrusion of elements that are 
alien to the original genius of the Christian religion. 
They fail to  satisfy Newman's first test of a true 
development-viz. the preservation of type or idea? 

The theory of a doctrinal development has not been 
endorsed in the later pronouncements of the Roman 
Catholic Church. The Vatican Council expressly laid 
down that the Church exercises its dogmatic power, 
not to declare new doctrines, but to 'expound the 
revelation or deposit of faith that was delivered 
through the Apostles.' 2 It prefers to encumber itself 
with all the difficulties of a palpable historical fiction, 
rather than expose itself to the damaging charge of 
innovation, and thus forgo the advantage which the 
assertion of the possession of unchanging truth, and of 
the direct support of the teaching of Christ, inevitably 
entails in an appeal to the general religious mind. 

I1 
It is the doctrine of the infallibility of the Church 

which lends such plausibility as it possesses to the 
authority of an oral tradition, and we have next to 
discuss the genesis and to  examine the validity of 
this more fundamental tenet, , It is,. to begin with, 
supremely intelligible that the doctrine of an infallible 
Church should have come to be propounded. For 
every branch of the visible Church acts upon an 
assumption which is only separated by degrees from 
the Roman Catholic doctrine of infallibility. It is the 

For detailed discussion of Newman's tests, see Mozley, The 2"heol.y 
of Development, 1875. 

a De Bcclcuia Clwisti, cap. iv. 
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firm conviction of every Church which is a living and 
believing Church, that it is in possession of truth which 
is eternal and unchangeable, and that even if theoreti- 
cally it be capable of erring it has, as a matter of fact, 
been preserved from essential error. It is wholly out 
of accord with the genius of a Christian Church that 
it should admit the possibility of its having wandered 
far from the truth, and should make profession that its 
creed is possibly, even probably, erroneous, and that a 
later and wiser generation may confidently be expected 
to effect upon it radical alterations and improvements. 
Similarly, when a Church takes a practical decision in 
matters of policy or discipline, it lies in the nature of 
the case that it believes itself to have been guided to  
take the only wise and right course. And clearly there 
is an easy transition from the belief that a Church is 
essentially in the right to  the belief that it always has 
been and always will be in the right. There is a prin- 
ciple which has been termed the expansion of feeling, in , 

virtue of which a particular lively experience tends to  
inundate the whole of consciousness, and to infect it 
with a prevailing character of joy or sorrow, of optimism 
or pessimism, of self-confidence or self-distrust. Peel- 
ing absolutely sure of the truth of certain things which 
it teaches and does as a custodian of the Christian 
religion, the Roman Catholic Church has treated this 
experience as typical of its whole dealings with doctrinal 
truth in the past and in the time to come. But it is 
only the person or institution concerned that can 
imagine it to be a valid inference that, because one has 
been right in some important things, therefore one 
must always be right in all things, 

There is a somewhat weighty argument for the 
infallibility of the Church which founds upon the 

, 
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analogy of the Faith, and upon the human wants to 
which a divine response has been made in the Christian 
revelation. A divine revelation, it may seem, requires 
an infallible interpreter, since it may be so misunder- 
stood that its intention is frustrated, Nhde a revelation 
that is not understood leaves us no better off than if it 
had been withheld. The Church,' says Mohler, must 
be immune from error, for it is inconceivable that 
the soul which trusts to  i t  should be led astray." So 
weighty is this consideration, especially when taken in 
conjunction with Christ's promise of the Spirit to lead 
into all the truth, that we cannot doubt that there is, 
and ever has been, a witness of the Church which is 
sufficient for the guidance of those who come to it in 
quest of religious enlightenment. But consistently 
with the acceptance of this principle, various ques- 
tions emerge which are not necessarily answered in 
the sense of the Church of Rome. What is the 
nature of the Church, it must be asked, to which the 
promise is made, and vhose testimony is to be trusted ? 
The Roman Catholic view is that it is identical and co- 
extensive with a section of the visible Church. But it 
may well be that the object of the promise rather is 
the household of faith, vhich consists of those, and 
only of those,mho base their lives upon the Gospel, 
and who enjoy living communion with the Church's 
Head. I t  may be believed that t8he company of the 
faithful constitute a Church which has ever held a 
firm grasp of the saving truths of revelation, while yet it 
may be held that the organised Church has enjoyed no 
immunity from error-has in fact at times pronounced 
wrongly when it might have had better knowledge, 
and at times has undertaken to settle matters of 

1 Xymbolik, G t O  Anf. 1843, p. 336. 
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which it was ignorant. Further, if faith in Providence, 
as would seem, requires us to relate the promise in 
some degree to the organised and visible Church, the 
question arises as to what Church or Churches are the 
heirs of the promise. It may be that the Churches of 
Christendom, coming together in humility and in 
charity, as well as in dependence on divine help, mould 
be assured of the needed guidance, while yet it may be 
an utterly incredible hypothesis that God has bestowed 
the office of infallible teacher upon a particular frag- 
ment which maintains the Roman attitude of uncharit- 
able and hostile isolation in the family of Christend0m.l 

What again was meant by all the truth’ into which 
guidance was promised by the Spirit ? I t  cannot have 
been all possible knowledge of all divine things, for 
by universal consent we still know only in part, and 
the promise must be restricted to the truth of the Gospel . 
of Christ, and its necessary implications. I t  is quite 
arbitrary to  suppose that it conveys a safe-conduct in 
precisely that portion of the realm of possible know- 
ledge which a particular Church has chosen to explore, 
and about which it has thought fit to dogmatise. 

I t  would certainly create a strong impression in 
favour of the doctrine in question if it could be shown 
that it is in accord with the idea of Christianity as the 
perfect religion, by enabling us to  trust the Christian 
salvation with more assurance, and to  profit more fully 
by its provisions. But it is only superficially plausible 
that the idea of a revealed religion involves the comple- 

Quemadmodum haec una ecclesia (catholica) errare non possit in 
fidei ac morum disciplina tradenda, c u m  a Spiritu Sancto gttbernetur i 
its ceteras omnes quae sibi nomen ccclesise arrogant, u t  quae diaboli 
spiritu ducantur, in doctrinae e t  morum perniciossimis erroribus 
versari necesse est.-Cat. Born., i. 10, IS. 
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ment of an infallible interpreter. A common method 
of the divine working is expressed in the Parable of 
the Talents; and it is entirely consistent with this 
method that God should be believed to have made 
a great gift to the world in the Christian revelation, 
and should thereafter have laid upon mankind a great 
trust and responsibility in the way of preserving and 
appropriating it. I t  is also to be observed that in the 
still more important matter of holiness the divine char- 
acter of the Church has not preserved it from much 
infirmity and corruption; and it would be contrary to  
the analogy of the course of grace if it should be sup- 
posed that while the Church had been allowed t o  fall into 
the worse calamity of sin it had been miraculously saved 
from the lesser evil of theoretical error. Yet again, it is 
by no means clear that it would have been an advantage 
for mankind to be able to lean upon an infallible Church. 
In  the affairs of this world it is well understood that 
the greater benefit is to  give the use of capital which 
demands self-effort and independent labour on the part 
of the recipient, and that the lesser benefit, which may 
even be a curse in disguise, is to enable a beneficiary 
to  live exclusively upon a provision which saves him 
from all necessity of real self-effort, I t  is true that 
a special revelation was required to save us from blind- 
ness and weakness, but it is also true that a revelation 
which imposes responsibilities upon us was needed t o  
save us from intellectual stagnation. An infallible 
Church which could decisively settle 'all that the 
Roman Catholic Church claims power to settle would 
be a deadly menace to the intellectual life of the race, 
and we may take it for granted that in the perfect 
religion God has cared for the mind. 

Even if it mere admitted that the provision of an 
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infallible Church would increase the eEciency and 
comfort of the Christian religion, the presumption thus 
created would still have to be tested by facts, and 
would have to  be rejected if the facts rebelled against 
it. In  reality the theory comes into conflict with the 
fact that no ecclesiastical organ has given evidence 
of being invested with infallibility in its handling of 
doctrines. At different times reliance has been placed 
upon different organs as the seat of infallibility, and 
it is difficult to defend either on the ground of its 
constitution or the results of its work. 

i. According to one view, which can claim support 
from a high antiquity, the visible Church has an in- 
fallible interpreter of divine truth in the episcopate. 
On the appearance of the specialised episcopate in the 
second century it was welcomed by Ignatius as the 
guardian of the truth, while in much later times it has 
been held that the existence of an episcopal order 
affords the best security that a Church will be preserved 
from heresy, and confirmed in loyalty to the Catholic 
faith. I t  was to bishops in Council assembled that 
the undivided Church entrusted the work of' judging 
the grave doctrinal controversies of antiquity, and of 
determining the form of orthodox doctrine. The 
Council of Chalcedon speaks of the bishops who met 
at Nicaea as having been inspired by the Holy Ghost. 
The Council of Constance of 1414 declared the General 
Council, as representative of the Church, to be the 
supreme authority on earth, and consequently the 
channel of Papal authority.1 And the issue thus raised 

Ipsa Synodus in spiritu sanoto congregata legitime generate 
concilium faciens, ecclesiam catholicam militantem repraesentans, PO- 
testatem a Christ0 immediate habet, cui quilibet cujuscunque status 
vel dignitatis, etiamsi papalis existat, obedire tenetur in his quae 
pr t inent  ad fidem et exstirpationem dicti schismatis, et, reform? 
tlonem generalem ecclesiae Dei in oapite et in membris.-Ooitcd 
Oonst., seas. iv. 
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is whether an episcopal organ is ideal, or even reliable, 
for the purpose. 

In the first place it may be observed that the history 
of religion does not predispose us to place much trust 
in the ecclesiastical Council as an instrument for the 
administration of religious truth. In the Old Testament 
the great man who was also a saintly man was the 
chosen instrument of religious enlightenment and 
progress; and where we can trace the hand of a 
collective body, as in the legal codes, the work does not 
maintain the highest levels of the ethical religion of 
the old dispensation. In  the life of Christ we find still 
greater reason to distrust the official religious organ, 
In Apostolic times there is the weighty precedent of 
the Council of Jerusalem ; but this was an unimportant 
factor in the life of the Apostolic age in comparison 
with the individual contributions of Peter and Paul; 
and it is rather remarkable that there is a portion of 
its finding which Christendom is unanimous in dis- 
regarding. ‘If you love me, condole with me,’ wrote 
Gregory the Great, ‘ because my worldly business is so 
exacting that my promotion to the episcopate almost 
means my separation from God.’ 1 Without impropriety 
the questioh may be raised if the tenure of the office of 
the episcopate is convincing evidence of competency to 
interpret revealed truth, and does not rather carry with 
it certain obvious disqualifications. While the episcopate 
has embraced much of the piety and of the learning of 
the Church, and may also be supposed to  have a keener 
instinct than the theologians for the practical bearings 
of doctrine, its point of view must be largely dominated 
by the Churchman’s standard of expediency, and it must 
also be largely affected by the declining idealism of middle 
life and by the timidity of old age. Its raison d’6tre is 

1 Epist. Lib., i. 30. 
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found in the necessity of machinery of government, 
and the desirability of fully utilising administrative 
capacity; and the principle of the division of labour 
suggests the possibility of framing a specialised organ 
which would be better suited to the work of the defini- 
tion of doctrine. An adequate orFan Would need to  
be fully representative of the learning, of the sanctity, 
and above all of the prophetic element in the Church at a 
particular time; and this would doubtless have been con- 
templated and acted on but for the prepossession due to  
the unhistorical theory that the episcopate is an element 
in a divinely revealed type of ecclesiastical constitution? 

In Protestant polemics it has also been emphasised 
that the episcopal organ has been discredited by the 
manner in which the proceedings of Councils have 
been conducted. ‘ Belief in the infallibility of Coun- 
cils,’ says Salmon, ‘ can hardly be held by any one who 
has studied their history, and who knows anything of 
their violence and party spirit, and of the bad argu- 
ments on the strength of which many of their infallible 
conclusions were arrived at.’2 It is a more decisive 
consideration that they cannot all have defined sound 
doctrine, inasmuch as they hare not agreed one with 
another. The Councils are divided by Bellarmine into 
four classes-nineteen whose decrees have been ap- 
proved by the Pontiff and received by Catholics ; eight 
which are condemned; six which have been partly 
confirmed and partly condemned, and one which has not 
been clearly confirmed or c~ndernned.~ It does not 

Bishop Jewel says many things about the episcopal order which 
are too rude and even scurrilous t o  quote, bu t  he is a t  least right in  
thinking that a bishop may have less srkitual insight than a uious 
1ayman;LApology of ihe Gl~urcA of Engl&nd, Works1%48,-iii. 195 E. 

a The Infallibility of the Church, 3rd ed., 1899, p. 286. 
3 De Conciliis et Ecclesia, lib, I. cap. iv. 
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even appear that a Council was trustworthy in propor- 
tion as it was large and representative, otherwise the 
‘ Robber-Synod ’ of Ephesus would claim equal respect 
with the Council of Chalcedon, and would be held in 
no less honour than the Council of NicEa. But if 
only those Genera.1 Councils were infallible which 
are now believed to have been in the right, it seems 
clear that infallibility is a very inappropriate word to  
describe what may be expected of the institution, 

ii. Since the Vatican Council, the theory of the . 
authoritative organ has been settled by the promulga- 
tion of the decree affirming the supreme dogmatic power 
of the Roman Pontiff. I t  is no longer a tenable opinion 
that the Pope, in making doctrinal pronouncements, 
acts as the mere representative and by authority of the 
Church, and that his decisions are subject to confir- 
mation or veto either by a General Council or by the 
judgment of the Church as a whole. ‘We teach and 
define that it is a dogma divinely revealed that the 
Roman Pontiff, when he speaks ex cathedra, that is 
when in discharge of the office of pastor and doctor 
of all Christians by virtue of his supreme Apostolic 
authority, he defines a doctrine regarding faith or 
morals to be held by the universal Church, by the 
divine assistance promised to him in blessed Peter, is 
possessed of that infallibility with which the divine 
Redeemer willed that His Church should be endowed 
for defining doctrine regarding faith or morals; and 
that therefore such definitions of the Roman Pontiff 
are irreformable of themselves; and not from the con- 
sent of the Church.’l 

1 Cone. Vatican., De Ecclesia Christ;, cap. iv. The last clause is 
a repudiation of the proposition of the Gallican school. ‘non esse 
irreformabile judicium Summi Pontificis, donec uniyersalia Ecclgsiae 
consensus accesserit. ’ 
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(a) The biblical and historical evidence which is 
urged in support of the dogma of the Papal primacy is 
extremely slender. The biblical proof consists of four 
stages : that Peter. was invested with the primacy over 
the other Apostles by which he was constituted their 
guide, teacher and ruler ; that this prerogative was not a 
mere personal dignity, but was intended to be handed on 
to his successors ; that he became Bishop of Rome, and 
as such exercised the primacy ; and that those who suc- 
ceeded him in the Roman see have inherited his 
powers. I t  is now generally conceded by Protestant 
exegesis that the rock on which Christ promised to 
build His Church was Peter-not his confession ; but 
even so, it need not mean more than that Peter was to 
render the most signal services as the leader of the 
Church in her earliest period, For the rest, every 
chain of the argument is more or less weak. I t  is not 
proved that Peter himself possessed the primacy which 
is claimed for him. The power of binding and loosing, 
which in one passage is granted to him, is spoken of in 
another as granted to the company of the disciples? 
The glimpses which we have of the primitive Church 
show Peter in association with James and John as 
the acknowledged heads of the Christian society, while 
Paul assuredly did not regard him as commissioned to  
speak the decisive word on the controversies of the 
Apostolic age. On the Roman theory we should have 
expected the New Testament writings to have claimed 
the imprimatur of Peter or of his successor. It is 
an excess of critical caution to doubt that Peter even 
sojourned in Rome, but there is no sufficient ground 
for believing that he ever presided over the Roman 
Church as its bishop. And finally, there is no proof 

Cf. Matt. xvi. 19 with Matt, xviii. 18. 
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whatever that he was enabled, and that he intended, to 
transmit his problematical powers to his hypothetical 
successors. 

The general doctrine of the Primacy leads up to the 
special doctrine of papal infallibility. This, it is claimed, 
finds support in Scripture in the passages which 
point to  the institution of the primacy in St. Peter. 
Particular and express support is sought in a promise 
of our Lord:-‘Knowing most fully that this See of 
Holy Peter remains ever free from all blemish of error, 
according to the divine promise of the Lord our Saviour 
made to  the Prince of His disciples, (( I have prayed for 
thee that thy faith fail not, and, mhen thou art con- 
verted, confirm thy brethren.” ’1 But what was asked 
in this prayer of Christ was that Peter’s faith in Him- 
self might not fail permanently, as it had temporarily . 
failed in the denial; and it should also be obvious that 
there is a wide difference between a faith in Christ 
issuing in perseverance to the end, and a gift of correct 
knowledge extending to every doctrine and rule which 
might be embraced in the controversies of the Christian 
Church. The truth is that the biblical evidence taken 
alone would never have suggested the theory of the 
Roman primacy, and of the inerrancy of the supreme 
Pontiff. The exegetical argument simply represents 
the best that could be done, with very unpromising 
material, to give a shorn of sanction by Christ and His 
Apostles to an institution which was believed to be 
indispensable to the Church for the adequate fulfilment 
of its mission. 

(b)  Equally unconvincing is the assertion that by con- 
sent of the ancient Church, Rome possessed a supreme 
power of teaching which was included in its inheritance 

1 Luke xxii. 32. 
D 

. 
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of the primacy. It is true that many of the Fathers 
attached the utmost weight to the attitude taken by 
Rome, and to the testimony which it bore, in the 
doctrinal controversies. ‘ With Rome,’ says Irenxus, 
every Church ought to agree.’ 1 ‘ Roma locutn, causa 

finita est,’ is a comment of Augustine on the result of 
a reference to the Bishop of Rome.2 When, however, 
the whole evidence from the patristic Church is taken 
into account, it only justifies us in saying that in the 
view of the Fathers and other Churches Rome vas 
usually right; and this falls considerably short of the 
position that Rome was always right, and still further 
does it fall short of the position that Rome must always 
be right. Had the last position been claimed and 
admitted, the argument Roma locuta est ’ must have 

. bulked far more largely than i t  actually did in the 
doctrinal controversies, and must ever have been cited 
as the decisive consideration. ‘Instead of the bitter 
and destructive conflicts with actual or reputed 
heretics,’ says Hase, ‘ against whom books were written 
and synods mere summoned, all well-disposed persons 
would have had recourse to the infallible utterance of 
the Pope, and the oracle at Rome would have been in- 
terrogated more than was of old the oracle at Delphi,’ 8 

(c) The claim of papal infallibility invites two further 
tests. Have the papal decrees always been in accord- 
ance with truth, and have they always been consistent 
one with another? As regards the first test, it is held 
on good grounds by Protestants that doctrines which 

1 Adv. Haer., iii. 2. The reason given is propter potiorcm prin- 
cipalitatem.’ 

2 Xermo, 131. A doctrinal case had been referred t o  Rome, and 
suoh was the comment on receipt of the verdict. But  a final court of 
appeiL1 is not necessarily thought t o  be idciitical with an infallible 
tribunal. 

Hase, Handbuch del. Protestantischew PoZemQ, #to  Auf, 1890, p. 195. 
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are promulgated on papal authority go beyond the 
evidence, or against the evidence, which is supplied in 
our most authentic source for the knowledge of the 
Christian revelation. But it would appear that it 
would be decisive of the question, and would render 
superfluous the elaborate argument that arises under 
the former head, if it could be shown that a single 
Pope had grievously erred from what others have 
approved as revealed doctrine. There seems no doubt 
that this WRS so in the case of Honorius I., who in writing 
sanctioned the heretical doctrine of Mono theletism, 
was condemned for heresy by the cecumenical Council 
of 6S1, and was repudiated by his successor Leo 11. as 
having attempted ‘ to  subvert the immaculate faith.’ 1 
The papal claim was also seriously compromised by 
Sixtus v., who prepared an edition of the Vulgate which 
has put the scliolarship of his Church to the blush. 

111 
The affirmation of the papal supremacy and infalli- 

bility seems to have been a natural, consistent and 
even inevitable development of the Roman Catholic 
system. The Church was right in its instinct that an 
individual head was better suited to the purpose of 
giving effect to its mission than the cecumenical Council 
of bishops, It is a consideration of some practical 
importance that the episcopal machinery is unwieldy, 
cumbrous and tardy, and that the individual head 
can act promptly, easily and decisively. The Papacy, 
further, affords a better guarantee for the maintenance 
of the visible unity of the Church, since in all bodies 
charged with duties of government there is a tendency 

Rase, ibid., pp. 196-7. 
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to form parties or factions, and thus to propagate U 
spirit of disunion among the governed. I n  particular 
there are very manifest objections to the cecumenicrtl 
Council from the point of view of a Church which 
claims to be the infallible teacher of revealed truth, 
and which demands uniformity of belief in regard to 
every doctrine vhich it propounds as revealed. For it 
is, to  say the least, extremely unedifying that the repre- 
sentatives of the Church should engage in disputes 
as to  the truth of a doctrine which may be destined 
ultimately to be promulgated as an original and 
integral element of the Christian revelation; and while 
this consequence could be partially averted, as at the 
Vatican Council, by holding the sessions in private, 
the possibility of scandal is more effectually avoided 
when the debate is conducted in the privacy of a single 
mind, and when the only voice that reaches the world 
is that by which, without note of doubt or hesitancy, 
the final decision is announced. I t  has also been pointed 
out that the dogma of papal infallibility gives to  the 
Churchan object of veneration similar to that which 
in the Mass makes a powerful appeal to the popular 
mind and heart. The miracle of the bread and wine 
that have been changed into the body and blood of the 
Lord has its impressive counterpart in the miracle of 
the human being who has been advanced to participa- 
tion in the omniscience of God. 

Apart from the relative justification of the Papacy 
as viewed in the context of Roman Catholicism, it 
is founded upon certain principles which are capable 
of being defended as at least a contribution to the 
ideal ecclesiastical constitution, I t  founds on the 
undoubted fact that the leadership which is most 
inspiring and successful is that, not of a select council 
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or committee, but of the elect individual; and in its 
own way it seeks to  find the great and saintly man, 
and when it finds him, it seeks to strengthen his hands 
by investing him with the fullest possible endowment 
of official authority. Every branch of the Church lives, 
not only by the means of grace, but by leadership ; and 
it may well be thought a weakness of the Presbyterian 
and Congregational types of polity that to the greatest of 
leaders they only accord temporary and qualified recog- 
nition, and insist on them making way, at least in the 
posts that carry with them greatest ecclesiastical 
authority, for others who may be far inferior in point 
of capacity and service. The general idea that the 
Church, universal or particular, should take the neces- 
sary steps to find its great man, and that when it finds 
him, it can hardly trust him too much, or give him too 
free a hand, could certainly be adapted to the improve- 
ment of other forms of ecclesiastical constitution. If 
in every generation it were possible for the Church of 
Rome to discover and utilise its greatest man-repre- 
senting the highest combination of intellect, of piety, and 
of devotion to the welfare of mankind, it would possess 
an instrument that made an appeal such as is rarely 
made to the imagination and the hearts of millions of 
human beings, and exercised a unique influence on 
Christian thinking and on missionary and philanthropic 
enterprises, and it would go far to solve a permanent 
problem of the Church-viz. how to combine with the 
principle of historic continuity of faith and life a powerful 
principle of movement and progress. But the concrete 
embodiment of this fair idea in the institution of the 
Papacy falls far short of the promise, and indeed breaks 
the promise, The great man of the generation, it seems, 
must now be an Italian. He must also be old. He 
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must commend himself as a safe ecclesiastic to the 
College of Cardinals, And in proportion as the efforts 
to find him have been restricted, the claims made for 
him have been magnified until they have become utterly 
intolerable and incredible, As if mere leadership were 
not privilege enough for the greatest, there is asserted 
for him a despotic authority over the Church and its 
members. And while he  may be unequal even to 
the tasks of initiative, he claims to  be believed as if 
his voice were the voice of God, and seeks to silence 
opposition and counter-argument by an anathema. 

It is evidence of the dauntless courage of the Roman 
Church that the development of the institution of the 
Papacy has brought it into collision with three of the 
strongest of the forces of the modern world, and that 
it has not shrunk from the consequences. The power- 
fu l  forces which it affronts are nationality, democracy 
and intellectual freedom. Catholics love their race 
and country no less than other men, but all save those 
of Italy must be content to  see the strongest and saint- 
liest of their nation denied the right to aspire to the 
chair of God's Vicar on earth. The spirit of democracy 
is flouted by the ecclesiastical constitution which vests 
the election of the Pope in an oligarchy, and elevates 
him to the rank of a spiritual autocrat. To the national 
spirit it is probable that concessions will be made in 
the future; but it is not probable that Rome will ever 
so far yield to the spirit of democracy as to arrange 
the election of a Pope on the same basis as the election 
of the president of a republic, and to limit his tenure 
of oEce to a term of years, or to  the period of his 
intellectual and spiritual prime. But the crowning 
act of daring was the decree of papal infallibility. I t  
seems amazing that in an age when absolute freedom 
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of thought is exercised, and the world is full of con- 
troversy in regard to every capital question of being, 
well-being and duty, this great world-wide organisa- 
tion, which is a rich home of culture, and which is 
aware of all that has happened in the realms of science, 
philosophy and criticism, should claim that there is 
one man living who, when purposing to instruct on 
questions of faith and duty, is taken out of the cate- 
gory of humanity, and is enabled to  speak the last word 
in the certification of truth and the condemnation of 
error. That i t  was impolitic to have issued such a 
defiance to the liberal spirit of the age is not so clear. 
There is evidence that when doubt and uncertainty are 
minded to believe they are most powerfully attracted 
by a system which shows no trace of the spirit of 
doubt, and no fear even of the impossible or the absurd; 
and it is therefore conceivable that the dogma may be 
of service to Rome in the visible reaction which may be 
expected to develop still further among those outside 
the pale of Christian faith who have realised the burden 
of a wavering judgment and the nausea of a gospel of 
negations. But if the dogma holds out some prospect of 
advantage in the appeal to the credulity of unbelief,' 
it incurs the risk of more serious loss by violating the 
intellectual conscience of many whose affections Rome 
might otherwise secure. I t  is the claim of the Church of 
Rome that it is founded upon a rock in the primacy of 
Peter, but there is now, as Hase says, another rock- 
< even the rock of offence of the Vatican Council on which 
the boat of the fisherman is in danger of beingmreclced.'l 

The Rornan Church claims infallibility for itself, and 
in particular for the Supreme Pontiff, because it is con- 
vinced that the ecclesiastical and theological system for - 

1 Op. cif . ,  p. 240. 
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which they stand sponsor has the quality of a gospel, 
and is an unequalled engine for the religious and 
moral training of the race. It is the peculiar Christian 
system which it administers, and not argument in 
the support of tradition and the Papacy, which is the 
ultimate ground of its assurance and of its self- 
confidence. The theories of an oral tradition and of 
papal infallibility, while designed to create assurance 
of the truth of the system, are really less credible than 
the general religious scheme which they are supposed 
to guarantee. The reason why Protestant polemics 
against the Roman Catholic theory of the Rule of 
Faith have proved comparatively barren of results is 
that Roman Catholics have better reasons for believ- 
ing in their religion as a whole than are supplied in the 
figment of an oral tradition and of an infallible Pope, 
and that these reasons are largely left untouched by the 
destructive Protestant criticism of the standard. The 
hold of Roman Catholicism upon the world is due to 
the fact that it is a version of the Christian Gospel 
which certain nations and individuals have found to be 
suited to their spiritual needs, and so long as they have 
this experience they will believe that the polemics, how- 
ever plausible, contain some fundamental error or fallacy. 
The only attack which has made any impression on 
Romanism is that which has opposed to  its conception 
of Christianity a purer and stronger version of the same 
Gospel in a more satisfactory setting. The question is 
thus shifted to the merits of Roman Catholicism as an 
interpretation of the Christian religion. 

- 


