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ABSTRACT. This article will examine Bellarmine’s first anti—conciliarist work, found in the Dis-
putationes de controversiis Christianae fidei adversus huius temporis haereticos, emphasizing his theolog-
ical treatment of the pope’s authority relative to the authority of a council and his repudiation
of conciliarism. Bellarmine sees the conciliarists as attacking the divinely instituted Petrine struc-
ture of the Church. He does not advocate for an absolute papal monarchy in which there are no
‘constitutional’ limitations on the papacy. For Bellarmine, Christ and his Word, as found in Sa-
cred Scripture and Apostolic Tradition, have supreme authority in the Church: one which the
magisterium, whether papal or conciliar, must accept in humility and pass on unsullied. Only
Christ has a true fullness of power; the pope has a fullness only relative to that of the bishops.
Nevertheless, Christ immediately instituted the pope as the supreme head of the Church on
earth, and as such, the pope has supreme ecclesiastical power over the whole Church on earth.
Lastly, the article examines Bellarmine’s position on papal heresy.
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St. Robert Bellarmine (1542-1621) is perhaps the most important sixteenth—
century defender of the papacy. While there is a considerable body of re-
search on Bellarmine’s ecclesiology, there is but a small body of literature on
his defense of papal supremacy in response to conciliarism. It has been sug-
gested that Bellarmine was a papal absolutist who placed few limits on papal
authority, while the conciliarists, in contrast, placed a series of ‘constitutional’
limits on papal power. This, however, is to deeply mischaracterize the debate,
since all parties accepted constitutional limits on ecclesiastical power, whether
papal or conciliar. The debate was really about whether supreme ecclesiastical
power resided in the pope or in a council apart from the pope. This article
will examine Bellarmine’s first anti—conciliarist work, found in the Disputa-
tiones de controversiis Christianae fidei adversus huius temporis haereticos (hereafter
cited as De Contoversiis), emphasizing that in his repudiation of conciliarism,
Bellarmine did in fact acknowledge that there are ‘constitutional’ limits to a
pope’s authority. To this end, this article will give a short account of the
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sixteenth—century context for Bellarmine’s teaching on the relative authority
of a pope to a council in the De controversiis. It will then examine Bellarmine’s
teaching that Christ is the only supreme head of the Church whose revelation
has absolute authority for the Church. It will also treat of Bellarmine’s doc-
trine that supreme ecclesiastical power resides in the papacy and that councils
apart from the pope cannot exercise this power. Finally, this article will ex-
plain Bellarmine’s views on the power of councils to depose a heretical or
immoral pope.

Background

Conciliarism was initially proposed as a way to resolve the practical problem
of multiple claimants to the papacy during the Western Schism (1378-1417);
some theologians went on to construct a theology in which a council had real
normative authority higher than that of the pope over both local churches
and the universal Church. This conciliarism reached its zenith at the Council
of Constance (1414-1418) in the decree Haec Sancta Synodus (1415), which
asserted that a general council is higher than a pope (Mansi 1927: vol. 27,
590; Tanner 1990: vol. 1, 409). Conciliarism was rejected, however, by Pope
Pius II and two ecumenical councils. Pius II condemned appealing to a coun-
cil against a papal decision in the bull Exsecrabilis (18 January 1460) (Hiiner-
mann, Hoping, Fastiggi, Englund, and Denzinger 2012: 1375/717 [hereafter
DHY]). Both the Council of Florence (1431-1443) and the 5th Lateran Council
(1512-1517) also asserted a doctrine of papal supremacy (DH 1307/694; DH
1445/740; Morerod 2019: 271).

These magisterial interventions, however, did not end support for concil-
iarism and it continued well into the sixteenth century, not only at the Uni-
versity of Paris but also in Scotland, Germany, and even Rome (Oakley 1972:
452-453). It found able defenders in theologians such as Jacques Almain (c.
1480-1515) and John Mair (c. 1467-1550) (Oakley 1965: 673-90; Oakley
2003: 111- 140; Merzbacher 1967: 301-12). In the sixteenth century, Leo X
and Clement VII considered conciliarism such a threat that it was one of the
principal causes for the delay in calling the Council of Trent (Washburn
2019a: 631).

In the early sixteenth century, Luther too came to reject the superiority
of a pope to a council. For a brief period in 1518 Luther had flirted with
conciliarist views (Iserloh 1983: 563), but he quickly came to reject the au-
thority of councils. Even so Luther appealed from the pope to a general coun-
cil because he was convinced that the pope would soon condemn his heretical
doctrines (Jedin 1957-1961: vol. 1, 172). At the diet held at Nuremberg in
1523, Luther called for a ‘free, Christian council in a city on German soil’
(Jedin 1957-1961: 1.211). Despite these calls, by 1520 Luther had moved well
beyond the objections of fourteenth and fifteenth—century conciliarists
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concerning the structure of the Church and had repudiated almost every vis-
ible property that was constitutive of the Church’s hierarchical and sacramen-
tal structure. These calls for a council were fundamentally disingenuous, as
Pope Leo X noted in Exsurge Domine (1520), since Luther was calling for a
council whose authority he no longer accepted (Leo X 1991: vol. 2, 396).

Bellarmine and the Development of the De controversiis

St. Robert Bellarmine joined the Jesuit order in 1560 and was ordained a
priest in 1570. Not long after this, he began to teach scholastic theology at
the Jesuit College in Louvain. While there, he began a systematic study of
Catholic doctrine and doctrinal error. In 1570 Bellarmine requested and re-
ceived permission to read heretical books, because at that time books written
by heretics were kept in the Rector’s room, and in August 1573 he was further
allowed to read these in his own room (Bachelet 1911: 84-85; Ryan 1936: 57;
Tromp 1933: 326-328). At this time, he began to compose his Compendium de
haeresi, also known as the Index haereticorum. In this work, Bellarmine orga-
nized heresies by century, beginning with Thebutes in the first century and
ending with Erasmus in the sixteenth century (Tromp 1934: 187-190). Alt-
hough he cited from the works of both Juan de Torquemada, O.P. (1388-
1468) and John Gerson (1363-1429) and identified some of Marsilius of
Padua’s (c. 1275-c. 1342) anti—papal theses as heretical, he did not deal ex-
plicitly with conciliarism (Bellarmine n.d. ms., Trier, Stadtbibliothek: 335",
336r", 336%). In 1570 he also began a series of lectures on Aquinas’s Summa
Theologiae that lasted for six years (Tromp 1935: 97-105; Bellarmine 1576—
1577). While commenting on the Summa, he defended Thomistic and papalist
ecclesiological positions such as a pope’s superiority to a council and a coun-
cil’s inability to judge a pope (Horst 1978: 170-176; Lohr 1986: 149). Here
Bellarmine often explicitly follows the positions of Thomist ecclesiologist such
as Torquemada, Tommaso de Vio, O.P. (Cajetan, 1469-1534), and Francisco
de Toledo, S.]J. (1532-1596) (Lohr 1982: 662, 682, 713).

Upon falling ill in 1576, Bellarmine was sent to Rome to recover. Here he
served as the professor of controversial theology at the Collegium Romanum,
a position he held for eleven years, from 1576 to 1587. The result of these
lectures was his Disputationes de controversiis Christianae fidei adversus huius tem-
poris haereticos, which he published in three volumes in 1586, 1588, and 1593
(Brodrick 1928: vol. 1, 132; Richardt 2004: 186, n. 4). Bellarmine divided the
De Controversits into fifteen controversies that roughly follow the outline of the
creed (Bellarmine 1613: 1, sig. bij").

The fourth controversy, entitled De Ecclesia militante, tum in Conciliis congre-
gala, tum sparsa tolo orbe terrarium, is divided into four books (hereafter De ec-
clesia et conciliis). In the first two books of De Ecclesia militante, Bellarmine ex-
plains and defends the Church’s doctrine on the nature and authority of
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councils. In book one, he discusses the different types of councils, the neces-
sity of councils, and a pope’s authority to convoke, to preside at, and to con-
firm a council of the Church. Bellarmine divided book two into two parts,
examining different aspects of the authority of councils. The first half is de-
voted to explaining both the doctrinal and disciplinary authority of the vari-
ous types of councils as well as conciliar infallibility (see Washburn 2010: 171—
192). The second half of book two, however, is devoted to explaining the au-
thority of the pope relative to that of a council. Here at last he explicitly ad-
dresses the claims of conciliarists, proposing that supreme ecclesiastical
power is proper to the papacy. The final two books of De ecclesia et conciliis
deal with membership in the Church and the properties and notes of the
Church of Christ.

Bellarmine’s De ecclesia et conciliis is principally preoccupied with defend-
ing the spiritual authority of councils against Protestants, whom he cites 479
times (Richgels 1980: 9). When he comes to the question of the relative au-
thority of councils to the pope, however, he only cites one Protestant, the
Lutheran theologian Hermann Hamelmann (1526-1595). Bellarmine enu-
merates as his principal theological opponents fifteenth and sixteenth—cen-
tury conciliarists: Pierre d’Ailly (Cameracensis, 1350-1425), John Gerson
(1363-1429), Nicholas of Kues (1401-1464), Nicolo de’ Tudeschi (Panormita-
nus, 1386-1445), Francesco Zabarella (Florentius, 1360-1417), Alonso
Tostado (Tostatus Abulensis, ¢.1400-1455), and Jacques Almain (c. 1480-
1515) (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.14, vol. 1, col. 90; 4.1.2, vol. 2, col. 1). Years later,
Bellarmine admitted in his controversy with Paolo Sarpi (1552-1623) that his
efforts in book two of the fourth controversy were in part ordered to answer-
ing the arguments of Gerson and Almain (Bellarmine 1606: 29). It should be
noted that Bellarmine does not refer to these theologians as ‘conciliarists’,
although he occasionally refers to Gerson and Almain as ‘Parisian theologi-
ans’.

Bellarmine cites as sources several opponents of Protestantism such as Al-
bert Pigge (c. 1490-1542) and Nicholas Sanders (c. 1530-1581), but most of
his sources are fifteenth and sixteenth—century anti-conciliarist theologians
such as Domenico Jacobazzi (d. 1527) (Jacobazzi 1903; van Leeuwen 1533).
Over half his sources are Thomist papalists: St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-
1274), Petrus de Palude, O.P. (c.1275-1342), Torquemada, St. Antoninus,
O.P. (1389-1459), Francesco Silvestri, O.P. (ca. 1474-1528), Cajetan, and
Francisco Torres, S.]. (c. 1509-1584) (Palude 1966; Torquemada 1496; St.
Antoninus 1959; Silvestri 1552; Cajetan 1936; Torres 1551).

The Absolute Authority of Christ and His Word in the Church

Sometimes the debate between conciliarists and papalists is presented as if it
is about the absolute authority of either the pope or a council over the
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Church. For Bellarmine, however, neither the pope nor a council is ultimately
the ‘absolute’ authority in the Church; only Christ is ‘the supreme head and
ruler of the whole Church’ (summo capite et principe Ecclesiae totius) and the
‘absolute and free king of the whole Church’ (Regem absolutum, & liberum totius
Ecclesiae) (Bellarmine 1613: 2.1.praefatio, vol. 1, col. 217; 3.1.5, vol. 1, col.
515). Bellarmine’s use of the term free (liber) is striking; he uses it in an Aris-
totelian sense, meaning he who controls himself and is not under another
(Deferrari 1960: 597-598).

In contrast, the pope is merely the vicar (vicarius) or steward (oeconomus)
of Christ’s kingdom on earth, and as a steward he is under the authority of
another. Moreover, Bellarmine explicitly denies that the Church on earth is
an ‘absolute and free monarchy’ (absoluta et libera Monarchia) (Bellarmine
1613: 3.1.5, vol. 1, col. 515). Costigan translates Bellarmine’s phrase, ‘absoluta
et libera’ as ‘absolute and arbitrary’, thereby interpreting Bellarmine to deny
that there is an arbitrary monarchy in the Church. No doubt Bellarmine
would deny this, but I think Bellarmine is making a different point (Costigan
2005: 23). Recall that Bellarmine has used the same language of ‘absolute
and free’ for Christ, if this translation of ‘liber’ as arbitrary were correct, Bel-
larmine would be saying that Christ is an arbitrary king. Instead, Bellarmine
is drawing a parallel between Christ’s kingship and Peter’s. Christ is an abso-
lute and free king, i.e. not subject to another, whereas Peter and his successors
are the stewards and servants of Christ. Moreover, Bellarmine also denies
that the Church on earth is an ‘absolute and free’ monarchy, aristocracy, or
democracy. In the end, whatever the Christian polity is to be, it is always one
in subordination to Christ. To this end, Bellarmine cites 1 Corinthians 4:1:
‘“This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the
mysteries of God’.

In order to drive this point home, Bellarmine enumerates several ways
that the pope’s ‘fullness of power’ (plenitudinem potestatis) is inferior to Christ’s
fullness of power. First, Christ is the Head of the entire Church: the Church
in heaven, in purgatory, and on earth; a pope only rules the Church on earth.
Moreover, Christ’s rule over the Church is eternal, while a pope’s rule is only
for the short time he is pope. Christ, as God, can promulgate divine law, es-
tablish sacraments, and bestow grace outside the sacraments. A pope cannot
do any of these, nor can he change Christ’s laws (Bellarmine 1613: 3.1.9, vol.
1, col. 535-536). If one compares Christ’s authority to a pope’s, one sees that
a pope does not have the fullness of Christ’s power but only the small portion
which Christ has shared with him. Thus, when Catholics speak of a pope’s
fullness of power, this must be understood in a very limited way as referring
to his teaching and jurisdictional authority on earth.

This is why Bellarmine typically speaks of a pope having ‘supreme eccle-
siastical power’ rather than simply supreme power. The pope is said to have
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this ‘fullness of power’ not in relation to Christ but in relation to the power
of bishops, who only have jurisdiction over their own dioceses (Bellarmine
1613: 3.1.9, vol. 1, col. 536).

The difference between Christ’s divine authority and a pope’s authority
entails that there are also several fundamental differences between Christ’s
Word, as expressed in Sacred Scripture, and magisterial statements, whether
papal or conciliar. First, the Sacred Scriptures are immediately revealed by
God whereas magisterial decrees are not. The authors of Scripture were in-
spired by an immediate revelation that caused them to write the words of
God Himself (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.12, vol. 2, col. 86). Through this divine
inspiration, God caused the sacred writers either to reveal that which was
previously unknown or to write down the things which they had seen and
heard. Second, God’s inspiration so moved the sacred writers that they were
not required to investigate the matter. Popes and councils, on the other hand,
are morally obligated to study and to discuss thoroughly the subject matter
prior to formulating their doctrinal decrees (Bellarmine 1613: 3.4.2, vol. 1,
col. 794-795; 4.2.12, vol. 2, col. 87). Third, the Scriptures are inerrant in
everything they assert, and Bellarmine labels as heretical the view that some
parts of Scripture are of merely human origin and therefore capable of con-
taining error (Bellarmine 1613: 1.1.4, vol. 1, col. 18). The only parts of mag-
isterial decrees that necessarily do not contain error, on the other hand, are
solemn definitions concerning faith and morals for the universal Church
(Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.12, vol. 2, 87; see also Washburn 2010: 171-192).
Other parts of magisterial statements can contain error. Moreover, for Bel-
larmine both popes and councils have on occasion taught factual or doctrinal
error (Bellarmine 1613: 3.4.2, vol. 1, 793; 4.2.12, vol. 2, col. 87). Fourth,
every word of Scripture requires the assent of faith, whereas only when the
magisterium is defining something de fide is the assent of faith required (Bel-
larmine 1613: 1.1.15, vol. 1, col. 43). One can clearly see that God’s revealed
Word is superior to magisterial decrees in a number of important respects.

Some contemporary scholars give the distinct impression that the conflict
over conciliarism was between the papal ‘absolutists’, like Bellarmine, who
saw no limits on papal authority, and conciliarists (or later Gallicans), who
held to a ‘constitutional’ view of the Church in which there are express limits
on the pope’s power (Costigan 2005: 22; Oakley 1996: 1-28; Oakley 1999:
65-86; Oakley 2003). This is a deep mischaracterization of the debate, as the
forgoing analysis of Bellarmine’s comparison of Christ’s authority to that of
the popes makes clear. Papalists like Cajetan, Cano, and Bellarmine thought
that there are a number of distinct limits on the power of popes.

Both conciliarists and papalists held that Christ’s headship and Peter’s
headship were not the same and that the pope’s fullness of power is not the
same as the fullness of Christ’s power. The pope does not have absolute power
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in the Church simpliciter for two basic reasons: he is not God, and God has
placed a series of constraints on him. If one insists on speaking of the relative
authority of a pope to that of a council in terms of ‘constitutional’ limits, then
it is better to characterize both papalists and conciliarists as having a ‘consti-
tutional’ view of the Church. What is really at stake in the debate is which
person or group within the Church receives supreme ecclesiastical power from
the Church’s constitution.

The Supreme Pontiff is Head of the Church on Earth
Some extreme conciliarists like Marsilius of Padua held a doctrine similar to
Luther’s, which simply denied Peter and his successors’ headship over the
Church (Bellarmine n.d. ms., Trier, Stadtbibliothek: 336"). More moderate
conciliarists like Gerson and Almain, however, affirmed that Christ made Pe-
ter the head of the Church (Gerson 1966: 6.227-28; Almain 1728: cap. 8).
Gerson was firmly convinced that the monarchical structure of the Church
was part of its divine constitution (Posthumus Meyjes 1999: 169). These con-
ciliarists accepted traditional catholic doctrine but raised questions about the
nature and extent of that headship. Almain, for example, argued that the
pope was the head of the Church in the sense that he had jurisdiction over
every individual Christian of whatever rank, whether archbishop, bishop,
priest or layman, but that the pope did not have jurisdiction over the whole
Church either dispersed throughout the world or when it is gathered to-
gether in a council (Almain 1728: 2, col. 997).

Bellarmine holds that it is a ‘pernicious heresy’ to deny that the primacy
of Peter was established by Christ (Bellarmine 1613: 3.1.10, vol. 1, col. 539).
It is also of divine law that the Roman pontiff succeeds Peter in the primacy
over the whole Church (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.12, vol. 1, col. 626). Bellarmine
is clear that the pope’s headship extends to the whole Church and not just to
its individual parts:

The Roman Pontiff has been constituted immediately by Christ not only as the
pastor and head of all particular Churches, but also of the whole universal Church
gathered together (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.15, vol. 2, col. 92).

Bellarmine’s argument for this thesis is primarily scriptural and largely based
on two texts, Matthew 16:18-19 and John 21:17, both of which are common
in the papalist literature preceding him (Cajetan 1936: cap. 1, p. 16; Jacobazzi
1903: vol. 0, pp. 243-244). He begins by expounding on the locus classicus
asserting Petrine supremacy: ‘You are Peter and upon this rock I will build
my Church’ (Matthew 16:18) (Bellarmine 1613: 3.1.10-13, vol. 1, cols. 539-
559). Bellarmine’s purpose with this text is to demonstrate two things. First,
Peter is the foundation of the Church, and therefore the Church is funda-
mentally dependent upon him, just as a house is fundamentally dependent
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on its foundation. When Christ made Peter the foundation on which the
Church is built, Christ wished to show the superiority of Peter to all other
members of the Church (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.15, vol. 2, col. 92). Second,
when Christ said that He would build ‘my Church’, He made Peter the foun-
dation of all the faithful and not only of some portion of the Church such as
the church in Rome or some other local church, or of particular individuals,
as a number of protestants and conciliarists had alleged (Bellarmine 1613:
4.2.15, vol. 2, col. 92).

Bellarmine then takes up the second locus classicus for asserting Petrine
headship over a council: John 21. Bellarmine argues that when Christ said to
Peter, ‘Feed my sheep’ (John 21:17), He intended to do two things. First,
Christ was making Peter the chief pastor. Sheep, as Bellarmine notes, are
completely dependent on their pastor, just as a house is on its foundation;
and so the Church, whether scattered throughout the world or assembled
together in a council, is dependent on Peter. Bellarmine concludes that Peter
(and the successor of Peter), therefore, is the pastor of any gathering, even of
general councils (Bellarmine 1613: 3.1.16, vol. 1, 562-564; 3.2.12, vol. 1,
627). Bellarmine’s point is that these images of the relationship of a house to
its foundation and of sheep to their pastor are images of complete depend-
ency. Second, Bellarmine notes that Christ’s sheep were given to Peter with-
out distinction, and so Christ gave Peter authority over the whole flock and
not just a portion of the flock (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.15, vol. 2, col. 92). There
is only one sheepfold of Christ, and so Christ entrusted the whole flock to
Peter (Bellarmine 1613: 3.1.16, vol. 1, col. 563).

The Scriptures also repeatedly describe the Church as Christ’s body. A
body must have a head, and (monstrosity aside) it can have only one head.
Therefore, the following conclusion could be made: just as a body completely
depends upon its head, the body of Christ completely depends on Peter, its
head (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.15, vol. 2, col. 92).

Supreme Ecclesiastical Power Is Not in a Council

Some conciliarists had argued that supreme ecclesiastical power is not found
principally in the pope; rather Christ bestowed it immediately upon both Pe-
ter and the Church (Almain 1728: cap. 6). Accordingly, councils do not have
their authority from the pope but immediately from Christ. When general
councils are assembled, supreme power is greater in a council than it is in a
pope. Since the Church cannot always remain gathered in a council and ex-
ercise this supreme power ministerially or instrumentally, the pope will exer-
cise this authority until a council is gathered. Once a council assembles, how-
ever, supreme ecclesiastical authority is more properly in a council than in a
pope, whether or not the pope is part of the council. The pope is therefore
subject to that power (Almain 1728: cap. 7, col. 998).
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Bellarmine rejects such a position, asserting:

Supreme ecclesiastical power, apart from the Pope, is neither formally (formaliter)
nor suppletively (suppletive) in the Church or a council (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.16,
vol. 2, col. 93).

When Bellarmine says that neither the Church nor a council ‘formally’ has
supreme ecclesiastical power, he means that they do not possess it by right.
When he says that neither the Church nor a council ‘suppletively’ has su-
preme ecclesiastical power, he means that apart from the pope, no one can
supply this authority to the Church or a council.

To defend this assertion Bellarmine argues two points. First, the Scrip-
tures everywhere describe the Church as a kingdom with Christ as its king.
To this end Bellarmine cites Psalm 2:6, which reads, ‘But I am appointed king
by him over Sion, his holy mountain, preaching his commandment’, inter-
preting it to mean that God the Father appointed Christ as king of Sion, i.e.,
the Church, and that ‘his kingdom will have no end’ (Luke 1:33) (Bellarmine
1613:4.2.16, vol. 2, col. 93, and 3.1.5, vol. 1, col. 515). Christ himself affirmed
His kingship in His dialogue with Pilate. When Pilate asked Him, ‘Are you
the King of the Jews?’ (John 18:36), Christ did not answer, ‘I am not the
King’, or, ‘My kingdom is not in this world’, but rather He said, ‘My kingship
is not of this world’. Bellarmine uses this dialogue to demonstrate first, that
Christ acknowledged His kingship and second, that Christ’s kingship is not
merely over a temporal kingdom like Herod’s or the emperor’s. The Scrip-
tures also frequently refer to the Church as a kingdom (Bellarmine 1613:
4.2.16, vol. 2, col. 94; see Manelis 1940: 5-108), and of course only Christ can
be the king or monarch of this kingdom. Secondly, Bellarmine argues that
Christ’s kingship is grounded in the hypostatic union. Christ as God is the
lord and king of all creation on account of His divine nature, and Christ as
man has received the power to rule all things on account of the hypostatic
union. Christ governs the universe and all that is contained in it, including
the Church, as a king (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.16, vol. 2, col. 94). Thus, for
Bellarmine, the Church is not merely a natural kingdom with a natural head
but a supernatural kingdom with God as its head (Bellarmine 1613: 3.1.17,
vol. 1, col. 522).

The Church has no authority but what Christ has given it, and the Scrip-
tures are clear that Christ did not give supreme ecclesiastical authority to the
Church apart from Peter; instead He immediately bestowed on Peter ‘the
keys of the kingdom of heaven’ (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.15, vol. 2, col. 92). It is
in this metaphor of the keys of the kingdom that the pope’s supremacy over
the universal Church is contained. By examining the metaphor of the keys,
Bellarmine explains that handing over the keys of a city to someone shows
that the person is entitled to govern the same city and that he is able to admit
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or expel whomever he wants. Christ directly and immediately bestowed on
Peter the supreme authority to govern the Church, but He did not give this
authority to the entire body of the Church. Therefore, ecclesiastical councils
which represent the universal Church do not and cannot have supreme au-
thority in the Church unless, of course, they include Peter, in whom that gift
is operative within them as a body united with him.

Bellarmine further argues that if supreme ecclesiastical power were prin-
cipally in the Church, and only ministerally in the pope, then it would follow
that the pope is not the immediate vicar of Christ. Instead, a pope would be
mediately the vicar of Christ, and the Church would be the immediate vicar
of Christ. This view, in Bellarmine’s opinion, directly contradicts the decree
of the Council of Constance which condemned Wyclif’s teaching that the
pope is not the immediate vicar of Christ (Bellarmine 1613:4.2.15, vol. 2, col.
93; Tanner 1990: 1.413).

The Supreme Pontiff Is Absolutely above a Council

Bellarmine follows the position of other Thomists, such as Cajetan and Tor-
quemada (Cajetan 1936: cap. 7, pp. 48-49; Torquemada 1496: lib. 3, cap. 24,
p- 300% lib. 3 cap. 44, pp. 324'-325"), that

the Supreme Pontiff is simply and absolutely above both the universal Church and
a general council, so that he recognizes no judgment on earth above himself (Bel-
larmine 1613: 4.2.17, vol. 2, col. 99).

Bellarmine considers this a doctrine revealed in Sacred Scripture and there-
fore de fide. He uses the titles that Scripture attributes to Peter to draw this
conclusion. First Bellarmine notes that Peter’s special position is to be the
steward (oeconomus) of the Church, just as Christ is the master of his house-
hold, the Church. Bellarmine refers to Christ’s description of the steward’s
role: “‘Who in your opinion is that faithful, farsighted steward whom the mas-
ter will set over his servants to dispense their ration of grain in season?’ (Luke
12:42). Thus, the steward is set over the master’s servants, the master being
Christ. The Fathers of the Church understood the steward to be the bishop,
as head of the local church. Bellarmine then argues that just as the bishop is
the steward of the local church, so too the Roman bishop is the steward of the
universal Church (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.17, vol. 2, col. 95). In Christ’s anal-
ogy, it is only the master and not the family or other servants who can punish
the steward (Luke 12:46), and so Bellarmine reasons it is only Christ, not a
council, who can judge or punish the pope (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.17, vol. 2,
col. 96).

Bellarmine presses his point by assigning to the pope three other Chris-
tological titles of shepherd, head, and husband. Christ refers to Himself as
the shepherd over His flock, the Church, in the Good Shepherd discourse: ‘I
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am the good Shepherd’ (John 10:14). Christ shares this role with Peter when
He commands him to ‘Feed my sheep’ (John 21:16) (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.17,
vol. 2, col. 96). It is clear that a shepherd cannot be judged by his sheep; so,
too, a pope cannot be judged by a council. Bellarmine also notes that the
Scriptures liken Christ to the head of a body, a title that the Council of Chal-
cedon gave to Pope Leo the Great (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.17, vol. 2, col. 96).
Clearly, the head cannot be ruled by the members nor can the members cut
off the head. So, too, the pope cannot be ruled or judged by a council. Lastly,
Christ is compared to a spouse, as St. Paul in his letter to the Ephesians coun-
sels husbands to ‘love your wives as Christ loved the Church and gave himself
up for her’ (Ephesians 5:25). Again, Bellarmine points to the Second Council
of Lyons (1274), which referred to the pope as the husband of the Church.
He concludes that just as it is contrary to the order of nature and to Scripture
that the wife is able to judge the husband, so too a council cannot judge the
pope (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.17, vol. 2, col. 96; Tanner 1990: vol. 1, p. 3175).

Whether a Council Can Depose a Heretical or Immoral Pope

Many conciliarists saw as their strongest argument the commonly held teach-
ing that a pope could be judged if he fell into heresy. Conciliarists turned to
a canon known by its incipit, S¢ Papa, which is included in Gratian’s collection
of Church law called Concordia discordantium canonum (c. 1140), a kind of me-
dieval ‘Denzinger’ containing a collection of authoritative texts (Congar
1974: 90). Si Papa suggested that the first see cannot be judged ‘except when
he is convicted of deviation from the faith’ (nisi deprehendatur a fide deuius)
(Gratian 1955: vol. 1,146). From this exception conciliarists generally con-
cluded two things. First, the pope can fall into heresy, a position held by all
canonists (Moynihan 1961: 141-142; Tierney 2010: 9) and theologians in the
Middle Ages, including papalists (Natalis 1966: 365; de Palude 1966: 196;
Terreni 1926: 28, 30; Torquemada 1496: 1. 2, c. 102; Antoninus 1959: 3, cols.
1207-1208; Washburn 2019b: 550-552). Second, Si Papa entails that the pope
can be judged for this heresy. Conciliarists argued that the appropriate means
for judging the pope is a council since popes in the past were, in fact, judged
by councils. Conciliarists concluded that if a council can judge a pope, then a
council must have supreme ecclesiastical power.

Bellarmine’s solution is to deny that the pope can be a formal heretic ei-
ther in solemnly defining a matter of faith and morals for the universal
Church or in teaching in other capacities such as a theologian (doctor privatus).
This later position he qualifies with the theological note of ‘probable and pi-
ous’ (Bellarmine 1613: 3.4.6, vol. 1, 805; 3.2.30, vol. 1, 691). Such a view, of
course, renders moot the question of whether a council can judge a pope,
since such an event would not occur. This position that the pope will not fall
into formal heresy even as a theologian was a sixteenth—century theological

PERICHORESIS 18.6 (2020)



32 CHRISTIAN D. WASHBURN

novelty popularized by the Dutch theologian Albert Pigge (c. 1490-1542) (Je-
din 1931: 136). Bellarmine’s position, however, is often misunderstood as en-
tailing that the pope can never teach or hold doctrinal error or heresy. This
is incorrect. First, Bellarmine divides all papal teaching into two categories:
infallible solemn definitions and everything else. The pope is only infallible
in hisi solemn definitions, everything else is fallible. Second, Bellarmine freely
acknowledges both that the pope qua pontiff can err on factual questions (Bel-
larmine 1613: 3.4.2, vol. 1, 793) and that the pope as a private teacher (doctor
privatus) can err through ‘ignorance even in matters of faith and morals’, just
like any other human teacher (Bellarmine 1613: 3.4.2, vol. 1, 793). So, he
clearly thinks that popes can and do make serious doctrinal errors. His posi-
tion is not that the pope as a private teacher cannot be a heretic in any sense
but only that the pope as a private teacher cannot be a heretic by ‘pertina-
ciously’ (pertinaciter) believing something contrary to the faith (Bellarmine
1613: 3.4.6, vol. 1, 805). His point, to use modern terminology, is that the
pope as a private teacher can be a material heretic, but he will not be a formal
heretic.

It is also important to note what Bellarmine means by judge’. He does
not mean that an individual cannot render a judgment about whether the
pope has or has not committed an act of heresy. What he means is that there
is no one in the Church who can make a judicial or canonical judgment that
could compel the pope to do something, since this would entail that there is
a supreme ecclesiastical power in the Church greater than the pope.

Despite his position that it is pious to hold that the pope cannot become a
pertinacious heretic either in infallibly defining a matter of faith and morals
for the universal Church or as a private teacher, Bellarmine considers four
theories on how a heretical pope (papa haereticus) could lose his office. First,
he rejects the view held by Torquemada that a pope who is a secret heretic
loses ipso facto membership in the Church (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.30, vol. 1,
691). Bellarmine does not think that secret heresy is sufficient for a pope to
lose his office. Second, he rejects the view that a heretical pope cannot be
judged for manifest heresy. He considers this position as contrary to Si Papa
and the practice of the Church, which had in fact condemned allegedly he-
retical popes such as Honorius (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.30, vol. 1, 691). Third,
Bellarmine also rejects Cajetan’s view that a pope who is a manifest heretic is
not ipso facto deposed by God but should be deposed by the Church. Trying
to avoid conciliarism, Cajetan argued that when a council judges a heretical
pope, it is not exercising authority over the pope as such but only over the
conjunction of the papacy with a particular pope. Bellarmine rejects Cajetan’s
argument since he thinks that such a distinction still entails that a council is
judging the pope.
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Bellarmine then turns to what he describes as the ‘true’ and ‘common’
opinion in the Church:

A Pope who is a manifest heretic, ceases per se to be Pope and head, just as he ceases
per se to be a Christian and member of the body of the Church: therefore, he can
be judged and punished by the Church (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.30, vol. 1, 694).

In Bellarmine’s view the Scriptures teach that faith is a necessary condition
for one to be a member of the Church. Heresy is by definition the rejection
of faith, and therefore a formal heretic loses membership in the Church (Har-
don 2009). Paul in 1 Timothy 1:19 teaches that the heretic, through his
heresy, is broken from the ship which is the Church, after which he sinks into
the sea (Bellarmine 1613: 4.3.4, vol. 2, col. 110). The ipso facto loss of the
papal office through formal heresy entails for Bellarmine that whoever ren-
ders a judgment of a heretical pope is not in fact judging the pope at all; he
is merely judging a heretic.

Bellarmine, however, does agree with conciliarists that both local and ecu-
menical councils are a means for dealing with such heretical popes. Bellar-
mine recognizes that this was lawfully done by the Church in the past, and
he gives several examples, including Pope Marcellinus who, according to
some accounts, was accused with the sin of apostacy by 300 bishops at the
Council of Sinuessa (Townsend 1933: 165-174; Moynihan 1961: 3). While
this story is part of the Symmachian forgeries, nevertheless Bellarmine’s com-
ment upon it reveals that he thought that a local council could deal with the
problem of a heretical pope. Bellarmine writes,

Marcellinus was accused of an act of infidelity, in which case a council can examine
the case of the Pontiff. If the council were to find that he was really an infidel, it
can declare him outside the Church and condemn him (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.19,
vol. 2, 100).

Bellarmine explains that the bishops did condemn Marcellinus, but only after
the pope had condemned himself and, in that act, abdicated the papacy. Bel-
larmine also thought that ecumenical councils could adjudicate papal heresy,
citing Honorius’ condemnation by the third council of Constantinople (Bel-
larmine 1613: 3.2.30, vol. 1, 691).

At first blush, it may seem odd and contradictory for Bellarmine to hold
his view as probable and pious and yet to call this fourth view true and com-
mon. There are two important points to make about Bellarmine’s position.
First, Bellarmine is honest enough to recognize that his own view is not the
‘common’ opinion in the Church, as it was unknown before the sixteenth
century. The fourth view, Bellarmine notes, was held by ‘all the ancient fa-
thers’, Si Papa, and Pope Innocent I1I (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.30, vol. 1, 691).
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Moreover, he notes that the common opinion is also held by ‘learned men of
our age’, including John Driedo (1480-1535) and Melchior Cano, O.P. (1509—
1560). Second, Bellarmine’s ‘probable and pious’ opinion is not strictly con-
tradictory to this true and common opinion. It is, after all, a doctrine of the
Church that anyone, whether pope or layman, who falls into manifest and
pertinacious heresy is no longer a member of the Church. The pope himself
is not exempted from this divine law. One can simultaneously hold that a
pope who is a manifest and pertinacious heretic is not a member of the
Church and that God has and will providentially prevent such an occurrence.
This is like holding that anyone, including the Blessed Virgin, who commits
a mortal sin and dies unrepentant will descend immediately to hell after the
particular judgment. God, however, gave Mary graces such that she never
committed such a sin.

Some medieval canonists like Huguccio (d. 1210) and conciliarists like
Zabarella and Almain argued that Si Papa should be read broadly rather than
narrowly so that it includes not only the crime of heresy but also notorious
immorality (Zabarella 1566: 697; Almain 1728: cap. 12; Moynihan 1961: 75—
76; Tierney 2010: 9, 59-61; Oakley 1965: 673-690). Huguccio in effect ar-
gued that if the pope were to commit a notorious immoral act like fornication,
he would be teaching the faithful through his example. Bellarmine rejects
such an argument. If the supreme pontiff lives an immoral life, he must be
fraternally corrected; but the pope cannot be judged in the judicial sense by
any man (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.27, vol. 1, 681; 3.3.21, vol. 1, 766). On this
point Bellarmine argues that the tradition is clear that the only exception to
the Church not judging the supreme pontiff is heresy. Finally, Bellarmine
considers the opinion held by a number of medieval canonists, such as Alanus
Anglicus (fl.c. 1190—c. 1210), that a pope can voluntarily subject himself to a
council (Fraher 1976: 47-54). Bellarmine holds that ‘the supreme pontiff can-
not entrust to either a council or anyone else compulsory judgment over him-
self but only advisory judgments’ (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.18, vol. 2, col. 99).
After all, as Bellarmine notes, the supreme power of the pope is of divine
right, and not even the pope himself can dispense with a divine law. So, the
pope is not even free to subject himself to the coercive power of the Church
or council without violating divine law. The pope can only be judged by God
(Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.18, vol. 2, col. 100). Moreover, if the pope were to co-
ercively subject himself to another, it would follow that he would be both a
superior and an inferior at the same time and in the same respect, which is
inherently contradictory.

While Bellarmine repeatedly denies that a pope can be judged for any-
thing other than heresy, he does think that it is lawful to resist a wicked or
immoral pope in some cases. Conciliarists had argued that just as one may
justly kill a pope who unjustly invades a territory, so it is all the more lawful
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for a king or a council to depose a pope who is attempting to destroy souls.
Bellarmine’s response to this argument follows that of Torquemada and
Cajetan whom he approvingly cites (Cajetan 1936: cap. 27, pp. 178-179; Tor-
quemada 1561:lib. 2, cap. 106, p. 246" —248"). He only denies the consequent;
it would appear then that he admits that it is lawful for anyone to resist or
even kill a pope who unjustly attacks him. Presumably, Bellarmine would also
hold with Cajetan that while it is permissible to kill a pope in self—defense, it
is not permissible to punish a pope for homicide with the death penalty
(Cajetan 1936: cap. 27, p. 179). The reason for this is that the death penalty
can only be applied if a person is judged guilty of the crime of homicide.
Since no human can judge the pope, he cannot be punished with the death
penalty. It is also equally lawful for a state to defend itself or even kill a pope
who is unjustly invading it. This latter scenario may strike one as improbable,
but one should remember the sixteenth—century example of Pope Julius 1I
(r. 1503— 1513), known as the warrior pope, who personally and bravely su-
pervised the siege of Mirandola (Shaw 1993: 270). In any case, for Bellarmine
individuals and states have a natural right to self~ defense. Bellarmine also
thinks that it is lawful to resist a pope who is attempting to destroy souls or
the Church. While one cannot judge (in a juridical sense) the pope, one may
resist him by refusing to do what he commands and by attempting to impede
his unlawful commands (Bellarmine 1613: 3.2.29, vol. 1, col. 690). Bellar-
mine does not explain what he has in mind by ‘destroying the Church’. Given
his reference to Cajetan’s De comparatione auctoritatis papae et concilii, however,
it is probable that he holds a similar position to Cajetan, who gives several
examples of what constitutes the pope destroying the Church, such as simony
on the pope’s part or the conferral of benefices for money (Cajetan 1936: cap.
27, p. 179).

Gerson had argued, at least as Bellarmine reports, that the Church has to
be able to depose a corrupt pope so that it can heal itself. If the Church can-
not depose a corrupt pope, then it is not even as competent as a state that can
depose a corrupt ruler who is attempting to destroy it. Bellarmine responds
that the Church is not principally dependent on human works for its protec-
tion but on God. God in His providence will always protect His Church. Bel-
larmine held that God would sometimes directly intervene. Later in Bellar-
mine’s career, this theory was put to the test. During the de auxilliis contro-
versy, Pope Clement VIII (r. 1592-1605) informed Bellarmine that he was
going to define in favor of the Dominican position against the Jesuit position
in the matter of grace. Bellarmine told Pope Clement that he would do no
such thing and predicted to Cardinal Del Monte that the pope would die if
he attempted to do such a thing. Clement VIII died not long after, no doubt
confirming in Bellarmine’s mind his own theory (Bellarmine 1999: 78; Bro-
drick 1928: 2:56, 111). Bellarmine’s trust in God’s direct intervention to
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protect His Church does not mean that there is nothing that Christians or
the Church can or should do in such a case. After all, God often accomplishes
His will through secondary causes, such as sacraments or men. In the case of
a pope attempting to destroy the Church, Bellarmine gives several examples
of what the Church or Christians can do. First, they can pray for the conver-
sion of the pope or his removal from office. Second, they can also admonish
him or correct him with humility and reverence. Lastly and strikingly, Bel-
larmine argues that one may even use military force to stop a pope from de-
stroying the Church (Bellarmine 1613: 4.2.19, vol. 2, col. 103).

Conclusion

Bellarmine does not advocate for an absolute papal monarchy in which there
are no ‘constitutional’ limitations on the papacy. Christ alone is the absolute
king of the Church; the pope is merely the His steward. Moreover, only
Christ has a true fullness of power; the pope has a fullness only relative to
that of the bishops. Nevertheless, Christ immediately instituted the pope as
the supreme head of the Church on earth, and as such, the pope has supreme
ecclesiastical power over the whole Church on earth. This supreme authority
has limits that are part of the nature of Christ’'s Church. For Bellarmine,
God’s Word, as found in Sacred Scripture and Apostolic Tradition, has su-
preme authority in the Church. Bellarmine’s point, to use the words of the
Second Vatican Council, is that a pope must ‘serve’ revelation by ‘teaching
only what has been handed on’ (De: verbum 10). A pope may not issue new
public revelation for he is not like the oracle at Delphi or the President of the
Mormon Church, who can issue new revelation or invalidate either natural
or supernatural revelation. Bellarmine’s point, to use the words of the First
Vatican Council, is that ‘the Holy Spirit was not promised to the successors of
Peter that they might disclose a new doctrine by his revelation’ (DH 3070). If
a pope to attempt to issue new revelations or to contradict God’s Word, he
would simply lose his office and a new pope would have to elected. While
Bellarmine rejects as contrary to Church teaching the conciliarist argument
that a council can judge (juridically) either a heretical or an immoral pope,
he agrees with the conciliarists that a council is a way to deal with the problem
of a heretical pope. Finally, if a pope were to attempt to destroy the Church,
Bellarmine thinks that either God would directly intervene or, depending on
the circumstances, one may have recourse to the use of military force to stop
him from doing so.
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