An Introduction to
Independent
Catholicism & the
Independent
Sacramental Movement

What is this movement?
▪ Independent… similar to, but independent from Roman Catholicism, Eastern
Orthodoxy, and Anglicanism.
▪ Sacramental… in that the emphasis is placed upon sacraments such as Eucharist or
Communion, Baptism, Confirmation, Holy Orders, etc.

▪ Apostolic… in that clergy can, theoretically trace their priestly (i.e., ordination) lineage
back to the original apostles.
▪ Movement… because there is a tremendous amount of theological diversity and no
one jurisdictional body dominates as the unequivocal example of the movement.

“…the independent movement attracts a broad range
of persons drawn to the movement by a variety of
issues – esotericism, sexuality, gender, convenience,
and vision of ministry. Of course, one can also find
those drawn to independent ministry for unhealthy
reasons, but such unfortunate cases are not exclusive
to these churches. In my observation, the vast majority
of persons who join independent sacramental groups
are sincerely seeking a way to participate in the
church's ministry, which was heretofore closed to
them.” - John Plummer, PhD in The Many Paths of the
Independent Sacramental Movement.

Jurisdictions, not Denominations
“The ultimate unity of the Catholic faith is attested to by the
fact that Catholics are not divided into denominations, as
Protestants are, but into jurisdictions. There is only “one holy
Catholic and apostolic Church,” but for reasons of pragmatic
administration – and often prideful and sad human history –
this One Church is governed by many crisscrossing regions of
administration.” John R. Mabry, “Who are the Independent
Catholics? An introduction to the Independent and Old Catholic
Churches.”

Continuity amongst diversity
“Independents both continue and re-create Catholic traditions.
Maintaining and modifying tradition at the same time are not unusual – all
Catholics do that. But independents are particular in what they maintain
and change. They keep four things common to all Catholic bodies:
apostolic succession, seven sacraments, devotion to the saints (especially
Mary, the mother of Jesus), and the word “Catholic” itself. What
independents discard is unusual: visible unity, or the idea that the “one”
church avowed in the Nicene Creed is or should be one real-world human
institution. For them, oneness in the form of invisible unity works fine.” -Julie Byrne, from The Other Catholics: Remaking America’s Largest
Religion.

Early Important Personalities
and Movements

Dominique Marie Varlet
▪ Missionary priest in French Territory of Louisiana, in 1711.
▪ Bishop of Babylon, living in exile in Amsterdam, in 1723.

▪ His relationship with Rome became estranged because of his
association with the Dutch church which was under suspicion of
influence of the Jansenist controversy (a pious movement,
declared heretical by the Papacy).
▪ At the request of the Chapter of Utrecht, Varlet consecrated
Cornelius van Steenoven as Archbishop of Utrecht without papal
approval, in 1724. He consecrated three other archbishops
before he died.
▪ Helped form the Old Catholic Church of Utrecht.

Old Catholics of Utrecht,
expansion
▪ Dogma of the Immaculate Conception, Pope Pius IX issued an Apostolic Constitution,
Ineffabilis Deus on December 8, 1854.
▪ Rise of Ultramontanism, or a movement within Catholicism that placed strong
emphasis on the Pope and the Papacy.

▪ First Vatican Council, convened by Pope Pius IX on June 29, 1868.
▪ Dogma of Papal Infallibility.
▪ The Roman Catholics in Utrecht, Netherlands were opposed to Ultramontanism and
objected to the loss of local control over ecclesiastical matters. Separated from Rome
and formed the Old Catholic Church, old because emphasis was placed on Ecumenical
Councils and not Papal authority.

Gerard Gul

• Consecrated as Archbishop of Utrecht May 11, 1892.
• Gerard Gul is responsible for ushering in the “Independent Sacramental Movement.”
• Union of Utrecht – Gul helped several churches get started, such as Christian Catholic Church
of Switzerland, Polish National Catholic Church, & the Mariavite Church.

Old Catholicism
moves to England
“Archbishop Gerald Gul, assisted by three other Old Catholic
bishops, consecrated [Arnold Harris] Mathew at St. Gertrude’s
Cathedral in Utrecht on 28 April 1908. There ceremony,
originally scheduled for April 8, had to be postponed when the
Old Catholic bishops, to their great astonishment, found out
that Mathew was married and the father of three children.
Although no married priest had yet been raised to the
episcopate in the Old Catholic Church, the bishops eventually
gave their permission for Mathew’s consecration to proceed.” - Siobhain Houston, from Priests, Gnostics and Magicians:
European Roots of Esoteric Independent Catholicism.

Arnold Harris Mathew
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lived from 1852 until 1919.
Former Roman Catholic Priest.
Consecrated by Gerard Gul to establish Old Catholicism in England.
In 1913 he consecrated Rudolph de Landas Berghes.
In 1914 he consecrated Frederick Samuel Willoughby.
Towards the end of his life, 1915, he tried reconciling with the Roman
Catholic Church but they would not accept him as a Bishop, he then tried
the Church of England and they didn’t accept him. He felt content
assisting at an Anglican parish until his sudden death in 1919.

Rudolph de Landas Berghes
“Prince de Landas Berghes (1873 – 1920), a Roman Catholic and a
member of the Austrian royal family born in Italy, became friends with
Mathew, who ordained the prince in 1912 and consecrated him in 1913.
Due to the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914, de Landas
Berghes was in jeopardy of being interred as an enemy alien. The
British Foreign Office, aware that he was related to numerous
European royal families, arranged passage for him to the United States
in 1914. Once in America, Bishop de Landas Berghes consecrated
several bishops who became important leaders in the Old Catholic
movement in America…” Siobhain Houston, from Priests, Gnostics &
Magicians: European Roots of Esoteric Independent Catholicism.

James Ingall Wedgwood
Consecration of Bishop James Ingall Wedgwood, London,
13 February 1916. Left to right: Bishops Robert King,
Assistant Consecrator; J. I. Wedgwood; Frederick Samuel
Willoughby, Consecrator; B.E. Gauntlett, Assistant
Consecrator; The Very Rev. J. B. Seaton, Provost.
• General Secretary of the Theosophical Society in
England and Wales from 1911–1913.
• Ordained a Priest by Arnold Harris Matthew, July 1913.
• Founding Presiding Bishop of the Liberal Catholic
Church.
• Wrote the Liturgy of the LCC along with Charles
Leadbeater.

Charles Webster Leadbeater
• Originally a Priest in the Church of England.
• His interest in Spiritualism lead him out of the Church of England and
into Theosophy, having joined in 1883.
• Consecrated a Bishop in Sydney on 22 July 1916 by Wedgwood.
• Helped found the Liberal Catholic Church along with James I.
Wedgwood.
• Became the second Presiding Bishop of the LCC when Wedgwood
stepped down.

Joseph René Vilatte
• Ordained a deacon on 6 June 1885 and priest on 7 June 1885 by Bishop Eduard Herzog,
bishop of the Old Catholic Church of Switzerland.
• Consecrated bishop in India on the 28 May 1892 under the jurisdiction of the Syrian
Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch, after his appeals for consecration by Old Catholics
were denied.
• Many ISM clergy in the USA trace their spiritual lineage through Vilatte.
• Attributed as being the first to bring “Independent Catholicism” to the United States.
• Spent his final years, from 1925 – 1929, living in a cottage on the grounds of a Roman
Catholic Cistercian abbey near Versailles, France. He was buried as a layman, and
according to Jean Bricaud (a bishop in his lineage) he was “on the verge of reclaiming
his liberty.”

Legacy of Vilatte
Several “esoteric orders” received their lineage from Vilatte’s apostolic lineage through
bishop Jean-Baptiste Bricaud. Orders including the Ordo Templi Orientis and L’Englise
Catholique Gnostique. The influence of these orders would affect several other
movements as Julie Byrne notes:

“The esoteric churches godfathered by Vilatte,
including the Ordo Templi Orientis, only gained in
feminist importance over time, since they deeply
influenced Gerald Gardner, the founder of modern
Wicca, and with him decades of Wicca practitioners.”

Honorable Mention –
Gerald Gardner
• Founder of the Wiccan movement and ultimately Gardnerian Wicca.
• Gardner opened up a “spiritual floodgate” that would see to the rise of
Wicca and Paganism within Western culture.

“It is known that Gardner received a
consecration from Ward into the Orthodox
Catholic Church in England, which raises
questions about his level of involvement with the
Old Catholics.” -- Morgan Davis, From Man to Witch Gerald Gardner
1946-1949

Honorable Mention –
Ross Nichols

•
•
•
•

Founder of The Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids.
Friend of Gerald Gardner.
Archdeacon in the Holy Celtic Church, ordained by Archbishop Tugduel.
Between Gardner and Nichols we have the “Wheel of the Year” within
contemporary Paganism.

Aftimios Ofiesh
• Born Abdullah Aftimios Ofiesh on October 22, 1880 in Lebanon.
• With the Russian Orthodox Church serving a mission in New York for
Syrian-Arab Orthodox Christians.
• Married Miriam Namey in 1933 which got him into trouble with the
Orthodox Church authorities.
• Continued to function as the bishop for the American Orthodox Catholic
Church. Died in 1966.
• Several ISM clergy in the United States claim lineage through him.

Herman Adrian Spruit & Meri Louise Spruit
Patriarch & Matriarch, Church of Antioch
• Bishop Herman was a United Methodist Pastor for 15
years.
• Served as secretary for the International Association of
Religious Science Churches for 5 years.
• In 1955 he became a deacon, in 1956 a priest, and in
1957 he was consecrated a Bishop by Bishop Lowell
Wadle.
• Bishop Herman founded The Catholic Apostolic Church
of Antioch – Malabar Rite, or Church of Antioch.
• Over the years many former Church of Antioch bishops
would found other jurisdictions and churches.
• Bishop Meri governed the church with Herman and
eventually took over leadership herself.
“To do the best that’s in us is our purpose in life; that’s why we’re here.” — Matriarch Meri Louise

The Complex Branches of the ISM
▪ Various Old Catholic and Independent Catholic branches from the lineage of Matthew
and Vilatte.
▪ Liberal Catholic Church and it’s various offshoots with lineage from Wedgwood,
Leadbeater (via Matthew). Often with an esoteric focus.

▪ Gnostic (i.e., very esoterically focused) branches.
▪ Traditionalist Roman Catholics, very different from Old Catholics.

“In the 1970s philosopher Michel Foucault argued that past lay
movements
and
religious
orders
functioned
as
“counterconducts” – practices that jumble prescribed conduct
of community, body, and spirit. “Clearly not absolutely
external” to the community, Foucault wrote, counterconducts
are “border-elements” that “have been continually re-utilized,
re-implanted, and taken up again in one or another
direction,…[including] by the Church itself.”” –Julie Byrne, From
The Other Catholics: Remaking America’s Largest Religion.
“…But since no one thought Catholicism had “denominations,”
no one noticed.” -- Julie Byrne, ibid.

Traditionalist Movement

Fraters Michael & Wolfgang, O.S.B.
1992
Abbot Leonard
Giardina, O.S.B.

Fr. Michael J. Anaya & Fr. Michael
Sautner, O.S.B. 2015

TradiTionalisT MoveMenT…
initial thoughts
▪ They do not consider themselves a part of the “Independent Sacramental Movement,”
because of the theological diversity and often liberal and extreme liberalism seen
within the spectrum of the ISM community.
▪ Adhere to strict Pre-Vatican II Catholicism.

▪ Consider the Post-Vatican II Roman Catholic Church an “apostate Church,” to various
degrees of condemnation.
▪ Some have “close ties” with Rome (SSPX) while others are very removed. Some
priests have been known to get ordination from outside of the Traditionalist
Movement (from Old or Liberal Catholic connections) and then return to the
Traditionalist camp.

Traditionalist Roman
Catholicism
▪ Reject ecumenism and promote Catholic exclusivism.
▪ Religious tolerance OVER pluralism.
▪ Rejection of collegiality preferring Papal authority (creates a paradox).

▪ Opposition to the Novus Ordo form of Catholic liturgy in favor of the Tridentine Mass.
▪ Some deal with the papal authority paradox by holding the sede vacantist position,
“seat is vacant.”
▪ Some Traditionalists group elect their own Pope claiming the Pope.

Brazilian Catholic Apostolic
Church
• Not specifically “Traditionalist,” however, some Traditionalists Roman
Catholics seek apostolic lineage through Costa because they do not want to
be associated with the Old Catholic Movement.
• Founded by Bishop Carlos Duarte Costa in 1945.
• Costa was a bishop in the Roman Catholic Church, consecrated December
1924.
• Excommunicated by Pope Pius XII.
• Accused the Brazilian Papal Nuncio of ties to the Nazis.
• Eliminated clerical celibacy, permitted divorce, rejected Papal Infallibility.
• Many clerics within the ISM have apostolic lineage traced to Costa.

Pierre Martin Ngô Đình Thuc
• Lived from 6 October 1897 – 13 December 1984.
• Roman Catholic Archbishop from Vietnam.
• While in Rome during the Second Vatican Council his younger brother was
assassinated in Vietnam and he was unable to return to Vietnam and lived
in exile – at Rome, France, and the United States.
• It was during this time of exile that he became involved in the
Traditionalist movement and ordained an consecrated several people for
this movement.
• Popular among Sede Vacantist Traditionalists.

Marcel Lefebvre
• 29 November 1905 – 25 March 1991
• French Roman Catholic Archbishop who attended the Second Vatican Council and
opposed many of the changes.
• One time Superior General of the Holy Ghost Fathers.
• In 1970 founded the Society of St. Pius X.
• In 1988 he consecrated four bishops with the help of Bishop Antônio de Castro
Mayer, a retired Brazilian Roman Catholic Bishop. At this point he was
excommunicated. The SSPX has maintained some communication with Rome but
have yet to be fully reconciled with Rome.

honorable MenTion…
Richard Williamson
• Originally an Anglican, received into the Roman Catholic church in 1971.
• Ordained by Archbishop Lefebvre in 1976 at the Seminary of St. Pius X in
Econe, Switzerland.
• Consecrated a bishop by Archbishop Lefebvre in 1988 along with three
others. Immediately excommunicated by Rome.
• Pope Benedict XVI lifted the excommunication in 2009.
• Expelled from the SSPX in 2012.
• Excommunicated again in 2015.
• Known Holocaust denier among other things.

Honorable Mention Holy Orthodox Church of North
America & the Anglican Church in
North America

Independent & Old Catholic
Bishop Timothy Cravens writes, “In my ten years’ experience in our Independent Catholic
movement, I have seen a lot. Based on those observations, I have concluded that there
are several elements that are necessary to nurture one’s vocation as an Independent
Catholic Christian and ensure an authentic spirituality.”
▪ Sound Doctrine

▪ Lively Prayer Life
▪ Comfort with Solitude
▪ Authentic Community

▪ Inclusiveness/Ministry to those on the margins
▪ Sense of Humor

Polish National Catholic Church
• Founded by Francis Hodur, born in Poland and emigrated to USA in 1893 and ordained a
priest that same year.
• Advocated for more Polish representation and governance amongst those parishes
populated by Polish immigrants.
• In 1904 the first Synod of the Polish National Catholic Church.
• In 1907 Fr. Hodur elected bishop and consecrated by Dutch Old Catholic Bishops.
• The Church today has about 26,000 members in the USA and Canada primarily in 127
congregations.

Imani Temple
African-American Catholic Congregation
• Founded by George Augustus Stallings, Jr.
• Roman Catholic priest who left the Roman Catholic
Church claiming it did not meet the needs of African
Americans.
• Founded Imani Temple on July 2, 1989.
• Excommunicated by James Cardinal Hickey of
Washington, D.C.
• Consecrated a bishop in 1990 by Independent Catholic
bishops, Stallings took the title of Archbishop.
• There are currently 6 Imani Temple congregations in
the USA and one in Nigeria.

National Catholic Church of America

Archbishop Richard Roy, seated center.

Spirit of Christ Community Church

Bishop David Strong

Temenos Catholic Worker

Bishop River Sims

Augustinians of the Immaculate
Heart of Mary

Center two: Father Thomas Bradshaw and Bishop Joseph Menna

United American Catholic Church

Father Don Pratt

Holy Angels & Saints
Old Catholic Church

Bishop Jason Spadafore

Gnostic & Esoteric Branches
“The difficulties in pinning down a definition of
Gnosticism are intimately connected with the
controversy about its origins. Was it indeed no more
than a heretical offshoot, an eccentric and aberrant
branch of Christianity, or was it the latest expression of
a long, mostly hidden tradition that had existed for
centuries before the Christian era? No one has
answered these questions with final authority.”
- Stephen Hoeller regarding Gnosticism.

Gnostic & Esoteric Branches
“Knowledge that liberates consciousness is often described as
esoteric. The word “esoteric” is somewhat forbidding, usually
connoting something obscure, exotic, and irrelevant to daily
life – in short, something “far out.” But etymologically the
word means exactly the opposite: it comes from the Greek
esotero, which means “further in.” you have to go “further in”
yourself to understand what this knowledge is about.” Richard Smoley from Inner Christianity: A Guide to the Esoteric
Tradition.

Gnostic & Esoteric branches

“Esotericism has always been present in
Christianity, but most often as an underground
stream. In the last one hundred and fifty years,
the inner traditions (Christian and otherwise)
have left the hidden sanctum and burst upon the
world scene.” -- John Plummer, PhD from The
Many Paths of the Independent Sacramental
Movement.

Ascension Alliance
Church of Antioch, Santa Fe

Loretto Chapel, Santa Fe New Mexico 2016

Ascension Alliance

2015 Convocation

St. John Coltrane
African Orthodox Church

Located in San Francisco, California. Their mission, “To paint the globe with
the message of A Love Supreme, and in doing so promote global unity, peace
on earth, and knowledge of the one true living God.” Through the music of
[Saint] John Coltrane.

Father Mark Townsend,
Christian Priest & Druid Priest

Bishop Rosamonde Ikshvaku Miller

The Gnostic Sanctuary / Ecclesia Gnostica Mysteriorum

Bishop Alistair Bate,
Christian Bishop and Druid Priest

Rev. Paul Larson
Wiccan Priest and Gnostic Bishop

Bishop Laura Grimes

Goddess Temple of Orange County California, 2007

Rev. Kirk White
Bishop, Wiccan Priest, & FreeMason

Most Illustrious Grand Master of the
Grand Council of Royal and Select
Masters of the State of Vermont

Madonna Ministries

Founded by Bishop Arnold Michael, who
was consecrated via the Church of Antioch.
“The purpose of the Madonna Ministry is to
teach, counsel, inspire and heal by example
and through service, and in the process,
strive to convey consciously and purposefully
the creativity of our Christ-like self.”

Apostolic Johannite Church

Bishop William Behun, Father Anthony Silva, Patriarch Shaun McCann

Ecclesia Gnostica

Bishops Rosamonde I. Miller, Stephen Hoeller, and Steven Marshall

Honorable Mention
Albert Stubblebine III
• Retired United States Army Major General.
• Commanding general of the U.S. Army Intelligence
and Security Command (INSCOM) from 1981 to 1984.
• Awarded Legion of Merit and Bronze Star for service
during the Vietnam War.
• Key sponsor of the Stargate Project at Fort Meade,
remote viewing or psychic spying.
• Former (retired) Archdruid in the Ancient Order of
Druids in America.
• (Independent) Archbishop within the Universal
Gnostic Church.
• Married to Dr. Rima Laibow, a psychiatrist, former
AODA Archdruid, and Archbishop.

The Young Rite
Liberal Catholic Church
“Motto – the message of my life’s work is Amor Vincit
Omnia. I want to remind us all that the strongest and most
powerful tool in the entire world is the power of unconditional
love, which can embrace both light and darkness together in
union, and transform them both in the only and only truth.
Above all I want to remind people about the importance
of the female aspect – the importance of Goddess – great mother
of our world, the One who is omnipresent, and to offer the
significant teaching of a proper attitude towards the Goddess.
How utterly important it is to be aware and to see the sacredness
in everything and every being, especially in every female being.”
-- Bishop Aristide Havlicek.

Founding of The Young Rite
“In the various spiritual organizations I was involved in I started
noticing the discrepancy between what was preached and how
the individuals within those organizations dealt with one
another. That definitely started getting to me. The first thing
one does in such a situation is to try to bring about change. But
soon I came to realise that the inertia of an organization is a
pervasive thing – the tendency to avoid change is in-built in all
nature, and so it is in people and the organizations in which
they serve.” -- Markus van Alphen on the initial motivation to
start The Young Rite.

The Young Rite – Act of Faith
We believe that God is love and power and truth and
light; that perfect justice rules the world; that all shall
one day reach perfection, however far they stray. We
hold the parenthood of God, the brotherhood of
humanity; we know that we do serve God best when
best we serve our neighbor. So shall God’s blessing rest
on us and peace for evermore. Amen.

The Young Rite in Slovenia

The Young Rite in Germany

Consecration of new Bishop Franz Werner in
Germany, 2015.

The Young Rite in the USA

The Young Rite

Bishops Alistair Bate, Aristide Havlicek, Markus van Alphen, & Johannes van Alphen

The End

