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The Shetlands are disturbed by schism. One might have expected peace in that northern wilderness of sea and moorland. A friend went to Mass at St Margaret’s Catholic Church in Lerwick. The small congregation heard a warning read about Tridentinist monks celebrating Mass illicitly on the island. 

The Catholic community in the Shetlands is small enough without having to contend with schism. Monks of the schismatic Society of St Pius X (SSPX) from their monastery on Papa Stronsay (Orkney), are apparently crossing to Shetland to celebrate there.

The SSPX, founded by Archbishop Lefebvre, uphold the Tridentine Latin Mass. The scarcity of this Mass within the Church has come about because some bishops refuse indults permitting it, in defiance of Pope John Paul II’s appeal for generosity. However the SSPX also object to certain Vatican II teachings, especially that on ecumenism. 
The SSPX win much support as a reaction against modernist abuses, arising from misinterpretations of the Vatican II documents. However, rather than work for remedies within the Church, they regrettably broke away and set up their own movement. In this way, they played into the hands of the liberal modernists who are intent upon destroying historic Catholicism.


Lefebvre wrote in 1974:  "The Council was nothing other than an attempt to assimilate to the Church the principles of liberalism, an attempt to unite the Church to liberal principles". 

His society, he claimed, was for the sanctification of souls and the preservation of Tradition:

"At the hour of my death, when Our Lord asks me: 'what have you done with your episcopate, what have you done with your episcopal and priestly grace?' I do not want to hear from His lips those terrible words: 'You have helped to destroy the Church along with the rest of them'". (Open Letter to Confused Catholics. p.163). 


Unfortunately, by creating a schism, even in the name of tradition, he may have helped to do precisely that.


The SSPX Superior General now is Bishop Bernard Fellay, who was ordained a bishop without Papal mandate by Abp Lefebvre in 1988, an act which incurred latae sententiae (automatic) excommunication, reserved to the Holy See, for both of them. 


Last 29 September, Bishop Fellay met with Pope Benedict XVI, and afterwards described the meeting. He had sought “to call the attention of the Sovereign Pontiff to the existence of the Tradition.  We wish to remind him that the Tradition is the Church, and that we incarnate the Church’s utterly Living Tradition.  We want to show that the Church would be much stronger in today’s world if it maintained the Tradition.  We want thus to bring forth our experience: if the Church wants to get out of the tragic crisis it is presently going through, then the Tradition is a solution, indeed the only solution.”

Bishop Fellay quoted John-Paul II’s reference to "silent apostasy," and Ratzinger’s warning about "the boat which is taking in water from every side" and "the dictatorship of relativism."  He gave the Pope “photos of certain very scandalous Masses.”
He reported: “Then Benedict XVI pointed out that there can be only one way of belonging to the Catholic Church: i.e. by having the spirit of Vatican II interpreted in the light of Tradition, that is to say according to the intention of the Fathers of the Council and the letter of the text.  This is a perspective that rather frightens us...”

The SSPX requested the Pope to grant full liberty to the celebration of the Tridentine Mass, to silence the accusation of schism and drop the “alleged” excommunications. The key request is “that hostility towards the Tradition, which makes traditional Catholic life (is there any other?) practically impossible in the conciliar Church, be changed.”

Look at the SSPX websites and you find plenty of traditional Catholic teaching, prayers and writings of the saints, which to tell the truth compare favourably with many diocesan websites. SSPX members feel annoyed when they see Catholic bishops in cosy ecumenical embraces with Anglicans while they get the cold shoulder.

They feel aggrieved when groups like “We are Church” and “FutureChurch” are tolerated within the Church. For example, during the recent Synod, these dissident groups demanded the abolition of the the “sacrificial” nature of the Eucharist, the doctrine of transubstantiation, Eucharistic adoration and processions. 

Such dogma, they alleged, “triggers and strengthens a magical, materialistic, and legalistic mentality, in which Jesus is seen descending on the altar at the time the priest pronounces the words "This is my body, this is my blood..."  Predictably, they also urged general  intercommunion with other denominations. At least now we know, “We are Church” are not Catholics.
To return to the SSPX, Bishop Fellay added: “We must consider the Pope’s difficult situation.  He is stuck between the progressives on one side and us on the other.  If he grants general permission for the Mass on the basis on our request alone, the modernists will rise up, saying that the Pope has given in to traditionalists.  We learned from Bishop Ricard that in 2000 he himself, along with Cardinal Lustiger and the Archbishop of Lyon, rushed to Rome to forestall concessions to the Society, under threat of rebellion.  We know that the German bishops acted in the same way at the time of the World Youth Conference in Cologne: "It is us or them." By this is meant: "If they are recognised, we will leave the Church and create a schism." 

It would be a great blessing for all concerned if the SSPX could be re-integrated into mainstream Catholic life, and allowed to celebrate as they find spiritually beneficial. However, their current status is as stated in the following letter, sent by the Vatican to the leader of an apostolic association in Liverpool, who enquired about people he knew frequenting the SSPX chapels. 
Pontificia Commissio “Ecclesia Dei”

N. 123/2005

15th September 2005

Dear X 

We wish to acknowledge receipt of your fax of 4 July 2005 addressed to His Excellency Archbishop William Levada. It has been transmitted to this Pontifical Commission as pertaining to matters which come within its particular competence.

Here is the information that you requested.

1. The bishops of the Society of St Pius X are excommunicated according to the prescription of canon 1382 of the Code of Canon Law which states that “A bishop who consecrates someone a bishop without pontifical mandate and the person who receives the consecration from him incur a latae sententiae excommunication reserved to the Apostolic See.” Archbishop Lefebvre was duly reminded of this before his conferral of Episcopal ordination on 30 June 1988 and the Holy Father confirmed that this penalty had been incurred in his Apostolic Letter Ecclesia Dei, #3 [cf. AAS 80 (1988) 1495-1498; English translation in L’Osservatore Romano English edition of 11 July 1998, p.1]

2. The priests of the Society of St Pius X are validly ordained, but suspended, that is prohibited from exercising their priestly functions because they are not properly incardinated in a diocese or religious institute in full communion with the Holy See (cf. Code of Canon Law, canon 265) and also because those ordained after the schismatic Episcopal ordinations were ordained by an excommunicated bishop. They are also most probably excommunicated since it is quite likely that these priests, after over fifteen years in a society whose head is now an excommunicated bishop, adhere to the schismatic act.  
3. Concretely this means that the Masses offered by the priests of the Society of St Pius X are valid, but illicit, i.e. contrary to Canon Law. The Sacraments of Penance and Matrimony, however, require that the priest enjoys the faculties of the diocese or has proper delegation. Since that is not the case with these priests, these sacraments are invalid. It remains true, however, that if the faithful are genuinely ignorant that the priests of the Society of St Pius X do not have the power to absolve, the Church supplies these faculties so that the sacrament is valid (cf. Code of Canon Law, canon 144). This is not the case for the Sacrament of Matrimony.

4. While it is true that participation in the Mass at the chapels of the Society of St Pius X does not of itself constitute “formal adherence to the schism” (cf. Ecclesia Dei 5,c), such adherence can come about over a period of time as one slowly imbibes a schismatic mentality which separates itself from the teaching of the Supreme Pontiff and the entire Catholic Church. While we hope and pray for a reconciliation with the Society of St Pius X, the Pontifical Commission “Ecclesia Dei” cannot recommend that members of the faithful frequent their chapels for the reasons which we have outlined above. We deeply regret this situation and pray that a reconciliation of the Society of St Pius X with the Church may come about, but until such time the explanations which we have given remain in force.

The prevailing canonical opinion is that one can fulfil one’s Sunday obligation by attending the Masses offered by the priests of the Society of St Pius X, but we cannot encourage you in this regard.

With prayerful best wishes I remain

Sincerely yours in Christ

Rev Msgr Camille Peri

Secretary. 


{please make sure the letter is published exactly as it stands without any omissions FM}
