Heresy:  what is it, really?

Heresy is best defined as (1) an opinion or doctrine in conflict with orthodox religious beliefs, or (2) dissent from accepted or dominate opinion, doctrine or theory.

More generally the term heresy is any opinion contrary to conventional wisdom or established beliefs.

As one would expect, the predominant belief system, i.e., the individual or party who has the authority and power, is the most able to decide who is in and out of favor.  Not all decisions about heresy are objective and in the broader interest.  Sometimes it is a convenient mechanism for squashing the competition.  

Noted heretics or heresies

· Jesus Christ taught that He was the Way, the Truth & the Life.  This new approach to Jewish legalism put Him and His disciples on a direct collision course with the Sanhedrin and Temple authorities.  Jesus’ view was that loving God and your neighbor, and believing in Him as the Son of the One True God was really all that it took to lead a Christian life that would ultimately be rewarded with eternal life in heaven.  This perspective was in direct opposition to the long-held Jewish view that Godly favor was obtained through adherence to the written Law of the Torah.  Jesus was crucified for His views.  (about 39 A.D.)
· Martin Luther took issue with the Roman Catholic Church over access of the Latin translation of the Bible to the common man in his language, as well as interpretation of the doctrines of Grace, Salvation, primal nature of the Word, payment of indulgences, Papal authority, and the balance of the 95 theses, or grievances, that were tacked up on the church door at Wittenberg.  Other like concerns, that he considered tantamount to spiritual extortion, placed him in direct conflict with the Roman Church.  The Protestant Reformation, which grew out of Luther’s discontent, has its roots in the word “protest.”  Luther believed that only Christ could intercede with God on man’s behalf.  (about 1520 A.D.)
· Galileo took issue with Aristotle regarding the mass verses velocity theory of falling bodies, as well as the more well known notion that the sun, not the earth, was at the center of our universe.  He was immediately in trouble with the prevailing science of his time, and with orthodox faith.  In the early 1990’s Galileo was formally vindicated by the Catholic Church. (about 1600 A.D.)
·  Nicholas Copernicus is considered the father of modern astronomy, and was the first modern advocate of the “heliocentrist” or (sun-centered) theory, predating Galileo. And, like Galileo, Copernicus was not accepted by either the church or the scientific community of his time.  (about 1500 A.D.) 

·  Saul of Tarsus, who when transformed on the Damascus road, was ultimately responsible for (some believe) single handedly creating the framework and foundation for the Christian faith as we know it today.  Yet, he was also responsible for the harshest persecution of early Christians and oversaw the Martyrdom of St. Stephen by ritual stoning.  The reformed person of Paul was considered a heretic by the orthodox Jewish community, and by the surrounding pagan societies, that he spent his later life attempting to convert … and with startling success.  (about 50 A.D.)
· Buddhism was a quiet, though rebellious, response to Hinduism from which it sprang. Buddhism has no gods whereas Hinduism has a multiplicity of gods, though Brahman is generally viewed as primary & overarching. (about 570 B.C.)
· Islam’s two main bodies or sects are the Sunnis and the Shi'as. These main denominations view each other as heretical. Both view Christianity as heretical.  (about 650 A.D – present)
· Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, which supported evolution through natural selection, was in direct conflict with the prevailing Christian belief of divine and sudden Creation.  The debate over this English naturalist’s theory continues to this day involving the highest judicial, educational and legal institutions.  (about 1850 A.D.)
· Fred Hoyle, a respected astronomer, has been generally exiled from the scientific community because he publicly stated that conditions on earth were never such that life could have naturally occurred here.  He has also openly questioned the Big Bang Theory. (about 1960 A.D.)

The word "heresy" comes from the Greek αiρεσις, hairesis (from αiρέομαι, haireomai, "choose"), which means either a choice of beliefs or a faction of believers. It was given wide currency by Irenaeus in his tract Contra Haereses (Against Heresies) to describe and discredit his opponents in the early Christian Church. He described his own position as orthodox (from ortho- "right" + doxa "thinking") and his position eventually evolved into the position of the early Christian Church.

Used in this way, the term "heresy" has no purely objective meaning: the category exists only from the point of view of speakers within a group that has previously agreed about what counts as "orthodox". Any nonconformist view within any field may be perceived as "heretical" by others within that field who are convinced that their view is "orthodox" …  (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heretics) 

