
 In our First Reading this morning, we heard the author of the Letter to the Hebrews 

implore us to “hold fast to the hope that lies before us.  This we have as an anchor of the soul, 

sure and firm …”1 

 There are many things that can drain our hope away and cause our souls to become 

unmoored.  Pursuing a degree in theology usually involves examining some of these things, 

including particularly the heresies condemned by the Church down through the ages.   

 In our day and age, if one wants to know what the Church professes and teaches, we 

can find a handy summary of it in the Catechism.  But it hasn’t always been so easy, 

particularly in the early centuries of the Church.  Among many other things, the early Church 

struggled for hundreds of years to understand what it meant that Christ was both human and 

divine, or what it meant that there is one God in three persons, or whether Mary could properly 

be described as the Mother of God, or how the presence of Holy Spirit is to be understood, or 

whether a sinful priest could confer valid sacraments. 

 A particularly nettlesome issue in the early Church was the question of salvation.  What 

did salvation mean, and how was it attained?  There were various ways of looking at this, one 

of which was put forth by a late-fourth, early-fifth century British monk named Pelagius.  

Pelagius eventually found his way to Rome where, in one concise summary of his views, he 

taught “that man can take the initial and fundamental steps towards salvation by his own 

efforts, apart from Divine grace.”2  In essence, Pelagius said, we can work out our salvation by 

and for ourselves if only we make the right choices, meaning good and ethical ones. 

 Pelagius had roiled what were already turbulent theological waters.  An even older 

controversy, Gnosticism, dated to the late-first and early-second century.  The word 

“gnosticism” comes from the Greek for “knowledge,” and while Gnosticism encompassed a 

 
1 Heb 6:18-19 (NAB) 
2 F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A Livingstone, eds.,“Pelagianism,” The Oxford Dictionary of the Christ Church (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 1257. 
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variety of different strands, rituals, and traditions, they had in common the belief that the 

Gospels contained two levels of meaning, one intended for the common hoi polloi, and a 

special “gnosis,” or knowledge, revealed only to a privileged few, an elect if you will.   

 Gnosticism was condemned as heretical at the Council of Nicaea in 325, the same 

Council that gave us the Creed (most of it, anyway) that we recite every Sunday, and 

Pelagianism was condemned as heretical by the Council of Carthage in 418. 

 And that was the end of it, right? 

 Wrong. 

 I once heard a priest say, “You know all those heresies we study?  None of them have 

gone away.  You can stand in the narthex of most any church and listen to people talk and 

eventually you’ll hear them all, not that people know it.”  He’s right.  They’re all alive and well. 

 Don’t take my word for it, though.   

 Pope Francis has had quite a lot to say on this score, and so I thought I’d invite him 

here this morning to discuss this as a guest homilist — not to mention that we could then have 

a Mass instead of a Communion Service.  Unfortunately, he had a scheduling conflict, so, as a 

Plan B, I’ll just let him speak through several excerpts from his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelli 

Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel). 

 In lamenting what often impedes the Church in her evangelization of the Good News of 

Christ, Francis cited a  

Spiritual worldliness, which hides behind the appearance of piety and even love 
for the Church, [which] consists in seeking not the Lord’s glory but human glory 
and personal well-being … It is a subtle way of seeking one’s ‘own interests, not 
those of Jesus Christ’ (Phil 2:21).  It takes on many forms … 
 
This worldliness can be fueled in two deeply interrelated ways.  One is the 
attraction of gnosticism, a purely subjective faith whose only interest is a certain 
experience or a set of ideas and bits of information which are meant to console 
and enlighten, but which ultimately keep one imprisoned in his or her own 
thoughts and feelings.  The other is the self-absorbed … pelagianism of those 
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who ultimately trust only in their own powers and feel superior to others because 
they observe certain rules or remain intransigently faithful to a particular Catholic 
style from the past.  A supposed soundness of doctrine or discipline leads 
instead to a narcissistic and authoritarian elitism, whereby instead of 
evangelizing, one analyzes and classifies others, and instead of opening the door 
to grace, one exhausts his or her energies inspecting and verifying.  In neither 
case is one really concerned about Jesus Christ or others … It is impossible to 
think that a genuine evangelizing thrust could emerge from these adulterated 
forms of Christianity.3 
 

 There are several ways of recognizing these distortions, Francis writes. 

In some people we see an ostentatious preoccupation for the liturgy, for doctrine 
and for the Church’s prestige, but without any concern that the Gospel have a 
real impact on God’s faithful people and the concrete needs of the present time.  
In this way, the life of the Church turns into a museum piece or something which 
is the property of a select few … It can also lead to a business mentality, caught 
up with management, statistics, plans and evaluations whose principal 
beneficiary is not God’s people but the Church as an institution.  The mark of 
Christ, incarnate, crucified and risen, is not present; closed and elite groups are 
formed, and no effort is made to go forth and seek out those who are distant or 
the immense multitudes who thirst for Christ.  Evangelical fervor is replaced by 
the empty pleasure of complacency and self-indulgence.4 
 

Similarly, 
 

The same thing happens when we speak more about law than about grace, more 
about the Church than about Christ, more about the Pope than about God’s 
word.5 
 

That is not who we, the Church, are called to be, Francis continues. 
 

Let us go forth, then, let us go forth to offer everyone the life of Jesus Christ … I 
prefer a Church which is bruised, hurting and dirty because it has been out on 
the streets, rather than a Church which is unhealthy from being confined and 
from clinging to its own security.  I do not want a Church … caught up in a web 
of obsessions and procedures.  If something should rightly disturb us and 
trouble our consciences, it is the fact that so many of our brothers and sisters 
are living without strength, light and consolation born of friendship with Jesus 
Christ, without a community of faith to support them, without meaning and a 
goal in life.  More than by fear of going astray, my hope is that we will be moved 
by the fear of remaining shut up within structures which give us a false sense of 
security, within rules which make us harsh judges, within habits which make us 

 
3 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium 93-94 
4 Ibid., 95 
5 Ibid., 38 
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feel safe, while at our door people are starving and Jesus does not tire of saying 
to us: ‘Give them something to eat’ (Mk 6:37)6 
 

 People the world-over are starving today for hope, they’re starving to find a firm anchor 

to help them withstand the winds of the world’s manifest craziness, they’re starving to find a 

firm sense of direction and purpose in life.  As followers of the Risen Lord, we can help them 

find it — if, that is, we avoid resurrecting and reliving the errors of the past. 

 
 

 
6 Ibid., 49 


