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MICHAEL PRABHU DECEMBER 27, 2018
The authority of canonisations: Do all canonisations need to be accepted as infallible? 
https://rorate-caeli.blogspot.com/2018/08/the-authority-of-canonisations-do-all.html
Dr. John R.T. Lamont, August 24, 2018

The canonisations of John XXIII and John Paul II, and the announcement of the pending canonisation of Paul VI, have raised some controversy among traditionalists. On the one hand, objections have been raised to the conduct of the process of these canonisations and to the claim that these pontiffs exhibited heroic virtue. On the other hand, there has been a tendency to hold that traditionalists should accept that all canonisations are infallible, because this is thought to be the traditional theological view. This latter tendency seems to have got the upper hand, with the result that Catholics have largely come to the conclusion that once someone is canonised, it is the duty of Catholics to accept their sanctity and to cease questioning their canonisation. This essay is intended to reject this conclusion, and to present an alternative view on the subject of the duty of Catholics with regard to canonisations.
The view that is being advanced here needs to be carefully explained at the outset. It is not the claim that Catholics are free to accept or reject the truthfulness of canonisations that are officially promulgated by the Supreme Pontiff, as they please. Nor is it the view that canonisations are not authoritative, in the sense of deriving their claim to acceptance purely from the evidence that is presented for the sanctity of the person canonised, and not at all from the fact of the official promulgation itself. Such promulgations in themselves give rise to a duty of belief on the part of Catholics. Nor is it the view that the canonisations of John XXIII and John Paul II are erroneous, because these individuals are not now enjoying the beatific vision in heaven. The sanctity of these two pontiffs will not be addressed here. What is being advanced is the precise claim that not all canonisations need be accepted by Catholics as infallible acts of the magisterium of the Church.

The initial point that needs to be made in this discussion is that the infallibility of canonisations is not taught by the magisterium of the Church. Belief in their infallibility is not therefore required of Catholics. This point is agreed on by theologians, as can be illustrated by the teaching of a standard manual of theology; van Noort, Castelot and Murphy's Dogmatic Theology vol. II: Christ's Church (Cork: Mercier Press, 1958). These authors follow the traditional and very important practice of attaching a theological note to every thesis that they advance. These notes specify the degree of authority possessed by each thesis, and the corresponding obligation to believe that is laid upon Catholics. The highest note is 'de fide': it belongs to propositions that must be believed with the assent of theological faith, and that cannot be knowingly and pertinaciously rejected without committing the sin of heresy. The lowest note is 'sententia communis', which, as Ludwig Ott states, means 'doctrine which in itself belongs to the field of free opinions, but which is accepted by theologians generally' (Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma, 6th ed. (St. Louis, Mo.: Herder, 1964), p. 10).

Van Noort, Castelot, and Murphy specify that the canonisations in question are the final and definitive decrees by which the supreme pontiff declares that someone has been admitted to heaven and is to be venerated by everyone. The decree of authority that they attribute to the claim that such canonisations are infallible is 'sententia communis', the common opinion of theologians (van Noort, Castelot and Murphy, p. 117). Their evaluation of the authority of this claim is the more significant because they themselves agree with the assertion that such canonisations are infallible. There can thus be no intention on their part of minimising the authority of a claim with which they disagree. The assertion that canonisations are infallible thus belongs to the field of free opinions. It is not one that Catholics have an obligation to accept.

This has been denied by Fr. Benoit Storez SSPX, who has claimed that doubting the infallibility of canonisations is 'temerarious'. But to say that a proposition is temerarious is not the same as to say that it departs from the common opinion of theologians. The censure of temerity adds something to departure from the common opinion of theologians; it adds the assertion that this departure is undertaken without reason. But there do in fact exist serious reasons for questioning the infallibility of canonisations. The first category of reasons are those that have always been raised to the assertion of such infallibility, an assertion which has never been the subject of complete unanimity among theologians. One such reason is the existence of prayers in the canonisation ceremony for the truthfulness of the decree of canonisation, prayers which were plausibly thought to recognise the possibility of the decrees not being truthful. 
The second category of reasons arise from the more recent introduction of changes in the process of examining the cause of the persons canonised that considerably lessen the reliability of these examinations, such as the abolition of the office of devil's advocate and the reduction in the number of miracles demanded for canonisation. Fr. Storez is thus mistaken in asserting that questioning the infallibility of canonisations is temerarious.

The fact that the Church has not taught that canonisations are infallible means that there is no sin in Catholics denying their infallibility for serious reasons, but it does not however imply that they are not infallible. After all, the Church did not teach the doctrine of papal infallibility until 1870, but the pope was infallible prior to 1870 nonetheless. What needs to be established for our purposes is that canonisations, in the sense of the final and definitive decrees by which the supreme pontiff declares that someone has been admitted to heaven and is to be venerated by everyone, are not in fact infallible acts of the supreme magisterium. There are two arguments that establish this conclusion.

1). The canonisation of saints by the Supreme Pontiff does not satisfy the criteria for an infallible definition as set out by the First Vatican Council.
The criteria for the Pope's actually being immune from error are well established, and are set out by Vatican I in its dogmatic constitution Pastor Aeternus. An infallible papal definition involves three things: the pope must exercise his authority as successor of Peter in teaching; his teaching must be stated as a matter that concerns faith or morals; and he must assert that his teaching is a final decision that binds the whole Church to believe in its contents upon pain of sin against faith. We can see an example of these criteria in the definition of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception in the apostolic constitution Ineffabilis Deus:

By the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, for the honor of the Holy and undivided Trinity, for the glory and adornment of the Virgin Mother of God, for the exaltation of the Catholic Faith, and for the furtherance of the Catholic religion, by the authority of Jesus Christ our Lord, of the Blessed Apostles Peter and Paul, and by our own: We declare, pronounce, and define that the doctrine which holds that the most Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instance of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege granted by Almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the human race, was preserved free from all stain of original sin, is a doctrine revealed by God and therefore to be believed firmly and constantly by all the faithful. Hence, if anyone shall dare -- which God forbid! -- to think otherwise than as has been defined by us, let him know and understand that he is condemned by his own judgment; that he has suffered shipwreck in the faith; that he has separated from the unity of the Church; and that, furthermore, by his own action he incurs the penalties established by law if he should are to express in words or writing or by any other outward means the errors he think in his heart.

In contrast, the formula for the canonisation of John XXIII and John Paul II (substantially the same as the formulas used in earlier canonisations) is as follows:

For the honour of the blessed Trinity, the exaltation of the Catholic faith and the increase of the Christian life, by the authority of our Lord Jesus Christ and of the holy Apostles Peter and Paul and our own, after due deliberation and frequent prayer for divine assistance, and having sought the counsel of many of our brother bishops, we declare and define blessed John XXII and John Paul II to be saints, and we enrol them among the saints, decreeing that they are to be venerated as such by the whole Church, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Benedict XVI added the following prayers to the canonisation ceremony: 'Most Holy Father, Holy Church, trusting in the Lord's promise to send upon her the Spirit of Truth, who in every age keeps the Supreme Magisterium free from error, most earnestly beseeches Your Holiness to enroll these, her elect, among the saints', spoken by the person presenting the saint to the pope; and 'Let us, then, invoke the Holy Spirit, the Giver of life, that he may enlighten our minds and that Christ the Lord may not permit his Church to err in a matter of such importance', spoken by the pope himself.

Some authors have claimed that the formula of canonisation, or the formula of canonisation together with the prayers added to the ceremony by Benedict XVI, suffice to make canonisations an infallible papal act. In considering this claim we need first to keep in mind a basic principle that governs infallible definitions, which is that these definitions have a legal character that results from their strictly binding the minds and actions of the faithful. They are thus understood by all theologians as existing only when they are clearly stated and promulgated, according to the ordinary rules of language and communication; a doubtful law does not bind. There cannot be any reasonable doubt about the presence of the criteria for such a definition, if it is to be infallible.

In the case of the formula of canonisation, however, the requirements for an infallible definition are not present. The formula invokes the authority of the supreme pontiff as vicar of Christ and successor of Peter, but this authority is not confined to the act of making an infallible definition. The crucial fact is that there is no mention of teaching a question of faith or morals, no requirement that the faithful believe or confess the statement being proclaimed, and no assertion that a denial of the proclamation is heretical, subject to anathema, or entails separation from the unity of the Church. The absence of these condemnations is itself an absence of the condition of the intent to bind the whole Church in the sense required for an infallible teaching, because these assertions are what constitute binding the Church in this sense. A binding is done in some particular way; there must be a bond, a constraint, that does the binding. The constraint that applies to infallible definitions is the state of heresy, anathema, and separation from the unity of the Church that is the result of not professing them.

The presence of the word 'definimus' in the formula of canonisation does not alter this fact. For an infallible definition to occur, it does not suffice to say that a definition is being made; the conditions necessary for a definition must actually be carried out. Nor can we suppose that the use of the Latin word 'definimus' necessarily signifies the act of defining a doctrine of the faith. 
The word has a more general, juridical sense of ruling on some controversy concerning faith or morals. This general sense was recognised by the fathers of the First Vatican Council, and explicitly distinguished by them from the specific sense of 'definio' that obtains in infallible definitions.

Nor do the prayers added by Benedict XVI make any difference to the non-infallible character of canonisations. The reference to the Holy Spirit's keeping the magisterium free from error in these prayers is not an assertion that the canonisation itself is an infallible act, and is not itself an authoritative declaration, since it is not spoken by the pope. The prayer actually spoken by the pope is not in any way an assertion or guarantee of infallibility. The pope's intending to do something that is not erroneous, and his doing something immune from error, are two different things. The prayers added by Benedict XVI ask God to prevent the decree of canonisation from being actually erroneous, not to make them infallible pronouncements. Such a request would be superfluous when the conditions necessary for an exercise of papal infallibility are actually present, and accordingly such prayers are not attached to infallible definitions; the prayers that on some occasions are stated as having preceded such definitions have to do with discerning the possibility and opportuneness of making an infallible definition, not with the infallibility of the definition itself.

2.) The act of canonisation need not fall within the bounds of the Church's infallibility.
One of the troubling aspects of the common insistence on the infallibility of papal canonisations is that upholders of their infallibility seem to have lost track of what the charism of papal infallibility is for. It exists to enable the pope to teach and safeguard divine revelation with complete certainty. This is made clear in Pastor Aeternus;

The Roman Pontiffs, according to the exigencies of times and circumstances, sometimes assembling Ecumenical Councils, or asking for the mind of the Church scattered throughout the world, sometimes by particular Synods, sometimes using other helps which Divine Providence supplied, defined as to be held those things which, with the help of God, they had recognized as conformable with the Sacred Scriptures and Apostolic Traditions. For the Holy Spirit was not promised to the successors of Peter that by His revelation they might make known new doctrine, but that by His assistance they might inviolably keep and faithfully expound the Revelation, the Deposit of Faith, delivered through the Apostles.

And indeed, all the venerable Fathers have embraced, and the holy orthodox Doctors have venerated and followed, their Apostolic doctrine; knowing most fully that this See of holy Peter remains ever free from all blemish of error, according to the Divine promise that the Lord our Savior made to the Prince of His disciples: "But I have prayed for you, so that your faith may not fail, and so that you, once converted, may confirm your brothers." (Lk 22:32).

The purpose of papal infallibility sets limits to the contents of infallible papal definitions. If a papal statement is not concerned with either a religious truth contained in divine revelation, or some matter that is 'so closely connected with the revealed deposit that revelation itself would be imperiled unless an absolutely certain decision could be made about them', then it cannot be an infallible definition. The upholders of the infallibility of canonisations however do not make any effort to explain how canonisations are connected to the revealed deposit of faith; it is as if they consider papal infallibility to be a prerogative of the papal office that is intended to put the pope above the danger of being discredited by error, rather than a gift made by God to protect the faith he has given to the Church.

One might object that we are not entitled to decide ourselves whether a given papal teaching is concerned with matters of faith and morals; this is something that is for the pope himself to decide. This observation is correct, but it does not provide an objection to the argument that is being offered here. In the case of infallible papal definitions, we can be sure that the teachings concerned are essentially connected to divine revelation because the definitions themselves say so. This assertion is part of what constitutes an infallible definition, as we saw above. It is made in the definitions of both the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption, which incorporate the phrases 'is a doctrine revealed by God and therefore to be believed firmly and constantly by all the faithful', and 'we pronounce, declare, and define it to be a divinely revealed dogma'. It is precisely by including such statements in authoritative pronouncements that the pope decides and determines that the contents of these statements are divinely revealed or essentially connected to divine revelation. Such phrases are not present in the formula of canonisation, so this formula provides no basis for claiming that the pope holds that the assertions made by the use of this formula have any connection to divine revelation. Some argument must be offered if we are to accept that canonisations are related to divine revelation, despite the lack of any reference to such a relation in the rite of canonisation.

Evidently the saintliness of individuals of the post-Apostolic era cannot be contained in or logically implied by divine revelation itself. So canonisations, if they are to be related to divine revelation, must be so in virtue of being proclamations of dogmatic facts. The classic example of such a dogmatic fact is the assertion that the five condemned Jansenist propositions are contained, according to the ordinary rules for the interpretation of language, in Jansen's work Augustinus. This fact obviously is not contained in divine revelation; it is because the condemned propositions themselves contradict divine revelation, and the book in question (contrary to the Jansenist claims) asserts these propositions, that the pope has the power to infallibly teach that the propositions are contained in that book. This power is necessary because the pope's charism of infallibility does not exist simply to proclaim the abstract truth about doctrine, but also to protect the faith of Catholics. If this charism did not extend to discerning and condemning particular concrete heretical statements such as those in Jansen's book, it would not suffice for the purpose of protecting their faith.

It seems to be the case that there are some instances where a given person's being a saint is a dogmatic fact. That is why the argument that is made here is that canonisations do not as such fall within the scope of the charism of papal infallibility. 
The claim is that the factors that make a person's sanctity a dogmatic fact are not always present in canonisations, and hence that canonisations are not by themselves infallible definitions. Some other element is needed to constitute a person's sanctity as a dogmatic fact. This element can take one of two forms; the truth of a canonisation can be necessarily connected with the truth of the Church's infallible teaching on faith and morals, or it can be a necessary consequence of the fact that the Church is guided in general by the Holy Spirit.

The former case will arise when the doctrine of a particular saint has been so extensively adopted by the infallible teaching of the Church that denial of his sanctity would cast doubt upon the teachings themselves. Examples would be the doctrines of St. Athanasius, St. Augustine and St. Cyril of Alexandria. These saints took leading roles in shaping the doctrines of the Church through their personal theological work. To reject their sanctity would thus be to cast doubt on the doctrines themselves. In such a case, therefore, the Church should be considered to be infallible in proclaiming their sanctity.

The latter case will arise when devotion to a saint has been so widespread and important in the Church that the denial of that individual's sanctity would cast doubt upon the role of the Holy Spirit in guiding the Church. Take a hypothetical example that is deliberately extreme, in order to make this point clearly. Suppose a biblical scholar were to produce a document that allegedly established that St. Paul, during the persecution of Nero and after the composition of his epistles, promptly apostasised, betrayed the other Christians of the Roman Church, and ended his days as a pagan living on a state pension under a different name. Independently of any other objections that might be raised to this hypothesis, it would be incumbent upon Catholics to reject it simply because it is incompatible with the veneration of St. Paul that has been so widely embraced and encouraged by the Church. It would be impossible for the Holy Spirit to have permitted this extensive veneration if St. Paul had not in fact been a holy saint and martyr.

These factors therefore can make it the case that a canonisation is an infallible action of the Church. But they are not often present in canonisations, so canonisations are not in themselves infallible acts.

However, we should not end with this conclusion. The nature of those canonisations that are dogmatic facts enables us to deepen the discussion of the infallibility of canonisations, and to go beyond a simple rejection of the previous theological consensus about their infallibility. The discussion here has concerned the infallibility of papal decrees of canonisation taken in themselves. Its rejection of their infallibility has argued from the criteria that are applied to identify infallible definitions of faith and morals, criteria that bear upon the precise wording of supposed definitions when these are taken in the immediate context of the document in which they are issued.

But this is not the only way to consider canonisations, and it is perhaps not the approach that was taken by Benedict XIV when he first advanced the thesis of the infallibility of canonisations in the 1730s. Rather than consider the papal decrees of canonisation taken in themselves, we can consider them in the context of the entire process that led up to them. When we consider this process as it was laid down by Benedict XIV and practiced for many centuries – with its rigorous scrutiny of the life of the candidate, its insistence on waiting for decades or centuries so that extraneous pressures and motivations can disappear and the fullest and most accurate historical evidence concerning the candidate can emerge, its far higher standard for miraculous intercessions by the candidate – we may well conclude that this process as a whole was infallible. We may well think that it is incompatible with the Holy Spirit's guidance of the Church for such a devoted, persevering, sincere, and thorough effort to arrive at the truth about an individual's sanctity to be allowed to fail. But this reason for believing in the infallibility of the former process of canonisation as a whole does not extend to the more recent decrees of canonisation that have deliberately abandoned this careful and honest search for the truth. It would indeed seem to be a piece of effrontery on the part of the Church to expect the Holy Spirit to make up for a disregard of honest and reasonable enquiry by a miraculous intervention to avert the consequences of such irresponsibility.

This suggests criteria both for determining when a canonisation is not infallible, and for determining when the process of canonisation has actually failed and resulted in the veneration of someone who is not enjoying the Beatific Vision. A canonisation would seem to not be infallible when there are serious flaws in the process of canonisation itself. Such flaws mean that the Church has failed to take the steps necessary to enlist the aid of the Holy Spirit in preventing a mistaken canonisation. The lack of infallibility does not of course mean that the person canonised is not a saint. Padre Pio, for example, was canonised under the seriously flawed process of canonisation introduced by John Paul II in 1983, but that does not mean that he is not a saint or that he should not be venerated as such. A canonisation would seem to be actually erroneous when the balance of probabilities, given the full evidence about the process of canonisation and the life of the person canonised, is very strongly in favour of the process of canonisation having been seriously flawed, and also of the person canonised not having exhibited heroic virtue, but instead to have committed serious sins that were not expiated by some heroic penance. The judgment that a given canonisation is erroneous of course requires very substantial, thorough, objective and intelligent investigation, and no such judgments will be ventured in this article.

We have therefore arrived at an even more narrowly defined conclusion than that suggested at the beginning of this paper. We need not hold that the canonisations of John XXIII and John Paul II were infallible, because the conditions needed for such infallibility were not present. Their canonisations are not connected to any doctrine of the faith, they were not the result of a devotion that is central to the life of the Church, and they were not the product of careful and rigorous examination. But we need not exclude all canonisations whatsoever from the charism of infallibility; we can still argue that those canonisations that followed the rigorous procedure of former centuries benefited from this charism. Thus although the conclusion of our inquiry is narrower than anticipated, its lesson is broader. That lesson tells us that a return to the former approach to canonisation would mean recovering the guidance of the Holy Spirit in an area of great import for the Church.

Paul VI*: The Infallibility of Canonizations and the Morals of the Faithful
https://rorate-caeli.blogspot.com/2018/12/follow-up-article-infallibility-of.html#more
Dr. John R. T. Lamont, December 27, 2018

A number of discussions of the infallibility of canonisations have appeared recently in connection with the canonisation of Paul VI. Some of these, including a discussion of my own, [1] have argued that the act of canonisation is not necessarily an infallible pronouncement, and therefore that the canonisation of Paul VI does not require Catholics to believe that he is a saint in heaven if they have serious reasons for holding that he was not a saint. This conclusion has been rejected by many Catholics who consider themselves to be conservatives or even traditionalists. The basis for this rejection has not been a conclusive proof of the heroic virtue of Paul VI, but rather the assertion that canonisations are always infallible. This rejection is not theologically well-informed, but it is presented with an air of authority that can take in Catholics who are not familiar with the theological issues involved. It is thus worthwhile to provide in more detail the theological reasons that establish that not all canonisations are infallible, and that Catholics are not required to accept that canonisation is necessarily an infallible act of the magisterium.
We should begin by explaining the scope of the infallible teaching authority of the Church. This authority extends to all divinely revealed truths that form part of the deposit of faith, and also to all those truths whose acceptance is necessary in order that the deposit of faith can be effectively defended or proposed with sufficient authority. The latter category of truths are termed the secondary object of the infallibility of the Church.
Next, we should define the question being addressed. It is beyond question that the sanctity of some individuals is infallibly taught. It is divinely revealed, for example, that the good thief is a saint in heaven. Other canonisations can undoubtedly be judged to belong to the secondary object of infallibility. The teaching that St. Paul lived a life of heroic virtue after his conversion and is now a saint in heaven is necessary for the credibility of the inspired teaching that the Church has received from him, and hence forms part of the secondary object of infallibility.
The question about the infallibility of canonisations is thus not whether the Church is sometimes infallible in teaching that a given individual is a saint in heaven, but whether the Church is always infallible in teaching that a given individual is a saint in heaven. The question arises because it is not evident that the sanctity of every person who has been proclaimed a saint by the Church is divinely revealed or has any connection to divine revelation. If Pope John XXIII is not in fact a saint in heaven, for example, this would make no difference to divinely revealed truth or to the truths that are connected to divine revelation. It would not cast doubt upon the truth of his teachings or the legitimacy of his acts of government, because a pope does not have to be a saint in order to teach truly or govern wisely. Pope John XXIII could have failed to achieve sanctity simply because of an excessive and disordered attachment to the cigarettes that he smoked. If this had in fact been the case, and if the investigation into his sanctity had concluded that he was not a saint for that reason, it would have been completely irrelevant to divinely revealed truth. Of course it is possible to think of other reasons why he might not have been a saint. But this hypothetical example is chosen to make the point that sanctity is not the same as being a good person. Sanctity means showing heroic virtue in every aspect of life. It is very difficult and very rare, and it is because it is very difficult and rare that an extremely careful investigation has been required by the Church in the past before a person’s sanctity is officially accepted.
There is no magisterial teaching that states that all canonisations are infallible. There has however been a general consensus of theologians in favour of the view that all canonisations are infallible magisterial acts. Advocates of the infallibility of canonisations have appealed to this consensus in support of their claim. There are two aspects of this consensus that need to be considered. The first is the authority of the consensus in itself. The second are the reasons for the infallibility of canonisations that are given by the theologians included in this consensus.
Theologians do not, as theologians, possess any magisterial authority. However, we can reasonably hold that they have the capacity, at least over time and after proper investigation, to determine the content of Catholic doctrine by reflection on pronouncements that do have magisterial authority. If they did not have this capacity, the profession of theologian would be useless, and the judgment of the Church is that it is not useless, but valuable and worth fostering. Accordingly, a theological censure has been devised to condemn propositions that are rejected by the general consensus of theologians. This censure is the term ‘temerarious’. We can therefore ask if the consensus of theologians in favour of the infallibility of canonisations means that denying this infallibility is temerarious, and is therefore to be avoided by Catholics.
The answer to this question is no, for two reasons. The first reason is that the simple fact of the existence of a consensus of theologians in favour of some proposition does not suffice to make the denial of that proposition temerarious. The rejection of a proposition is only temerarious if either the proposition is rejected without providing a serious reason, or the theological censure of ‘temerarious’ has been applied to that proposition by magisterial authority. Neither of these circumstances apply to the assertion that not all canonisations are infallible. Serious reasons have always existed for denying the infallibility of canonisations; these reasons have been proposed by a number of theologians who have argued that canonisations are not in fact infallible. The Church has never taught that the censure ‘temerarious’ applies to the claim that canonisations are not infallible.
The second reason is that a unanimous consensus of theologians does not in fact exist in favour of the infallibility of canonisations. A majority of theologians is not the same thing as a unanimous consensus of theologians, and such an unanimous consensus does not exist. This can readily be ascertained by examining the theological works that argue for this infallibility. If we look at the discussion of the infallibility of canonisation in ch. XLIII of Prosper Lambertini (later Pope Benedict XIV)’s De beatificatione servorum Dei et canonisatione beatorum, we will find several arguments against the infallibility of canonisations, and the names of a number of serious theologians who advanced these arguments. The existence of serious arguments for a theological position, advanced by reputable theologians, means that Catholics are permitted to hold that position unless the position has been condemned by magisterial authority. This point is often not understood by writers who lack a proper grasp of theological method. Such writers will cite a downright pronouncement in favour of their position made by some respected theological authority like Bellarmine, and then conclude that this downright pronouncement settles the question at issue. They do not realize that these downright pronouncements are being made in the course of a theological dispute, in order to counter other downright pronouncements made for an opposing position; and that sometimes their imperious character has the function of disguising a lack of compelling arguments, rather than being the result of such arguments. Such pronouncements are not rulings that settle the matter in dispute.
The question of the infallibility of all canonisations must thus be settled by considering the arguments for holding it. Before considering the arguments for this infallibility that have been advanced by earlier theologians, we should keep in mind the context in which these arguments were advanced. Canonisation, as they addressed it, took two forms; equipollent canonisation, and formal canonisation. Equipollent canonisation happens when a Pope decrees the universal veneration of a person to whom devotion has existed since time immemorial, and whose holiness and miracles are recorded by historians who are worthy of belief. Formal canonisation happens when a Pope decrees the universal veneration of a person whose heroic virtue and miracles have been established by a juridical process undertaken by the Holy See.
These are still the forms of canonisation that exist today (Pope Francis canonized the Canadian saint Marie de l’Incarnation in 2014 through the process of equipollent canonisation). The canonisations whose infallibility is now in question are formal rather than equipollent canonisations. The process for formal canonisation that is now used is very different from the process that existed when these theologians formed their judgment on the infallibility of canonisation. The investigation of the miracles, life, and writings of the person being proposed for canonisation was much stricter in the older process. The life and writings were scrutinized by the promoter of the faith, more popularly known as the devil’s advocate, and any objections raised by him had to be given a satisfactory answer before the person was beatified, let alone canonized. Four miracles were required for canonisation, and the standards of evidence for accepting that a miracle had occurred were extremely high. In general, the sanctity of the person proposed for canonisation had to be proved by human means beyond a reasonable doubt before a decree of canonisation would be emitted by the Holy See. The current process for formal canonisation has abolished the devil’s advocate, reduced the number of miracles required for canonisation from four to two, lowered the standards of evidence required for accepting a miracle, and made the scrutiny of a person’s life and writings much more lenient. It is now possible for a person to be canonized even if the evidence does not demonstrate their sanctity beyond a reasonable doubt, or, indeed, even if the total available evidence makes it reasonable to believe that the person was not a saint.
This is not to say that the older theologians argued from the thoroughness and reliability of the process of canonisation to the infallibility of its results. They did not. But it is inevitable that their approach to the question was influenced by a justified confidence in the honesty and reliability of the investigation of the sanctity of a person proposed for canonisation. They did not seriously examine whether or not a canonisation based on insufficient or even misleading evidence would be infallible, because they did not suppose that such canonisations would ever occur. The fact that such canonisations are now possible, and in some cases actual, provides a proper reason for revisiting the arguments that they alleged in favour of the infallibility of canonisations, and for examining whether these arguments were as strong as they thought they were.
Nicolau and Salaverri [2] have argued that the formula used in canonisations proves that canonisations are infallible. They cite decrees of canonisation pronounced by Pius XI and Pius XII where the decree explicitly states that it is an infallible act (‘superno lumine iterum ferventiusque implorato, infallibilem Nos, uti Catholicae Ecclesiae supremus Magister, sententiam in haec verba protulimus: Ad honorem etc.’ … ‘Nos universalis Catholicae Ecclesiae Magister, ex Cathedra una super Petrum Domini voce fundata, falli nesciam hanc sententiam sollemniter hisce pronunciavimus verbis: Ad honorem etc.’). [3]
This argument fails to grasp the nature of an infallible definition. In order for a papal teaching to be infallible, it is not enough for it to say that it is infallible; it has to actually satisfy the conditions for an infallible statement. Such statements must be exercises of the teaching authority of the Apostolic See, and they must definitively and finally bind all the faithful to assent to the assertions that they are making. In the case of an infallible truth that is divinely revealed, the faithful are required to believe (credere) the truth that is being taught. In the case of an infallible truth that belongs to the secondary object of the infallible magisterium, the faithful are required to hold (tenere) the truth that is being taught. The term ‘belief’ is used for divinely revealed truths, not because truths belonging to the secondary object of the magisterium do not also need to be believed to be true, but to underline that divinely revealed truths must be believed  with an act of the theological virtue of faith.
In the decrees of canonisation that are cited, the faithful are not told that they are required to believe or to hold that the person being canonized exhibited heroic virtue, was martyred for the faith, or is a saint in heaven. No assertion is to be understood as infallibly defined unless this infallibility is manifestly evident (cf. Canon 749). Since this necessary condition of binding the faithful is absent in these decrees of canonisation (and in all decrees of canonisation), the content of the decree of canonisation itself cannot be given as a reason for the infallibility of canonisations. 
The assertions of Pius XI and Pius XII to the effect that their decrees of canonisation are infallible simply mean that they shared the common opinion of theologians to the effect that canonisations are infallible. Neither the particular claim that the particular canonisations in question are infallibly taught, nor the general assertion that all canonisations are infallibly taught, are themselves being taught with authority in the decrees of canonisation that are cited. Of course one might assume that popes would not advance undecided theological positions as certain in their official documents, and it is certainly irresponsible of them to do so; but in this case, this assumption would be mistaken, as our examination shows.
Many supporters of the infallibility of canonizations have argued that it is impossible for a canonisation to be in error, because the public veneration of someone in the liturgy who is in fact not worthy of it would be displeasing and dishonouring to God, and the Church's public liturgy is guaranteed to be pleasing and honouring to Him.
This argument is far from being convincing. Of course the Church’s public liturgy ought to be pleasing and honouring to God. But we cannot infer from the fact that it ought to be pleasing to God that it always in fact is pleasing to God. And it is not difficult to find instances where officially sanctioned liturgical practices are irreverent and hence dishonouring and displeasing to God. Communion in the hand is one example. (The reasons why communion in the hand should not be permitted are set forth in Memoriale Domini, the indult of 1969 that addresses this matter. The indult sets out all the reasons why it is an abuse, and actually decrees that communion on the tongue should be retained, before allowing bishops’ conferences to permit communion on the hand. [4])
This argument can also be applied to beatifications as well as to canonisations, since in a beatification the commemoration in the Mass of the person beatified is officially permitted by the Church. But it is universally accepted that beatifications are not in fact infallible. A good example is the purported saint Simon of Trent. Simon was a Christian child whose dead body was discovered by some Jewish residents of Trent in 1475. The entire Jewish community of Trent confessed under torture to having put Simon to death as part of a ritual murder ceremony. Fifteen Jews were burnt at the stake for having murdered him. A papal commissioner sent by Pope Sixtus IV concluded that there were no grounds for believing in the charges against the Jewish community of Trent, or in the miracles attributed to the intercession of Simon, but he was expelled from Trent by a mob instigated by the local bishop, who continued with the trial and execution of Jews. Pope Sixtus V approved an office for Simon for use by the diocese of Trent, and entered him in the Roman Martyrology as a martyr murdered by Jews for the faith (he was removed from the Martyrology in 1965). In this case, a person was officially commemorated in the Mass as a martyr on the basis of evidence obtained by torture; as a result of this commemoration, a grave slander against Jews was given credibility. This was displeasing and dishonouring to God. Nonetheless, it happened.
Better, or at least more representative, arguments for the infallibility of canonisations are set forth in Fr. T. Ortolan’s article ‘Canonisation dans l’Église romaine’, in the authoritative Dictionnaire de théologie catholique. Fr. Ortolan claims that the infallibility of canonisations is indicated by the fact that no canonisation has ever been mistaken, although beatifications in individual dioceses have been found to be in error. Since the evidence upon which canonisations are based is human and fallible, even when the greatest care is taken, this perfect record can only be explained by a special assistance of the Holy Spirit that preserves canonisations from error.
If the premise of this argument is accepted, it has some force. Obviously however it cannot be used when doubt about the infallibility of canonisations is motivated by reasons for thinking that a particular canonized individual was not a saint. If it were to be so used, a circular argument would result - canonisations are infallible because no canonized person has ever been shown not to be a saint, and we can know that every canonized person is a saint because canonisations are infallible.
Fr. Ortolan also gives the most commonly used and most influential argument for the infallibility of canonisations, which is that it is not possible for the Supreme Pontiff to lead the universal Church into error in matters that concern faith and morals; but this is what would happen if he were to canonize someone who was not a saint in heaven. This is the argument offered by Newman for the infallibility of canonisations:
The infallibility of the Church must certainly extend to this solemn and public act [sc. the Canonisation of Saints]; and that, because on so serious a matter, affecting the worship of the faithful, though relating to a fact, the Church, (that is, the Pope,) must be infallible. This is Card. Lambertini’s decision, in concurrence with St. Thomas, putting on one side the question of the Pope’s ordinary infallibility, which depends on other arguments. “It cannot be,” that great author says, “that the Universal Church should be led into error on a point of morals by the supreme Pontiff; and that certainly would, or might, happen, supposing he could be mistaken in a canonisation.” This, too, is St. Thomas’s argument: “In the Church there can be no damnable error; but this would be such, if one who was really a sinner, were venerated as a saint,” &c.—Card. Lambert. de Canon. Diss. xxi. vol. i. ed. Ven. 1751. [5]
Now it is certainly true that the Supreme Pontiff cannot lead the universal Church into error by any infallible act. But to give this as a reason for the infallibility of canonisations is simply to beg the question. Upon examination, this entire argument can be seen to rest upon a begging of the question. Those actions where ‘it cannot be that the universal Church should be led into error on a point of morals by the Pope’ are actions that are infallible. Inability to be in error is what infallibility means. So if you say that canonisations are infallible because the Pope cannot lead the Church into error through canonizing someone who is not in heaven, you are simply saying that canonisations are infallible because they are infallible.
We can presume that the assertion that popes cannot lead the faithful into error should be understood as saying that popes cannot lead the faithful into error through some official exercise of the papal office. It would not be claimed that popes cannot lead the faithful into error through some disedifying act committed by them as private persons, as, e.g., by keeping mistresses. But the premise that the Pope cannot lead the faithful into error by some official act is known to be false. 
Such acts have not only occurred, but have been pronounced by the Church to have occurred. The most notorious example of such an act is the letter of Pope Honorius to the Patriarch Sergius of Constantinople. In this letter, Honorius gave some endorsement to the monothelite heresy that Sergius was advancing. We need not determine with precision exactly what sort of endorsement he gave, because any sort of endorsement constituted leading the faithful into error. His letter was not an infallible pronouncement, but it was an official reply to a formal consultation, not a private communication, and as such constituted an official papal act. The third ecumenical council of Constantinople in 680-81 condemned this letter and Honorius as a result of it:
After we had reconsidered, according to our promise which we had made to your highness, the doctrinal letters of Sergius, at one time patriarch of this royal god-protected city, to Cyrus, who was then bishop of Phasis, and to Honorius some time Pope of Old Rome, as well as the letter of the latter to the same Sergius, we find that these documents are quite foreign to the apostolic dogmas, to the declarations of the holy Councils, and to all the accepted Fathers, and that they follow the false teachings of the heretics; therefore we entirely reject them … we define that there shall be expelled from the holy church of God and anathematized Honorius who was some time Pope of Old Rome, because of what we found written by him to Sergius, that in all respects he followed his view and confirmed his impious doctrines.
The acts of this council, including this condemnation, were ratified by Pope Leo II. The anathematizing of heretics by ecumenical councils is a part of their teaching and must be accepted by all Catholics; rejection of this view falls into the Jansenist error that denies that the Church can make an error of doctrine, but maintains that the Church can make an error of fact in attributing heresy to the writings of a given individual. The heretical nature of the letter of Honorius is thus itself a papal teaching at the highest level.
The situation whose possibility this argument denies, viz. that of the faithful’s being led into error by the Church through the canonisation of a person who is not a saint, deserves further consideration. How is it that this error could be produced by such a canonisation? It would not happen by the canonisation of a sinner whose misdeeds could not be known through publicly available evidence. In such a case, all the faithful would know about the supposed saint would be his public actions. Presenting this person as an exemplar of heroic virtue would not lead the faithful into moral error, because they would not know about his misdeeds, and would only have his blameless actions presented to them as models to follow.
In order for a canonisation to lead the faithful astray, the sins that excluded the person canonized from sanctity or even from heaven would have to be public knowledge. If the faithful came across evidence of these sins, they could either reject this evidence as not proving that the canonized person actually sinned, or accept it as showing that the purported saint really was a sinner. Only in the latter case would a threat to their morals arise. But they would have a simple remedy available to them for this threat; they could conclude that because the person was a sinner, their canonisation must have been erroneous, and that the purported saint is not in fact a model of virtue worthy of emulation.
In this latter case, they would also have a remedy available for the evil that arises from the commemoration in the Mass of a person as a saint, when that person is not a saint. Both priests and faithful can and must refuse to reverence persons of this kind as saints, and to celebrate masses that commemorate them as saints. If they do their duty under these circumstances, then no unpleasing and offensive worship of God will take place.
A real threat to the morals of the faithful will arise only if they accept that canonisations are infallible. In this case, they would have to choose between morals—by accepting sinful conduct as good—and faith—by holding that a magisterial act that satisfies the conditions for an infallible teaching is in fact false.
It is thus the acceptance, rather than the denial, of the infallibility of canonisations that threatens the morals of the faithful. And this threat is being realized right now. If we accept that John Paul II and Paul VI were saints, we must accept that their catastrophic failures in carrying out their duties of state did not interfere with their possession of holiness and exemplification of heroic virtue. It means that Paul VI’s protection and promotion of heretical clergy and illegal suppression of the traditional Latin rite, and John Paul II’s inaction in the face of clerical pedophilia —  to name only a few of their failures — made no difference to their going straight to heaven after death. Current bishops can thus follow these policies with no qualms of conscience and no fears for their salvation. As is well known, many bishops at the present time are doing just that; and the canonisations of Paul VI and John Paul II play a non-negligible role in their doing so. The faithful, in turn, are hamstrung in criticizing these disastrous policies by these canonisations. This whitewashing of moral failure and dereliction of duty in these popes also produces a general moral confusion and demoralization among all the faithful.
Since the arguments offered by theologians for the infallibility of canonisation lack force, and there are now clear examples of canonized persons who did not display heroic virtue in their lives, we should conclude that not all canonisations are infallible acts of the magisterium. In the light of the disastrous consequences that can now result from the acceptance of the infallibility of canonisations, we should add that this conclusion needs to be generally accepted by Catholics.
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[5] J. H. Newman, ‘Preface to the 3rd edition of the Via Media’, 27, at http://www.newmanreader.org/works/viamedia/volume1/preface3.html
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