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We live in an age where the expression “religious freedom” is repeated like an
unquestionable mantra. Governments, international organizations, and even ecclesial
environments present it as an absolute value—almost untouchable. But… what does it really
mean? Is it an eternal truth or a modern construct? Can error have rights? What has the
Church always taught?

This is not a superficial issue. It directly affects the relationship between truth, conscience,
and the salvation of the soul.

This article seeks to help you understand—deeply yet clearly—what religious freedom is from
the perspective of traditional Catholic theology, its historical development, and what the
Popes taught before contemporary interpretations.

1. An uncomfortable question: can error have rights?
The modern mindset often claims:

“Everyone has the right to believe whatever they want.”

It sounds reasonable… even fair. But from the standpoint of classical Catholic theology, this
statement must be carefully qualified.

The Church has always taught a key distinction:

The person has dignity and rights.
Error has no rights.

This is not a minor detail. Because if error had rights, then falsehood, idolatry, or even
blasphemy could be claimed as protected goods.

But Christ did not come to offer “opinions,” but the Truth:

“I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life” (John 14:6)
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He did not say: “I am one truth among many.”

2. The constant teaching of the Church (before
modernity)
For centuries, the Church upheld a clear doctrine:

Only the true religion (the Catholic one) has the right to be publicly promoted.
Error may be tolerated for prudential reasons, but not recognized as a right.

This was clearly affirmed by several pontiffs.

� Gregory XVI

In his encyclical Mirari Vos (1832), he denounced what he called:

“That absurd and erroneous proposition of liberty of conscience”

He was not rejecting the interior freedom of the human act, but the idea that all religions
are equally valid in the public order.

� Pius IX

In the famous Syllabus Errorum (1864), he expressly condemned the proposition:

“Every man is free to embrace and profess the religion which,
guided by the light of reason, he shall consider true.”

Why? Because this statement presupposes that religious truth is relative or subjective.
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� Leo XIII

In Libertas Praestantissimum (1888), he explained masterfully:

Freedom is not doing whatever one wants.
True freedom consists in doing good and adhering to truth.

That is:

� Freedom is not indifference between good and evil.
� It is the capacity to choose the good.

3. What changed in the modern era?
The shift occurs especially with the rise of liberalism, which proposes:

A radical separation between Church and State
Religious neutrality of political authority
Legal equality of all religions

This context influenced the Second Vatican Council, especially in the declaration Dignitatis
Humanae.

Here appears a statement that has generated intense debate:

The human person has a right to religious freedom.

But attention: the document speaks of the right not to be coerced, not that all religions are
true.

However, in practice, many interpreted this as:

� “All religions are equally valid”
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� “Truth no longer matters in the public order”

And that is where the problem lies.

4. The core conflict: truth vs. freedom
The great dilemma is this:

If religious freedom means that everyone may practice any religion without external
coercion → it can be acceptable in certain contexts.
But if it means that all religions are equally true or should be equally promoted
→ it contradicts the Catholic faith.

Because the Church affirms without ambiguity:

“There is no other name under heaven given among men by which
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12)

Christ is not one option among many. He is the only Savior.

5. Tolerance is not the same as a right
Here lies a crucial pastoral key.

The Church has always practiced prudential tolerance:

In plural societies, it may be necessary to allow other forms of worship to avoid greater
evils.
This does not mean approving them as true.

A simple example:
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A doctor may tolerate a lesser evil to prevent a greater one.
But he will never say that evil is good.

So too the Church:

� It may tolerate error
� But it never declares it a positive right

6. Practical application today: how to live this without
falling into extremes
We live in a plural society. You cannot impose the faith. But neither can you dilute it.

So how should we act?

✔️ 1. Defend the truth with charity

It is not about imposing, but proposing clearly.

✔️ 2. Avoid relativism

Not all religions lead to God in the same way.

✔️ 3. Respect persons, not error

Loving one’s neighbor does not mean approving their beliefs.

✔️ 4. Form the conscience properly

Authentic freedom requires truth. Without truth, freedom becomes chaos.

7. A spiritual warning: the danger of “anything goes”
The greatest risk of misunderstanding religious freedom is not political… it is spiritual.
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Because it leads people to think:

“It doesn’t matter what you believe”
“All religions are valid paths”
“Conversion is unnecessary”

And that directly contradicts the mission of the Church:

� To evangelize
� To convert
� To save souls

Christ commanded:

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19)

He did not say: “Let everyone remain as they are.”

8. Conclusion: true freedom is not choosing, but
choosing rightly
Religious freedom, rightly understood, can protect human dignity against coercion.

But wrongly understood, it becomes:

Relativism
Indifferentism
Loss of the sense of truth

The key is to recover the classical vision:

� Freedom is not doing whatever you want
� It is the ability to choose the good
� It is adherence to truth
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And that truth has a name:

Jesus Christ

Final reflection
In a world where everything seems debatable, the Christian is called to something radical:

To seek the truth
To live the truth
To defend the truth

With firmness… but also with charity.

Because true freedom does not consist in having many paths, but in finding the one that
leads to Life.


