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 “And I say also unto thee, that thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” (Matt 16:18-19) 
This fortnight the Gospels show us Jesus establishing St Peter’s primacy within His Church.

Discussion often focusses upon the questions of papal authority and infallibility. However, these issues belong within a broader context - the truthfulness and steadfastness of Christ’s whole Catholic Church.

Let me first state the basics: any discussion on this theme assumes that Christ, the Son of God, founded a visible Church, a community called out from the world to serve His Father; that He appointed the Apostles as the leaders of this community, giving a special primacy to St Peter. The Apostles’ task was to teach, sanctify and govern the Christian community, and their prerogatives did not disappear with their deaths, but were passed on to their successor-bishops in local churches.

What is infallibility? 
Infallibility needs to be distinguished from Inspiration and Revelation.

Inspiration is a special Divine influence, an active assistance, as in the writing of the Scriptures. The human agent e.g. a Gospel writer, is not merely preserved from error. He is so impelled and guided that what he says or writes is truly the word of God. God Himself is the principal author of the inspired utterance. 

Infallibility, however, merely implies exemption from liability to error. God has guaranteed that His Catholic Church will not teach serious error which would endanger our eternal salvation.
Revelation, on the other hand, means the supernatural making known by God of some truth hitherto unknown e.g. the Incarnation, the Trinity. Public Revelation (with a big “R”) finished with the death of the last Apostle. There may be private revelations (small “r”) as at Lourdes and Fatima, which re-emphasize particular aspects of the Gospel. There will be no more “statutory” Revelation (big R) until the Second Coming.
New Revelation (big “R”) is therefore impossible in the manner that Muslims claim for the Qu’ran, or Mormons for the Book of Mormon. As St Paul wrote: “Even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we preached to you, let him be accursed.” (Gal.1:7) Whether that angel identifies itself as Gibreel or Moroni, St Paul’s injunction stands.
Infallibility, meanwhile, is concerned with the interpretation and effective safeguarding of truths already revealed. It has nothing to do with new “Revelations.” It applies only within the restricted spheres of “faith and morals” and those areas necessary to safeguard the teaching of the Gospel e.g. the philosophical possibility of miracles.
Why is infallibility vital to the Church?
Unless we had some form of Divine guarantee, how could we be sure that the Church was teaching the true Gospel? We have all played the game Chinese whispers, I suppose. One knows how easily truths become distorted. Some gossips are ever ready to make up what they don’t know. From the earliest centuries the Church was beset by rival sects with outlandish distortions of Christ’s teaching. Heretics like Marcion and the Gnostics refused to accept all four Gospels. 

In the first centuries, differing lists of canonical books existed. Why were the so called “Apocalypse of Peter”, or the “Evangelium of James” finally rejected? Or the more orthodox Letter of Barnabas? Without some belief in the Church being safeguarded from error, we can have no confidence in her choice of the New Testament books. Without a divinely guided Church, the authority of Scripture collapses too.
In fact, only in AD 393 did the Councils of Hippo and Carthage finally arrive at the list we have today, and this became generally accepted. 
At the Protestant “reformation” [ed. Please keep inverted commas], Luther wanted to reject from the Bible the books of Hebrews, James, Jude, and Apocalypse. In response, in 1546 the Council of Trent defined the New Testament canon once and for all. As so often, the Church defined doctrine only when heresies arose to challenge it. 
Without faith in divine guidance and infallibility, the whole edifice of Christian belief gradually disintegrates, as has happened during the last 200 years within liberal Protestant theology.
Why is the infallibility of the Church a reasonable belief?
Given that the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, the Word of God, took on human nature, and suffered and died for our sins, to save from eternal damnation all who trust and obey Him – is it likely that the Omnipotent would allow the account of His glorious deeds to be lost in the mists of time? Would a good God permit His saving message to be twisted into a pernicious doctrine to ruin human souls? 
Having won the battle upon Calvary, would he allow Satan to win a later triumph and destroy His Divine Truth upon earth? Would he allow the “gates of hell” to prevail against His people, when He had promised they would not? Would He allow the Redemption to become mere legend like Greek mythology or King Arthur or Robin Hood?
No, reason herself suggests that God would arrange some mechanism by which His deeds and teaching might be communicated without distortion to all later generations, so that they too might come to knowledge of Him. “Blessed are those who have not see and yet believed!”
For this purpose, there must needs exist some unbreakable apparatus for safeguarding and propagating that Divine Truth once delivered to the Apostles. As Catholics, Divine Grace has inculcated in us the conviction that this “apparatus” is Christ’s “one, holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.”
Throughout her long history, Holy Mother Church has been battered and splintered by Satan’s attacks, and betrayed from within by human pride and sinfulness. Nevertheless, the nucleus still stands, centred upon St. Peter’s successor and the bishops in communion with him. “The Church is the pillar and ground of the truth.”(1 Tim 3:16).

Experience teaches me to trust the Church’s infallibility rather than my own opinions. For every human being has his own personal bias, outlook, prejudices and preferences. We suffer distortions and blind spots due to our upbringing and national culture. Additionally, we each have our own interests and hobby-horses. 

That is why one’s own personal view of Christianity needs to be corrected and complemented by that of the Christian community as a whole. “A la carte Catholicism” – where an individual selects only what suits himself from a broad smorgasbord of doctrines – is therefore nothing but self-deception. We have to take the full fixed menu, or leave the table empty.
What are the organs through which the church’s gift of infallibility is manifested? 
In one respect the entire “sensus fidelium”, sense of the faithful, adheres to the true Faith. However, infallibility is focused in those who carry responsibility for the unity of the Church, that is, the College of Bishops, as successors to the Apostles.
No individual bishop (except Peter, under very restricted conditions) is infallible in his teaching. Infallibility resides rather in the entire episcopate dispersed throughout the world, but united in bonds of communion with Peter's successor as its visible head. This we call the ordinary Magisterium, as expressed in documents like the Universal Catechism.
However, during various crises in Church history this dispersed Magisterium could not cope with the challenges of heresy. Ecumenical councils were summoned, with the Pope or his representative presiding. Their solemn decrees were binding upon the whole Church. As St. Athanasius said: "the word of the Lord pronounced by the ecumenical synod of Nicaea stands for ever." (323 AD)
This we call the extraordinary Magisterium of a General Council. The defined canons of such Councils guaranteed free from error by the Holy Spirit, who leads the Church into all truth. 
Thirdly, we have the infallibility of Peter himself – “supreme teacher of the universal Church, in whom the Church’s charism of infallibility is present in a singular way.” (Vatican II, Lumen Gentium 25)
The Pope usually acts in union with the bishops, but in urgent situations, he can act upon his own authority. His definitions are irreformable “by their very nature and not by reason of the assent of the Church” because they are made with the assistance of the Holy Spirit as promised to Peter himself. 
Examples of this extraordinary Papal Magisterium are the dogma of the Assumption, the grave sinfulness of abortion and euthanasia emphasized in Evangelium Vitae, and the teaching of Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, that “priestly ordination is to be reserved to men alone,” a “judgment to be definitively held by all the Church's faithful.”
Pius XII and John Paul II here acted in their public and official capacity as Supreme Pastor. Their terminology made it clear that they intended to teach with all the fullness and finality of their Apostolic Authority, determining some point of doctrine in an absolutely final and irrevocable way. They were not however new doctrines – for they had been implicitly or explicitly taught throughout Christian history.
