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ISSUE                                                                                 . 

If someone in authority demands that I do 
something wrong, should I obey? 

RESPONSE                                                                        . 

Obedience to lawful authority is an ordinary 
means of working out our salvation. As St. Paul 
writes: 

Do you not know that if you yield yourselves to 
any one as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one 
whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, 
or of obedience, which leads to righteousness? 
(Rom. 6:16). 

DISCUSSION                                                                     . 

Unfortunately, today, many people are told 
to do things that they believe are wrong. Should 
they blindly obey? Or should they disobey and 
accept the negative consequences of such 
disobedience? This dilemma occurs frequently 
in the secular world and within the Church. For 
example, a business requires certain people to 
lie about profits and losses. Lying is a sin. 
Furthermore, if the lie results in obtaining 
money illegally, the act would contribute to 
theft. Not lying would shed bad light on the 
business and may result in the person losing his 
job. A bishop requires everyone in his diocese to 
stand during the consecration. Standing violates 
universal norms and does not signify reverence 
in the same way as kneeling. Yet not doing so 
leaves one open to criticism and even ridicule. 

Before a decision is made to obey or 
disobey, each situation requires prudent 
discernment and prayerful consideration of 
certain principles. While these moral situations 
occur both in and out of the Church, this Faith 

Fact will focus primarily on the issue as it relates 
to Church authorities. To better understand this 
issue and the role of authority, we also strongly 
recommend the related Faith Facts noted at the 
end of this article. 

LIMITS OF AUTHORITY 

“Let every person be subject to the 
governing authorities. For there is no authority 
except from God, and those that exist have been 
instituted by God” (Rom. 13:1; cf. Jn. 19:11). 
Those who hold authority share the authority of 
God, but in a limited way. While God’s authority 
is absolute, man’s is finite. God limits man’s 
authority in two ways: by time and by office. The 
limit of time is easily understandable. There is a 
point in time when a man gains authority, and 
there is a point in time when he loses it. He 
naturally loses it at the time of death. 

Limits of office are not as easy to 
understand. The term “office” refers to a stable 
position that gives the person in the position 
certain rights and obligations. These rights and 
obligations are the basis for authority attached 
to the office. Usually, both in secular society and 
within the Church, the authority held by an 
office is defined in writing. Those offices held 
within the Catholic Church are known as 
ecclesiastical offices, and canon law establishes 
their limits. These limits of authority depend to 
a great extent upon the nature of the particular 
ecclesiastical office and whether it is of divine or 
human origin (cf. Code of Canon Law, canon 145 
§2). 

Furthermore, the jurisdiction of Church 
authority is territorial, personal, or both. 
Territorial jurisdiction refers to authority which 
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can only be exercised within a particular 
geographical area, such as a parish or diocese. 
Anyone within this territory is subject to the 
lawful authority established there. Personal 
jurisdiction refers to authority that is exercised 
over particular people, no matter where they 
are. For example, religious are under obedience 
to their superiors no matter where they go. 
Their superiors exercise personal jurisdiction 
over them. Authority in the Church is usually 
limited by territorial jurisdiction, but there are 
many exceptions to this. For example, Bishop A 
has the authority to administer the Sacrament 
of Confirmation to anyone within his diocese, 
even to those who are merely visiting his 
diocese. However, Bishop B can expressly forbid 
his subjects from receiving this sacrament 
outside his diocese. Visitors from Bishop B’s 
diocese could not, then, lawfully receive 
Confirmation from Bishop A within his territory 
(cf. canon 886 §1). 

COMMON GOOD AND NATURAL RIGHTS 

A basic obligation of all authority is service 
directed to the salvation of souls (cf. Jn. 13:14-
15). This obligation is fulfilled when the common 
good is protected. By common good the Church 
means “the sum total of all those conditions of 
social life which enable individuals, families, and 
organizations to achieve complete and 
efficacious fulfillment” (Vatican II, Gaudium et 
Spes 74; cf. Catechism, no. 1906). It concerns 
the good of everyone, and: 

consists of three essential elements: . . . 
respect for the person as such . . . the social well-
being and development of the group itself . . . 
[and] peace, that is, the stability and security of 
a just order (Catechism, nos. 1906-09, original 
emphasis). 

The common good is always oriented 
toward the progress of persons and calls upon 
society to put persons ahead of things (cf. 
Catechism, no. 1912). This order is founded on 
truth, built up in justice, and animated by love. 

The common good is never opposed to 

divine laws or the natural rights of an individual. 
Rather, divine laws establish both the common 
good and the natural rights that all people enjoy. 
Because divine laws cannot be in opposition, the 
common good and the natural rights of 
individuals complement and fulfill each other. 
Thus, decisions by those in authority should 
never violate the natural rights of individuals, 
nor oppose the common good. 

DIVINE LAW OR DISCIPLINE? 

No one has authority to change or violate 
divine laws. All are bound by them, even the 
highest authorities in the Church. Any demand 
that requires a violation of divine law is a 
demand to sin, and no one is obligated to follow 
it. 

Disciplines are man-made. Their purpose is 
to expound and apply divine laws in ways that 
fulfill the will of Christ and address the needs of 
our time. In this way, they further the common 
good and establish right order in the 
community. Because of the order they establish, 
they assist us in our salvation. Our Holy Father 
writes: 

Christ the Lord, indeed, did not in the least 
wish to destroy the very rich heritage of the law 
and the prophets which was gradually formed 
from the history and experience of the people of 
God in the Old Testament, but he brought it to 
completion (cf. Mt. 5:17) such that in a new and 
higher way it became part of the heritage of the 
New Testament. Therefore, although in 
expounding the paschal mystery St. Paul teaches 
that justification is not obtained by the works of 
the law but by means of faith (cf. Rom. 3:28; Gal. 
2:16), he does not thereby exclude the binding 
force of the Decalogue (cf. Rom. 13:28; Gal. 
5:13-25, 6:2), nor does he deny the importance 
of discipline in the Church of God (cf. 1 Cor. 5 
and 6). Thus the writings of the New Testament 
enable us to understand even better the 
importance of discipline and make us see better 
how it is more closely connected with the saving 
character of the evangelical message itself… 
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[Rather than substituting for faith, grace, and 
charisms,] its purpose is rather to create such an 
order in the ecclesial society that, while 
assigning the primacy to love, grace and 
charisms, it at the same time renders their 
organic development easier in the life of both 
the ecclesial society and the individual persons 
who belong to it. 

Some disciplines are more important than 
others. Some arise from customs, others from 
written laws. Violations of some disciplines are 
more serious than violations of others. 
Depending on their nature and importance, 
some disciplines can be dispensed or changed 
by a bishop or someone approved by him, while 
others require an act from the Holy See. 

In most instances, pastors only have the 
authority to enforce, not make or change, 
disciplines. For example, it is not lawful for a 
Catholic to marry a baptized non-Catholic 
without proper permission. Such permission is 
usually given by diocesan officials while the 
pastor prepares the couple for marriage. If the 
permission is not given, and the pastor proceeds 
to witness the marriage, the marriage is valid 
but unlawful. However, consecration of a bishop 
requires the permission of the Holy See or all 
involved are excommunicated (cf. canon 1382). 
While permission is necessary in both cases, the 
violation of the first discipline is less serious than 
a violation of the second. 

Also, certain liturgical norms are under the 
authority of the local bishop or conference of 
bishops, while others cannot be modified 
without the approval of Rome. For example, the 
use of extraordinary ministers and female altar 
servers are issues the local bishop can address. 
Changing one of the authorized Eucharistic 
Prayers requires an act of the Holy See. 

If a violation of divine law is demanded, no 
one is obliged to obey. However, when changes 
in culture and the needs of the common good 
occur, changes in a related discipline should also 
occur in order to promote the common good 

and protect right order. These changes in 
discipline cannot occur without the approval of 
lawful authority. If a violation of Church 
discipline is demanded, one should take care not 
to offend lawful authority or the common good 
by refusing to obey. Rather, one should carefully 
consider the subject matter, its nature and 
importance, and whether the one making the 
demand has the authority to make the demand. 
Importantly, one should also consider the 
common good, and whether refusal to obey will 
promote right order or chaos. 

SIN AND SCANDAL 

When discerning whether to obey, one must 
consider the consequences of each alternative. 
We have a God-given obligation to avoid sin but, 
if the action demanded is not of itself sinful, can 
we disobey without offending the one in 
authority or without scandal? This is an 
important question. When Church authorities 
demand obedience to an action that violates 
Church law, the act itself usually is not sinful. 
However, our disobedience in such a situation 
could cause scandal, which itself is a sin (cf. 
Catechism, no. 2284). 

For example, in the Western Church, 
standing during the consecration is not 
prescribed by the liturgical books. In the Eastern 
Churches, there is a long-standing tradition that 
the faithful never kneel during the Easter 
season. They remain standing, even through the 
consecration. This demonstrates that standing 
during the consecration is not in itself sinful. 
What could be sinful is the interior disposition of 
the heart. If one reverences Christ in his heart, 
but cannot kneel, Christ is reverenced. If one 
kneels, but does not reverence Christ in his 
heart, Christ is not reverenced. If a priest 
demands that the congregation stand during the 
consecration—and none of the recognized 
exceptions to the general rule applies—this 
demand violates liturgical law. The priest is 
wrong to do this. However, his demand does not 
change the disposition of the congregation. It 
changes only a posture. Before refusing to obey, 
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one should consider the consequences and 
avoid sin in all its forms, particularly sins 
associated with detraction (cf. Catechism, no 
2479) and scandal. 

RIGHT TO QUESTION AUTHORITY 

Those in authority are not without 
weaknesses. They make mistakes. They sin. 
Because of these facts, the Catholic Church 
recognizes and protects the right to question 
lawful authority. The Church also recognizes the 
need to protect the common good and avoid 
scandal when questioning lawful authority. 
Because of the rights and obligations attached 
to ecclesiastical offices and the need to protect 
right order, the Church always presumes good 
faith on the part of lawful authority, and she 
always presumes their actions are in accord with 
law. She expects the faithful to make these same 
presumptions. To protect the common good, 
the Church has established various procedures 
to be used when questioning the actions of 
those in authority. As explained in the Code of 
Canon Law: 

Canon 212 §1: Conscious of their own 
responsibility, the Christian faithful are bound to 
follow with Christian obedience those things 
which the sacred pastors, inasmuch as they 
representative Christ, declare as teachers of the 
faith or establish as rulers of the Church. 

§3: According to the knowledge, 
competence, and prestige which they possess, 
they have the right and even at times the duty 
to manifest to the sacred pastors their opinion 
on matters which pertain to the good of the 
Church and to make their opinion known to the 
rest of the Christian faithful, without prejudice 
to the integrity of faith and morals, with 
reverence toward their pastors, and attentive to 
common advantage and the dignity of persons. 

Canon 221 §1: The Christian faithful can 

legitimately vindicate and defend the rights 
which they possess in the Church in the 
competent ecclesiastical forum according to the 
norm of law. 

In short, while we have a right to question 
authority, we have an obligation to do so only 
according to the means provided by the Church. 
These means safeguard the common good 
against scandal and protect the reputations of 
everyone involved. If we question lawful 
authority according to the means provided by 
the Church, we remain obedient to the Church. 
If we use unlawful means that cause scandal and 
destroy reputations, we become guilty of 
disobedience and detraction, even if the one in 
authority is wrong. 

HOLY DOCILITY 

CUF’s first president, H. Lyman Stebbins, in 
correspondence dated December 26, 1977, 
aptly summed up the proper disposition of the 
laity toward authority: 

The history of the Holy Church almost begins 
with the sinful denial by the first pope, and by 
the desertion of the other apostles: and that 
history has continued through time with a 
perfectly open record of the failings of popes 
and bishops. The historical record is there. The 
practical question for you and me is: What, then, 
are we to make of the words of Christ: “They 
that hear you hear Me?” of the words: “If he will 
not hear the Church, let him be to thee as the 
publican and heathen.” Of the words of councils 
and popes throughout the ages (especially the 
Council of Trent, Vatican I, and Vatican II) which 
teach that we must be docile to our bishops as 
bishops. If, on a Monday, my bishop commands 
me to commit a sin, I must disobey him; but he 
remains my bishop; and if, the very next day, in 
his office as bishop, he commands me to receive 
Holy Communion standing, I must obey him. 
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                                                                                                                 QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

1. What is my attitude toward authority in the Church? What is my disposition toward the Holy Father? My bishop? 
My pastor? 

2. How do misuses of authority affect my attitude toward authority figures? How do I respect authority in such 
circumstances without sinning or causing scandal? 

3. What can I do to encourage those in authority in the Church? How can I foster unity within the Church when 
I’m asked to do something that seems wrong? 

4. How do I determine whether to obey a particular directive from my bishop or pastor? What principles apply? 
What presumptions am I obliged to make? Why would I ever choose to disobey? 

RELATED FAITH FACTS                                                                                                                                                            . 

“On Earth As It Is In Heaven”: The Necessity of Law and Right Order 
No Bull: Papal Authority and Our Response 
Following Our Bishops  
Gregory the Great and Papal Primacy 
Going God’s Way: The Church’s Teaching On Moral Conscience 
Persevering to the End: The Biblical Reality of Mortal Sin 
Effective Lay Witness Protocol 

                                                                                                                                                                    FURTHER READING 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


