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The Motu Proprio Traditiónis Custódes 

Since its publication last Friday, July 16, Pope Francis’ Motu 

Proprio Traditiónis Custódes has prompted an outpouring of 

expressions of dismay and disappointment from Latin Mass 

attendees. Essentially it abrogates Pope Benedict XVI’s 2007 

Motu Proprio Summórum Pontíficum and revokes the universal 

permission for priests to celebrate the Traditional Latin Mass on 

their own initiative. Bishops once again to have to approve priests 

who desire to celebrate the Tridentine Mass, as well as designate 

where and when these Masses are to be celebrated. 

There is much commentary elsewhere about this document which 

does not need to be repeated here. Instead we will focus upon a 

few observations not emphasized in other writings. 

First, the Motu Proprio says that the Traditional Mass may not be 

celebrated in parochial (parish) 

churches. This mirrors a policy 

stated in the original 1984 indult 

for the Traditional Mass, Quattuor 

Abhinc Annos: 

“Such celebration must be made 
only for the benefit of those groups 
that request it; in churches and 
oratories indicated by the bishop 
(not, however, in parish churches, 
unless the bishop permits it in 
extraordinary cases)…” 

And yet…approximately half of the 

TLMs offered in that era were, in fact, held in parish churches. An 

example of that is on the reverse side of this page, on which is 

printed an update to the Latin Mass Directory from the March, 

1987 Latin Liturgy Association Newsletter. Both Ordinary and 

Extraordinary Form Latin Masses are listed, but note the three EF 

sites in parish churches, despite this being the 1984 indult period. 

How could this have been accomplished without admonishment 

from Rome? The answer is provided by Canon Lawyer Fr. Tim 

Ferguson, a former parishioner of St. Josaphat Church in Detroit. 

He explained that Canon Law allows bishops to override certain 

rules for the good of the faithful: 

“Canon 87, paragraph 1 

‘Whenever he judges that it contributes to their spiritual welfare, 
the diocesan bishop can dispense the faithful from disciplinary 
laws, both universal laws and those particular laws made by the 
supreme ecclesiastical authority for his territory or his subjects. He 
cannot dispense from procedural laws or from penal laws, nor from 
those whose dispensation is specially reserved to the Apostolic See 
or to some other authority.’ 

The norms of this motu proprio are disciplinary laws - they are not 
procedural or substantive. Any diocesan bishop, for the good of the 

faithful, can dispense from them. He can dispense priests from the 
apparent obligation to ask his permission to use the old books, he 
can dispense from the apparent prohibition against using offering 
the old Mass in parish churches, he can dispense from the 
requirement that the newly ordained seek his permission.  

Whether a diocesan bishop will do so it another thing, but he has 
the canonical authority to do so.” 

Few dioceses have an abundance of suitable, available, and 

sizable chapels [photo: Ottobeuren Abbey in Germany] sitting 

around to accommodate hosting the TLM-going faithful. Here in 

metro Detroit the Oakland County Latin Mass Association already 

uses the Archdiocesan Shrine Chapel of St. John Paul II on the 

Orchard Lake Schools campus, but few facilities of that size exist 

around town. Using parish churches is a common sense approach, 

both before and after this Motu 

Proprio. Even considering the 

temporal side, parishes shouldn’t 

have to lose out on the collections 

that the Traditional Mass adds to 

the parish budget. Furthermore, 

Pope Francis’ accompanying letter 

contradicts the Motu Proprio by 

stating, “It is up to you to authorize 
in your Churches, as local 
Ordinaries, the use of the Missale 
Romanum of 1962, applying the 
norms of the present Motu 
Proprio.” “Churches” implies parish 

churches, as that term is rarely 

employed for non-parish worship 

sites. 

Which brings us to perhaps the main point: Those of us who have 

been attending the Traditional Mass for a long time have lived 

through tougher times before in the 80s, 90s, and early 2000s. 

These new regulations will create some new bureaucratic hurdles 

for us, akin to the increase in airport security post-9/11, but we 

will survive. The TLM is too much of a good force in the Church 

today to be cast aside.  The number of priests interested in 

learning the Traditional Mass has never been higher. The 

hierarchy and their advisors are not as ideologically opposed to it 

as they used to be pre-Summórum. This writer was on the front 

lines back then and saw the ugliness first hand. 

Many bishops will see the new Motu Proprio as an act of injustice 

against good Catholics, even if they don’t have a particular 

interest in the Traditional Mass. Many will be more sympathetic 

to us than we expect. So far the majority of bishops have indicated 

that existing TLM sites are to continue operating as before, at least 

for the time being. The bishops do not need more work and do not 

need to spend time on a solution to a problem which does not exist 

in most dioceses. As one of our local priest celebrants said, a 

business doesn’t make it difficult for its best customers to do 

business with them. So let’s carry on as best we can and cooperate 

with the authorities to make this new environment as trouble-free 

for all parties as possible. 
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