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Credo  To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

Fr Francis Marsden

What is the standing of a lay Catholic who attends and financially supports the Society of St Pius X? 

May I draw a few distinctions before answering the question proper.


Occasionally one hears Catholics saying that “The Latin Mass has been forbidden since Vatican II,” or “Why did they get rid of the Latin Mass?”


In fact, Latin is still the normative language of the Catholic Church (western rite). Any priest, any time, can celebrate the Mass in Latin (Novus Ordo) according to the new 2002 Roman Missal. He needs no bishop’s permission for this – although the pastoral wishes of parishioners should be respected.


Furthermore, Gregorian chant remains the preferred form of music for Catholic divine worship  so the chants for the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus and Agnus Dei can be used at any Mass. It is legitimate to use the tones for the Introit, Gradual, Offertory and Communion verses from the Gregorian Missal (Solesmes 1990), but people might appreciate English translations of the Latin texts.


Priests may celebrate the Latin Tridentine Mass, with an indult from the diocesan bishop or from the Holy See. The Pope urged that “respect must everywhere by shown for the feelings of all those who are attached to the Latin liturgical tradition by a wide and generous application of the directives.” In some areas his request has been ignored.


The question concerning the Society of St Pius X (SSPX) therefore concerns neither the use of Latin within the liturgy, nor the Tridentine liturgy in itself, since both of these are possible in full communion with Rome. The Tridentine rite Priestly Fraternity of St. Peter – in good standing with Rome - has a surplus of young priests who might fill some empty city parishes.

At Vatican II, Archbishop Lefebvre  refused to sign the Constitutions on the Church, Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes.  In 1969 he set up a traditionalist seminary at Econe, Switzerland and the Priestly Society of St Pius X (SSPX). He told his seminarians that he would not accept the new Roman Order of Mass implemented by Pope Paul VI.

“We refuse, on the other hand, and have always refused, to follow the Rome of neo-modernist and neo-protestant tendencies which were clearly evident in the Second Vatican Council, and after the Council, in all the reforms which issued from it..”

In 1975, Pope Paul VI canonically suppressed the SSPX and its seminary. Lefebvre ignored this and began illicitly ordaining his seminarians. His faculties to ordain were therefore suspended in late 1975. Nevertheless he continued to expand the SSPX. Often his priests repudiated recent biblical scholarship, the advances made in the field of religious liberty, ecumenical toleration and the granting of any responsibility to the Catholic laity.  

The breaking point came in 1988 when Lefebvre ordained four new bishops for his traditionalist movement in defiance of the Pope. Cardinal Gantin, head of the Congregation of Bishops, confirmed that Lefebvre,  a concelebrating bishop, and the four bishops he ordained, had incurred the automatic penalty of excommunication (1.7.88)

“Monsignor Marcel Lefebvre, Archbishop-Bishop Emeritus of Tulle, notwithstanding the formal canonical warning of 17 June last and the repeated appeals to desist from his intention, has performed a schismatic act by the episcopal consecration of four priests, without pontifical mandate and contrary to the will of the Supreme Pontiff, and has therefore incurred the penalty envisaged by Canon 1364.1 and canon 1382 of the Code of Canon Law.

Having taken account of all the juridical effects, I declare that the above-mentioned Archbishop Lefebvre, and Bernard Fellay, Bernard Tissier de Mallerais, Richard Williamson and Alfonso de Galarreta have incurred ipso facto excommunication latae sententiae reserved to the Apostolic See.”

Gantin’s letter furthermore warned the other priests and laypeople in the Lefebvrist movement not to “adhere” to “the schism of Monsignor Lefebvre.” It advised that, if they adhere to his schism, they will “by that fact (ipso facto) incur the very grave penalty of excommunication.” 

Lefebvre and his followers argued that his irregular consecration of bishops took place under the compulsion of grave fear in a state of emergency, so that the excommunication did not apply. (c. 1323-4).

Nevertheless, as Supreme Legislator and definitive interpreter of Canon Law, Pope John Paul II re-iterated in his Apostolic Letter "Ecclesia Dei Adflicta" (2.7.88) that this “disobedience to the Roman Pontiff in a very grave matter and of supreme importance for the unity of the Church . .  such disobedience—which implies in practice the rejection of the Roman primacy—constitutes a schismatic act.…. incurred the grave penalty of excommunication.”

Schism is “the withdrawal of submission to the Supreme Pontiff or from communion with members of the Church subject to him.” (c.751)  It incurs latae sententiae excommunication (c.1364.1) when it is “gravely imputable by reason of malice or culpability.” (c.1321)  

Lefebvre died in Econe in 1991, unreconciled with the Church. Today, the SSPX comprises 400 priests in 27 countries, with perhaps one million adherents. It submits itself neither to the Pope nor to any diocesan bishop. It conducts public worship and administers the sacraments wherever it chooses, and issues its own marriage dispensations and annulments. 


The SSPX priests celebrate Mass genuinely but illicitly. Likewise, an ex-Catholic priest who becomes an Anglican vicar  – if he intends to offer sacrifice and transubstantiate – validly but illicitly confects the Catholic Eucharist in Anglican churches. 

Any Catholics e.g. SSPX seminarians, who accept ordination to the diaconate or priesthood from a bishop not in union with the Holy See, incur the canonical penalty of suspensio a divinis under canon 1383, for ordination without dimissorial letters from their own bishops. The Catholic Church forbids them to celebrate the Mass and the sacraments. 

What, then, of the laity who frequent the chapels of the SSPX to attend these illegal and schismatic Masses? Are they too guilty of schism? Do they suffer the canonical penalties? Worship at the SSPX chapels does not of itself constitute "formal adherence to the schism," and so far the Church has not declared what exactly does. 

Juridical certainty about schism presupposes a careful enquiry: has a person obstinately and externally rejected a doctrine of faith, or ecclesial communion? 

This is unlikely in the case of a layperson who occasionally attends an SSPX liturgy. However, someone who regularly attends, promotes and financially supports the SSPX, instead of the Catholic Church, may well be in schism  - moreso if they have been confirmed, married, had their children baptised or obtained other sacraments or dispensations from the society.

“Everyone should be aware that formal adherence to the schism is a grave offence against God and carries the penalty of excommunication decreed by the church's law.” (John Paul II)  Short of formal schism, Canon 1365 states that: “a person guilty of prohibited participation in sacred rites (communicatio in sacris) – is to be punished with a just penalty.”


In terms of morality, communicating in SSPX chapels is grave matter, because it wounds the unity of the Church. If there is full moral responsibility, then a person needs to repent, confess and be reconciled, before readmission to Holy Communion in the Catholic Church.

SSPX literature frequently attacks  the vernacular Mass, Vatican II and the New Catechism. Adherence to the schism can come about over a period of time, by slowly imbibing this mentality. 

For example, a Lefebvrist lady wrote to me: 

“You appear to have no sense of the Sacred and are promoting a man-made Christianity that comes from your own ideas and not from God.  This is not surprising since you are not a Roman Catholic priest but a  vernacular protestantised so-called Catholic priest. You are unable to think in terms of being Roman Catholic because you have rejected the tradition that Christ gave his church, to follow a heretical tradition that came from the protestant reformers . . . the vernacular mass in the Roman Catholic church is not apostolic, and its worship is not centred on Christ but on people, because it is non-Eucharistic. 

“It is also anti-catholic and not sacramental as it is part of the tradition of the protestant church . .   Your Protestantism is clearly evident in your wish to promote a sectarian church of different worship and diversity. There can be no oneness without uniformity and diversity causes resentment . There can be only one true religion, and it is not the one you are promoting.” 

A priest friend went incognito to the opening Mass of the first Lefebvrist chapel in Liverpool to see what was going on. The sermon he witnessed was a virulent diatribe against the Catholic Church and the current Papacy. 

In the hope of gently reconciling those who prefer the ancient Liturgy, Rome has not pronounced further excommunications against SSPX  followers. Recently a large group in Brazil were reconciled to Catholic unity. Nevertheless it is precisely because of the schismatic Lefebvrist mentality that the Pontifical Commission has consistently discouraged the faithful from attending SSPX Masses.

