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Introduction 
I like questions. It’s on the basis of the questions that this course is structured. In other 
words, rather than working historically from date to date, giving the names of the key 
thinkers (and, of course, the heretics!), I want to work from question to question, seeing 
how these questions arose and how, just as they do today, these questions were about 
the times through which real people were living - just as our questions are about the times 
through which we are now living.


Some things to set out at the start:


1. We might assume that ‘the Church’s Teaching is simply what it is’, but it’s the result of 
real people, real life experiences, real questions and real struggles to find answers 
which hold true to the apostolic experience of the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus. 
It’s an easy thing to forget, but it’s very important: what is taught by the Church is not 
made-up by somebody, nor has it been handed down in some magic way. It is the 
work of discernment, of prayer, reflection, and the lived experience of faith. That’s why 
we can trust it. The Church’s authority comes, ultimately, from faith - and whether you 
believe in the Church’s authority to teach as it does, whether you believe in what is 
taught, is a matter of faith. We are obliged to accept that teaching and the authority 
behind it, not as a demand backed up by some kind of threat, although there have 
been times in the Church’s history when it has very much seemed that way: we are 
obliged in faith and in love, of God and for the Church.


2. We might imagine heretics to be bad people, whose intention was to have a malign 
influence on others, to lead them astray. I want to say something about this: people 
who were (or have since been) declared heretical in their thinking and teaching by the 
Church are, first and foremost, people just like you and I. The fact is that any of us, if 
we were asked to answer a series of questions about Jesus, about God, about what 
the Church teaches in any aspect at all, would likely fall into saying something wrong 
pretty quickly. That’s ok. The journey of faith is precisely a journey on which we walk, 
and stumble, and sometimes follow a wrong path: God still leads us.  
The issue of heresy really has two aspects which are important: 

• The first is for all of us: the Church says that some teachings and beliefs are 
heretical, not to condemn us, but to guide us. 
Think about the Church’s teaching as a guiding hand on one side of the path saying 
to us ‘you’re over too far on this extreme - moderate yourself a little’. It’s like a 
shepherd - guiding us, a little here, a little there, so that together we move forward 
in a true path. It’s as much about us keeping together as it is about us keeping 
right. 

• The second aspect is for those who, the Church understands, are themselves 
straying both from unity and from truth, and who - perhaps - are also leading others 
astray: it’s there to say STOP, but not to condemn that person, but rather to 
encourage them back. They become formally declared heretical only if they persist 
in the path they are following.  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Again, the issue here is not simply the truth of the matter in question, but unity: a 
person who persists in opposition to the Church’s teaching is, in fact, rejecting the 
Church and its authority to discern true teaching. The heretic can be a good 
person, living to high moral standards and loving their neighbour, but they are 
stepping outside the unity of the Church and at the extreme end of this they are 
declared ‘excommunicate’ as a declaration of where they have put themselves: it is 
a statement of fact, but also of judgment. 
So please don’t assume that the heretics we’ll be coming across were simply bad 
people: they were people who disagreed with the body of the Church - and, it has 
to be said, in most of the cases we come across in the early centuries of the 
Church, persistently and violently. But that is because the Church was a place of 
struggle in those times: these questions which we’ll be exploring were urgent and 
they mattered to their faith. 
In our day, heresy makes its appearance ‘on the quiet’: it is couched as ‘diversity of 
belief’, or ‘difference of culture’: the fact that, in the 21st century, we have different 
denominations in Christianity is an indication of this and of its history, but it is also 
an indication, in some more extreme forms of Christianity, of the wrong path having 
been taken. Not everyone who calls themselves a Christian is ‘of Christ’.   1

Faith is not something to be wishy-washy about: it is something to stand on and to 
stand for. There is a true path; and there are false paths.


3. There are many versions of the Bible in English. The first thing to say is that all our 
versions are translations, so there is no one perfect, definitive text: all are an 
approximation to the original texts which were written either in Greek or Aramaic or, 
later, in Latin, not in English!  
I’m using the Revised Standard Version, Catholic Anglicised Edition, because it is 
a good balance of being clear and understandable, and yet being accurate to the 
original texts.  
You will find, as the early Christians did, that the Bible is not always as helpful as one 
would hope in enabling us to answer the questions at hand, but I shall explore the 
questions, and give references to scripture where relevant.  

4. Dates. We were all brought up using B.C. (Before Christ) and A.D. (‘Anno Domini’ - in 
other words, ‘The Year of the Lord’). Here I’ll give dates as BCE (Before the Christian 
Era) and CE (Christian Era). The dates themselves are unchanged.


5. Documents of the early Church. We will, of course, be discovering old documents, like 
letters, along the way. They will be referenced, quite simply, as follows: Author, Name 
of Text, Chapter (or sometimes Paragraph). I hope that the reference will encourage 
you to explore the texts for yourself. 
Many of the texts can be found online, for example at Wikisource 
(www.en.wikisource.org).


I want to encourage you in two things: the first is to be inquisitive - I like questions and 
think they can be a lot more interesting than answers! Allow yourself to explore the 
questions that follow, accepting that they might be your questions too (or questions like 
them): we are all human beings, questioning creatures - that is how we are created.  
The second thing I want to encourage you towards is exploring further. I’ll give you 
references for further reading, but you’re really most welcome and encouraged to explore 

 See Mt 7:211

Fr Mark Jarmuz The Church that Follows Jesus Christ Page  of 2 3

http://www.en.wikisource.org


Introduction

for yourself what interests you. You might, for example, like to write down a list of ‘Things 
I believe’ and ‘Things I don’t believe’, or even ‘Things I’m not sure whether I believe or 
not’ - they’re often the most interesting. I want to put this idea to you: that you are a 
Catholic not because you believe what the Church tells you to believe (that’s the 
unthinking path), but rather because you and the Church as a whole believe the same: 
that’s the path I want to encourage you in; to have the courage of your beliefs.


We all get it wrong at times or in various ways. That’s fine - it shows that we’re thinking. 
Sometimes we may be in need of correction and guidance from the centuries-old 
teaching of the Church. But to ask the questions, to allow ourselves the space to be 
wrong, ultimately allows us to follow what is right with a full and open heart, as adult 
Christians in the world.


Further reading 

Marcellino d’Ambrosio, When the Church Was Young, Franciscan Media, 2014

	 Brilliantly clear introduction to the Church Fathers 

Olivier Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, New City Press, 2014

	 A fascinating, in-depth examination of the writings of the early Church
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