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Introduction 
There have been many books and articles written about the conflict between 
Freemasonry and the Roman Catholic Church and most Masons, and many 
Catholics are aware of the conflict.  But how many actually have looked at the 
arguments from both sides?  The purpose of this paper is to take a look at the 
original documents and activities that started the conflict and what current 
Catholic thought is on the subject of Freemasonry.  It is not intended to cover all 
issues of conflict between Freemasonry and religions. It will focus entirely on the 
Roman Catholic Church as it has the longest history of effects on Western 
culture and prohibition of Freemasonry. 
 
So what are the causes of this rift?  Is it purely dogma, faith?  Or is there a 
political or power element?  Or is it all of those things and more?  
 
Disclaimer! 

 The purpose of this document is not to denigrate, criticize, condemn 
or attack either the Roman Catholic Church or Freemasonry 

 The purpose of this document is not to absolve the Roman Catholic 
Church and/or Freemasonry of any mistakes made in their name in 
the past but to simply offer the historical facts. 

 It is important to recognize that American Freemasonry is somewhat 
different than the practice of Freemasonry on the European 
continent, particularly in the early days of Freemasonry. 

 Each person who reads this document is fully free to accept or reject 
any of the information contained within and is encouraged to do their 
own research and come to their own conclusions. 

 
As this research is intended to be read mostly by Freemasons, only some of 
whom would be members of the Roman Catholic Church, it would seem prudent 
to first cover some of the basics of the dogma of the Roman Catholic Church 
(hereafter referred to as “the Church” or “the Catholic Church”).   
 
The Catholic Church has a rich tradition of complicated and exacting ideas and 
principals about the nature of God, the founding of the Church and the Church’s 
place in the world.  We only need to cover the basics of the Catholic faith to 
understand the rift with Freemasonry and will not need to dive too deeply into 
Church law and practice. 
 
The Roman Catholic Church claims its beginning from a passage in Matthew 
16:18 “…And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will 
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build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”  (KJV 
http://biblehub.com/matthew/16-18.htm; accessed 13 October 2017).  It is from 
this passage that the entire foundation of the Church was built.  Church dogma 
then developed that phrase into the following foundational principal: 
 

The Catholic Church teaches that it is the one true church founded 
by Jesus Christ, that its bishops are the successors of Christ's apostles, 
and that the Pope is the successor to Saint Peter; whom Catholics believe 
was made the first Pope by Jesus Christ. The Catholic Church also 
maintains that its doctrine on faith and morals is infallible. 
(Wikipedia; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church; accessed 13 
October 2017) 
 

The Church went on to combine this fundamental idea with the Great 
Commission (Mathew 28: 16 – 20) that Jesus gave to his disciples to create the 
Church and its mission, which was expressed by Pope Pius XI: 
 

…in this one Church of Christ no man can be or remain who does not 
accept, recognize and obey the authority and supremacy of Peter and his 
legitimate successors" and quoted the statement of Lactantius: "The 
Catholic Church is alone in keeping the true worship. This is the fount of 
truth, this the house of Faith, this the temple of God: if any man enter not 
here, or if any man go forth from it, he is a stranger to the hope of life and 
salvation.  (Wikipedia; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church; 
accessed 13 October 2017) 

 
As the centuries went by, these fundamental principals were further refined and 
taught to the members of the faith resulting in the organization that we know 
today as the Roman Catholic Church. 

 
The following list is a very concise set of principals of the Church and will be the 
ones, which will come into play time and again over the centuries as the Church 
and Freemasonry interact: 
 

 The Roman Catholic Church is the One True Church 

 Salvation and reconciliation with God is only possible through the One 
True Church 

 The Church is infallible in its teaching. 

 The Pope in infallible when speaking on Church matters. (…the Pope is 
preserved from the possibility of error "when, in the exercise of his office 
as shepherd and teacher of all Christians, in virtue of his supreme 
apostolic authority, he defines a doctrine concerning faith or morals to be 
held by the whole Church." This did not become official doctrine until 1869 
– 1870 Vatican Council.  Wikipedia; 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papal_infallibility; accessed 13 October 2017) 

 The Church holds the “Truth” and no other “Truth” is allowed or correct. 



3 

 

 It is the duty of the Church to regulate and direct the lives of all men in 
order to bring them to salvation. 

 
With these basic ideas in mind, it becomes a bit clearer as to why the Church 
might have issues with any organization that did not espouse the same things or 
that was not under the control and auspices of the Church.  It is from this 
understanding that we will move forward into the fray. 
 
It is difficult to know when exactly Freemasonry became a subject of interest to 
the Church or when the first Lodges might have appeared on the Italian 
peninsula.  For the purposes of clarity, we will take the formation of the Grand 
Lodge of England in 1717 as the starting point for the spread of Masonry to the 
European continent.  (It is known that there was a Scottish Lodge existing in 
Rome from 1735 – 1738 which was subsequently closed due to the Church 
issuing it’s first condemnation of Freemasonry in 1738.  The minutes and history 
of this Lodge are contained in the book “The Jacobite Lodge at Rome 1735 – 
1738” by Wm. Jas. Hughan; published1910 by Torquay Directory Co. Leicester.  
The Nebraska Masonic Foundation Library and Museum is in possession of a 
copy of this book.) 
 
As Freemasonry spread across the European continent, it was not always well 
received.  In fact, Holland, Austria, Switzerland, Spain, Bavaria, Savoy and other 
parts of Italy, banned Freemasonry as the aims of the Craft were considered 
counter to the ruling Kings and Princes of these countries.  In other parts of the 
European continent, Freemasonry was welcomed and many of the ruling class 
were members. 
 
By 1738, the Craft had made enough of an impression on the Church that the 
first Papal Bull was issued (In eminenti) by Pope Clement XII.  This started a 
trend of Bulls and Encyclicals from the Papal office condemning Freemasonry 
and later any “secret society” stretching into the 19th century and which are still 
referred to in Church law.  While the Church on this issue created hundreds of 
documents, there are six that have had the most impact on the Church and its 
relationship with Freemasonry: 
 
1738 – (Bull) – In eminenti, Clement XII 
1751 – (Bull) – Providas, Benedict XIV 
1821 – (Bull) – Eccclesiam, Pius VII 
1825 – (Bull) – Quo graviora, Leo XII 
1846 – (Encyclical) – Qui pluribus, Pius IX 
1884 – (Encyclical) – Humanum genus, Leo XIII 
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It is important to understand the difference between a Papal Bull and a Papal 
Encyclical within the structure of the Church.  Both are documents issued by the 
Pope for the guidance of the Church.  The difference is subtle but important. 
 
A Papal Bull (so called because of the lead seal or bulla that was attached to the 
bottom) is a document used to present a solemn pronouncement (teaching).  
Papal Bulls are considered to be infallible and are not to be ignored by the 
Church bishops.  The Bull was the most often used method prior to the 18th 
century to express Church teaching; however, since that time, the Encyclical has 
been used instead. 
 
An Encyclical, like a Bull, is a method of distributing a teaching to the bishops 
although at times, the Pope has been known to address them to the faithful and 
to “all people of goodwill”.  Encyclicals are generally concerned with some 
pastoral issues such as matters of doctrine, morality, devotion or discipline.  
While not considered infallible they are not to be lightly rejected or criticized by 
the faithful. 
 
Of the various Papal writings against Masonry, the first four were Bull’s and the 
remaining two were Encyclicals.  No explanation was found as to why the change 
in the method of communication.  The assumption is the general shift away from 
using Bulls in the Church as a whole.  Regardless of the form of the 
communication, the Church, in the case of Freemasonry, considers all of these 
documents to be doctrine.   
 
(Reference 

 Catholic Straight Answers; http://catholicstraightanswers.com/what-is-the-
difference-between-an-encyclical-an-apostolic-constitution-a-papal-bull-
and-a-pastoral-letter/; Accessed 13 October 2017 

 Slate.com; 
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/explainer/2001/07/whats_
an_encyclical_whats_a_bull.html ; Accessed 13 October 2017) 

 
 
The Documents 
 
In Eminenti, 1738, Clement XII 
Pope Clement XII issued the first papal bull proscribing Freemasonry in 1738.  In 
emineti begins by establishing the authority of the Church and the Pope to take 
the following action to make sure the “Orthodox Religion is kept from errors and 
vices.” 
 
The Bull then defines that this document concerns the Liberi Muratori or Free 
Masons and details the “errors and vices” that are being committed by such an 
organization.  These include: 

 Accepting and associating with men of “any Religion or sect” 
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 Establishes that secrecy of meetings, etc. is a threat to the Church, as 
they must be doing something wrong if it has to be a secret. 

 Calls members “depraved and perverted” 

 Alleges that Masons are making their own laws that override the laws of 
the Church and the secular world and are bound by an oath that 
supersedes all other obligations 

 Free Masons are a threat to the mission and responsibilities of the Church 
and Freemasonry is therefore condemned and prohibited. 

 Punishment of excommunication that could only be lifted at “…the hour of 
death” or by the “…Roman Pontiff of the time.” 

 Included a paragraph threatening the “faithful” with excommunication for 
assisting, harboring or in any way engaging with Free Masons. 

 The Bull ends with a direct order to the Inquisition to investigate and 
punish Free Masons as they would heretics and suggests that the secular 
authorities be used to assist in this effort.  This is not out of character as 
the separation of Church and State had not yet been accomplished and 
the secular authorities were the ones who carried out the sentences 
(torture, burning at the stake, etc.) of the Inquisition trials, thus giving the 
Church plausible deniability on the question of having killed or tortured 
anyone. 

 
This Bull is fairly broad and establishes some of the basic issues that will be 
repeated and expanded upon as time goes on: 

 Secrecy 

 Oaths 

 Acceptance/Toleration of other Religions 

 Perceived interference with Church responsibilities 
 
The inclusion of the Office of the Inquisition will become more important as 
history moves forward and the Church becomes more aggressive in their stance.  
This Bull is also the root of the lumping together of all organizations not under the 
control of the Church as being “Free Masons”.  This will become very important 
as we move further into the 18th century. (NB: "“When the existence of the 
Church is threatened, she is released from the commandments of morality,” 
declared the Bishop of Verdun in a tract published in 1411. “[ T] he use of every 
means is sanctified, even cunning, treachery, violence, simony, prison, death.”) 
 
 
 
Providas, 1751, Benedict XIV 
The Papal Bull Providas was issued in 1751 and was essentially a repeat of the 
Bull In eminenti.  The first Papal Bull is referenced in the opening and the points 
that the Church bases its repudiation of Masonry on is again detailed but the 
language used has taken a more severe tone. This will be come a common 
theme as time moves forward of the language becoming harsher with each 
document. 
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New to this Bull is the statement that other Kingdoms have already prohibited 
Free Masons and that this should be an example to all and the blanket 
statement:  

“These societies were of ill repute among wise and virtuous men and in 
their judgments all who joined them incurred the brand of depravity and 
perversion.” 

 
Ecclesiam a Jesu, 1821, Pius VII  
Like the Bull before it, Ecclesiam a Jesu reiterates the original Bull (In eminenti.)  
The language of this Bull has changed to a tone of the Church being “under 
attack” and implies a conspiracy on the part of Freemasonry to attack the Church 
and eliminate it. The text uses much more aggressive language and has 
overtones of feelings of persecution.  While admitting that the Holy See has tried 
and failed in the past to eliminate Freemasonry, it tries to rally the faithful to new 
zeal to do so.  (NB: Pius VII had reason to hold a grudge against Freemasonry 
as Napoleon had removed him from power and imprisoned him from 1806 to 
1814. Napoleon then annexed the Papal States to The French Empire.  Facing 
his own imprisonment in January of 1814, Napoleon returned Pius VII to Rome.  
To his credit, Pius VII attempted to intercede with Cardinal Consalvi on behalf of 
Napoleon’s mother for better treatment of his foe.) 
 
This Bull also introduces a new player: the Carbonari or Charcoal Burners.  The 
allegation here is that the Carbonari are merely a part of the overall scheme of 
Freemasonry.  This group did exist and had a very colorful and important role to 
play in the creation of a unified Italy. 
 
Carbonari 1821 
Despite this list of bulls and encyclicals, Freemasonry became very popular 
amongst the upper class; royalty and aristocrats of the day in Europe who did not 
see the tenets of Freemasonry as a threat to their power or position.  At this time, 
the popularity of Freemasonry influenced the creation of similar organizations 
that mimicked the Freemasons in form but with greatly different aims. 
 
In the early 19th century a group called the Carbonari or Charcoal Makers began 
to gain traction in Italy.  Posing as a fraternal group dedicated to the Church and 
patriotism, they were, in fact, a political group that was actually a cover for 
political activities and were seeking to defeat tyranny, defend the rights of the 
people against all forms of absolutism and to establish a constitutional form of 
government that would result in a unified Italy.  Historians disagree as to how 
much influence the Carbonari had in the final achievement of this goal, but it is 
certain that they were influential on some level.  These aims were an obvious 
challenge to the power and position of the Church. 
 
The Carbonari was a near mirror image to Freemasonry in many respects.  The 
place where the members assembled was called baracca (hut), its 
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interior vendita (place of selling coal), and its surroundings foresta (forest). The 
members called one another buon cugino (good cousin); those not belonging to 
the society were pagani (heathens). The Carbonari were divided into two 
classes: apprentices and masters. No apprentice could rise to the grade of a 
master before the end of six months. The members made themselves known to 
one another by secret signs in shaking hands. (New Advent; 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03330c.htm; accessed 11/5/17) 
 
They made members using a ritual work system very similar to Freemasonry and 
in fact, would accept a Master Mason as a Master Carbonari without further ritual 
work.  They also had oaths with penalties much like the Masonic Fraternity.  It is 
not too hard then to see why the Church took the position that the Carbonari and 
Freemasonry were one in the same.  This attitude still exists today and is part of 
the anti-Masonic dogma of the Church. 
 
Some Carbonari members that we would recognize are: 

 Marquis de Lafayette 

 Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte (Napoleon III) 

 Giuseppe Garibaldi.  Garibaldi went on to be a very important player in the 
unification of Italy and was Grand Master of Italy as well. 

 Giuseppe Mazzini.  An important figure in the unification of Italy and 
political thought in Europe at this time. 

 
By 1821, the power of the Carbonari had withered with most of them either being 
absorbed into new organizations or having been put on trial and executed.  
Remnants of the Carbonari participated in the 1830 July Revolution in France 
and the organization lived on in France as the Charbonnerie, which was 
organized and operated in a similar fashion to their Italian counterparts. 
 
In the eyes of the Church, the Carbonari possessed all the same problems of 
Freemasonry including accepting members of any religion, promoting the rights 
of men and the Church added that the Carbonari were giving “anyone full license 
to invent a religion” which usurped and undermined the authority of the Church.  
 
The Carbonari will return to be an issue for Freemasonry and the Church as time 
goes forward. 
 
(NB:  There is still an allegedly official Carbonari organization in Italy.  It can be 
found at http://www.carboneria.it.  Open this page in the Chrome browser and it 
will translate the site into English) 
 
 
Quo graviora, 1825, Leo XII 
 
This Bull continues the tradition of supporting and repeating the previous Bulls 
and in fact, contains the text of these Bulls verbatim.  As before, the language 
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surrounding the text has become another degree of magnitude more aggressive 
and implies quite clearly that there is a huge conspiracy by Freemasonry against 
the Roman Catholic Church.  This bull continues to mention the Carbonari 
despite the fact that they had been eradicated in Inquisition trials in 1821 – 1822 
in Italy.  It repeats the concept that all organizations are actually Freemasonry 
(“or by whatever name”) and that they are part of a conspiracy.  It affirms that all 
previous Bulls are still in force and that regardless of the fact that the issuing 
Pope is dead, the Bull still stands and will stand in perpetuity regardless of who 
the Pope is at the time. 
 

Some new issues are introduced into the list of disagreements with Freemasonry 
including a direct allegation that “…societies of this kind are known to be against 
Canonical not less than civil sanctions”  (The old “everybody knows this” 
argument.)  This statement is then coupled with a thinly veiled attempt to cause 
fear, uncertainty and doubt in the secular powers (Royalty), stating that their 
power is in jeopardy in an attempt to coerce them into action against 
Freemasonry: 

“For they who follow those sects, are not less enemies of Religion than of 
your Power. They assault each one; they devise to overthrow completely 
each one. But they would not however be allowed, if it were possible, to 
suppress either Religion or any Royal Power.” 

 
A new threat to the Church is revealed in an organization referred to as 
Universitaria that the Church alleges is working in the universities to undermine 
the Church by poisoning the minds of young people: 

“…because it has a seat and domicile in many universities of learning, in 
which the young are informed, initiated to, and fashioned for every crime 
by some teachers, who are zealous not to teach them, but to pervert them 
by the mysteries of the same sect which ought to be called most truly the 
mysteries of iniquity.” 

This is also the first time that Freemasonry, the Carbonari, Universitaria and 
other like organizations are referred to as “sects” which means the Church has 
now redefined them as religions.  Additionally, it accuses the Carbonari of 
teaching that anyone can establish their own religion. 

The Bull contains a very paranoid paragraph, which attempts to cause concern 
and interest in the faithful about this whole issue: 

“From this the most painful calamities come forth by which the Church is 
everywhere fiercely plagued, and which We are not able to relate without 
pain, without deep sorrow. Its Holy Dogmas and Precepts are fought 
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against most shamelessly; Its Dignity is diminished; and that peace and 
happiness which It ought to enjoy by a certain right of Its own, was not 
only being disturbed, but is totally destroyed.” 

There are also accusations of atheism, denying the concept of an immortal soul 
and a plot to overthrow legitimate rulers. 

The Bull ends with an interesting shift in tactic towards stamping out 
Freemasonry.  Heretofore, the Church called upon the faithful to act but it was 
always couched as a request.  In this Bull, the request turns into a DEMAND for 
action on the part of the faithful: 

“These things have been established for suppressing and condemning all 
these ravening and criminal sects. But now We not only request but 
demand your service, Venerable Brothers, the Catholic Patriarchs, 
Primates, Archbishops, and Bishops.” 

 This is then followed by a demand on secular authority to participate in this work: 

“We demand also with great zeal your assistance, dearest sons in Christ, 
Our Catholic Princes, whom We love with a singular and truly Paternal 
love. Furthermore We call into memory the words which Leo the Great, 
whose Successors in Dignity and Heirs We are, although unworthy of the 
name, used writing to the emperor Leo: “You ought unhesitatingly to 
recognize that the Royal Power has been conferred to you not only for the 
Rule of the world, but especially for the defense of the Church, so that by 
suppressing the heinous undertakings you may defend those Statutes 
which are good and restore True Peace to those things which have been 
disordered.” 

There is an interesting “Get Out of Jail Free” card buried in this Bull.  As it was a 
Jubilee year, it was possible to repent within a prescribed time period and the 
excommunication would be lifted automatically.  A request for penitents to turn 
over any Carbonari information to the proper authorities was also included in this 
section. 

The remaining two documents were issued as Encyclicals in 1846 and 1884, with 
Humanum Genus being the one that had the most impact in its day and in our 
time. 

Qui pluribus, 1846, Pius IX   

This Encyclical was aimed more at instructing the rank and file priests, etc. to be 
on the look out for Freemasonry and its evil schemes.  It expanded on the 
conspiracy and persecution theme and even managed to equate Freemasonry 
with communism and socialism.  Freemasonry is now described as “the hateful 
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enemy of the human race” and that it is in a “bitter and fearsome war” with the 
Church.   

Reliance on human reason, a common idea of the Enlightenment, is attacked 
directly for the first time in this document with the Church countering, “faith is 
above reason”. This then devolves into an attack on free speech and self-
determination: 

As a result of this filthy medley of errors which creeps in from every side, 
and as the result of the unbridled license to think, speak and write 
(emphasis added) We see the following: morals deteriorated, Christ’s 
most holy religion despised, the majesty of divine worship rejected, the 
power of this Apostolic See plundered, the authority of the Church 
attacked and reduced to base slavery, the rights of bishops trampled on, 
the sanctity of marriage infringed, the rule of every government violently 
shaken and many other losses for both the Christian and the civil 
commonwealth. Venerable brothers, We are compelled to weep and share 
in your lament that this is the case. 

There are again reminders that the Roman Catholic Church is the only “true” 
church derived directly from Jesus to Peter to the current church authorities and 
that no other religion is allowed.  In fact, any other religion is derived from Belial, 
Hebrew for evil, which the Church has now personified as the Devil.  This is 
followed by allegations that Freemasonry is not only anti-Roman Catholic Church 
but anti-Christian as well. 

There is a curious section that attacks “Bible Societies” for forcing the Bible on 
the uneducated populace and that any of the commentaries or interpretations in 
the Bibles from these societies is wrong, as it didn’t come from the Roman 
Catholic Church. 

The document wraps up with giving the local Priests, etc. free reign to do 
whatever they can to end Freemasonry, another warning to secular leaders that 
Freemasonry is plotting against them and that their secular power actually is 
derived and comes from the Church and ends with the hope that due to their 
superior knowledge and power, the Priests will eventually solve this issue and 
return everyone to the flock. 
 
Alta Vendita 1859 Pope Pius IX 
 
In 1859, Pope Pius IX issued a document known as “The Permanent Instruction 
of the Alta Vendita” that had allegedly been written by Piccolo Tigre.  This 
document purported to layout the long-term plan of the Carbonari and therefore 
Freemasonry (the head of all secret societies) to take over the Roman Church 
and crush Christianity.  This document caused quite a stir in the world of the 
Church and Italy as Piccolo Tigre, the alleged author, was the pen name of 
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Giuseppe Mazzini who was a prominent Italian politician, journalist and activist 
for the unification of Italy and an early supporter of Pius IX.   

 
Mazzini was a devout Catholic however, he believed in such things as a 
republican state, was anti-communist, supported equal rights for women and 
helped define the modern European movement for popular democracy in a 
republican state, influencing many politicians of the time across the world. 

 
Mazzini also rejected the classical liberal principles of the Enlightenment based 
on the doctrine of individualism, which he criticized as "presupposing either 
metaphysical materialism or political atheism." 
 
Mazzini's thought is characterized by a strong religious fervor and deep sense of 
spirituality. Mazzini described himself as a Christian and emphasized the 
necessity of faith and a relationship with God, while vehemently 
denouncing rationalism and atheism. His motto was Dio e Popolo ("God and 
People"). He regarded patriotism as a duty, and love for the Fatherland as a 
divine mission, saying that the Fatherland was "the home wherein God has 
placed us, among brothers and sisters linked to us by the family ties of a 
common religion, history, and language."  (Wikipedia; 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giuseppe_Mazzini; accessed 22 November 2017) 
 

 
 
He was also a Carbonari and possibly a Freemason (listed in Denslow’s 10,000 
Famous Freemasons as a Mason and Past Grand Master; however the Grand 



 12 

Lodge of Italy does not list him as a regular Mason or as a Past Grand Master) 
and this may have, in part, influenced the Holy See in wishing to discredit him 
with this document.  While there is no definitive trail of fact to follow to find the 
exact author, Mazzini denied having been the author and historians generally 
consider this document to be a forgery created by the Vatican. 
 
The core idea of this document is that it is instructions to all the Carbonari 
Vendita (Lodges) on what the master plan is for taking over the Church and 
extinguishing Christianity.  This will happen by slowly infiltrating the Church 
hierarchy, converting the lower level priests and educating the young to believe 
in the Carbonari ideas.  The members of the Carbonari were admonished to act 
with extreme loyalty to the Church and always appear in public as upright 
Catholics.  Behind the scenes, however is where the work of destroying the 
Church would come about. 
 
In the eyes of the Church, this document “proved” all of the things they had been 
saying about Freemasonry in particular and “secret societies” in general.  This 
document was given wide attention across Italy and in Europe.  
 
The fraudulent Alta Vendita document did not die in the 19th century however. It 
lives on today and is referred to by a group of Catholics known as 
sedevacantists.  This group of Catholic rationalists maintains that the changes in 
Catholic practices that came about, as part of Vatican II (1963 – 1965), is proof 
that the Alta Vendita was real.  Their leader is lay person by the name of John 
Vennari who published his magnum opus, The Permanent Instruction of the Alta 
Vendita: A Masonic Blueprint for the Subversion of the Catholic Church in 1999.  
This book is also still available. 
 
 
Humanum genus, 1884, Leo XIII 
 
Released in 1884, Humanum genus is the pinnacle of Church anti-masonic 
thought.  This encyclical is still referred to and is the basis of all anti-masonic 
doctrine within the Church still today. 
 
It starts by dividing the world into two kinds of people: Those who follow the 
teaching of the Catholic faith and are therefore full of virtue and truth and will be 
saved and everybody else of any non-Roman Catholic faith who are in the 
kingdom of Satan.  A quote from St. Augustine is used to sum up the position: 

“Two loves formed two cities: the love of self, reaching even to contempt 
of God, an earthly city; and the love of God, reaching to contempt of self, a 
heavenly one.” 

Like earlier documents, this one includes and reinforces a set of basic ideas 
about Freemasonry: 
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 Freemasonry is atheistic, naturalistic and guilty of Pantheism 

 Freemasonry is planning the destruction of the Roman Catholic Church 

 Freemasonry is planning the separation of Church and State (i.e. 
threatening the secular powers) 

 Freemasonry denies that anything of worth has been taught by God and 
rejects all the supernatural parts of religion. 

 Freemasonry believes that all a man needs is his own reason. 

 Freemasonry promotes that salvation can come from sources other than 
the Roman Catholic Church. 

 Freemasonry is the same as or is controlling communism and socialism 
 
However, to all this are added some additional issues: 

 All “secret” societies are run by Freemasonry for the express purpose of 
destroying the Church.  

 Freemasons are in charge of everything and they are hurting the Church, 
State and YOU personally.  (Somewhat analogous to the argument used 
by the Nazis against the Jews.) 

 Compares Freemasonry to Manichaeism 

 Freemasons follow their Masters without question: 
o “…strictly obedient to their leaders and masters with the utmost 

submission and fidelity, and to be in readiness to do their bidding 
upon the slightest expression of their will; or, if disobedient, to 
submit to the direst penalties and death itself. As a fact, if any are 
judged to have betrayed the doings of the sect or to have resisted 
commands given, punishment is inflicted on them not infrequently, 
and with so much audacity and dexterity that the assassin very 
often escapes the detection and penalty of his crime.” 

 Freemasons will do anything their Masters ask of them: 
o “…to make use of men enslaved to the will of another for any 

arbitrary act; to arm men’s right hands for bloodshed after securing 
impunity for the crime.” 

 Freemasonry is impinging on the power of the Church 

 Freemasonry is corrupting youth. 

 Freemasonry is attacking marriage by wanting the civil authority to be in 
charge of the ceremony and implies that Freemasonry supports divorce. 

 Freemasonry wants to abolish the Papacy. 
 
This document also includes an interesting insight on how the Church views 
mankind in general: 

o In like manner, no one doubts that all men are equal one to 
another, so far as regards their common origin and nature, or 
the last end, which each one has to attain, or the rights and 
duties which are thence derived. But, as the abilities of all are 
not equal, as one differs from another in the powers of 
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mind or body, and as there are very many dissimilarities of 
manner, disposition, and character, it is most repugnant to 
reason to endeavor to confine all within the same measure, 
and to extend complete equality to the institutions of civil 
life (emphasis added). Just as a perfect condition of the body 
results from the conjunction and composition of its various 
members, which, though differing in form and purpose, make, 
by their union and the distribution of each one to its proper 
place, a combination beautiful to behold, firm in strength, and 
necessary for use; so, in the commonwealth, there is an 
almost infinite dissimilarity of men, as parts of the whole. If 
they are to be all equal, and each is to follow his own will, 
the State will appear most deformed (emphasis added); but if, 
with a distinction of degrees of dignity, of pursuits and 
employments, all aptly conspire for the common good, they will 
present the image of a State both well constituted and 
conformable to nature. 

A solution to the needs of modern times is then suggested in the form of the 
Third Order of St. Francis. This is intended to be a counter-offering of the Church 
to men to keep them away from Freemasonry and was intended to bring back the 
largest possible number of souls to the Church.  This was coupled with an appeal 
for working men and trade guilds to come to the Church to avoid Freemasonry. 
 
The release of Humanum genus in 1884 prompted a series of lectures in 
Edinburgh, Scotland by Mg. George F. Dillon.  These lectures were collected in a 
book entitled “The War of Antichrist with the Church and Christian Civilization”.   
 
The lectures purported to explain the entire history of Freemasonry, its aims, and 
major players and how this affects the Church.  It goes on at some length to 
explain the creation of Freemasonry by Voltaire; that Freemasons were behind 
the French Revolution and a long list of other evils that vex the Church.   
 
It also included a copy of the Alta Vendita and a letter of Piccolo Tigre, also a 
forgery.  The lectures also include a very strong current of anti-Semitism. 
 
His object in publishing the lectures was: 
 

“…to give a clear outline of the Whole question of secret, atheistic 
organization, its origin, its nature, its history in the last century and in this, 
and it unity of Satanic purpose in a wonderful diversity of forms.” 

 
These lectures were collected into book form and printed in English with a 
partially translated version (in Italian) give to Pope Leo XIII.  Pope Leo XIII was 
so impressed by the book, he had it fully translated into Italian, printed and 
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distributed in 1885.  The book has undergone several reprints and is still 
available today in the form of the 1950 reprint. 
 
Context 
 
The next step to understanding the basis of these documents is to examine what 
was happening in general in the 146 years between the release of the first Bull in 
1738 and the release of Humanum genus in 1884.  Examination of the general 
changes taking place in society will provide some insight in to the issues facing 
the Church during this period. 
 

 
 
As shown by the timeline, there were momentous events occurring in Europe and 
around the world, the majority of which could be argued to have been detrimental 
to the power, wealth and position of the Church.  The Enlightenment was 
awakening the masses to the idea of reason over superstition, self-determination 
and the desire for non-authoritarian rule.  Science was coming into its own and 
the principles of experimentation; confirmation of results and constant searching 
for new ideas was affecting society.  The world was throwing off the chains of 
Aristotle and Augustine and embracing the new motto of “Sapere Aude!” 
 
Each of these events were resulting in more freedoms and more individual 
thinking on the part of the very flock that the Church believed it had been created 
to control and rule.  Freemasonry and organizations like it were convenient 
targets on which to pin the agonies of change that seemed to be unstoppable.  In 
less than 150 years the Church had gone from all-powerful, the source of all 
secular power and all truth, with vast, rich land holdings on the Italian peninsula 
to being separated from their control over the secular authorities, having people 
question the validity of the Church’s teachings and being reduced to an area that 
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is described as Vatican City.  It seems almost certain that much of the animosity 
towards Freemasonry was a direct result of the tumultuous times and the 
changing position of the Church. 
 
 

 
 
The concepts of the Enlightenment were everywhere causing people to 
reexamine how they lived, how they were governed and their relationship to God 
and the Church. The rise of Science gave us Bacon, Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, 
and Kant all of which ran afoul of the Church with their philosophies. 
 
From the Church’s standpoint, things had gone bad and were getting worse.  The 
lost of the Papal states, the rise of Protestantism, the loss of control over secular 
governments (separation of Church and State), the rise of the concept of self-
reason and self-determination.  All of these things were combining to greatly limit 
the power, wealth and influence of the Church.  As many of the men that were 
driving these changes were Freemasons, Freemasonry provided a convenient 
hook on which to hang all these problems. 
 
Masonry Responds 
 
All of these Bulls, Encyclicals and propaganda by the Church did not go 
unchallenged in the marketplace of ideas.  There are two notable responses to 
this anti-Masonic campaign. 
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The first is a small volume entitled “A New Year’s Gift to the Pope or The 
Freemasons Vindicated”, first issued in 1752.  The author, whom we only know 
by the title “Le Chevalier D. L.” wrote the original text.  The Reverend W. C. Lukis 
then translated it (from French?) into English and published the reprint in 1882.  
(The Masonic Foundation Library and Museum of the Grand Lodge of Nebraska 
has a fragile copy).  This book was distributed primarily for the edification of the 
Masonic Fraternity in the England at the time but was no doubt read elsewhere. 
 
In the volume, the text of the Papal Bull (Providas) is included both in the original 
Latin and translated into English.  The remainder of the book is a series of letters, 
ten in all, to the Pope refuting the various points of the Bull Providas.  According 
to the translator, the style and content of the original text reveals a man of great 
education and understanding about the Church and also someone with a wry 
sense of humor.  It is also clear that the author was a Freemason and so his 
opinions are doubtless a bit biased. It is unknown how many of these volumes 
were printed or survives. 
 
The other notable response was from Albert Pike.  Published in 1884 under the 
title “ A Reply for The Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Free-Masonry to 
The Letter “Human (sic) Genus” of Pope Leo XIII” This was the official response of 
the Grand Orient which was still under the leadership of Pike.  This reply is much 
like the previous example in that the Bull is included in its entirety both in Latin 
and English.  The refutation is in three parts with the first two being authored by 
Pike.  The first section is part of Pike’s allocution in October 1884 in Supreme 
Council.  Part two is a continuation and expansion of his ideas and arguments 
concerning the Bull Humanum Genus.  The last section is from “Profession of 
Faith of the XIX Century by Eugene Pelletan (1864) who was a prominent French 
republican author, journalist and political figure in the 1850’s and 1860’s.  The 
book is a strong defense of the principle of progress and was widely read and 
very influential amongst upcoming world leaders. 
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The Final List 
It would appear that these two examples and most likely hundreds of others had 
little effect on the opinion of the Church nor did Church doctrine affect the growth 
of Freemasonry.  And so we make it to the end of the 19th Century where we find 
the Church seeing Freemasonry in the following terms: 
 

 Atheists 

 Unitarians 

 Naturalists 

 Pantheistic 

 Deists 

 Communists 

 Socialists 

 Run by the Jews or as a front for a Jewish plot 

 Promoting the creation of alternative religions to the Church 

 Puppet masters of all “secret societies” 

Eugene Pelletan 
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 Corrupting the youth (especially women through education) 

  Created by Voltaire or maybe just corrupted by Voltaire 

 Responsible for the French Revolution; and generally any revolution or 
leadership change that weakens the power of the Church 

 Having a long-term plan to take over the Catholic Church and extinguish 
Christianity.  (Alta Vendita) 

 Discarding the Papacy 

 Incorrect belief in: 
o Self Reason 
o Equality 
o Acceptance of religious practices other than the Catholic Church 
o Separation of Church and State 
o Supporting divorce; marriage as a civil union 

 
Basically, every activity, organization or competition that the Church deemed 
“evil” was, in the end, part of the plot of Freemasonry.  The language of the Bulls 
/ Encyclicals became more pointed and aggressive against Freemasonry and 
took on an “Us vs. Them” kind of tone. 
 
There have been no new Bulls or Encyclicals since the beginning of the 20th 
century, so does that mean that this attitude regarding Freemasonry has 
withered or been abandoned? 
 
Not at all!  What happened is that the issues and punishments outlined by the 
various Bulls and Encyclicals were taken into the Canon law and still exist with 
the full force of the Church as when they were first outlined in the first Papal Bull 
In eminenti in 1738. 
 
20th Century Forward 
While the 20th Century did not see any new Bulls or Encyclicals specifically 
concerning Freemasonry, the newly created Canon law (first issued in 1917) now 
included Freemasonry and the points of contention contained in the Bulls and 
Encyclicals and the penalty of excommunication.  As the common lay person 
rarely reads canon law, it’s is understandable that most Catholics were or are 
unaware of the past history of the Church and it’s dislike of Freemasonry. 
 
One of the most cogent explanations of Canon law and the current prohibition by 
the Church of its members belonging to Freemasonry was delivered in a program 
at Gate City Lodge No. 2 (Atlanta; full transcript: 
http://freemasoninformation.com/2009/05/the-catholic-church-and-freemasons/) 
on 28 May 2009.  John J. McManus who is both a secular lawyer and a Canon 
Lawyer met with the Lodge to have a frank and non-confrontational discussion on 
this important topic. 
 
We first need to define how Canon Law is created and why it is so important to 
the Catholic tradition.  According to McManus: 
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…the law of the Roman Catholic Church, which was developed through 
Tradition, Sacred Writings, synods, Councils, Decrees and Encyclicals, 
was not codified in one in a single code of canon law until the Pio- 
Benedictine Code of Canon Law promulgated in 1917. 

So this Canon Law is the exact non-negotiable foundation for the details of the 
running of the Catholic faith. 

Three canons in the 1917 code spoke directly against Freemasons:  

 Canon 1240: Canon 1240, Section 1, paragraph 1, denied Freemasons a 
Catholic burial.  

 Canon 2335: This canon, with only a few changes, reaffirmed the reserved 
ipso facto excommunication of catholic masons promulgated by Pius IX on 
Apostolicae Sedis. The English translation of that canon reads: “Those 
giving their name to Masonic sects or other associations of this sort that 
machinate against the Church or legitimate civil powers contract by that 
fact excommunication simply reserved to the Apostolic See.”  

 Canon 2336: This canon levied additional penalties against clerics or 
religious who belonged to the masons. These penalties included 
suspension for clerics and loss of active and passive voice for religious.  

Other canons indirectly affected Catholic Masons and included:  

 Canon 1065, Section 1: Denied them the right to a Catholic marriage.  

 Canon 542, Section 1: Denied them the ability to enter a valid novitiate. 

 Canon 693, Section 1: Denied them the right to inscribe validly in a pious 
association of the faithful. 

 Canon 1453, Section 1: Denied them receiving the right of patronage 
[support].  

Two requirements had to be met for Roman Catholics to incur the ipso facto 
excommunication set forth in Canon 2335:  

1. They had to have actually enrolled in the membership books of the 
organization; and  

2. The organization had to be wholly devoted to heretical or subversive 
ends.  

While this would seem to be clear and understandable the wide variations in the 
practice of Freemasonry, particularly between Europe and the United States, has 
raised a considerable amount of questions.  For example, if a Catholic joins an 
American Lodge, which is supportive of the Church, is he still in error?   
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It was hoped that Vatican II would address these and other issues regarding 
membership in Freemasonry, however, it did not directly address specific issues.  
Instead, the Church did seek to open discussion with various “antagonistic” 
groups including Freemasonry. 
 

NB: Vatican I 

The Vatican Council (Latin: Concilium Vaticanum Primum) was convoked 
by Pope Pius IX on 29 June 1868, after a period of planning and 
preparation that began on 6 December 1864. This, the 
twentieth ecumenical council of the Catholic Church, held three centuries 
after the Council of Trent, opened on 8 December 1869 and adjourned on 
20 October 1870. Unlike the five earlier General Councils held in Rome, 
which met in the Lateran Basilica and are known as Lateran Councils, it 
met in the Vatican Basilica, hence its name. Its best-known decision is its 
definition of papal infallibility, strongly promoted by the Archbishop Luigi 
Natoli. 

The council was convoked to deal with the contemporary problems of the 
rising influence of rationalism, liberalism, and materialism. Its purpose 
was, besides this, to define the Catholic doctrine concerning the Church of 
Christ. There was discussion and approval of only two constitutions: the 
Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith and the First Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church of Christ, the latter dealing with 
the primacy and infallibility of the Bishop of Rome. The first matter brought 
up for debate was the dogmatic draft of Catholic doctrine against the 
manifold errors due to rationalism. 

Vatican I; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Vatican_Council 
Accessed 22 November 2017 

 
 
Even with this explanation, many local dioceses began to use their own 
interpretation.  One of the first groups to do so was a group of Scandinavian 
bishops in 1966.  This group determined that each bishop could judge whether or 
not a particular Lodge was in opposition to the teachings of the Church.  This 
allowed the Bishop to decide if a particular parishioner could join the Masonic 
fraternity.  Some Bishops in England and Wales took a similar attitude towards 
Masonic membership. 
 
The next step was taken in March of 1969 when a commission of three Catholics 
and nine Masons met in Innsbruck, Austria to discuss the issue.  This meeting 
resulted in what is known as the “Lichtenau Declaration” which stated that 
Freemasonry was not a threat to the Church and recommended that all canonical 
penalties be abandoned and relations should be opened between the Church 
and Freemasonry.   
 
In part, the Lichtenau Declaration” reads: 
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“We are of the opinion that the papal bulls concerning the Freemasons are 
now only historically significant and no longer relevant in our time. We are 
of the same opinion regarding the condemnations of ecclesiastical law 
since, in light of what has been said, they cannot be justified by a Church 
that follows God’s commandment in teaching fraternal love.”  

Over the six years between 1974 and 1980, talks between the Church and 
Freemasonry continued in Germany between the Grand Lodges of Germany and 
the German Episcopal Conference.  The conclusion was that being a Catholic 
and a Freemason were incompatible.  Although the Bishops recognized some of 
the very positive aspects of the Fraternity (humanitarian interest and work, 
charitable works, etc.) there were still twelve fundamental differences in beliefs.  
These were outlined as follows: 
 

1. The Masonic World-view: The Masons promote a freedom from 
dogmatic adherence to any one set of revealed truths. Such a subjective 
relativism is in direct conflict with the revealed truths of Christianity.  

2. The Masonic Notion of Truth: The masons deny the possibility of an 
objective truth, placing every truth instead in a relative context.  

3. The Masonic Notion of Religion: The Masonic teaching holds a relative 
notion of religions as all concurrently seeking the truth of the absolute.  

4. The Masonic Notion of God: The Masons hold a deistic notion of God 
which excludes any personal knowledge of the deity.  

5. The Masonic Notion of God and Revelation: The deistic notion of God 
precludes the possibility of God’s self-revelation to humankind.  

6. Masonic Toleration: The masons promote a principle of toleration 
regarding ideas. That is, relativism teaches them to be tolerant of ideas 
divergent or contrary to their own. Such a principle not only threatens the 
Catholic position of objective truth, but it also threatens the respect due 
the Church’s teaching office.  

7. The Masonic Rituals: The rituals of the first three Masonic grades have 
a clear sacramental character about them, indicating that an actual 
transformation of some sort is undergone by those who participate in 
them.  

8. The Perfection of Mankind: The Masonic rituals have as an end the 
perfection of humankind. But Masonry provides all that is necessary to 
achieve this perfection. Thus, the justification of a person through the work 
of Christ is not an essential or even necessary aspect of the struggle for 
perfection.  
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9. The Spirituality of Masons: The Masonic Order makes a total claim on 
the life of the member. True adherence to the Christian faith is thereby 
jeopardized by the primary loyalty due the Masonic Order.  

10. The Diverse Divisions within the Masons: The Masons are comprised 
of lodges with varying degrees of adherence to Christian teaching. 
Atheistic lodges are clearly incompatible with Catholicism. But even those 
lodges comprised of Christian members seek merely to adapt Christianity 
to the overall Masonic world-view. This is unacceptable.  

11. The Masons and the Catholic Church: Even those Catholic-friendly 
lodges that would welcome the Church’s members as its own are not 
compatible with Catholic teaching, and so closed to Catholic members.  

12. The Masons and the Protestant Church: While a 1973 meeting of 
Protestant Churches determined that individual Protestants could decide 
whether to be members of both the Christian Church and the Freemasons, 
it included in its decision the caveat that those Christians must always 
take care not to lessen the necessity of grace in the justification of a 
person before God.  

The effect of these two opposing outlooks; the Lichtenau Declaration and the 
opinion of the issues that were discussed following its release, was confusing not 
only to the layperson but also to the various officers of the Catholic Church.   
 
Additionally, during this time Canon law had been revised including the removal 
of Sections 2335 (excommunication) and 2336 (penalties against clerics or 
religious who belonged to Freemasonry). 
 
The confusion surrounding Masonic membership resulted in various 
interpretations by local Bishops around the world, including the concept that if the 
Lodge the member joined was not actively working against the Church then 
membership in that Lodge was allowed. A draft of Canon Law 1374 in 1977 
(which became law in the 1983 code) stated: 
 

“A person who joins an association which plots against the Church is to be 
punished with a just penalty; however, a person who promotes or directs 
an association of this kind is to be punished with an interdict.”  

Note the word Freemasonry does not appear in this draft of the law and this was 
purposeful in order to make the law cover a wider variety of organizations.  
However, this lack of specificity only made the situation worse and many 
Catholics believed that the prohibition against Freemasonry was totally removed.  
When the 1983 Canon Law was released, it did not settle the issue as the 
wording, now missing a direct reference to Freemasonry, again left the door open 
to interpretation. 
 



 24 

In order to clear up the doubt that was created by the 1983 wording, the Sacred 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (formerly known as the Office of the 
Inquisition) issued a specific explanation titled “Declaration on Masonic 
Associations”.  In it, the Congregation clearly stated the continued prohibition of 
Masonic membership in five points of fact: 
 

1. The Church’s position regarding the Freemasons had not changed.  

2. Catholic membership in Masonic lodges was still prohibited because 
Masonic principles were still contrary to the teachings of the Church.  

3. Catholics who did, in fact, belong to Masonic associations were 
committing grave sin and were, consequently, barred from receiving Holy 
Communion.  

4. The reason the Masons were no longer explicitly referred to in the new 
code was due simply to the principles that guided the revision of the law.  

5. Local ordinaries did not enjoy the prerogative of determining which 
Masonic lodges operated against the interests of the Church and which 
were neutral towards or even supportive of the Church’s interests.  

Interestingly, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops of the Untied States 
did not officially respond to this declaration by the Congregation, which would 
imply that they were still looking for some flexibility in interpreting Canon Law.   
 
Instead of accepting the Congregation’s declaration, the US Bishops asked for 
the Pastoral Research and Practices Committee to produce a report on the 
compatibility of Masonic principles with the Catholic faith.  The report issued in 
June of 1985 was short and to the point.  It essentially reiterated the conclusions 
of the German Bishops by stating: 
 

“Even though Masonic organizations may not in particular cases plot 
against the faith, it would be still wrong to join them because their basic 
principles are irreconcilable with those of the Catholic faith.”  

While this would appear to finally close the discussion on Masonic membership 
for Catholics, the debate still continues at all levels of the Roman Catholic 
Church about the enforcement, application and the canonical implications of 
Freemasonry.  While it is impossible to accurately predict the future, current 
Papal tendencies seem to be toward a more liberal and cooperative outlook of 
the Catholic faith in its dealings with the world at large. 
 
What are the answers to the opening questions? 
 
So we have come full circle to our original question of why the Catholic Church 
prohibits membership in Freemasonry.  Was it dogma, power, politics, wealth or 
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a combination of factors?  In examining the fundamentals of the Catholic faith 
and the events of history during the 18th and 19th century, it is fair to say that all 
of these issues have played a part in this struggle and the struggle continues yet 
today. 
 
The next question is why is this important to today’s Mason?  It’s importance lies 
in the individual Mason understanding the history and dogmatic issues that 
separate the Catholic faith and Freemasonry.  As Mason’s we should not only be 
able to defend ourselves with the facts but by understanding the issue, we can 
better accept and respect the opinions of others. 
 
There is no doubt that mistakes, misunderstandings and misinterpretations have 
been made on both sides of this issue.  Masonry as practiced in the US in our 
lifetime is much changed from that of the 18th and 19th century and further 
research is warranted on Masonic practices from that time.  It is fact that many of 
the men involved in the massive societal changes that took place in the 18th and 
19th century were Masons.  However, that does not automatically mean that 
Masonry in and of itself was the cause of their actions.  Correlation does not 
equal causation. 
 
Nonetheless, we must respect the past and the present conditions and work 
towards an understanding that can benefit all parties.  We must keep the 
Masonic ideals of Brotherly Love and Truth foremost in our minds and dealings 
with others who do not fully understand the Craft. 
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