
FORMAL DEFECTIONS FROM THE CATHOLIC FAITH 

>Formal Defections from the Catholic Faith (25 July 1997; Fr. R. Mark Duchaine) 

1. It is an unfortunate fact that Catholics leave the Church and affiliate with other denominations. Canon 

Law specifically recognizes this, noting that one who has “left [the Catholic Church] by means of a 

formal act” is no longer an object of its rights nor subject to its obligations. 

2. When priests receive word that someone has defected from Catholicism it is important that a notation 

be entered upon that individual’s baptismal record. Such a notation might be worded as follows: 

“Formally defected from the Catholic faith on or-about (month/day/year).” However, it is essential 

that such a notation only be made when it is certain that the requirements of the law have been 

fulfilled. That is, the defection from Catholicism must be: 1) formal, 2) full, and 3) free. 

3. FORMAL indicates that the person has taken a deliberate step to join another denomination, either 

through baptism, a profession of faith, a change in membership form, or by some other declarative 

means such as registering as a member of another church. 

4. FULL means that the affiliation has taken place and the new identification is complete. Halfway 

measures, such as attending another church or “shopping around” for a new church, are insufficient. 

5. FREE simply means that the defection from Catholicism was the result of one’s own choice and not a 

matter of coercion. Children in the care of parents are under the latter’s control and, hence, are 

ordinarily considered to have formally defected from the Church if they follow their parent(s) into 

another denomination. 

6. Should you be informed of such a “formal defection” please report this in writing to the individual’s 

church of baptism as noted above. And if you’re in doubt please contact the chancery to obtain a 

canonical opinion. 

 

>Formal Act of Defection from the Catholic Church (21 April 2006; Msgr. Michael D. Sernett) 

1. For your information, I am enclosing a copy of the letter from the Pontifical Commission for the 

Interpretation of Legislative Texts at the Holy See sent to the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

and received by Bishop R. Walker Nickless concerning the clarification of a Formal Act of Defection from 

the Catholic Church. 

2. Please read and study this English translation of the document for a greater understanding of the definition 

of a Formal Act of Defection from the Catholic Church.  Hopefully this will help answer some of the 

questions that have been raised in your ministry. 

3. [13 March 2006 Vatican document] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


