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39- Papal infallibility: Papal infallibility means that when the Pope (1) intends to teach (2) by virtue of his supreme authority over the Church (3) on a matter of faith and morals and (4) to the whole Church, he is preserved by the Holy Spirit from doctrinal error. His teaching act is therefore called "infallible." In order to preserve the Church in the purity of the faith handed on by the apostles, Christ who is the Truth willed to confer on her a share in His own infallibility. By a “supernatural sense of faith,” the People of God, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit through the Church’s living Magisterium, “unfailingly adheres to this faith.” Strictly speaking, only God is infallible.  By way of a gift, or a sharing, this divine prerogative has been granted by God to an office, occupied (the Papacy), and to a Book, inspired (the Bible). As for the Sacred Scriptures which are the very thoughts of God, the contents are more than infallible; they are divinely inspired. In other words, the thoughts conveyed by the holy writers are God’s thoughts, clothed in a man’s literary style. Infallibility however, as it is applied to the Pope, and to the Catholic Church which is in union with him, is not the same thing as inspiration. Infallibility is a protection, a safeguard, from error, which is clearly something different from inspiration. Infallibility also belongs to the body of bishops as a whole, when  1) in doctrinal unity with the pope, 2) they solemnly teach 3) a doctrine as true. We have this from Jesus himself, who promised the apostles and their successors the bishops, the magisterium of the Church: "He who hears you hears me" (Luke 10:16), and "Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven" (Matt. 18:18). Infallibility belongs in a special way to the Pope as head of the bishops (Matt. 16:17–19; John 21:15–17). 
The dogma of papal infallibility: Let us read the definition of papal infallibility as it was promulgated at the First Vatican Council in 1870: Faithfully adhering to the tradition received from the beginning of the Christian faith … 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 teacher of all Christians, by virtue of his supreme Apostolic authority, he defines a doctrine regarding faith and morals to be held by the universal Church, by the divine assistance promised 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 and morals; and that, therefore, such definitions of the Roman Pontiffs are irreformable of themselves, and not from the consent of the Church.
Infallibility: Possessed by all the Apostles: The doctors and the fathers of the Church teach that not only was Saint Peter blessed with the gift of infallibility, but so were all the twelve apostles, and Saint Paul. However, they also clearly teach that only in the successors of Saint Peter was this special grace to be perpetuated. And for good reason. Had the successors of each of the apostles received this gift which the founders of their Churches possessed, we would have not one Catholic Church, under one supreme shepherd, but twelve Churches, under as many supreme shepherds. It was more than fitting, indeed it was necessary, that all of the apostles should he granted immunity from doctrinal error. The salvation of all the nations to which they were sent depended on it. For if there is no salvation in any other name, as Saints Peter and John preached in Jerusalem (Acts 4:12), then the true doctrine of Jesus Christ must be known before an act of faith can he made. And Saint Paul assures us, as he himself had been taught by Christ, that “without faith it is impossible to please God.” (Hebrews 11:6), Further, infallibility was explicitly promised by the Savior to His Apostles when He said, “Whoever listens to you listens to Me. Whoever rejects you rejects Me. And whoever rejects Me rejects the One Who sent Me" (Luke 10: 16).” 

Scriptural basis of papal infallibility: Such passages as: "You are Peter and upon this rock I will build my Church" (Matthew 16: 18); "I will give you the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven. Whatever you bind on earth is bound in heaven; whatever you loose on earth is loosed in heaven"(Matthew 16: 19); "Do you love me, Peter?... Feed my sheep" John 21: 16); "Simon, Simon, behold Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat, but I have prayed that your own faith may not fail; and once you have turned back, you must strengthen your brothers" (Luke 22: 31-32), have always been taken to refer to a special role for Peter in the establishment of the Church, and special divine protection for Peter in the exercise of his authority. Christ instructed the Church to preach everything He taught (Matt. 28:19–20), and promised the protection of the Holy Spirit to "guide you into all the truth" (John 16:13). It is the Holy Spirit Who prevents the Pope from officially teaching error, and this charism follows necessarily from the existence of the Church itself. If, as Christ promised, the gates of hell will not prevail against the Church, then it must be protected from fundamentally falling into error and, thus, away from Christ. It must prove itself to be a perfectly steady guide in matters pertaining to salvation. That mandate and that promise guarantee the Church will never fall away from his teachings (Matt. 16:18, 1 Tim. 3:15), even if individual Catholics might. 

Papal infallibility demonstrated in the Church history: The development of the faithful’s understanding of  papal infallibility has its clear beginnings in the early Church. From the earliest times we see the Bishops of Rome acting as if they had special authority in succession from St. Peter, and we also see the rest of the Church accepting their authority as genuine. Thus, Pope Clement wrote to settle a problem in the Church of Corinth before the end of the 1st century. Cyprian of Carthage, writing about 256, put the question this way, "Would the heretics dare to come to the very seat of Peter whence Apostolic faith is derived and whither no errors can come?" (Letters 59 [55], 14). The Popes always had the decisive word at general councils, as when the Fathers of the Council of Chalcedon said in response to the Papal definition of the two natures of Christ, "Peter has spoken through Leo" -- and accepted the definition unhesitatingly. In the fifth century, Augustine succinctly captured the ancient attitude when he remarked, "Rome has spoken; the case is concluded" (Sermons 131, 10). 

Logical reasons supporting Papal infallibility: Since the successors of Peter have the same Petrine authority, which comes ultimately from Christ, to bind and loose, they have the authority to bind the faithful in matters pertaining to salvation -- that is, in faith or morals. When the Pope intends by virtue of his supreme authority to teach on a matter of faith and morals to the entire Church, he MUST be protected by the Holy Spirit from error -- else the powers of hell would prevail. Besides, Christ promised to be with the Church always to the end of time, and said that the powers of hell would not prevail against it. Now, clearly Christ knew that Peter would not live until the end of time, so He must have intended that the power he gave to Peter would be carried on until His return. After all, Peter was to feed "My" (Christ's) sheep, and so was serving as the Vicar of Christ in Christ's absence. When Peter died, a new Vicar would take his place, and so on, until Christ returned to claim His own. Just as clearly, Peter's authority also enabled him (and his successors) to set forth the manner in which their successors would be selected, either by the Pope's choosing his successor personally before death, or by setting forth some other means -- eventually, election by the college of cardinals. Moreover, if these special and essential powers were to pass out of existence, it would be proof that Christ was no longer with his Church and that the powers of Hell had indeed prevailed. Therefore, again, Christ must have intended successors to Peter. For this reason, we are not at all surprised that subsequent Popes claimed to have the Petrine power and that the early Christian community accepted it without question. As I indicated above, this authority was exercised by the fourth Pope, Clement, while St. John the Evangelist was still alive. We are witnessing the sorry outcome of the absence of an infallible teaching authority in the more than 30, 000 Protestant denominations and their conflicting teachings based on the same Bible. 

Bishops share the infallibility of the Pope: Vatican II explained the doctrine of infallibility as follows: "Although the individual Bishops do not enjoy the prerogative of infallibility, they can nevertheless proclaim Christ’s doctrine infallibly. This is so, even when they are dispersed around the world, provided that while maintaining the bond of unity among themselves and with Peter’s successor, and while teaching authentically on a matter of faith or morals, they concur in a single viewpoint as the one which must be held conclusively (Colosians 2: 12; cf. Romans 6:4; Lumen Gentium 25). This authority is even more clearly verified when, gathered together in an ecumenical council, they are teachers and judges of faith and morals for the universal Church. Their definitions must then be adhered to with the submission of faith" (Colossians 3: 17; LG 25). As Vatican II remarked, infallibility  is a charism the pope "enjoys in virtue of his office, when, as the supreme shepherd and teacher of all the faithful, who confirms his brethren in their faith (Luke 22:32), he proclaims by a definitive act some doctrine of faith or morals (Romans 5: 5; LG 25). Therefore, his definitions, of themselves, and not from the consent of the Church, are justly held irreformable, for they are pronounced with the assistance of the Holy Spirit, an assistance promised to him in blessed Peter" (LG, 25). One example of this ancient belief comes to us from Ignatius of Antioch. In his second-century letter to the church in Smyrna, he wrote, "Wherever the Bishop appears, let the people be there; just as wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church" (Letter to the Smyrnaeans, 8, 1 [A.D. 110]). 

Most misunderstood doctrine: The rejection of Papal infallibility by "Bible Christians" stems from their view of the Church. They do not think Christ established a visible Church, which means that they do not believe in a hierarchy of Bishops headed by the Pope. An infallible pronouncement—whether made by the Pope alone or by an ecumenical council—usually is made only when some doctrine has been called into question. Most doctrines have never been doubted by the large majority of Catholics. Some ask how Popes can be infallible if some of them lived scandalously. This question rises from confusing "infallibility" (the guarantee of remaining free from doctrinal error) with "impeccability" (the guarantee of remaining free from sin, an error made by fundamentalists and other "Bible Christians." They imagine Catholics believe the Pope cannot sin. There is no guarantee that Popes won’t sin or give bad example. In the long history of the Church the "bad Popes" stand out precisely because they are so rare. Other people wonder how infallibility could exist if some Popes disagreed with others. This, too, shows an inaccurate understanding of infallibility, which applies only to solemn, official teachings on faith and morals binding on the whole Chuurch, not to disciplinary decisions or even to unofficial comments on faith and morals. A Pope’s private theological opinions are not infallible. Only what he solemnly defines is considered to be infallible teaching. Nor is the gift of infallibility a substitute for theological study on the part of the Pope. Popes are not given some special grace that allows them to teach positively whatever truths need to be known. What infallibility does do is to prevent a pope from solemnly and formally teaching as "truth" something that is, in fact, error. Peter’s conduct at Antioch, where he refused to eat with Gentile Christians had to do with matters of discipline, not with issues of faith or morals. All opponents of Papal infallibility turn to the errors of three popes Liberius, Vigilius, and Honorius. But any good history of the Church will supply the facts. None of these cases meet the requirements outlined by the description of papal infallibility given at Vatican I (cf. Pastor Aeternus 4). (L-13)
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