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No Matter How You Parse It 
Heresy is error, error is heretical, a heretic is heretical 

S 
omewhere, somehow, somewhen we have com-

pletely lost our minds and nowhere can we find 

them.  This is nothing new, of course, as it is by 

all appearances a pathological condition inherent 

of the human race. God created man with a mind and a 

soul and by every evidence, man promptly proceeded to 

lose them both, leaving God shaking his head wondering 

what he did wrong.  

It used to be said that a man who had 

lost his mind was in some state of mental 

distress which only a doctor learned in 

the branch of medicine commonly re-

ferred to as psychiatry could competently 

address. This, quite naturally, depended 

upon the psychiatrist maintaining some 

degree of sanity even having lost his 

mind in the process of becoming learned; 

not an easy task by any means. 

In his marvelous book Heretics, G.K. 

Chesterton, introduces the subject of 

heresy in a rather ingenious way, by first 

writing of orthodoxy, while never wandering much 

afield—being one of those rarities who always kept his 

mind close at hand thereby never giving himself the op-

portunity to lose it—he states quite clearly that anyone 

who would confess himself heretical must have indeed 

lost his mind.   

Nothing more strangely indicates an enormous and 

silent evil of modern society than the extraordinary use 

which is made nowadays of the word “orthodox.” In 

former days the heretic was proud of not being a here-

tic. It was the kingdoms of the world and the police and 

the judges who were heretics. He was orthodox. He had 

no pride in having rebelled against them; they had re-

belled against him. The armies with their cruel security, 

the kings with their cold faces, the decorous process of 

State, the reasonable processes of law—all these like 

sheep had gone astray. The man was proud of being 

orthodox, was proud of being right. If he stood alone in 

a howling wilderness he was more than a man; he was 

a church. He was the centre of the universe; it was 

round him that the stars swung. All the tortures torn 

out of forgotten hells could not make him admit that he 

was heretical. But a few modern phrases have made 

him boast of it. He says, with a conscious laugh, “I sup-

pose I am very heretical,” and looks round for ap-

plause. The word “heresy” not only means no longer 

being wrong; it practically means being clear-headed 

and courageous. The word “orthodoxy” not only no 

longer means being right; it practically means being 

wrong. All this can mean one thing, and one thing only. 

It means that people care less for whether they are phil-

osophically right. For obviously a man ought to confess 

himself crazy before he confesses himself heretical.1 

Of interpreting scripture to accord with one’s own 

conscience, Peter, to whom Jesus entrust-

ed the keys of the kingdom of heaven, 

wrote: “First of all you must understand 

this, that no prophecy of scripture is a 

matter of one’s own interpretation, be-

cause no prophecy ever came by the im-

pulse of man, but men moved by the Ho-

ly Spirit spoke from God” (2 Peter 1:21). 

Peter then goes on to warn of heresies 

and heretics. 

But false prophets also arose among the 

people, just as there will be false teachers 

among you, who will secretly bring in 

destructive heresies, even denying the 

Master who bought them, bringing upon themselves 

swift destruction. And many will follow their licen-

tiousness, and because of them the way of truth will be 

reviled. And in their greed they will exploit you with 

false words; from of old their condemnation has not 

been idle, and their destruction has not been asleep. 

For if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, 

but cast them into hell and committed them to pits of 

nether gloom to be kept until the judgment; if he did 

not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a her-

ald of righteousness, with seven other persons, when he 

brought a flood upon the world of the ungodly; if by 

turning the cities of Sodom and Gomor’rah to ashes he 

condemned them to extinction and made them an ex-

ample to those who were to be ungodly; and if he res-

cued licentiousness of the wicked (for by what that 

righteous man saw and heard as he lived among them, 

he was vexed in his righteous soul day after day with 

their lawless deed), then the Lord knows how to rescue 

the godly from trial, and to keep the unrighteous under 

punishment until the day of judgment, and especially 

those who indulge in the lust of defiling passion and 

despise authority. 
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Bold and wilful, they are not afraid to revile the glori-

ous ones, whereas angels, though greater in might and 

power, do not pronounce a reviling judgment upon 

them before the Lord. But these, like irrational animals, 

creatures of instinct, born to be caught and killed, revil-

ing in matters of which they are ignorant, will be de-

stroyed in the same destruction with them, suffering 

wrong for their wrongdoing. They count it pleasure to 

revel in the daytime. They are blots and blemishes, rev-

eling in their dissipation, carousing with you. They 

have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for sin. They entice 

unsteady souls. They have hearts trained in greed. Ac-

cursed children! Forsaking the right way they have 

gone astray; they have followed the way of Balaam, the 

son of Be’or, who loved gain from wrongdoing, but was 

rebuked for his own transgression; a dumb ass spoke 

with human voice and restrained the prophet’s mad-

ness. 

These are waterless springs and mists driven by a 

storm; for them the nether gloom of darkness has been 

reserved. For, uttering loud boasts of folly, they entice 

with licentious passion of the flesh men who have bare-

ly escaped from those who live in error. They promise 

them freedom, but they themselves are slaves of cor-

ruption; for whatever overcomes a man, to that he is 

enslaved. For if, after they have escaped the defilements 

of the world through the knowledge of our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them 

and overpowered, the last state has become worse for 

them than the first. For it would have been better for 

them never to have known knowing it to turn back 

from the holy commandment delivered to them. It has 

happened to them according to the true proverb, The 

dog turns back to his own vomit, and the sow is 

washed only to wallow in the mire (2 Peter 2). 

From the mouth of Peter, our first pope, come harsh 

words indeed for anyone who would teach, and preach, 

heresy to the Body of Christ, the children of God. Subse-

quent Popes and councils would do no less, declaring 

anathema against both heresy and heretic. In the first two 

or three centuries of the early Church, heresy and schism 

were not clearly distinguished; a similar overlapping oc-

curred in medieval scholasticism. Heresy is understood 

today to mean the denial of revealed truth as taught by 

the Church. Nineteenth-century theologian Friedrich 

Schleiermacher defined it as "that which preserved the 

appearance of Christianity, and yet contradicted its es-

sence".2 The Catholic Church makes a distinction between 

'material' and 'formal' heresy. Material heresy means in 

effect "holding erroneous doctrines through no fault of 

one's own" as occurs with people brought up in non-

Catholic communities and "is neither a crime nor a sin" 

since the individual has never accepted the doctrine.3 For-

mal heresy is "the wilful and persistent adherence to an 

error in matters of faith" on the part of a baptized member 

of the Catholic Church. As such it is a grave sin and in-

volves ipso facto excommunication. Here "matters of faith" 

means dogmas which have been proposed by the infallible 

magisterium of the Church4 and, in addition to this intel-

lectual error, "pertinacity in the will" in maintaining it in 

opposition to the teaching of the Church must be present.5 

Lawrence Feingold writes that divine faith is lost through 

formal heresy. 

Heresy is a particular kind of disbelief by which some-

one who believes in Christ obstinately rejects the au-

thority of the Church to define doctrine and corrupts or 

denies some truths of faith. They “choose” and obsti-

nately hold their tenets of faith according to their own 

reason and will, which they put above the authority of 

the Church. Interestingly, the word “heresy” comes 

from the Greek for election or choice.6 Every heresy 

involves a kind of picking and choosing of the faith 

according to one’s own personal (or group) criteria. 

This is the same spirit that leads to “cafeteria Catholi-

cism.” 

It is important to distinguish “formal heresy” from 

“material heresy.” Heresy, properly speaking, always 

implies a culpable resistance to the faith that involves 

obstinacy in rejecting truths reveled by God that one 

knows to be taught infallibly as such by the Church. 

This presupposes that one has been baptized and ex-

posed to sufficient motives of credibility to recognize 

the authority of the Church in conscience, and thus can-

not be considered invincibly ignorant. This obstinate 

rejection of dogmas of faith by such a person is formal 

heresy, and it is gravely sinful. St. Augustine character-

izes formal heresy as follows: “In Christ’s Church those 

are heretics who hold mischievous and erroneous opin-

ion and when rebuked that they may think soundly and 

rightly, offer a stubborn resistance, and refusing to 

mend their pernicious and deadly doctrines, persist in 

defending them.”7 Canon 751 of The Code of Canon 

Law defines heresy as “the obstinate denial or obstinate 

doubt after the reception of baptism of some truth 

which is to be believed by divine and Catholic faith.” 

It is possible, however, to be in error with regard to the 

tenets of the faith simply through ignorance, but with-

out obstinacy or willfulness. In this case one is said to 

be a “material heretic,” but not a “formal heretic.”8 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heresy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schism_(religion)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scholasticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Schleiermacher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Excommunication_(Catholic_Church)
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Father Benoit-Dominique de La Soujeole, O.P., a pro-

fessor of dogmatic theology at the University of Fribourg, 

Switzerland adds further, noting, “The heretic no longer 

professes the Church’s faith; he takes his personal choice 

as the basis for his belief. Now, since the faith of the com-

munity comes from God himself as he is revealed (object 

of faith), we see that the heretic destroys within himself 

the motive for faith, because his motive for believing is his 

personal judgment, whereas the object of faith, what he 

believes, is at most a distorted, mutilated truth.”9 He goes 

on to briefly explain excommunication. 

Excommunication is a canonical measure that falls un-

der the external forum. In and of itself it does not ex-

clude from the communion of grace. Like any canonical 

penalty, it is a punitive measure aimed at a baptized 

person, an obstinate sinner, who is guilty particularly of 

heresy or schism. It deprives that person of certain 

means of grace, including absolution. This is a very 

serious or even extreme measure that is justified by the 

preservation of the ecclesial common good. Like any 

penalty, it also has a medicinal aspect. It has considera-

ble ecclesial effects: for a cleric, loss of pastoral authori-

ty (in particular loss of faculties to celebrate the sacra-

ments), for any baptized person—being deprived of the 

sacramentals, of the benefit of indulgences, of the fruit-

ful reception of the sacraments. This rent in the social 

fabric of the Church is canonical in nature; it excludes 

those excommunicated from the communion of the 

faithful, which is protected by the canonical powers of 

the Church (as a means of salvation). Wrongly used,10 it 

does not in and of itself break off unity in the theologi-

cal virtues. The Excommunicated person is a penalized 

member of the Church, and is not necessarily spiritually 

dead.11   

By declaring anathema, the heretic is formally excom-

municated. One of the most recent was the Community of 

the Lady of All Nations, also know as the Army of Mary, 

founded by Marie Paule Giguére in Quebec in 1971. The 

movement believes its elderly founder is a “reincarnation” 

of the Virgin Mary. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith determined on July 11, 2007 that her followers had 

been excommunicated.  

Make no mistake, the Church has always and every-

where condemned heresy. Over two millennia, there have 

been well over sixty formal heresies condemned and 

countless heretics excommunicated by the Catholic 

Church and the Magisterium.  

 But heresy is not confined to the big ones, those 

which have been named and formally condemned. Here-

tics are everywhere among us, like weeds among the 

wheat (Matthew 13:24-30), likewise their heresies. Heresy 

is error in belief by choice, choosing such error is heretical, 

a heretic then, is, by choice, always and everywhere, he-

retical. Everyone, everyone is guilty of heresy at some time, 

in some manner, for man was given free will and the pow-

er to make choices. When you think about it, heresy has 

been a part of the human condition since the beginning 

and look what it got our first parents: excommunication! 

Whenever one “takes his personal choice as the basis 

for his belief”, whenever one picks and chooses what to 

believe and what not to believe “above the authority of 

the Church”, that is heresy, that is heretical thinking, and 

“is at most a distorted, mutilated truth”, a grievous sin 

against God. “Heresy and schism are names of sins; sin is 

always a personal reality, and it is not something pre-

sumed.” 

Now, it comes to mind that all this going on about 

heresy and heretics may have put those who have lost 

their minds further into madness, or leastwise further 

dulled the sharp edges of the hole where what they have 

now so dearly lost once was shrouded; now well and truly 

potted with sugarplum fairies with flowers in their hair 

and a pocketful of progressive posies singing kumbaya to 

no one in particular. The world has gone mad scientist, 

rejecting the mystery of God for modern science, 

“ignoring definite human discoveries in the moral world, 

discoveries as definite, though not as material, as the dis-

covery of the circulation of the blood.” 

We cannot go back to an ideal of reason and sanity. For 

mankind has discovered that reason does not lead to 

sanity. We cannot go back to an ideal of pride and en-

joyment. For mankind has discovered that pride does 

not lead to enjoyment. I do not know by what extraordi-

nary mental accident modern writers so constantly con-

nect the idea of progress with the idea of independent 

thinking. Progress is obviously the antithesis of inde-

pendent thinking. For under independent or individu-

alistic thinking, every man starts at the beginning and 

goes, in all probability, just as far as his father before 

him. But if there really be anything of the nature of pro-

gress, it must mean, above all things, the careful study 

and assumption of the whole of the past.13  
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Nothing, it seems, smells so much of heresy, heretic 

and heretical thought than the modern progressive doc-

trine of the “Practicing Catholic,” that consistently pro-

motes that Shakespearean line, “To be or not to be. That is 

the question” as if to emphasize that the answer has been 

doctrinally decided. Nothing could be further from the 

truth, but there is truth, then there is practical progressive 

truth—truth as you are wont to make it. Those who are 

called, of their own free will, into full communion with 

the Catholic Church at their baptism are invited to profess 

before God and the Catholic community the Catholic faith: 

“I believe and profess all that the holy Catholic Church 

believes, teaches, and proclaims to be revealed by God.” 

Where is the wiggle room? Where is the option out button, 

the option to choose what one believes and to ignore what 

one does not? To be Catholic is to believe and profess 

ALL, not some, of what the Catholic Church believes, 

teaches, and proclaims. To paraphrase Yoda, “Be or be not 

Catholic. There is no practicing.” 

The progressive doctrine of “Practicing Catholic” im-

plies a false choice; it is heresy in the choosing; it is subtle 

and slides down easy, especially for those who have lost 

their minds and care not to find them. The problem is 

practicing admits error, so much so that it allows and ig-

nores without thought or reason. God is love; Jesus spoke 

of love; man has exchanged lust for love. God is merciful; 

Jesus spoke of mercy; man speaks of injustice and inequal-

ity. God is kind; Jesus tells us to be kind; man chooses to 

be cruel. God is good; Jesus spoke of the goodness of God; 

man chooses to sin against the goodness of God. God is 

forgiving; Jesus forgave sinners; man chooses an unforgiv-

ing god, himself. Kumbaya, kumbaya.  

To hear some say it, rules are suggestions, command-

ments are mere opinions, doctrine is fallible, morality is 

malleable, sin is forgivable so why even mention it. It is 

more Catholic to be kind, merciful, loving, and good—

whatever kind, merciful, loving and good happen to 

mean. Better to make a mess than seek holiness; better to 

enjoy the moment now, worry about the hereafter, later; 

better to practice whatever than believe Catholic, live 

Catholic, be Catholic. What? What the Catholic Church 

has always taught is now suddenly up for a vote? Never 

has and never will be. Catholicism, despite the prevailing 

opinion of many, is not personal preference. Anyone, any-

one who believes anything knowingly in contradiction to 

the doctrines of the Church is a heretic, ipso facto excom-

municated from the Church and cannot continue to claim 

to be Catholic, practicing or otherwise. There is no such 

thing as watered-down Catholicism, there is no such thing 

as à la carte Catholicism; pick and choose means heresy, 

there is simply no other words to describe it. 

One final thought. Peter warns us of false prophets, 

false teachers who preach and teach destructive heresies. 

False prophets and teachers clothe themselves in snake-

skin and speak with tongues of subtly and guile. A look at 

history reveals that the among the heretics were those 

who professed to know the will of God. If “God did not 

spare the angels when they sinned,” why presume the 

prophets behind the throne are any better? Listen to the 

Word of God and believe; do not let yourself be deceived 

by the serpent. 

Amen. 
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