October 10, 2023
My Dear Sons and Daughters in Christ,

Itis an honor and a joy to continue to share the basic truths of our Catholic faith with you, as we now
delve more deeply into the sixth truth | outlined in my Pastoral Letter of August 22, 2023:

“The belief that all men and women will be saved regardless of how they live their lives (a concept
commonly referred to as universalism) is false and is dangerous, as it contradicts what Jesus tells us
repeatedly in the Gospel. Jesus says we must~ ’

(Matt 16:24). He has given us the way, through His grace, to victory over sin and death through
repentance and sacramental confession. It is essential that we embrace the joy and hope, as well as the
freedom, that come from repentance and humbly confessing our sins. Through repentance and
sacramental.confession, every battle with temptation and sin can be a small victory that leads us to
embrace the great victory that Christ has won for us.” We are all sinners, and we are all'in need of a
Savior because we are all born into original sin and, therefore, subject to its consequences. (cf. Rom
5:12-21). Original sin was the first sin that was committed by our first parents, Adam and Eve, in
disobedience of God. That original sin is now a hereditary stain with which we are all born on account of

our descent from Adam and Eve. Thus, original sin is an ongoing privation of God’s grace, and because of
its effect in our lives, we as humans are born in a state of separation from God. If we were left in this

state of original sin, we would be eternally separated from God becaus—
_owever, through Baptism, God has made a way for us to be

justified in Him—through Jesus Christ alone—and to remove not only the stain of the original sin of our
first parents which we carry, but also the stain of all actual sins we ourselves commit. And for our sins
after we have been baptized, God has given us the Sacrament of Reconciliation (also called Confession
or Penance) in order to allow us to repent and be cleansed of the stain of our sins.

From the Catechism of the Catholic Church, we read that “Sin is an offense against God: ‘Against you,

you alone, have | sinned, and done that which is evil in your sight.” Sin sets itself against God’s love for
us and turns our hearts away from it. Like the first sin, it is disobedience, hrough
the will to become ‘like gods,” knowing and determining sood and evil. Sin is thus ‘love of oneself even

to contempt of God.’ In thi sin is diametrically opposed to the obedience of
Jesus, which achieves our salvation.”

That first sentence is packed with deep theologlcal insight — “Sin is an offense against God.” Consider
that God is infinitel infini
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In our current society which is so afflicted with the errors o‘ moral relativism;,the temptation is all too
strong to look at the weight of sin from a human perspective rather than from the divine perspective.
We make excuses for our sins, explaining that the things we do are “not all that bad.” Further, the
temptation exists to presume upon the mercy of God, assuming that surely a loving and merciful God
will overl
merciful, This line of thinking sometimes progresses to our assuming that salvation will ultimately be
offered to all people simply because God is infinitely merciful, and therefore all men will be saved. This
is the{error of universamls This error could lead one to ask, “What then is the point of conversion of
heart to Jesus Christ? Why bother following Christ at all?” This is extremely dangerous, as it prevents us
from seeing the need for true and authentic repentance. It is a deadly indifference that imperils our
immortal souls and puts us at eternal risk of separation fr(Wm
the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Rom 6:23). Although God does make an
accommodation for our weak and fallen human nature, that accommodation is through the sacraments
of Baptism and Reconciliation (sacramental confession) which move us into a right relationship with Our
Savior jesus Christ, through whom alone our salvation comes.

Sin damages our relationship with God and cuts us off from sharing in His life of grace, and we cannot
restore this life of grace ourselves as we are finite beings with only finite capabilities, and the One whom
we have offended through sin is infinite. We are not capable of making infinite reparations. Thus, we
can only reestablish a life of grace through the One who is infinite. He alone is capable of restoring life.
“When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and said, "Who then can be saved?’ Jesus
looked at them and said, ‘For human beings this is impossible, but for God all things are possible.” (Matt

19:25-26). Salvation comes by Jesus alone (C.T. Acts 4:12). The saving grace that Jesus Christ won for us
on the cross is a free gift from God that man receives through repentance, faith, and baptism. Once we
are baptized into Christ, it is through repentance and sacramental confession that every battle with
temptation and sin can be a small victory that leads us to embrace the great victory that Christ has won
for us.

A key word I would like us to reflect on in this discussion isﬁ This Greek word means “change
in one’s way of life resulting from penitence or spiritual conversion.” This change lies at the heart of

what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, and while it involves an initial choice to turn around and
follow Christ, metanoia actually denotes a way of life that seeks constant change to follow Jesus Christ
more fully and more profoundly. Many of the stories of the greatest saints involve a profound

metanoia: St. Augustine, St. Ignatius of Loyola, St. Francis of Assisi, St. Mary Magdalene and St. Theresa
Benedicta, to name only a few. Their stories involve a dramatic turn from sin and a clear choice to be
forever changed and to follow Jesus Christ. The drama of their moments of conversion are then
followed by a lifetime of turning more fully to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and more completely away
from sin.

Now that we have examined the great danger in universalism—and in denying that the price of sin is
eternal separation from God unless we embrace the call to repentance of sin and living in the Way of
Jesus Christ—how do we move into the joy and the hope, as well as the freedom, that comes from true
repentance and turning to Christ? In the simplest of terms, the answer to how we go about this is to Jlive




out our Catholic faith in Word and Sacrament. The Word of God contained in the Sacred Scriptures
NUTTUres us tﬁroughout this journey and points us always to truth;wsﬁmg@
Christ Himself—offer Us encountere with God's grace that strengthen us along the way, changing us
from sinner to saved.

As we deepen our understanding of the sacraments, and in particular the sacraments of Baptism,
Confirmation, and Reconciliation (also called Confession or Penance), we are drawn more deeply into
the metanoia we are all called to embrace. These three sacraments in particular build on one another as
our relationship with Jesus Christ grows. While the Church acknowledges that God is sovereign and
therefore, He is not bound to dispensing His grace through the sacraments alone, we recognize that the
sacraments are essential for the Christian life and are the ordinary means that God has given to us so
that we may receive sanctifying grace and the salvation He won for us on the cross.

Baptism of course is the necessary sacrament of our initial repentance, conversion, and incorporation
into the Christian life. It frees us from original sin and gives us sanctifying grace, allowing us to share in
His life and love. A beautiful and essential element of the Church’s teaching is the indelible (permanent)
character that Baptism confers on a person; one can never be unbaptized. In the Nicene Creed we recite
at mass, we confess “one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins.” The great consolation here is that once
configured to Christ, we can always return to Him no matter how far we have wandered away in our
sinfulness, if only we repent and confess our sins. Thus, Baptism permanently configures us to Christ
and gives us the grace to live this new relationship.

Confirmation is most profoundly a strengthening of the original gift of life in the Holy Spirit that we
receive at Baptism. Pentecost as described in the Acts of the Apostles can be understood as the
Confirmation of the Apostles in the Holy Spirit, and we can see clearly the spiritual strength they
received as they formed the Church in Her beginnings. We are blessed with the very same gifts of the
Holy Spirit when we are confirmed, and this sacrament gives us the strength to constantly turn from sin
and grow closer to the Sacred Heart of Christ.

Finally, the Sacrament of Reconciliation (or Confession or Penance) can be described as the sacrament of
continuing metanoia. We all stumble in sinfulness and are called to humbly confess our sins and strive
for deeper holiness. In our ongoing journey of faith, the Sacrament of Reconciliation is of critical
importance, and we all need to understand that it is a loving encounter with the same Jesus Christ who
we receive in the Eucharist. The beauty of this sacrament is that it expresses God’s abundant mercy and
emphasizes that He never “takes pleasure in the death of the wicked” but constantly gives them the
opportunity to “turn from their ways and live.” (Ezek 33:11). As the Catechism states: “Those who
approach the sacrament of Penance obtain pardon from God’s mercy for the offense committed against
him, and are, at the same time, reconciled with the Church which they have wounded by their sins and
which by charity, by example, and by prayer labors for their conversion.” (CCC 1422).

As we face the challenges in the world and the Church today—and in particular with the confusion of
the raging even as | write this—let us be reminded that there is only one way to
eternal life: “Jesus said to him, ‘l am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father
except through me.”” (Jn 14:6). Our Lord also tells us plainly that not all will be saved: “Not everyone
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my
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Father in heaven.” (Matt 7:21). Therefore, it is imperative that we remain firmly anchored to the Sacred

Reposit of Faith and rajectanyidea which would deviate Trom the perennial teachings of the Catholic
Church.

The
tragic temptation to eviscerate the meaning of His Life through a so-called universalism that renders
Him meaningless is a great manifestation of the evil we face today. Let us reject the notion that all are
saved with no need for metanoia, and instead embrace the wondrous metanoia God offers us only
through His Son. We have been given the greatest and most precious gift imaginable; let us recognize
that gift and share it with a world that is so desperately in need of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior!

In conclusion, let us rejoice and be glad, because God loves us and calls us to Himself. He built a bridge
in the shape of a cross so that our sin would not keep us separated from Him, and He gave us the
Sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Reconciliation so that we may cross that bridge and be
adopted into the family of God. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was conceived in the womb of the Blessed
Virgin Mary, was born in Bethlehem, lived and taught among us, suffered and died for us, and rose from
the dead. He did all of this to free us from sin and death, and to offer us the opportunity to gain
everlasting life with God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. That is the Good News, and we must joyfully
share it with the world!

May Almighty God bless you, my brothers and sisters, and may we continue to grow stronger in faith
and turn our hearts always to Jesus Christ who is our salvation.

Remaining your humble father and servant,

nd Joseph E. Strickland
Bishop of Tyler



