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Introduction: Between Obedience and Conscience

We live in times of moral and political tension, where many laws enacted by modern states
come into direct conflict with natural law and the principles of the Gospel. In the face of this
situation, many Catholics ask themselves: Should I obey civil authorities even when their
commands are unjust or go against God’s law? What does the Church really teach about “civil
disobedience”?

Far from being a revolutionary or subversive stance, the Catholic Church — mother and
teacher — has a clear and profound teaching on this subject. The Catechism of the
Catholic Church in no. 2242 opens the door to legitimate resistance to civil authority
when it contradicts morality, the common good, or divine commandments. This article aims
to be an educational, inspiring, and spiritually helpful guide for all the faithful who seek light
amid the legal darkness of our time.

I. Doctrinal Foundation: Authority and Its Limits

The Church recognizes in civil power an institution willed by God for social order and peace.
St. Paul clearly states:

“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there
is no authority except from God”
(Romans 13:1).

This principle is the foundation of Christian obedience to political power. However, that
obedience is neither blind nor absolute. St. Peter himself, when the Sanhedrin forbade
him from preaching Christ, replied firmly:

“We must obey God rather than men”
(Acts 5:29).

Here lies the key point: civil authority must be obeyed insofar as it does not contradict
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the law of God. When a human law promotes evil, sin, or scandal, the Christian not only
may, but must resist it.

II. What Does the Catechism Say Exactly?

The Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 2242, states:

“The citizen is obliged in conscience not to follow the directives of
civil authorities when they are contrary to the demands of the
moral order, to the fundamental rights of persons or the teachings
of the Gospel. Refusing obedience to civil authorities, when their
demands are contrary to those of an upright conscience, finds its
justification in the distinction between serving God and serving the
political community. ‘Render therefore to Caesar the things that
are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s’ (Mt 22:21). ‘We
must obey God rather than men’ (Acts 5:29).”

This number leaves no room for doubt: civil disobedience is morally permissible — and
even obligatory — when human law is unjust or immoral.

III. A Bit of History: Martyrs, Saints, and Conscience

From the earliest centuries, Christians have borne witness to this teaching with their blood.
Think of the martyrs of Rome, executed for refusing to worship the emperor. They were not
“political rebels” but faithful to a conscience formed in divine law.

St. Justin, a martyr of the 2nd century, wrote in his Apology that no Christian can cooperate
with a law that mandates worship of false gods, even at the cost of death.

In more recent times, consider St. Thomas More, Chancellor of England, executed for
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refusing to recognize King Henry VIII’s authority in religious matters. His famous phrase still
resounds today with great power:

“I die the King’s good servant, but God’s first.”

The history of the Church is full of examples of saints who knew how to say “no” to
unjust laws: St. Joan of Arc, St. Maximilian Kolbe, St. Óscar Romero, and many others.

IV. What Is an Unjust Law?

Catholic tradition, following St. Thomas Aquinas, distinguishes between:

Just law: an ordinance of reason for the common good, made by one who has care of
the community.
Unjust law: one that contradicts natural law, the commandments of God, or human
dignity.

For example:

A law that mandates participation in abortion or euthanasia is unjust.
A law that imposes ideologies contrary to Christian anthropology (such as gender
ideology in education) is unjust.
A law that arbitrarily restricts religious freedom is also unjust.

Such laws do not bind the conscience. On the contrary, to obey them could be sinful.

V. What Does Civil Disobedience Involve for the Catholic?

Civil disobedience does not mean violence, hatred, or anarchy. It is, above all, an act of
fidelity to a conscience enlightened by faith. It means saying “no” clearly, peacefully,
courageously, and coherently — even at the cost of suffering consequences.

This requires:
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Formation of conscience: knowing well the Church’s doctrine and the principles of
natural law.
Prayer and discernment: not reacting emotionally, but acting according to the Spirit.
Gospel courage: accepting discomfort, criticism, or even persecution for Christ’s sake.
Communion with the Church: acting in harmony with the teaching of the
Magisterium.

VI. Practical Applications for Today

1. Medical Conscientious Objection

A Catholic doctor cannot cooperate with abortion, euthanasia, or in vitro fertilization. If the
law obliges him to do so, he has the duty to object in conscience. The same applies to
pharmacists and health personnel.

2. Children’s Education

Parents have the right and duty to educate their children in the faith. If a school law imposes
immoral content or ideology contrary to the Gospel, parents can and must resist, by
withdrawing the child from the class or seeking educational alternatives.

3. Taxes and Funding Evil

If citizens are forced to finance, through their taxes, openly immoral policies (abortion,
euthanasia, ideological propaganda), a serious moral dilemma arises. While it may not always
be avoidable, the Catholic must protest and seek legitimate forms of active or passive
objection.

4. Freedom of Expression and Worship

When laws or authorities restrict public worship or the preaching of moral truths (such as the
defense of natural marriage), the Christian cannot remain silent. The truth must be
proclaimed with love — but also with courage.
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VII. Pastoral and Spiritual Guide to Civil Disobedience

1. Examine your conscience. Ask yourself: does this law truly contradict God’s law, or is it
just inconvenient?

2. Consult the Church’s teaching. Read the Catechism, Magisterial documents, and
encyclicals such as Evangelium Vitae or Veritatis Splendor.

3. Seek spiritual guidance. A good priest, spiritual director, or faithful Catholic guide can
help you discern.

4. Don’t act alone. Seek communion with other faithful, parishes, movements, and
associations that defend the truth and the common good.

5. Pray for authorities. Even if they are unjust, they are not your enemies. Pray for their
conversion. Remember Christ’s words: “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute
you” (Mt 5:44).

6. Be consistent. There’s no use opposing an unjust law if you don’t live a truly Christian
life personally and within your family.

7. Have hope. Even when evil seems to triumph, the truth will always prevail. Christ has
overcome the world.

Conclusion: The Christian as Sentinel of Truth

Civil disobedience, when properly grounded, is not a betrayal of social order, but a deep
expression of love for truth, the common good, and God. In times like ours, when many laws
stray from Christian morality, being faithful may be costly. But the Christian is not called
to comfort — he is called to holiness.

May the Virgin Mary, Mother of the Church, teach us always to obey God rather than men,
and may St. Joseph, the just and silent man, teach us to be brave in hidden ways, faithful in
little things, and strong in times of trial.
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“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
(Matthew 5:10)


