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Foreword to the Second Edition  
At my request the Right Reverend Dr. Eric Taylor has prepared a new edition of this most useful 
booklet. It has been brought up to date and some additional material has been included. As before 
it will remain an excellent source of information about the Liberal Catholic Church for the serious 
enquirer.  
 

 Sten von Krusenstierna  
Presiding Bishop  

Assumption 1978  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Foreword to the First Edition  
This essay follows the general lines of a pamphlet of the same title by the late F. W. Pigott, M.A., to 
whom, as Presiding Bishop and Regionary Bishop of his Province, the church owes a deep debt of 
gratitude. On several occasions Bishop Pigott expressed his strongly held view that his writings, as 
they became out of print, should not be republished. Excellent as they undoubtedly were they 
necessarily reflected the views, and were written in the idiom of, an era different from our own. 
With these points in mind I asked the Rev. Dr. Eric S. Taylor, M.A., who is at present Chairman of 
the Clerical Synod of the Province of Great Britain and Ireland, to rewrite the booklet in an entirely 
new form. In doing this he has endeavoured to cover in this small booklet the wide spectrum of 
belief which is found in our church. He has incorporated only a few sentences and phrases from the 
original.  
 
I am very grateful to Dr. Taylor for his work on this completely new edition of a most useful 
booklet.  
 

 Hugh Sykes  
Presiding Bishop of  

The Liberal Catholic Church  
Ascension Day 1966  



 

Chapter 1 
 

The Origin and History of the Church 
 

The Liberal Catholic Church originated in a mission of the Old Catholic Church which came to 
London in 1908. It is therefore necessary first of all to give some account of the nature and history of 
the Old Catholic Church. 
 

The Old Catholic Church  
The generic name Old Catholic is given to churches in several countries, particularly Holland, 
Germany, and Switzerland. The German and Swiss churches broke away from the Roman 
communion shortly after the first Vatican Council of 1869/70, largely as a result of the strong 
opposition of a number of distinguished clergy and theologians to the adoption by that Council of 
the doctrine of Papal Infallibility, and the promulgation of the doctrine by Pope Pius IX. The 
members of the Roman Church who seceded in this way, inspired by the learned theologian Dr. 
J.J.I. von Dollinger of Munich, regarded themselves as being true, or ‘old’, Catholics as distinct from 
those who adopted the new, and in their view untenable, doctrines of the Council of 1869/70. 
 
The Old Catholics of Holland, or Old Roman Catholic Church as they termed themselves, had a 
much longer separate history. This church, which was originally founded by the Anglo Saxon 
missionary Willibrord, became independent of Rome at the beginning of the 18th century, largely as 
a result of the quarrel between the Jansenists and the Jesuits. They were however able to retain the 
Apostolic Succession, i.e., they included among their number bishops who could claim themselves to 
have received their holy orders handed down in unbroken succession from the first Apostles and 
which they could themselves hand on in turn. They were thus able to transmit the Apostolic 
Succession to the Old Catholic churches of Germany and Switzerland when these became separate 
from the Roman Church, and eventually to the Liberal Catholic Church itself. Thus, although the 
various Old Catholic churches were excommunicated by the Popes of the day, the validity of their 
sacred orders has never been seriously contested by theologians. The Old Catholic Churches have 
differing practices in certain matters – e.g. the Dutch Old Catholics retained clerical celibacy for a 
long time (until 1930) while the others did not, and the Swiss and German Old Catholics used the 
vernacular in their liturgy long before the days of the Roman vernacular mass, while the Dutch 
church retained the Latin mass longer. They agreed, however, in regarding the Pope as one of the 
Patriarchs of the Church, while not conceding to him any supreme authority over the whole 
Church. They have mostly retained the form of the Roman rite in their services. Some branches of 
the Old Catholic Church have rejected the practice of auricular confession, but, apart from this, the 
basic doctrines of the Old Catholic Churches, although rather austere, have not differed greatly 
from those of the Roman Catholic Church. The main difference, from the point of view of the Old 
Catholics, was freedom from the authority of Rome, and it was this, together with the Apostolic 
Succession, which was offered by the mission which was brought to London in 1908 by Arnold 
Harris Mathew.  
 

Archbishop Mathew  
Arnold Harris Mathew was horn in 1853 and was ordained priest in the Roman Church in 1877, 
although he retired from priestly work after some years, owing apparently to some distaste for the 
Roman organisation. He was brought into contact with the Old Catholic Church by another former 
Roman priest, who was convinced that if a branch of the Old Catholic Church were founded in 
England, converts would flock to it on all sides from the Roman Catholic clergy. As a result of this 
suggestion Mathew wrote to the Archbishop of Utrecht on the subject of founding such a mission 
in this country. For this purpose he himself was consecrated Bishop at Utrecht on the 28th April 
1908 by the Archbishop of Utrecht, with the full consent of all the Old Catholic clergy. He then 
began holding services and ordaining priests in and around London.  
 

The expected flood of conversions from the Roman clergy did not materialise. It is, however, not 
unreasonable to assume that there may have been some basis for the claims which had been made, 



 

and that some real unrest did exist among the Roman clergy of the day. The mistake which was 
made was to assume that this unrest was sufficient to induce large numbers of priests to ignore 
their vows of obedience, particularly perhaps in the absence of any financial provision to supply 
their physical needs.  
 

Following some disagreement with the See of Utrecht, Bishop Mathew was elected Archbishop by 
his flock in 1911, but his success had been small up to that time, judging by the size of that flock.  
 

When J.1. Wedgwood made contact with Archbishop Mathew in 1913 he was surprised to find that 
the members of the mission could be counted "upon the fingers of one hand". Archbishop Mathew 
was very devout and learned, and had great personal charm, but he had no power to attract the 
multitude. While his general character and integrity have never been questioned he had a tendency 
to quarrel, and had soon broken off relations with Utrecht and antagonised the Anglican 
communion, whose orders he offered (in a letter to the Archbishop of Canterbury) to "regularise". 
He then quarrelled with the theosophists in his movement and also with his own Auxiliary, Bishop 
Willoughby.  
 

Bishop Wedgwood  
A particular feature of the work which Archbishop Mathew's mission offered was freedom from 
the control and domination of the Roman--and the Anglican establishment. This was especially 
welcome to some of the very vigorous and active members of the theosophical movement of the day, 
many of whom were deeply religious in feeling, but whose beliefs made them unhappy in any  
of the contemporary orthodox churches. Outstanding among these was a young man of 
independent means, James Ingall Wedgwood, a former pupil of the great organist of York Minster, 
Dr. Tertius Noble. He had made himself an authority on the subject of organ building, and had 
published a dictionary of organ stops which is still valuable today. He had also studied with the 
intention of taking Anglican orders, but had become deeply interested in the theosophical 
movement, and consequently was banished from the church in York in which he was training. By 
chance he happened to see a letter in a newspaper by Archbishop Mathew and was moved to get in 
touch with him. He was ordained priest by Archbishop Mathew on July 22nd 1913. Several other 
theosophists were also ordained in the next two years. Archbishop Mathew had at this stage no 
objection to receiving theosophists into his movement; in fact there is reason to believe that he may 
have toyed with some great plan to convert Mrs. Besant to his own movement.  
 

Following a gesture which Mathew made about 1914 in the direction of retiring, an election was 
held to choose an Auxiliary. Canon Wedgwood (as he was then known) was then abroad, engaged 
in missionary work, and the priest who was elected was F.S. Willoughby, a former Anglican priest 
who had served with distinction as Vicar at Stockton-on-Tees, and had founded St. Chad's Hostel, 
which was the origin of one of the colleges of Durham University. He was consecrated Bishop by 
Archbishop Mathew in 1914. Shortly afterwards Mathew quarrelled with Willoughby, and both 
men decided to make their submission to the Roman church. Bishop Willoughby felt, however, 
that he was morally obliged not to leave his friends in the Old Catholic movement without the 
Apostolic Succession. He therefore consecrated (1915) as Bishops to maintain the succession the 
Revs. Robert King and Rupert Gauntlett, two Old Catholic priests, and when Canon Wedgwood 
returned from a visit to India he was consecrated Bishop (13th February 1916) by Bishop 
Willoughby, assisted by Bishops King and Gauntlett. Bishop Wedgwood was consecrated to be 
Presiding Bishop of The Old Catholic Church in England: Archbishop Mathew had by this time 
tendered his own submission to Rome (1915) and attempted to disband his movement, in spite of 
having consecrated a successor. In the event he was never received back into the Roman 
communion and after an attempt to start his movement again in London he died in poverty in 1919.  
 

Bishop Wedgwood possessed all the personal warmth and vigour which were necessary to make 
the mission a living and significant force. In fact it was only after he joined that it began to gain a 
substantial number of adherents.  
 



 

During the next few years he travelled extensively all over the world, and was responsible for 
spreading the idea of the new church in a number of continents. He was also largely responsible for 
compiling the Liturgy which we use today.  
 
The Liberal Catholic Church  
A very important meeting of the Joint Episcopal and Clerical Synod of the Old Catholic Church 
was held in London, on the l st and 2nd December 1917. Bishop Wedgwood had been consecrated a 
Bishop of the Old Catholic Church according to the rite of the Old Catholic Church (which was 
the same in all essentials as the Roman rite). It was now considered that in view of the gulf which 
existed between the church in London and the parent church of Utrecht, it would be fairer to the 
Dutch church to give the church over which Bishop Wedgwood presided a different name. It was 
therefore decided after much discussion to call it The Liberal Christian Church. Various other decisions 
were taken at this meeting. It was at this meeting that it was decided that clergy should wear 
purple, rather than black cassocks, that they need not habitually wear clerical garb when not 
taking part in services, and that the prefix "Reverend" should be applied only to persons of the rank 
of Deacon and upwards. At a subsequent meeting of the Synod in September 1918 the name was 
finally altered to The Liberal Catholic Church.  
 

Bishop Wedgwood had returned from India shortly before his consecration. He set out again 
shortly afterwards for Australia in his new capacity as Presiding Bishop, and at his own expense. 
There he ordained sub conditione as priest and consecrated as Bishop the eminent theosophical leader 
Charles Webster Leadbeater who had many years previously been a priest in the Anglican Church. 
Together they set about the work of revising the mass and compiling the Liberal Catholic Liturgy. 
This was based upon the Roman Liturgy but was modified with the object of making it suitable for 
the modern age and in particular of removing or reducing the number of expressions of fear in the 
services as opposed to love. It is interesting to notice that in making many of the changes Bishops 
Wedgwood and Leadbeater anticipated the recent work of the Second Vatican Council in Rome. 
The services were translated into the vernacular (originally English) and a number of items which 
the Roman Church has since discarded as unnecessary were omitted (as for instance the last 
Gospel in the Mass). Bishop Leadbeater saw the inner work in the services in an intense and vivid 
form, and his vision in these matters was incorporated in his subsequent book The Science of the 
Sacraments.  
 

While in Sydney Bishop Wedgwood consecrated the Jonkheer J. A. Mazel, who took the church to 
Indonesia, and on the way back he ordained priests to carry on the work in the U.S.A. In later 
journeys Bishop Wedgwood conferred the episcopate upon other priests who were able to spread 
the church in their own countries. The first priest to be consecrated with the new liturgy was the 
Rev. Irving Cooper, who was to be Bishop for the U.S.A.  
 

Further Developments  
Much of the work in London had so far been done in an oratory room in Red Lion Square, and also 
in Upper Woburn Place, with the temporary use of various large halls for particular ceremonies. In 
1925 a church building was purchased in Caledonian Road to serve as a Pro-Cathedral, and 
consecrated as the Pro-Cathedral Church of St. Mary on 4th July 1926. In 1927 a permanent office 
was obtained for the church in London at 30, Gordon Street. In Sydney a church building was also 
purchased at an early stage and from this building regular broadcasts of the church services on 
radio were later made.  
 

In  1922  Bishop Wedgwood resigned his position as Presiding Bishop and Bishop in the province of 
Great Britain and Ireland owing to private circumstances, and much to the regret of his fellow 
clergy, although he was able to give much invaluable work in other capacities to the church during 
the next thirty years. He was succeeded as Presiding Bishop by Bishop Leadbeater and as Bishop in 
Great Britain by Frank Waters Pigott, a former Anglican Priest, who was re-ordained sub conditione 
in 1918. In 1934 Bishop Pigott succeeded Bishop Leadbeater as Presiding Bishop, and in 1956 Bishop 



 

A. G. Vreede of the Netherlands succeeded Bishop Pigott as Presiding Bishop, to be followed 
successively by Bishop Sir Hugh Sykes, Bt., of the United Kingdom (1964), and Bishop Sten von 
Krusenstierna of Australia (1973). For a detailed list of the Bishops of the Church the reader may 
consult the official booklet entitled The Apostolic Succession in the Liberal Catholic Church 
(1978).  
 

The church has now branches spread over the world, with about 14 provinces and over 30 Bishops 
in various countries.  
 

CHAPTER II 
 

THE PURPOSE OF THE CHURCH 
 

"The Liberal Catholic Church exists to forward the work of her Master Christ in the world and to 
feed his flock". These are the opening words of the Statement of Principles, an official document of 
the Liberal Catholic Church, and the purpose of the Christian Church as a whole, or any particular 
part of it, could not be more concisely expressed. The aim of this pamphlet, however, is to state the 
raison d'être of the Liberal Catholic Church as an organisation distinct from other Christian bodies. 
The above could be said of any part of the Church, Catholic or Protestant. We must give an answer to the 
question, "Why, when there are already so many churches, should another come into existence at 
this late hour in the day?"  
 

In recent years a great deal has been written and spoken about the need for Christian unity; 
services of prayer for unity have been held by the various denominations. The Liberal Catholic 
Church is fully in accord with such aspirations, but for it the unity longed for must be an inner 
unity, a unity of spirit: that City of God which St. John the Divine saw in his vision. It does not 
follow that an external unity of organisation is necessary or even desirable, while there are such 
diversities of spirit and thought among mankind. St. Paul said that the church was the body of 
Christ; he also said that the body is one but has many members. What is essential is that there 
should be a spirit of tolerance and understanding among Christians and that no body should 
attempt to make itself supreme or capture any of the organisations which exist already.  
 

Nor does it follow that the existence of one, and one only, Christian church structure in this world 
would be necessarily wholly to the advantage of the faith. Various small bodies which exist at the 
moment do at least give their members a feeling of "belonging", that their work is necessary, their 
individual voices heard. So much must be said to make it plain that it is not by any means necessary 
to apologise for the existence of this church as a separate organisation.  
 

It still remains necessary to explain that we consider the Liberal Catholic Church has something to 
offer which we do not think can be found elsewhere, i.e. that it has a justification of its own.  
 

First of all, in this day and age, there are enquirers, searchers for truth, who are not convinced that 
churches, any churches, need exist, but, still conscious of a spiritual order, are willing to listen to 
an expression of opinion on this subject. To them we should say that to put the matter at its most 
objective, there is need for an organisation to act as a focus of belief and opinion on spiritual 
matters. The churches that regard themselves as "Catholic" - e.g., the Roman Church, the Anglican 
communion, and the various Orthodox Churches of Eastern Europe, believe that the Christian 
Church owes its existence to Christ himself, and that he founded the Church, from which they all, 
including the Liberal Catholic Church, derive their existence, in order to convey his teaching and 
blessing to mankind, not only by word of mouth, but by the mystical rite, the "mystery" which is 
the Eucharist and the other sacramental enactments of the Church. Through these, and through the 
opportunities for worship and devotion which are offered in its services and buildings, the church 
believes that man can draw nearer to the holy than he can by any process of dialectic. This being so, 
are we justified in maintaining a body distinct from the other churches in this work `? We consider 
not only that we are so justified, but that we must do so.  
 



 

It is difficult to set out the necessity for belonging to a separate Communion without making what 
appears to be criticism of other churches, however much one may wish to avoid it, although with 
all humility and without any intention of belittling or denigrating the work or intentions of the 
members of those bodies, many of whom have been good friends of ours. Thus for instance the 
major Catholic Churches which offer the traditional ritual acts of Christianity and administer the 
sacraments of the Eucharist, Baptism, Confirmation, Absolution, Unction, Marriage and Holy 
Orders, through which they properly convey the grace of Our Lord to the faithful, all impose 
certain obligations of belief upon and demand categorical affirmations from their members. These 
obligations of belief are related to a very detailed body of theology evolved mainly in the early 
centuries of the church, developed and crystallised in a systematic manner in the early Middle 
Ages. Generally speaking this code of belief reflects the thinking and attitude of a vanished age. The 
obligations and affirmations required in respect of this, many worshippers today feel to be a 
hindrance to real faith and a hindrance to worship. Ally very detailed obligation of belief is liable to 
become such a hindrance, because ideas change and, as Cardinal Newman points out, the essence of 
Christian doctrine is that it develops and renews itself. Thus the great Roman church requires 
assent to this detailed and restrictive body of doctrine as worked out by the fathers before it will 
consent to administration of the sacraments to the devotees.  
 

There was indeed a point, at the time of the second Vatican Council, when this could have been 
remedied. There was a great wind of change. But instead of reforming what fundamentally needed 
reform - the thinking and theology - the reformers applied themselves to the outward ritual and 
language of the church. However much this needed change - and the fact the Liberal Catholic 
Church produced its own liturgy shows that the early leaders of our own church felt that change 
was needed even in 1919 - the reformers of Vatican It in the Roman Church applied themselves with 
what seemed even to many of their fellow members to be unnecessary destructiveness to a revision 
of the form of the Mass, and this has resulted in the production of a form lacking in the grace of 
liturgical beauty. Many of the reforms seem to have been based upon totally unfounded 
assumptions: chief among them the idea that the apostolic church had no ritualistic practices, or 
that such as there were primitive and utterly simple. The fact that the early church grew up under 
the shadow of Judaism, with its elaborate rites and vestments would seem in point in the opposite 
direction, and all the earliest description of Christian practice indicate rather a rich and varied 
ritual.  
 

If we turn to the Anglican communion and all those bodies related to it, the same criticism can be 
made about the foundation of belief, and the necessity to agree to a body of doctrine which seems 
to be both primitive in its attitudes, and incomprehensible in its complexity. Once again we see an 
attempt to reform the outward ritual in an unfortunate manner, without improving the 
background of repressive belief.  
 

Generally speaking, the God who is envisaged in the teaching of the major churches is vengeful, 
angry, and to he placated by intercession of a primitive and unconvincing kind. The theories of the 
Redemption offered in Roman and Anglican churches are singularly unconvincing.  
 

So much has to be said to justify the separation. It is necessary to dwell upon elements of 
difference, since one is indicating the necessity of change. But at the same time we must all 
recognise the deep devotion which is shown in all these churches, the beauty of the music of the 
Anglican church, and the language of the old liturgy, as well as the testimony of saintly lives lived 
by the followers of all such bodies.  
 

Since it is thus impossible for many to he honestly members of such traditional churches, it seems 
essential for those who think and feel as we do to have their own organisation within the Catholic 
Church. It is essential, moreover, not only because we find it difficult to accept the doctrines and 
implicit opinions of the other churches, but also because many of us accept doctrines and opinions 
which would be repugnant to those churches. The need for, and function of, the Liberal Catholic 
Church is not merely negative - to avoid faulty ideas - but constructive, to promote the fullness of 



 

faith. It also attempts to provide in its liturgy a more positive, and perhaps more consistently 
joyous, attitude to worship, which is in harmony with the general tenor of its doctrines.  
 
In our own liturgy we have sought to retain the central structure of the traditional Western rite, 
keeping as much of the traditional ritual as possible, in the belief that it has a message and a 
meaning beyond normal expression. In English-speaking countries we have used the old liturgical 
language of Cranmer; in other countries various translations of this basic liturgy have been 
adopted.  
 

CHAPTER III 
 

The Teaching of the Church 
 

What then are the doctrines commonly held by Liberal Catholics? It must be emphasised that any 
"exposition" given here is not of a binding character. The members of our church are not compelled 
to accept any specific verbal phrasing on these matters. The fundamental beliefs held, as platters of 
religious experience, by the majority of our members can be briefly summarised under the following 
headings: 
 

1. Christ. 
2. The Incarnation. 
3. Sin and suffering. 
4. The Atonement. 
5. Ethics. 
6. The Communion of Saints. 
7. Angels. 
8. The Ultimate Purpose. 
9. Death. 
10. Authority. 
11. God. 

 

A short work such as this cannot possibly cover the whole field of belief, and indeed, there may be 
points which, although regarded by some members as cardinal to the working of this body, are not 
considered in the following pages. But it is hoped that they will, at least, set out certain 
fundamental attitudes held by a majority of our members.  
 

I. Christ 
The teachings of the Liberal Catholic Church on the person of Christ are distinguished from those 
in other western Catholic churches rather in emphasis than in substance. Churches in general 
regard the Christ both as an historical figure and as transcendental deity "of one substance with the 
Father". The Liberal Catholic Church agrees, but the more mystically minded of our brethren look 
upon the Christ more specifically as the Logos, the "Word" which St. John says was in the 
beginning with God. Especially do they consider the Christ as the essential divinity within man. 
This insistence on the "essential" inner divinity is, in general, stressed more strongly than in other 
western churches. The Incarnation in Palestine may be regarded as a physical reflection, in the 
world of space and time, of the eternal process, the "eternal sacrifice by which the world is 
nourished and sustained".  
 
Efforts to write "the life of Christ" are a waste of time. The evangelists did not attempt it. They 
understood that the subject was too vast, and that human biography was too limited to convey 
external truths.  
 
2. The Incarnation and the Church  
The Liberal Catholic Church therefore differs from those churches which regard the Incarnation as 



 

a process of redemption, by way of paying for our sins. In the view of Liberal Catholics the earthly 
coming of our Lord is rather in the nature of a manifestation of the divine purpose, which, however 
difficult to apprehend in its entirety, at least involves the gradual raising of mankind to a position 
of divine awareness. As St. John says (whether he is quoting our Lord or not is not clear) "God so 
loved the world that he sent his only begotten son into the world, that whosoever believeth in him 
should have everlasting life" (John III, 16). Thus, in this way, he purpose of the Incarnation could be 
regarded as the redemption of man from his present condition - and this is one way of interpreting 
the passage from St. John. Thus it continues: "For God sent not his son into the world to condemn 
the world, but that the world through him might be saved." Some of our members have viewed the 
historical Incarnation as a position in which the man Jesus was overshadowed by a greater being, 
the Christ , but the two are so completely united as to render this a rather fruitless speculation. In 
any case the historical Incarnation is only the shadow of the Eternal Incarnation.  
 

3.  Sin  
Sin is deliberate or careless self-involvement in the works of this world, to the exclusion of the 
world of the spirit. To some of our members it is at the same time essentially a "refusal to develop" 
or to "grow up" into fuller being. All that tends to hinder or check the conquest of the flesh and the 
subordination of this world is "sin" and all that helps to foster the understanding and apprehension 
of divinity is righteousness. For many the fact of suffering, its mystery and apparently inexplicable 
intrusion and choice of victims, is connected with the idea of sin. Suffering is thus regarded by a 
large number of our members as a result of offences against the divine law, whether in this or 
previous lives. Clearly this, in itself, is not sufficient answer to the whole problem of suffering. For 
many of us suffering is something deliberately chosen within our higher selves, an experience 
essential - like pleasure - to the development of our being. In this, as in other things, we are dealing 
with matters which, necessarily, cannot be entirely grasped in our mortal condition, although we 
may perhaps be granted flashes of incommunicable understanding of a process completely 
transcendent in its nature.  
 

4.   Atonement  
The word has unattractive connotations for most Liberal Catholics. They would tend to split it up 
(as indeed have more sensitive teachers in other churches) and regard the activity of the Lord as 
fundamentally at-one-ment, that is, bringing together in full consciousness all the seeds or shadows 
of fuller divinity, within the material world. The Second Person of the Trinity, the Divine Son, by 
incarnating in a material universe. sacrifices himself "from the beginning" that all the children of 
God, who inhere in him, and are one with him, may come into separate existence, and then, as 
persons distinct from one another, though ever rooted in him, may know themselves as one with 
each other, and with him from whom their life and consciousness are derived.  
 

5.   Ethics  
Fundamentally, the Liberal Catholic ethic must be the furtherance of the understanding of the 
divine essence and the knowledge of divine unity. Since men are brothers in God, and all life is of 
God, any action which is hurtful to another must be wrong. Most Liberal Catholics would regard 
social injustice as contrary to this essential aim, and also lack of sympathy with or cruelty towards 
animals as utterly wrong. They would regard it as right and proper to work for the abolition and 
avoidance of such things, wherever manifested. It is in this sense that we should interpret the 
words of Jesus, that "all the law is summed up in one word, namely this, Thou shalt love thy 
neighbour as thyself"; but we should fully appreciate the difficulty of the practical application of 
such a commandment.  
 

6.   The Communion of Saints  
For most Liberal Catholics the existence of a hierarchy of "just men made perfect" is an intense 
reality. They consider that man in his striving to subdue the flesh and to fulfil his true nature is 
assisted by those who have (in earthly life) passed beyond the fetters of the earthly condition. Of 
these there are some in every generation. The observance of the festivals of the saints in the 



 

Kalendar gives us an opportunity to draw near to those who have made this achievement and to 
benefit from their help and presence.  
 

7.   Angels  
For Liberal Catholics. as for the church as a whole through the ages, the existence of an angelic 
kingdom is also an intense reality, a kingdom of beings wholly different from mankind, but able to 
co-operate with man, and whose presence may be felt by those sufficiently sensitive. In particular, 
Liberal Catholics believe that the angels assist in the celebration of the Mass and the other 
ceremonies of the Church. The doctrine of angels is most easily accepted (and validated) as a deep 
poetic intuition, rather than in specific detail. For some the individual reality of different angels is 
intense.  
 

8.   The Ultimate Purpose  
It is possible for man in his studies and pursuits to gain some dim understanding of the ultimate 
purpose of the universe, however difficult for him to express this in words. Liberal Catholics would 
be unwilling to accept a belief in anything which has the nature of a "final judgment" as opposed to 
a judgment "at the end of the age" when beings at different stages of growth might he separated 
from one other, for the time being. With St. Augustine we would say that God has "created man to 
he immortal" and that "our hearts are ever restless until they find their rest in him". The existence of 
anything in the nature of eternal damnation would be regarded as utterly inconsistent with the 
supreme goodness, or even the essential being, of God. The implication in St. John's Gospel that the 
final judgment is the ultimate awareness of union with divinity is something that would appeal to 
most of our members.  
 

9.   Death  
For those who hold an "evolutionary" conception of life, life developing and gradually realising 
itself, death is not the terror, or even the enigma, that it is to many others. Death is a constantly 
recurring and comparatively unimportant incident in endless life. The true Christian hope, so often 
spoken of in other churches, is indeed ours. The person who dies passes to a freer condition in 
which, slowly or rapidly as the case may be, the stains of wrongdoing, wrong feeling and wrong 
thinking, are cleansed by natural processes. The cleansed person then realises (in most cases) the 
fullness of life, the larger self, of which he is an expression. This larger centre of consciousness, or 
ego, exists all through the period of human development, an house not made with hands, eternal in the 
heavens. From this each is sent forth, or, perhaps one should say, willingly goes forth, into 
incarnation, and is withdrawn again when the time is suitable, the early life fulfilled - however that 
may be. This withdrawal is what we call death. Prayers for the dead (so called) and requiem masses 
are intended to help, and we believe they do help, those who are passing from the lower condition 
into the larger and higher state. Mourning, excessive grief, and woe, only hold back and weigh 
down the soul which seeks at death to rise, free, into the greater world. The above remarks will 
indicate that many Liberal Catholics are naturally led (as were many early Christians) to believe in 
re-incarnation. They are not only free to follow this belief if they wish, but many (though not all) 
do in fact accept re-incarnation as one of the cardinal facts of life.  
 

 
10.  Authority  
The discoveries of modern scholarship tend to confirm the general view of Liberal Catholics that 
the scriptures of the Church, although undoubtedly inspired by the Holy Spirit, cannot be regarded 
as divinely dictated or verbally authoritative. It is for us to try to understand the essence of these 
scriptures, placed in their proper context. The evangelists worked on a tradition they had received, 
within an intense conviction of the magnitude of the events they described. Some of them, in 
particular St. John, wrote on more than one level at once, aware that their story had a 
transcendental as well as an historical significance. The drama of the scriptures has its own validity 
and speaks to our emotions as well as to our minds. In the Gospels, particularly the passion 
narrative, we can see a mystery-drama, a "tragedy" in the Greek sense of the word. The mind of the 



 

reader is purged and raised up, even as the effect of tragedy is to purge the mind of pity and fear. If 
the Gospels are not verbally, or literally, historically true in every detail, nevertheless they convey 
supreme intuitions in the most complete and satisfying way that could be achieved within the 
restrictions of human ability, and subject to the inadequacies of human understanding. There is a 
gradual guidance into all truth, as the Lord Christ indicated.  
 

11.   God  
God, in the ultimate sense, the Absolute One, is clearly "unknowable" and "unimaginable" by our 
earthly faculties. We should however, be limiting his omnipotence if we were to say that it is 
impossible for him to communicate with, or to be approached by, us, his creatures, who live only in 
him. He is transcendent and immanent, the highest self in each, yet not divided into fragments, but 
in omnibus totus. He is personal so far as we know, in the sense that he wills and loves. Further than 
this it is difficult for us to go, except in the language of poetry. Seven hundred years ago Dante 
wrote:  
 

"Thenceforward was my vision mightier than our discourse, which faileth at such sight, and 
faileth memory at so great outrage.  
"As he who dreaming seeth, and when the dream is gone, the  impression stamped remaineth, 
and naught else cometh to the mind again ...  
"Even so am I; for almost wholly faileth my vision, yet doth the sweetness born of it drip within 
my heart...  
"To the high fantasy, here power faileth, but already my desire and will were rolled-even as a 
wheel that moveth equally-by the love that moves the sun and the other stars."*  

 
For us, it is through the work of the Mass, with its high drama, and through the other services of 
the church, that this vision is most easily sought. In spite of all that has gone before, the Liberal 
Catholic Church is interested not so much in doctrine as in regular Worship, and our services have 
been arranged so that the congregation, and all present, can most easily participate in the essential 
work of those services. For anyone who comes to our churches the opportunity is there; the 
opportunity for worship and for the ultimate understanding, the individual knowledge and 
experience of God.  
 
 
* Quoted from Paradiso XXXIII (Temple Classics edition, translated by Wicksteed).  
 
 


	THE LIBERAL CATHOLIC CHURCH
	Foreword to the Second Edition
	Foreword to the First Edition
	The Old Catholic Church
	Archbishop Mathew
	The Liberal Catholic Church
	Further Developments
	I. Christ



