
Let me say something provocative: You’re going to Hell, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

Ha! That woke you up, didn’t it? Got you to pay attention. You know what else’ll get you to pay 
attention? When I tell you that’s nothing but the truth ...

… but not the whole truth. Stay tuned. I’m Charles Hornbacher, and this is Houses Built On Sand. Roll 
open!

The Catholic faith is the One True Faith, built on a firm foundation. In the Scriptures, Jesus Christ says 
of Peter, “You are the rock, and on this rock I will build my Church.” In the book of the Apocalypse, 
St. John is shown a vision of the Heavenly Jerusalem whose foundation stones are the Apostles. And 
Christ Himself, fulfilling a prophecy from the time of the building of the First Temple, calls Himself 
the stone rejected by the builders which has become the cornerstone.

Sadly, many men have tried to build their own houses, not on the rock of Christ, but on the sand of 
their own hubris and pride. Relying too much on their own intellect rather than on the divine intellect 
of Christ and His Church, they have got themselves — and, sadly, millions of duped followers — into 
all kinds of trouble. What kind of trouble? Well, you can go to Hell for a start.

Now, that’s not an insult — it’s just true. Remember what I said before? You’re going to Hell and 
there’s nothing you can do about it? That’s actually orthodox — albeit incomplete — Christian 
theology. We are born with original sin — the consequence of the rebellion of our first parents Adam 
and Eve. We are born broken, with a fallen human nature. We are inclined to sin. Concupiscence is the 
technical name, but we’re all familiar with temptation in more than an academic way.

We have all fallen short of the glory of God, the wages of sin are death, and that death is in Hell. 
There’s no getting around it.

Except … through the mercy of Jesus Christ. That’s why there’s nothing we can do about it — because 
JESUS has to do something about it. All we can do is fling ourselves on His Mercy. And, rest assured, 
if we come to Christ in the way He wants us to, coming to His house built on the rock and the seven 
sacraments, He will forgive our sins and sponge away our wickedness every single time.

But it’s nothing we can do ourselves. We can’t forgive ourselves, we can’t earn our way to Heaven; we
can’t even maintain virtue and avoid sin without Christ. So saying you're going to Hell and there’s 
nothing you can do about it is true — but incomplete.

Now, this isn’t ground-breaking theology, but you’d be surprised how many people don’t believe it, 
and perhaps even more surprised by how many of those people are fully paid-up members of the 
Catholic Church. Let’s take a look at the man this particular heresy is named after: Pelagius.

Pelagius was born in the late fourth century, shortly after the Arian heresy had run its course. We don’t 
know much about him except things his critics said. Now, while it’s true St Jerome dismisses him, 
ridiculing him as a Scot with a bad memory because he was “stuffed with Scottish porridge,” St. 
Augustine called him a “saintly man.” He carried on correspondence with bishops. He had a reputation 
for austerity, for fasting, he spoke Greek and Latin fluently, was excellently trained in theology and 
many other disciplines. He was clearly intelligent, could speak persuasively and write very well.
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He was, in many ways, the very image of the ideal Christian leader and theologian. And that is a theme 
you’ll see occurring again and again. Many of these heretics, leaders and founders of heresies that have
drawn thousands if not millions away from the One True Faith did not just look holy but were, at one 
time, indeed holy men. They were certainly intelligent, charismatic, well-regarded.

So what went wrong? Well, they stepped off the rock into the sand and built their own house there.

And what was Pelagius’ house built on? A very simple theological error: that man is saved by avoiding 
sin.

Now this is a very persuasive error. Of course we are saved by avoiding sin! We certainly can’t be 
saved if we do sin!

But that is wrong; we cannot avoid sin. We certainly cannot avoid original sin, and our fallen nature 
means we will commit actual sins, too. Christ says the righteous man falls seven times a day. Saint Paul
tells us all men have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.

We are saved not because we do not sin, but because we trust in the mercy of Christ. This fundamental 
error of Pelagius is the error that led to the whole of his flawed theology.

And led it did. If a house is built on sand, it will not stop with one wall tumbling. Other walls will fall 
in too, and then the roof, until the whole thing is collapsed. The same is true with theology: One cannot
discard a single truth and expect everything else to remain.

Pelagius had to discard original sin. In his view, Adam’s disobeying God had no effect on us. It merely 
gave a bad example.

But if there is no original sin, then baptism is meaningless. And if we do not need grace to be forgiven 
— because we can avoid sin by our own willpower — then Christ’s life, death and resurrection are all 
but meaningless, too. What practical effect does Christ’s crucifixion have if you are a pelagian? None.

Pelagius said we need nothing but our will to avoid sin and be saved, and our will needs no help. “You 
destroy the will,” he said, “if you say it needs any help.”

Of course, this is utterly wrong. Any Christian, any person could tell you that. Our own life experience 
tells us we cannot avoid sin through the mere action of the will. And Scripture tells us that without 
God, we can show no true virtues.

We are not saved by not sinning; we are saved by the mercy of God forgiving us our sins. Yes, we 
should try to live a virtuous life, avoiding sins, but such a life does not save us.

If Pelagius is right, Christ himself can give us nothing but teaching and an example. He tells us how to 
live, and shows us how to live. But He does not give us the means to live, to be resurrected with Him 
from our death in sin. And that is what makes Pelagius’ theology so horrific — because it kind of looks
like Catholicism, but is missing the one thing that saves us: forgiveness from God.

As I said, it is easy to understand why Pelagius fell into this theological trap — he was a very moral 
man, devoted to austerity and outward holiness of life. When he traveled from Britain to Rome he was 
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scandalized by the way Catholics were living their life. He saw them as weak-willed. He was right, but 
drew the wrong conclusion.

It is very appealing to think we can accomplish something on our own, that we can stand strong against
temptation with nothing but our will and that our will does not need to be fortified by prayer and the 
sacraments. It gives us control over our life, and allows us to feel superior to those who might sin more 
than or differently from us.

“I thank you, Lord,” said the Pharisee, “that I am not like the tax collector.”

“Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

Pelagianism lets us take pride in holiness. The holiness is an illusion, of course, but the pride is real.

What happened to Pelagius? Well, he went to Palestine and there argued with S.t Jerome, who publicly 
accused him of heresy. At the Council of Carthage in 411 AD, St. Augustine of Hippo (it’s a city in 
north Africa) and four other bishops urged Pope Innocent I to condemn pelagianism.

A more reasonable man, a less prideful man, than Pelagius might have taken this opportunity to re-
examine his beliefs, repudiating them and seeking forgiveness.

He didn’t. Instead, he sent a letter to Rome using deceptive language to paint his heresy in a positive 
light. By the time the letter arrived, Pope Innocent was dead and his successor Pope Zosimus acquitted 
him.

But that didn’t last long. Saint Augustine called another council in Carthage in 418, which clearly and 
unequivocally condemned Pelagianism. In the same year, Pope Zosimus excommunicated Pelagius. He
was formally declared a heretic in 431 AD at the Council of Ephesus.

Nothing is known of him after that. Saint Cyril of Alexandria allowed him to live in Egypt, but we 
don’t know if he repented and came back to the Church or if he stuck to his false beliefs until he died. 

Say a prayer for him. After all, there but for the grace of God go we all.

Pelagianism survived the death of its founder. He had many followers, and they continued to spread his
false teachings. It was a problem for the Church for the next few centuries. And, perhaps, by “next few 
centuries” I mean 15 or more … because you still see Pelagianism, or something a lot like it, today.

Where do we see it? It’s not like there are parishes dedicated to S.t Pelagius, or even a Protestant 
community of Pelagians. Where are they?

Within the Catholic Church, if we can use such political labels, we find people inspired by Pelagius and
his theology in the extreme right and extreme left wings of the Church.

On the left, the liberal, heterodox crowd; they’re pretty easy to spot. They’re the ones who downplay 
the need for confession, who are dismissive about pious practices, instead focusing more and more on 
social justice issues. And perhaps their charity isn’t purely Catholic; maybe the organization gives out 
contraception along with food, or maybe it never mentions Christ at all, merely feeding the bodies of 
the poor but not feeding their souls.
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They think, on balance, they aren’t bad people. They don’t kill; they don’t steal. They don’t do 
anything terribly bad. And if they do, well, they did so much good for charity. What do a few condoms 
matter if we are feeding starving people?

We all know who these people are. But in saying that, aren’t we a little like the Pharisee who said he 
was thankful he wasn’t like the tax collector?

Pope Francis condemned what he called semi-Pelagianism. He condemned people who speak 
exclusively about the sins of homosexuality, abortion and contraception. People on the right of the 
Church didn’t like his speaking like that; they were offended, thought Pope Francis was attacking them.

Maybe he was.

See, Pelagianism says we are saved by our own actions, by our avoidance of sin, by our own virtue. 
But it’s impossible to avoid sin. Oh, we can avoid a particular sin for a day or a year, perhaps for our 
whole lives. It’s very easy for a heterosexual man to avoid sodomy, it’s very easy for a woman in a 
Catholic marriage to avoid contraception. But everyone has their own temptations, their own cross to 
bear.

There is a poster, a little image shared on the Internet. It is popular among the anti-Christian left. It says
“Don’t judge me because I sin differently than you.” Now, that can easily be read as someone 
justifying his immorality — we all sin, the poster says; you’re no better than me.

But the poster — and Pope Francis’ warning — can also be read as reminding us there are sins other 
than contraception, homosexuality and abortion, and that we must not dwell on these sins exclusively. 
We must not become obsessed with them.

Obsession isn’t a healthy thing. It’s focusing on something too much, to the exclusion of other things, 
to the detriment of one’s spiritual health. The Pope never said we shouldn’t care about these things, but 
rather that we should understand there are other sins, and perhaps we are committing them.

We’re not saved because we avoid sin. We are saved because we trust in the mercy of God who 
forgives our sin. And, absolutely, there are many people out there mired in sin — sins of abortion, 
contraception and sodomy, and others — who never seek forgiveness because they don’t think there is 
anything wrong with what they are doing.

But Satan is very deceptive, and we have to be on our guard against this semi-Pelagianism that Pope 
Francis condemned. It’s a belief that we are saved not by what we do, but by what we don’t. If we 
don’t commit some grand sin — abortion, contraception, sodomy — then we’re okay. Like the 
Pharisee, we look down on the tax collectors of the world, not realizing that we ourselves need 
forgiveness just as much as they do.

Perhaps this doesn’t apply to you. I hope it doesn’t. But maybe it does, and you certainly know 
someone it does apply to — Pelagian-influenced thought is found everywhere in the Church. Don’t put 
your trust in your own willpower, and don’t let others do that, either.
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So, we started by being provocative and we end on a sober note. Next time, we jump forward about a 
thousand years to Wycliffe and the Lollards of England. I’m Charles Hornbacher, and this was Houses 
Built On Sand.
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