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c. 2012 Religion News Service (RNS) When Pope Benedict XVI chose in 2009 to lift
the excommunications of four bishops from a conservative schismatic group, few
would have thought the news would generate headlines worldwide.

But Benedict's gesture received outsized attention when one of the four bishops,
Richard Williamson, did a television interview and denied that millions of Jews had
died in gas chambers at Nazi death camps. Not only were Jews outraged, but so
were more than a few Catholics.

As the Vatican worked to reassure Jews that Williamson's views were not its own,
steps were underway to achieve the real goal of Benedict's move: full reconciliation
with the traditionalist group, known as the Society of St. Pius X (SSPX), and an end
to the most significant schism within the Roman Catholic Church in a half century.

Now, after more than two years of secret negotiations, the SSPX is due in mid-April
to give its response to the Vatican's final offer for reconciliation, which was delivered
last September.

Regardless of whether the group accepts the pope's olive branch -- and his
insistence that SSPX give some sort of recognition to the modernizing reforms of the
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) -- the outcome is bound to have a profound
impact on Benedict's papacy and on the larger Catholic Church.

While the group remains small, with around 500 priests and a few thousands
followers around the world , the issues at play are at the core of the Catholic
Church's identity in the modern world. And success or failure could impact
Benedict's legacy.

The SSPX rejects most of the reforms of Vatican II, which revolutionized Catholic
doctrine on everything from relations with other Christian churches to interfaith
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dialogue to the role of rank-and-file lay Catholics. The Lefebvrists (as the group is
known after its founder, the late Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre) charge that the
Catholic Church turned its back on centuries of traditions and precepts, and is now
too accommodating toward the modern world.

But for Benedict, reconciliation with the SSPX is not just a matter of doctrine.

"Pope Benedict has staked a lot on his attempt to heal this breach; it will be one of
the things that will mark his pontificate," said Antoine-Marie Izoard, a French Vatican
analyst with the I.Media news agency.

Nevertheless, warns the Rev. Nicola Bux, a consultant at the Vatican's Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith, the pope's gamble should not be read in "political"
terms of left vs. right.

"He has worked with patience and meekness, as a Christian would, believing that
this division can be overcome," Bux said.

In fact, Benedict has dealt with the Lefebvrist issue for decades. As Cardinal Joseph
Ratzinger, Benedict tried to avoid the group's formal split with Rome in 1988. A year
after his election as pope, in 2006 Benedict reinstated the ancient Latin Mass that is
still cherished by the Lefebvrists, saying it could exist together with the modern
Vatican II Mass.

Benedict's conciliatory moves toward the SSPX have been received with suspicion --
and sometimes bitter resentment -- by many in the Catholic Church who fear that
some of the Vatican II reforms could be put in doubt if an agreement is reached with
the traditionalists.

The pope, who has often said Vatican II should be viewed in "continuity" with church
history, took the criticisms personally. In an unusually personal letter addressed to
all Catholic bishops in March 2009, he complained of having been "treated hatefully,
without misgiving or restraint," for his "gesture of mercy" towards the SSPX bishops.

Having invested so much, both personally and publicly, in reconciliation with the
Lefebvrists, Benedict has so far received mixed messages from the group.

In a sermon last November, their leader, Bishop Bernard Fellay, said that the SSPX
felt "obliged to reject" the Vatican's offer, citing doctrinal reasons. In recent months,
he's signaled that his position may have mellowed, but the group has clearly stated



that it will not accept Vatican II reforms -- even as it was one of the original
conditions for reconciliation set out by Benedict himself.

According to Gianni Gennari, a theologian and former priest, even the pope himself
is now disillusioned with the Lefebvrists.

"He held out his hand," Gennari said. "Now he wants to make it clear that it is them
who do not want an agreement."


