
 

 

 

Catholic Church Quotes on Popes and Heresy 

 "In the case in which the pope would become a heretic, he would find himself, by that fact alone and 

without any other sentence, separated from the Church. A head separated from a body cannot, as long as 

it remains separated, be head of the same body from which it was cut off. "A pope who would be 

separated from the Church by heresy, therefore, would by that very fact itself cease to be head of the 

Church. He could not be a heretic and remain pope, because, since he is outside of the Church, he cannot 

possess the keys of the Church." Summa Theologica, cited in Actes de Vatican I. V. Frond pub. St. 

Antoninus (†1459) 
 "The Pope should not flatter himself about his power nor should he rashly glory in his honor and high 

estate, because the less he is judged by man, the more he is judged by God. Still the less can the Roman 

Pontiff glory because he can be judged by men, or rather, can be shown to be already judged, if for 

example he should wither away into heresy; because he who does not believe is already judged, In such 

a case it should be said of him: „If salt should lose its savor, it is good for nothing but to be cast out and 

trampled under foot by men." Pope Innocent III, 12th century 

 "In addition, [by this Our Constitution, which is to remain valid in perpetuity We enact, determine, 

decree and define] that if ever at any time it shall appear that any Bishop, even if he be acting as an 

Archbishop, Patriarch or Primate; or any Cardinal of the aforesaid Roman Church, or, as has already 

been mentioned, any legate, or even the Roman Pontiff, prior to his promotion or his elevation as 

Cardinal or Roman Pontiff, has deviated from the Catholic Faith or fallen into some heresy: (i) the 

promotion or elevation, even if it shall have been uncontested and by the unanimous assent of all the 

Cardinals, shall be null, void and worthless..." Cum ex Apostolatus Officio - Apostolic Constitution of 

Pope Paul IV, 1559 
 "Now when [the Pope] is explicitly a heretic, he falls ipso facto from his dignity and out of the Church, 

and the Church must either deprive him, or, as some say, declare him deprived, of his Apostolic See." 

St. Francis de Sales, "The Catholic Controversy" (16th century) 
 "...a pope who is a manifest heretic by that fact ceases to be pope and head, just as he by that fact ceases 

to be a Christian and a member of the body of the Church; wherefore he can be judged and punished by 

the Church.  This is the judgement of all the early fathers, who teach that manifest  heretics immediately 

lose all jurisdiction." St. Robert Bellarmine, "On the Roman Pontiff" (16th century) 

 "If God permitted a pope to be notoriously heretical and contumacious, he would then cease to be pope, 

and the Apostolic Chair would be vacant." St. Alphonsus de Liguori, "The Truths of the Faith" (18th 

century) 
 "A pope can only be deposed for heresy, expressed or implied, and then only by a general council. It is 

not strictly deposition, but a declaration of fact, since by his heresy he has already ceased to be head of 

the Church..." A Catholic Dictionary, 1951. Pope, Deposition of a 

 "No canonical provisions exist regulating the authority of the College of Cardinals /sede Romana 

impedita/, i.e., in case the pope became insane, or personally a heretic; in such cases it would be 

necessary to consult the dictates of right reason and the teachings of history" Catholic Encyclopedia, 

1913. [Vol. III. p.339]  Cardinal 
 "The councils of Constance and Basle, and Gallican theologians, hold that a council may depose a 

pope...(2) /ob fidem/ (on account of his faith or rather want of faith, i.e. heresy). In point of fact 

however, heresy is the only legitimate ground. For a heretical pope has ceased to be a member of the 

Church, and cannot, therefore, be its head." Catholic Encyclopedia, 1913. [Vol. IV p.435] Councils 

 "An heretical pope necessarily ceases to be head of the Church, for by his heresy he is no longer a 

member thereof: in the event of his still  claiming the Roman see a general council, improperly so-called 

because without the pope, could remove him. But this is not deposition, since by his own act he is no 

longer pope." A Catholic Dictionary, 1951. Deposition 



 

 

 "466. Q. Is a Pope who falls into heresy deprived, ipso facto, of the Pontificate?  A. 1. There are two 

opinions: one holds that he is, by virtue of divine appointment, divested, /ipso facto/, of the Pontificate; 

the other, that he is, /jure divino/, only removable. Both opinions agree that he must at least be declared 

guilty of heresy by the Church - i.e., by an oecumenical council of the College of Cardinals." Elements 

of Ecclesiastical Law, 1887 
 "A simoniacal election of this kind is never at any time to be made valid by a subsequent enthronement 

or the passage of time, or even by the act of adoration or obedience of all the cardinals. It shall be lawful 

for each and all of the cardinals,...as well as for all the clergy and the Roman people,... to withdraw 

without penalty and at any time from obedience and loyalty to the person so elected even if he has been 

enthroned (while they themselves, notwithstanding this, remain fully committed to the faith of the 

Roman church and to obedience towards a future Roman pontiff entering office in accordance with the 

canons) and to avoid him as a magician, a heathen, a publican and a heresiarch." Pope Julius II, 

Council of Lateran V.  1513 
 "Finally they cannot be numbered among the schismatics, who refuse to obey the Roman Pontiff 

because they consider his person to be suspect or doubtfully elected on account of rumors in 

circulation..." Wernz-Vidal: Ius Canonicum, Vol vii, n. 398 

 "Nor is there any schism if......one suspects the person of the pope or the validity of his election, or if 

one resists him as the civil head of a state." Szal, Rev Ignatius: Communication of Catholics with 

Schismatics, CUA, 1948, p.2 
 "Neither is someone a schismatic for denying his subjection to the Pontiff on the grounds that he has 

solidly founded ['probabiliter'] doubts concerning the legitimacy of his election or his power [refs to 

Sanchez and Palao]." de Lugo: Disp., De Virt. Fid. Div., disp xxv, sect iii, nn. 35-8 

 "The question was also raised (at the First Vatican Council) by a Cardinal, “What is to be done with the 

Pope if he becomes a heretic?” It was answered that there has never been such a case; the Council of 

Bishops could depose him for heresy, for from the moment he becomes a heretic he is not the head or 

even a member of the Church. The Church would not be, for a moment, obliged to listen to him when he 

begins to teach a doctrine the Church knows to be a false doctrine, and he would cease to be Pope, being 

deposed by God Himself. If the Pope, for instance, were to say that the belief in God is false, you would 

not be obliged to believe him, or if he were to deny the rest of the creed, “I believe in Christ,” etc. The 

supposition is injurious to the Holy Father in the very idea, but serves to show you the fullness with 

which the subject has been considered and the ample thought given to every possibility. If he denies any 

dogma of the Church held by every true believer, he is no more Pope than either you or I; and so in this 

respect the dogma of infallibility amounts to nothing as an article of temporal government or cover for 

heresy."  

Abp. John B. Purcell, quoted in Rev. James J. McGovern, Life and Life Work of Pope Leo XIII 

[Chicago, IL: Allied Printing, 1903], p. 241; imprimatur by Abp. James Quigley of Chicago 

 


