
ǀ

God’s love knows no barriers.  St. Pascal’s...where all people matter. 

"Which of the two did his father's will?" They 
answered, "The first." Jesus said to them, 
"Amen, I say to you, tax collectors and 
prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God 
before you." 

MATTHEW 21:31  



Dear Friends: 

There was a headline in last Mondays newspaper that read, "Conservative 

theologians accuse Francis of heresy."  It should have read, "Ignorant so-called 

theologians accuse Francis of heresy."  The reason is that the accusation of "heresy" 

is a very specific one in our tradition, and the things that these "theologians" are 

upset about do not fall in to the category of heresy.  Specifically, they are upset that 

our current Pope has written some things about the status of Catholics who are 

divorced and remarried, but whose first unions are not formally annulled, and who 

wish to approach the altar for communion.  Their charge is that the Pope's 

statements are somewhat vague and subject to misinterpretation, and are therefore 

heretical.  People don't get to be accused of "heresy," however, because their 

statements are vague.  In fact, in order to be a heretic one must knowingly deny one 

of the core tenets of the Catholic faith with full freedom and intent.  As a U.S. 

bishop commented several years ago, "It's really difficult to be a heretic," and the 

instances of such a thing are very, very rare.  I mention this because the secular 

media regularly does such a poor job of understanding these distinctions, which 

allows loud, small, marginal groups in our church (including some in the hierarchy) 

to put out such untruth in the hope that nobody will much understand it anyway.  I 

do understand it, which is why I'm calling it out.  In fact this article noted that the 

most senior bishop who signed the letter in question is himself a member of the 

Society of St. Pius X, which has been in formal schism from the Roman Catholic 

Church since Pope John Paul II decided that more than twenty years ago.  That 

actually is a heretic, because the Society proclaims that Vatican II was an invalid 

council and that every pope since then has been presiding over the church 

illegitimately.  We have a St. Pius X congregation here in the East Metro that 

represents itself as "Catholic" but is no such thing, which is why you ought to know 

about it and to understand the distinction.  So the heretic is alleging heresy in Pope 

Francis.  If that makes no sense to you, then you understand perfectly. 

This is but another example of why it is so important to know our faith well.  Not 

just the scriptures (essential though that is) but also the theological tradition of ours 

that is so rich.  It is sometimes noted among scholars and teachers that there are no 

new heresies in the church--just the same old ones that keep coming back under 

new disguises.  I'm inclined to agree with that.  If you are a so-called Catholic who is 

not in communion with the Pope of Rome or your local bishop, then you are not a 

Catholic.  That question was settled within the first few centuries of the church's 

history.  The question of who may receive communion under what life 

circumstances is not a matter of faith.  It is a matter of church discipline and canon 

law.  Those are important matters too, but by definition they are not subject to being 

discussed as "heresies."  The editors of the local newspaper don't understand that, 

which is what I imagine is exactly what Pope Francis' challengers hope for.  Church 

discipline and canon law can and have changed over the course of centuries, and to 

suggest that they might or could change again is not "heresy."  

The words we use to speak of one another in matters of faith are powerful and 

important, and when they are used incorrectly or mean-spiritedly they can be causes 

for sin.  Why intelligent churchmen would choose to publish such an accusation of 

Pope Francis is a question that I can only puzzle over.  Being in disagreement with a 

prudential judgment that he or any other pastor may make is understandable.  

Ramping it up to a public questioning of one's Christian faith is inexcusable in my 

opinion.  We all have the same opportunity in our own discussions with people with 

whom we share faith (or don't).  We can be charitable or not.  We can be honest and 

intelligent or not.  I would opt for charitable, honest, and intelligent, and want to 

encourage all of us to do what we can to ensure that that is what happens in our 

own community. 

Fr. Mike Byron 
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