The attitude of the Church towards Masonic associations
Why are membership in Masonic associations and their principles so dangerous? Because they lead to slow and almost imperceptible apostasy from the saving faith in Jesus Christ as in the only Saviour, whereby they pose a real and big threat to the salvation of the immortal soul. The Church has an obligation, in regard of the salvation of souls, to warn against dangerous doctrines which spread pernicious relativism. This is also the case of Masonic associations which by their principles prove to be clear enemies of Jesus Christ and of the salvation of your soul.
A chronological overview of the Church’s documents:

On 24th June 1717 a grand lodge was founded in London. From the time when it appeared in public with Anderson’s Constitution in 1723, its contrasts with the Catholic Church became manifest. The first to respond to it was the Pope Clement XII in his Apostolic Letter “In eminenti apostolatus” (28th April 1738), which includes condemnation of Masonic associations.

Another important document was the Encyclical “Humanum genus” (1884) of the Pope Leo XIII which condemned the activities that, in the concrete historical context of that time, were performed by Freemasons against the Catholic Church and against the old political regime. This condemnation of the activity of Masonic associations finds its concrete formulation in can. 2335 Codex Iuris Canonici (1917), which imposed the punishment of excommunication (ipso facto) for membership in these associations. This norm was confirmed by article 247 of synodal constitutions promulgated by the first Roman synod (1960) initiated by the Pope John XXIII himself. In the years 1974-1980 an official debate took place between the Conference of the Bishops of Germany (authorized by the Holy See) and the grand unified lodges of Germany. The aim was to ascertain if there had been any changes within these Masonic lodges, and to examine whether double membership – in the Catholic Church and in Masonic associations – could be admissible. The outcome was a declaration concerning membership of the Catholic faithful in Masonic associations (1980). Msgr. Joseph Stimpfle, Bishop of Augsburg, who led the debate for the Catholic party, commented on the debate results as follows: “The debate identified the policy and principles of Freemasonry, which are, beyond all doubt, in insurmountable opposition to the Christian life and to the basic principles of the revealed Christian faith.” From this fact it follows that it is impossible for Catholics to be members of Masonic associations.

Consequently, as a response to this debate, the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a declaration (17th February 1981), which confirmed the validity of can. 2335 Codex Iuris Canonici (1917), i.e. excommunication of the Catholic faithful who would enrol in Masonic associations (excommunication of Freemasons).
With codification of CIC (1983), however, there was a certain change. The canons 1374 CIC (1983) and 1448 §2 CCEO do not mention this membership expressly, but include it in the general norm. Similarly, the punishment of excommunication is no more mentioned. Should this change perhaps mean that membership in Masonic associations or their ideas are no longer harmful to the faith in Jesus Christ, the only Saviour? Certainly not! This was also corroborated by documents that were issued afterward. In the “Declaration on Masonic associations” (26th November 1983) the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith confirms that the Church’s negative judgement in regard to Masonic associations remains unchanged since their principles have always been considered irreconcilable with the doctrine of the Church and therefore membership in them remains forbidden. The faithful who enrol in Masonic associations are in a state of grave sin and may not receive Holy Communion.
The evidence that the Catholic Church has always disapproved of the subversive activity of Masonic associations as well as of the irreconcilability of their principles with the Catholic faith is also the fact that since the first document of Clement XII (1738) up to this day the Popes have issued about 600 (more exactly 586) documents concerning this issue. In history, apart from condemnation on the part of the Church we can meet with condemnation on the part of civil institutions as well.

Conclusion

In regard to the present situation in the Church we perceive that it is necessary to restore the canonical punishment of excommunication for membership of Catholic Christians in Masonic associations.
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