
1 
 

MT. ST. MICHAEL 

Tuesday Evening Doctrine Classes – 6:30-7:30 p.m. 

 

CATHOLIC DOCTRINE ON THE PAPACY 

 

All audio recordings of classes & study sheets will be posted at the following link. You may listen online or 

download to your own computer. 

https://tinyurl.com/Papacyclasses 
 

April 9, 2019 

 

ST. ROBERT BELLARMINE’S FIVE “OPINIONS” ON WHETHER A HERETICAL POPE CAN BE 

DEPOSED 

 

 

1. What is “Opinion”? An opinion is an idea or doctrine which is probably true, but its opposite may be 

found to be true. You lean towards one idea, but accept that you may have to change your view if better 

evidence is found for the opposing idea. An example: medical diagnosis. 

 

 

2. Opinions in daily life   

a. I think the patient has pneumonia (a medical diagnosis). 

b. It won’t snow again this season. 

c. The rest of this week will be rainy. 

 

 

3. Conclusions are not opinions. They are much stronger! Necessary conclusions we encounter in daily 

life: 

a. 2 + 2 = 4.  

b. If I hit my thumb with a hammer, it’s going to really hurt. 

c. Syllogisms e.g. All auto drivers should obey traffic laws. (major premise) 

    Michael Smith is an auto driver. (minor premise) 

    Therefore, Michael Smith should obey traffic laws. (conclusion) 

 

4. A Theological Opinion is NOT the same as a Theological Conclusion! A conclusion is a firm and 

certain doctrine that flows from premises based on Divine Revelation and right reason, e.g. “God gives all 

men the sufficient grace to save their souls.” This fact is not directly revealed, nor is it declared by the 

Church, but it is held by all theologians as absolutely certain. It cannot possibly be a mere “opinion.” 

 

 

5. St. Robert Bellarmine – Canonized in 1930 by Pope Pius XI, and declared a Doctor of the Church a year 

later, this saint is considered a foremost authority on the Papacy.  

 

But it is an outstanding achievement of St Robert, that the rights and privileges divinely 

bestowed upon the Supreme Pontiff, and those also which were not yet recognised by all the 

children of the Church at that time, such as the infallible magisterium of the Pontiff speaking 

ex cathedra, he both invincibly proved and most learnedly defended against his adversaries. 

Moreover he appeared even up to our times as a defender of the Roman Pontiff of such 

authority that the Fathers of the [1870] Vatican Council employed his writings and opinions 

to the greatest possible extent. Nor to be passed over in silence are his sacred sermons and 

catechetical works, especially the famous Catechism “which has been approved by its use 
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throughout the ages and by the judgment of very many of the Church's bishops and doctors”. 

Indeed, in this Catechism, composed at the command of Clement VIII, the illustrious holy 

theologian expounded for the use of the Christian people and especially of children, the 

Catholic truth in a plain style, so brilliantly, exactly and orderly that for nearly three centuries 

in many regions of Europe and the world, it most fruitfully provided the fodder of Christian 

doctrine to the faithful. In his book expounding the Psalms he conjoined knowledge with 

piety. (Acts of the Holy See, Providentissimus Deus, AAS 23 (Sept. 17, 1931) 433-438, in 

which Pope Pius XI declared him Doctor of the Church) 

 

6. The Five Opinions which St. Robert examines:  

 

a. In Book II, Chapter 30 of his voluminous work De Romano Pontifice he examined five theories on 

the deposing of a heretical Pope, were such to happen. He calls them “opinions,” but this is for the 

sake of theological argumentation and analysis. He concludes that the 5
th

 Opinion is the true one, 

which would thereby make it no longer an opinion but a conclusion. As we see above, we have 

certitude about conclusions. They are far stronger than opinions. 

 

b. The Five Opinions 

i. The Pope cannot be a heretic. 

ii. Falling into heresy even merely internal, the Pope ipso facto loses the papacy. 

iii. Even though he falls into heresy, the Pope does not lose his office. 

iv. The Pope heretic is not deposed ipso facto but must be deposed by the Church. 

v. The Pope heretic is ipso facto deposed in the moment in which his heresy becomes 

manifest. 

 

 

7. Heresy 
 

a. Important to remember that this is one of the greatest of sins, and automatically severs one from 

the Church. “For not every sin, however grave it may be, is such as of its own nature to sever a 

man from the Body of the Church, as does schism or heresy or apostasy. (Pope Pius XII, Mystici 

Corporis Christi, 1943) 

i. True, the legal declaration of heresy usually happens later, but the person is not cut off 

from the Church by the legal declaration; rather, he cut himself off by his own action. 

The legal declaration confirms to everyone that in fact this is what happened. 

 

b. The sin of Heresy, by definition, is a pertinacious rejection of a doctrine that is of divine and 

Catholic faith. 

i. “Divine and Catholic faith” denotes anything taught by Jesus Christ and proposed as such 

by the Catholic Church. 

 

c. St. Robert Bellarmine (1610): “A pope who is a manifest heretic automatically (per se) ceases to 

be pope and head, just as he ceases automatically to be a Christian and a member of the Church. 

Wherefore, he can be judged and punished by the Church. This is the teaching of all the ancient 

Fathers who teach that manifest heretics immediately lose all jurisdiction.” De Romano Pontifice. 

II.30. 

 

 

 

NEXT CLASS: detailed study of St. Robert’s own wording in the “Five Opinions.” 


