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INTRODUCTION

“Papist.” A short word, yet heavy with centuries of controversy, prejudice,
and—paradoxically—truth. Historically used as an insult, “papist” has been hurled at
Catholics loyal to the Pope as an accusation of fanaticism, blind submission, or veiled heresy.
But what if | told you that being a “papist”—rightly understood—is one of the greatest
distinctions of the Christian soul? What if this word, far from being a reproach, reveals a deep
theological and spiritual identity?

In this article, we’ll delve into the history of the term, explore its theological foundations,
refute its falsehoods with solid apologetics, and offer a practical guide for living our fidelity to
the Pope as a sign of communion, not idolatry. Get ready to rediscover the beauty of being
truly Catholic: being papist.

1. WHAT DOES “PAPIST” MEAN? A BIT OF HISTORY

The term “papist” comes from the Latin papa, meaning “father,” in reference to the Pope of
Rome. At first, “papist” simply referred to those who followed the Pope. However, over
time—especially after the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century—the term took on a
derogatory tone.

Reformers used it to mock Catholics, accusing them of blindly submitting to the Pope instead
of Christ. In England, for example, “papist” became a label used to justify persecution,
martyrdoms, and discriminatory laws. It became synonymous with traitor, idolater, and
enemy of “pure Christianity.”

Yet even amidst the persecution, many Catholics bore that “insult” with pride. They preferred
to be called “papists” and die for their loyalty to the Successor of Peter than to betray their
faith in the name of a so-called religious freedom that denied unity and truth.

2. THEOLOGY OF PAPISM: WHAT DOES THE CHURCH TEACH?

The Catholic Church teaches that the Pope, as the Successor of Saint Peter, has a unique
mission: to be the visible principle of unity and the guardian of the faith. This
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teaching is based on Christ’s own words:

“You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my Church, and the
gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”
— Matthew 16:18

Peter is not just one apostle among many. He is the rock. To him was entrusted the power to
“bind and loose,” and to him—and his successors—was given the task of “strengthening the
brethren in the faith” (cf. Luke 22:32).

The First Vatican Council (1870) defined dogmatically the primacy of jurisdiction and the
infallibility of the Pope in matters of faith and morals when he speaks ex cathedra. This
does not mean that the Pope cannot err in private opinions or prudential decisions, but that,
as the universal Pastor, he is protected by the Holy Spirit when solemnly defining revealed
truths.

To be “papist” is not to idolize a man, but to acknowledge the authority Christ Himself
entrusted to guide His Church.

3. THE DEROGATORY USE OF THE TERM: A HISTORY OF
SLANDER

Throughout the centuries, especially in predominantly Protestant countries, the term “papist”
was used to accuse Catholics of:

« Idolatry: it was said they worshiped the Pope as a god.

» Fanaticism: they were portrayed as incapable of thinking for themselves.

 Political treason: it was assumed that their loyalty to the Pope prevented them from
being patriotic.

» Religious ignorance: they were accused of not reading the Bible for themselves.

These accusations are easily refuted:

* We do not worship the Pope: Veneration of the Pope is institutional, not divine. Only
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God deserves worship (/atria), saints receive veneration (dulia), and the Pope, as the
visible head of the Church, is shown reverence (canonical obedience), but never
worship.

» Faith does not suppress reason: Catholicism has given the world philosophers,
scientists, writers, and theologians who have critically reflected on faith. In fact,
Catholic faith promotes the use of reason enlightened by Revelation.

* Fidelity is not slavery: Loyalty to the Pope does not mean the absence of critical
thinking, but discernment within communion and openness to the Spirit who guides the
Church through her legitimate pastors.

4. PRACTICAL APPLICATION: HOW TO BE A PAPIST TODAY
WITHOUT FALLING INTO EXTREMES

v Being papist does not mean being a papolater

Some believe that being faithful to the Pope means justifying everything he says or does,
even in non-doctrinal matters. This is a mistake. Obedience to the Pope has well-defined
limits: faith, morals, and ecclesial unity. We must not turn the Pope into an absolute
oracle, but neither should we use every disagreement as an excuse to disobey and divide.

v Being papist does not mean being uncritical

The Pope is not impeccable. It is legitimate and even necessary to respectfully disagree with
his personal opinions or administrative decisions, always with love for the Church. Saint Paul
corrected Saint Peter publicly (cf. Galatians 2:11-14), yet he never questioned his primacy.

v Being papist means living in communion

A Catholic faithful to the Pope prays for him, listens to him, defends him when unjustly
attacked, and strives to live in harmony with the authentic Magisterium. Fidelity to the Pope
is a sign of unity, not uniformity.
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5. THEOLOGICAL-PASTORAL GUIDE: LIVING A “PAPIST"
SPIRITUALITY

[] 1. Solid Formation

Study the Catechism of the Catholic Church and Magisterial documents. This will help you
distinguish between essentials and opinions. Remember: not everything said from Rome is
dogma, but not everything can be dismissed as irrelevant either.

[] 2. Prayer for the Pope

Include a daily petition for the Holy Father in your prayers. He bears the weight of the entire
Church. As Cardinal Sarah once said: “The Pope is the loneliest man in the world.”

“I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and
thanksgiving be made for all people [...] and for all who are in
authority.”

— 1 Timothy 2:1-2

[] 3. Spiritual Discernment

Not everything published in the media or on social networks about the Pope is true. Don't
panic over alarmist headlines. Go to official sources: Vatican.va, Lumen Gentium, the Code of
Canon Law. Inform yourself; don’'t be manipulated.

[]1 4. Defense of the Faith

When someone mocks your fidelity to the Pope, respond with clarity and charity. Apologetics
is not arrogance but love for truth. Don't be afraid to call yourself papist if it means being
Catholic to the core.

0 5. Unity in Diversity

Appreciate the richness of the Church: charismatics, traditionalists, religious, laity, young and
old... Communion with the Pope is the bond that unites all. Don't fall into internal
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sectarianism. The true papist seeks unity without compromising truth.

6. RECLAIMING THE TITLE: THE PRIDE OF BEING “PAPIST"

In a world that despises authority, fidelity, and revealed truth, being papist is a
revolutionary act of love and communion. It's no longer an insult, but a badge of
identity. It proclaims that Christ did not leave us orphans, but continues to guide His
Church through Peter.

It says to the world:
“Yes, | follow the Pope. Not because | worship a man, but because | believe in a God who
builds His Church on a visible rock.”

CONCLUSION

In times of confusion, polarization, and both internal and external attacks on the Church,
being “papist” is more necessary than ever. Not as blind fanaticism, but as a mature
expression of ecclesial faith. Not as servile obedience, but as a free act of love, fidelity,
and hope in Christ’s promises.

Do not be ashamed of being called a papist. On the contrary: wear it as Saint John
Fisher and Saint Thomas More did—with faith, joy, and courage.

“Where Peter is, there is the Church.”
— Saint Ambrose of Milan

Will you dare to live your faith as a true papist?

May the Holy Spirit strengthen us in fidelity, and may Mary, Mother of the Church, intercede
for us. Amen.
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