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Detail of pen-and-ink drawing of "The Parable of the Mote and the Beam (Matthew
7:3)" by German artist Ottmar Elliger the Younger, circa 1700 (Metropolitan Museum
of Art)
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One of the best definitions of heresy I've heard over the years describes it as the
experience of mistaking part of the truth for the whole truth in a matter of faith or
doctrine. This description generously reveals what is so appealing about heresies
and why so many Christians inevitably fall for them. Heresies are always partly
correct, but in the absence of the necessary nuance and complexity that Christian
theology requires, a heretic unwittingly fails to accept the totality of the orthodox
position.

Most classical Christian heresies condemned by church councils follow this sort of
pattern. In each case, well-meaning and faithful Christians debate the definition of
beliefs, seeking to understand their faith better. Eventually ideological camps form
and history reveals that it's often the oversimplified and reductionist side that falls in
error.

Pelagianism is heretical not because it gets human freedom wrong, but because it
fails to adequately factor in the reality and consequence of original sin that
deleteriously affects the exercise of human freedom. Various forms of Gnosticism
are heretical not because Christian faith has nothing to do with the intellect or
knowledge, but because they fail to recognize that authentic Christianity is not
reducible to knowledge — let alone "secret knowledge" reserved for a select few —
and that the created world is indeed good and was lovingly brought into existence
by the one God.

As Pope Francis noted in the second chapter of his 2018 apostolic exhortation
Gaudete et Exsultate, "On the Call to Holiness in Today's World," the specters of
Pelagianism and Gnosticism continue to haunt the church, albeit in new forms. But
even without the retro labels of ancient errors, the general underlying predisposition
of desired simplicity, binary framing, and black-and-white thinking continues to
threaten orthodox belief for modern Christians.

It is understandable that people throughout history have sought easy answers and
simple frameworks in an effort to make sense of a changing and, at times,
inexplicable world. Especially during periods of turmoil and fast-paced social and
cultural adaptation, many people look to religion to be an anchor of meaning and a
source of security. And they should. The most central tenet of Christianity is that
God so loved the world that God entered that world as one of us to reveal fully who
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God is and who we are. That foundational belief about God's incomprehensibly
generous and unconditional love should be reassuring.
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The problem is not with the attraction to religion in general and Christianity in
particular as an anchor in the perceived stormy sea of modernity. It is that too many
people refashion Christianity — its doctrinal teachings and moral guidance — into an
idol of their own making in order to grasp a misguidedly simple and falsely clear
message. Typically, such people unintentionally fall into a kind of heresy because
they appropriate ideas, propositions, perspectives and elements of the Christian
faith only in part and only insofar as it serves their worldview, in an attempt to
assuage their anxiety about the complexities of life. Ironically, such unknowing
heretics purport to be "traditional" or "orthodox," touting an absolutist line from their
propositional worldview that in turn rejects the broad range of legitimate Christian
perspectives and the development of doctrine.

We can see this in many contemporary discussions of Christian faith and morals.

We see this in the way that some Catholics obsess about the real presence of Christ
in the Eucharist, but to the exclusion of the three other ways the church teaches
that Christ is made present in the celebration of the Liturgy. And how the eucharistic
species of consecrated bread and wine become pawns in sectarian battles rather
than the means by which Christ's true sacramental presence is communicated to the
church, which is also the body of Christ.

We see this in the way that some Catholics reduce the rich and nuanced moral
teachings of the church to focus exclusively on abortion to the exclusion of other
equally or greater pressing social sins, such as capital punishment, torture,
economic inequality, euthanasia, racial injustice, among others. And how this
distorted single-issue reductionism is deployed against those perceived to be
political enemies.
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Oil-on-wood painting of "The Parable of the Mote and the Beam" by Italian artist
Domenico Fetti, circa 1619 (Metropolitan Museum of Art)

We see this in the way that some Catholics treat sacred Scripture with
fundamentalist zeal, claiming certain things are immutable or at least incontestable
according to their biblicist hermeneutic, despite the Catholic Church's clear
prohibition of a literal interpretation of Scripture. Scripture must be interpreted,
contextualized and understood by its original audience in its own time in order to
understand how the Holy Spirit is speaking to us in our time.
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The truth is that Christianity is not a religion for those who seek easy answers or
black-and-white thinking. Whereas this false Christianity promotes "either/or"
approaches to faith and morals, true Christianity has always been a "both/and"
tradition. The incarnation cannot be reduced to either divinity or humanity, but
always both God and human. The moral tradition cannot be reduced to concern for
one life issue, but can only make sense in the promotion of a consistent ethic of life
that is inclusive of all populations.

As this year's political season heads into the final stretch before a historic
presidential election during a historic global pandemic, public debates and
commentary about what constitutes "genuine" or "true" or "orthodox" Catholicism
have and will continue to play out on the national stage. With former Vice President
Joe Biden, a devout Roman Catholic, as the Democratic nominee for president, such
discussions and debates are bound to grow more heated and contentious as political
operatives seek to harness an oversimplified Christianity to help their electoral aims.

Already we have seen how some culture-warrior clergy, including bishops, have
dismissed Biden's Catholicity according to this kind of logic. The idea is that because
of political party affiliation or legislative support for policies in conflict with Catholic
teaching (a reality that equally affects both Republican and Democratic platforms,
neither of which is fully in line with church teaching), an individual Catholic Christian
is wrongly dismissed or rejected as illegitimately or insufficiently Catholic. The
heresy here is the reduction of Christianity to a single issue — usually an issue of
one's own personal preference or choosing — as the sole standard for judgment
without any of the necessary consideration of prudential judgment or conscience.

But it is also important to realize that what begins as heresy in faith leads to
hypocrisy in action. These culture warriors who paint Christianity in general and
Catholicism in particular as reducible to a single issue do not hold themselves or
their preferred political party and politicians to the same standards. I recall Jesus
saying something about this kind of behavior with regard to splinters and planks in
the eye (Matthew 7:5). What the reductionists tout as orthodoxy is in fact heresy
because it is only part of the whole picture; what they do in practice is in fact
hypocrisy because they are guilty of the same thing they accuse of others in terms
of unorthodoxy.

The way to avoid slipping into this kind of unwitting heresy is to steer clear of
oversimplifying Christianity and accept the beautifully diverse, wondrously complex
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tradition that has been handed on to us. It may be discomfiting for some that
doctrine cannot be justifiably reduced to propositional claims or that Scripture
cannot always be read merely at face value or that moral dilemmas cannot be
solved by memorizing a list of rules.

However, let us take comfort in the fact that the Holy Spirit is alive and active in the
development of doctrine, the interpretation of Scripture, and the formation of our
consciences. Embracing this fundamental truth about the unavoidable complexity
and range of the tradition is the beginning of an authentic and mature Christian
faith.

[Daniel P. Horan is the Duns Scotus Chair of Spirituality at Catholic Theological Union
in Chicago, where he teaches systematic theology and spirituality. His recent book
is Catholicity and Emerging Personhood: A Contemporary Theological Anthropology.
Follow him on Twitter: @DanHoranOFM.]
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