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Obedience in an Age of Chaos
By Charles M. Wilson

Older readers of Christifidelis can remember a time 
when a Catholic seeking guidance, advice or an answer 
to a question could talk to a priest and be reasonably 
confident of a response that was consistent with the 
teachings of the Church. Now, a half century later, how 
things have changed! As one faithful priest describes it:

Cardinal McCarrick who turns out (apparently) 
to be a predatory homosexual, Cardinal Mara-
diaga embroiled in a dirty money problem, his 
assistant Bishop Pineda doing a McCarrick with 
seminarians as well as flying first class while 63% 
of his fellow Hondurans live below the poverty 
line, the pope asking for $25m from the papal 
foundation to seemingly prop up a shady outfit 
in Rome, rumors of the gay mafia not only in 
seminaries, but throughout the clergy and the 
Vatican, Fr James Martin and New Ways Minis-
try supporting the gay agenda, German bishops 
pushing for intercommunion, pedophile priests, 
Marxist nuns…the list goes on and on.1

All of us are painfully aware that the list does indeed 
go on and on and on ad infinitum. Nevertheless, that is 
not what this article is about. My intention is to provide 
some practical advice on how we fulfill our obligation of 
obedience in light of the present chaotic circumstances.

The Virtue of Obedience
In bygone days, we not only believed what the cler-

gy and religious taught us, their utterances were typi-
cally regarded as having the force of law; to be obeyed 
without question. This approach has been character-
ized as “blind obedience.” At first glance, the law now 
in force seems to reinforce this outlook. 

Conscious of their own responsibility, the Chris-
tian faithful are bound to follow with Christian 
obedience those things which the sacred pastors, 
inasmuch as they represent Christ, declare as teach-
ers of the faith or establish as rulers of the Church.

Canon 212 §1

Right off the bat, I acknowledge that in this brief 
article there is no way to discuss all the ramifications 
of our responsibilities as set forth canon 212, §1. What 
I can do is offer two highly useful references that I 
strongly recommend, especially the second. The first 
is the entry on obedience in the old Catholic Encyclo-
pedia.2 The second is “Blind Obedience?”, an article by 
Philip Gray in the July 3, 2009 issue of Christifidelis.3 If 
you feel the need for additional background informa-
tion, these two links should provide most if not all of 
it. Philip’s piece is particularly useful because he dis-
cusses the subject of virtue and why true obedience is 
itself a virtue. Another key point that he makes is that 
“blind obedience” is not true obedience at all and nei-
ther is it virtuous.

Interpreting the Law
As noted above, one might view canon 212 as sup-

porting blind obedience; but this is certainly not the 
case. Like any other canon, it is subject to interpreta-
tion in accord with lawful norms and the accepted ca-
nonical practice. We find two key norms for interpret-
ing the law in canons 17 and 18. 

Ecclesiastical laws must be understood in accord 
with the proper meaning of the words considered 
in their text and context. If the meaning remains 
doubtful and obscure, recourse must be made to 
parallel places, if there are such, to the purpose 
and circumstances of the law, and to the mind of 
the legislator.

Canon 17 
One cleric in Rome was reported to have said that 

the 1983 Code was “a botched job done by a bunch 
of clowns.” I would not go that far; but we should re-
member that canon law has always been a product of 
human ingenuity and suffers from the human limita-
tions of its authors. It follows that there must be prin-
ciples of interpretation to assist us in understanding 
and applying ecclesiastical law.

IURI CANONICO QUO SIT ECCLESIA DEI FELIX. 
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Reports, Rumors,
Ramblings and

Ravings

It was about twenty years ago that I took a telephone 
call from a lady in New Jersey, whose name I do not re-
call and would not reveal if I did. She introduced her-
self as a lawyer who was speaking on behalf of her cli-
ent, a recently ordained priest who alleged that he was 
the victim of repeated sexual abuse by his bishop dur-
ing his years in the seminary. She said that her client 
wanted to know if he had any canonical remedy. Our 
conversation was brief because she told me that her 
client insisted on remaining anonymous. I explained 
that the Foundation could not assist anyone who did 
not trust us enough to reveal their identity; but if he 
ever changed his mind, we would see what we could 
do. Before we hung up I asked if she could tell me that 
name of the bishop. “Oh yes,” she said. “It’s the arch-
bishop of Newark, Theodore McCarrick” I never heard 
from the lawyer or her client again. Chuck Wilson

  
Just as I was about to release this issue for printing, 

the news broke about Pope Francis’ changing para-
graph 2267 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
so as to declare the death penalty as “inadmissible.” 
Had the news come earlier, I would have certainly 
discussed whatever obligation we might have to obey 
this new teaching in the lead article. At this moment 
I am reeling in confusion and ought to say nothing 
more until my head clears.

Some nations have abolished the death penalty and 
if the United States did so I would not object — or at 
least not very strenuously. However, the intervention 
of our Church is quite another matter. Surely, we will 
be hearing a lot more on the subject.

  
So far this year, our income has covered our expens-

es. We are most grateful to our supporters, who are re-
sponsible for our continued existence. You and your 
families remain in our prayers and we ask that you re-
member us in yours. Philip Gray and Chuck Wilson

Memorare to St. Joseph
Remember, most pure spouse of Mary ever 

Virgin, my loving protector St. Joseph, 
that never has it been heard that anyone 

invoked your protection 
or besought your aid without being consoled. 

In this confidence I come before you; 
I fervently recommend myself to you. 

Despise not my prayer, foster father of the 
Redeemer, but graciously deign to hear it. 

Amen.

We have been having some computer issues, which 
I am happy to say are resolved or soon will be. One of 
the former concerns Christifidelis. The current and past 
issues are available at www.stjosephcanonlaw.com.
and future issues will be posted as soon as they are 
mailed. The current issue is available to anyone, while 
free registration is necessary to view the back issues. 
If you do choose to resister, please be sure that your 
personal information will be held in confidence and 
not shared with any third parties under any circum-
stances. Chuck Wilson

  
Catholics United for the Faith (CUF) is celebrat-

ing its 50th anniversary with a “Uniting the Faithful 
Conference” on October 5-7. Philip Gray serves as 
President of the St. Joseph Foundation (SJF) and CUF. 
The SJF is co-sponsoring the event, and Philip will 
be a key-note speaker at the conference. SJF is offer-
ing a limited number of scholarships for Christifidelis 
readers who may not be able to afford the full cost 
of the conference. Please call the SJF office for details 
about the scholarships. Deadline for scholarships 
is August 27th, so act soon. We expect them to go 
quickly. Visit www.cuf.org for more information and 
registration links. Please plan to come. It will be a 
spiritually enriching weekend with an opportunity to 
meet the SJF staff. Philip Gray

  
Our summer intern program ended on July 27th. 

We are grateful for Grady and Luke, who spent the 
summer helping catalog resources. We wish them the 
best in their future studies and endeavors. Philip Gray
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1. From Newsweek Magazine, June 13, 2018:
Bishop Proposes  

“Canonical Penalties” 
for Catholics who Help Carry Out 

Trump Immigration Plan
By Paul Leblanc

http://www.newsweek.com/catholic-bishop-suggests-canonical-
penalties-catholics-help-carry-out-trump-975834 

Bishop Edward Weisenburger of Arizona sug-
gested that penalties be put in place for Catholics 
who help carry out President Donald Trump’s 
immigration policy of separating families who 
cross the United States border illegally. He made 
the recommendation while speaking at the spring 
meeting of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bish-
ops Wednesday.
“Canonical penalties are there in place to heal,” 
he said, according to Religion News Service. 
“And therefore, for the salvation of these people’s 
souls, maybe it’s time for us to look at canonical 
penalties.”
A canonical penalty is defined as a punishment 
imposed by the church, which could include 
purgatory or excommunication. Catholic church 
laws are outlined in the Code of Canon law, a sys-
tem of laws for regulation within the church.
Others joined Weisenburger in denouncement of 
the Trump immigration policy, which was intro-
duced by Attorney General Jeff Sessions. Cardinal 
Daniel DiNardo, president of the USCCB, read a 
statement at the event. “Our government has the 
discretion in our laws to ensure that young chil-
dren are not separated from their parents and 
exposed to irreparable harm and trauma. Fami-
lies are the foundational element of our society 
and they must be able to stay together,” he said. 
“Separating babies from their mothers is not the 
answer and is immoral.”
According to RNS, DiNardo asked the room of 
religious figures to clap if they agreed with him 
and the crowd “erupted in applause.”
The immigration plan was introduced as a “zero 
tolerance” policy earlier this month, designed to 
deter Central American families from crossing 

the border. One of the new provisions, as out-
lined by Attorney General Jeff Sessions, allows 
children to be separated from their parents when 
they are apprehended for trying to cross the bor-
der illegally.

[This is an excellent example of “selective indigna-
tion.” Of all the issues the bishops should be indig-
nant about, this one is not on my list; and on many 
which should have their full attention, their silence 
is deafening. Oh, and by the way, when did purgatory 
become a canonical offense? CW]

    

2. From the website of the Archdiocese of New-
ark. June 20. 2018:

Statement of 
Cardinal Joseph W. Tobin, C.Ss.R., 
Regarding the Archdiocese of New 

York’s Announcement of a 
Credible and Substantiated 

Allegation of the Abuse of a Minor  
by Cardinal Theodore McCarrick

https://www.rcan.org/statement-cardinal-joseph-w-tobin-cssr-
regarding-archdiocese-new-york%E2%80%99s-announcement-
credible-and 

I recognize that the people of our Archdiocese 
meet the announcement by the Archdiocese of 
New York of a credible and substantiated claim 
of abuse of a minor by Cardinal McCarrick with 
a range of emotions. I am thinking particularly of 
those who have experienced the trauma of sexual 
abuse by clergy — whose lives have been impact-
ed tragically by abuse. To those survivors, their 
families and loved ones, I offer my sincere apolo-
gies and my commitment of prayer and action to 
support you in your healing.
The Archdiocese of Newark has never received 
an accusation that Cardinal McCarrick abused 
a minor. In the past, there have been allegations 
that he engaged in sexual behavior with adults. 
This Archdiocese and the Diocese of Metuchen 
received three allegations of sexual misconduct 
with adults decades ago; two of these allegations 
resulted in settlements.

STRAWS IN THE WIND
            

[Straws indicate to us how strong and in which direction the wind is blowing. We are very grateful to the readers who take the 
trouble to send us the parish bulletins, newspaper clippings and other docu ments which make this popular feature possible. — Ed.]
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Cardinal McCarrick served this Archdiocese 
for almost fifteen years. No doubt many of you 
developed strong relationships with him and 
appreciate the impact of his service. Those feel-
ings are likely hard to reconcile with the news of 
a credible and substantiated claim of abuse of a 
minor. While Cardinal McCarrick maintains his 
innocence and the canonical process continues, 
we must put first the serious nature of this matter 
with respect and support for the process aimed at 
hearing victims and finding truth. 
The abuse crisis in our Church has been devastat-
ing. We cannot undo the actions of the past, but 
we must continue to act with vigilance today. I 
renew my commitment to seek forgiveness and 
healing, while ensuring a safe environment for 
children in this Archdiocese. I will continue to re-
port immediately to civil authorities any accusa-
tion of sexual abuse of a minor by clergy and will 
cooperate fully in the investigation and adjudica-
tion. I continue to urge anyone who was abused 
by clergy to come forward, as brave survivors be-
fore you have done. To the priests, religious and 
all other members of this community, I join you 
in continued prayer that God carry us together in 
his love with commitment to our faith and each 
other.

[This story is all over the news media and has, in my 
opinion, destroyed whatever remained of the moral 
authority of the American episcopal college. CW]

    

3. From Vatican Insider, July 17, 2018:
“I propose to the Pope that 
environmental protection be 

included in the Code”
This was suggested by Cardinal Coccopalmerio during 

the “Dialogue on Catholic Investments for Energy 
Transition” promoted by the World Catholic Climate 

Movement
http://www.lastampa.it/2018/07/17/vaticaninsider/i-propose-
to-the-pope-that-environmental-protection-be-included-in-the-
code-xRVDbdFaZXcXC8KTe2seCK/pagina.html 

A new canon to be inserted in the Code of Can-
on Law, dedicated to the “grave duty” of the 
Christian faithful not only “not to harm” but 
also to “improve” the natural environment. This 
is the proposal that Cardinal Francesco Cocco-
palmerio, President Emeritus of the Dicastery for 
Legislative Texts, intends to make to Pope Fran-
cis, as he himself announced during the meeting 
entitled “Dialogue on Catholic Investments for 
the Energy Transition”, held in Rome last 12 July 

2018. The meeting was an opportunity for discus-
sion — behind closed doors — between repre-
sentatives of Vatican institutions, foundations 
and Catholic organizations committed to imple-
menting responsible investments for a just en-
ergy transition. 
Cardinal Coccopalmerio summarizes his pro-
posal to Vatican Insider as follows: “The Code of 
Canon Law, at the beginning of Book II, at canons 
208-221 under the title “Obligations and rights 
of all the faithful” presents a list of these obli-
gations and rights, and for this reason outlines 
an identikit of the faithful and of their life as a 
Christian. Unfortunately, nothing is said about 
one of the most serious duties: that of protect-
ing and promoting the natural environment in 
which the faithful live”. 
“My proposal — the Ambrosian cardinal contin-
ues — would be to ask the Pope, on the part of 
the Department for Legislative Texts, to insert 
into the canons I have just mentioned a new 
canon that sounds more or less like this: “Every 
faithful Christian, mindful that creation is the 
common house, has the grave duty not only not 
to damage, but also to improve, both through 
everyday behavior, and through specific initia-
tives, the natural environment in which each 
person is called to live””.  
Inspired by the Laudato si’ encyclical and the 
clear words that Pope Francis recently addressed 
to the leaders of major companies in the oil, gas 
and other energy-related businesses, the partici-
pants agreed on the importance of the Catholic 
Program of Disinvestment — Investment spon-
sored by the World Catholic Climate Movement 
which calls on Catholic institutions to publicly 
make a commitment to disinvest from fossil fu-
els and thus assume a prophetic role in relation 
to the dominance of these fuels in the global 
economy. (Emphasis in original.)

[It is not difficult to imagine that Pope Francis would 
be requested by Cardinal Coccopalmerio to add an-
other canon to the Code that would give legal force to 
the papal opinions on immigration. CW]

    

4. From The National Catholic Register, July 25, 
2018:

Honduran Seminarians Allege 
Widespread Homosexual 

Misconduct
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But to date, Cardinal Maradiaga 
has not responded publicly to 
the allegations regarding his 

archdiocesan seminary.
By Edward Pentin

http://www.ncregister.com/daily-news/honduran-seminarians-
allege-widespread-homosexual-misconduct

TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras — Nearly 50 semi-
narians in Honduras have protested against what 
they say is a widespread and entrenched pattern 
of homosexual practice in Tegucigalpa’s major 
seminary.
In a letter written to the seminary’s formators 
that was subsequently circulated in June to the 
country’s Catholic bishops, the seminarians as-
serted “irrefutable evidence” exists that a homo-
sexual network pervades the institution and is 
being protected by its rector.
“Heterosexual seminarians are scandalized and 
really depressed,” one of the seminarians who 
drafted the letter told the Register.
“Many are thinking about leaving the seminary,” 
the seminarian said, speaking on condition of an-
onymity because of a fear of reprisals. “I fear that 
many will leave...”
[T]he Honduran allegations call into question the 
actions of Cardinal Oscar Rodriguez Maradiaga 
of Tegucigalpa.
While Cardinal Maradiaga — a key confidante 
of Pope Francis who is coordinator of the “C9” 
group of cardinals advising him on reforming 
Church governance and the Roman Curia — is 
not himself the subject of allegations of sexual 
misconduct, he is now under fire for appearing to 
have disregarded a wealth of evidence of homo-
sexual misconduct by Bishop Pineda, hose resig-
nation as auxiliary bishop was accepted by Pope 
Francis July 20.
The Honduran seminarians’ letter reportedly was 
not met with praise for having come forward in 
June; Cardinal Maradiaga instead accused the 
seminarians of being “gossipers” who wish to 
portray their fellow seminarians in a bad light, 
according to sources in Honduras.
The Register has obtained the text of the un-
signed letter, which was a joint effort undertaken 
by 48 seminarians (of the 180 who are enrolled 
there) who stated they could not “hide any more 
the magnitude of this problem in the seminary.”
“We are living and experiencing a time of tension 
in our house because of gravely immoral situa-

tions, above all of an active homosexuality inside 
the seminary that has been a taboo all this time,” 
the seminarians wrote, “and by covering up and 
penalizing this situation, the problem has grown 
in strength, turning into, as one priest said not so 
long ago, an ‘epidemic in the seminary.’”
The letter called on seminary formators to follow 
what the Church teaches about such conduct and 
requested a new “formative process” that is more 
up to date and represents a “holistic” and “pro-
phetic” vision. And it asserted that any seminar-
ian who engages in homosexual activity should 
be removed from the seminary, even if he is a 
friend of the formators, because such a person 
clearly is “not suitable for pastoral ministry” and 
will “cause pain to the Church sooner or later.”
“Not everyone who wants to can be a priest!” the 
letter stated. “The ministry is a gift that should 
be lived and received from the conviction of the 
Gospel and radical and jealous love.”
The seminarians insisted their letter was not car-
rying out a “persecution” or exemplifying “ho-
mophobia,” accusations that some local Church 
leaders have leveled when seminarians raised 
similar concerns on earlier occasions. “Neither is 
it gossip or a lack of manliness,” they said.
And, the seminarians noted in the letter’s con-
cluding paragraph, their submission was not the 
product of merely a single concerned party, but 
instead was written “by a group of seminarians” 
who had been urged by spiritual directors and 
other priests at the seminary to make their con-
cerns known…
The Register also obtained graphic photographic 
evidence of homosexual pornography, exchanged 
on WhatsApp between seminarians who did not 
sign the letter, as well as other obscene messages. 
The exchanges have been verified as authentic by 
computer specialists at the Catholic University of 
Honduras who searched computer memory and 
handed the exchanges to the country’s bishops. 
In early June, during the permanent assembly of 
the Honduran bishops’ conference, Bishop Hec-
tor David Garcia Osorio of Yoro, who is in charge 
of vocations and seminaries, asked that the mat-
ter of homosexuality in the major seminary be 
discussed. The seminarians’ letter was then circu-
lated among the bishops at the meeting.
According to sources, when the letter was read 
out at the assembly, Cardinal Maradiaga and 
Bishop Angel Garachana Pérez of San Pedro Sula, 
the president of the bishops’ conference of Hon-
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duras, immediately started attacking the letter’s 
authors.
Bishop Guy Charbonneau of Choluteca con-
firmed to the Register June 29 that the permanent 
assembly received the letter. He said the bishops’ 
conference is carrying out an investigation to see 
if the allegations are true. “We are currently in 
this process,” said Bishop Charbonneau. “Each 
bishop has to deal with it by interviewing the 
seminarians from their own diocese.”
“This is a new problem,” he added. “Perhaps it 
happened in other years, but not like the dimen-
sion that is being talked about now.”
The Honduran bishops met again July 23 to dis-
cuss the seminarians’ protests. A source close to 
the discussions told the Register it is likely no im-
mediate action will be taken to respond to the al-
leged problems within the seminary...
The news of the seminarians’ protest came af-
ter months of allegations involving homosex-
ual abuse and financial misconduct by Bishop 
Pineda.
Since last December, Cardinal Maradiaga has 
been accused of allowing Bishop Pineda to con-
tinue to serve in his post, and even placing him 
in charge of the archdiocese during the cardinal’s 
absence to receive medical treatments for pros-
tate cancer in Houston, despite a body of allega-
tions against Bishop Pineda of homosexual rela-
tionships — including with seminarians.
Bishop Pineda was also accused of financial im-
propriety, which came to light in a papal inves-
tigation last year. The findings of that investiga-
tion reportedly were submitted to Pope Francis in 
May 2017, but have not been publicly disclosed.
In March, the Register obtained the text of two 
testimonies from seminarians submitted to the 
investigation, detailing allegations of serious sex-
ual misconduct by Bishop Pineda.
The Vatican did not disclose the specific reason 
Bishop Pineda had resigned. In a statement re-
leased immediately after his resignation was 
announced July 20, the bishop also provided no 
explanation and expressed little contrition. In his 
statement, he said he had tried “with all my heart 
to serve … the archbishop, clergy, seminarians 
and People of God” of the Archdiocese of Tegu-
cigalpa.
Cardinal Maradiaga had not responded to ques-
tions submitted by the Register regarding the al-
legations of widespread homosexual misconduct 
at the Tegucigalpa archdiocesan seminary by the 

time this article was published. But an informed 
source said he views them as inventions.
“He looks out for the guilty but doesn’t realize 
that over half the seminarians are homosexuals,” 
the source said, adding that some formators re-
cently refused to participate in priestly ordina-
tions because of the candidates’ alleged homo-
sexuality. “The cardinal ordained them himself,” 
the source said…

[According to an old Italian saying: “the fish rots from 
the head down.” It seems to apply here. This article 
had to be edited so as to fit the available space. I urge 
our readers to use the above link to read the whole 
thing as well as the following Straw. CW] 

    

5. From Catholic World Report, July 30, 2018:
Honduran bishops deny ‘culture 
of homosexuality’ at national 

seminary
https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2018/07/30/honduran-
bishops-deny-culture-of-homosexuality-at-national-seminary/

Tegucigalpa, Honduras, Jul 30, 2018 / 06:02 pm 
(ACI Prensa).- The Honduran bishops’ confer-
ence on Monday denied there exists a homosex-
ual culture at the national seminary, as suggest-
ed by a recent report from the National Catholic 
Register.
In a statement released July 30, the Honduran 
bishops lamented that “the ‘information’ from 
Mr. Edward Pentin of the National Catholic Reg-
ister, a media outlet belonging to the EWTN net-
work, and which is the origin of the information 
that appears in various digital media of the coun-
try and/or abroad, causes pain and scandal in 
those it supposedly wants to defend.”
“With complete certainty and truth, we affirm 
there does not exist, nor has there existed, nor 
ought there exist in the seminary an atmosphere 
as presented by the aforementioned National 
Catholic Register report, in which the impression 
is given that [the seminary] institutionally pro-
motes and sustains practices contrary to morality 
and the norms of the Church, viewed with com-
placency by the bishops,” the bishops’ conference 
stated.

[This leaves me utterly speechless. Ed Pentin stands 
by his reporting. See http://www.ncregister.com/blog/
edward-pentin/honduran-bishops039-conference-re-
plies-to-accusations-of-a-homosexual-netwo. CW] 
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continued from page 1

continued on page 8

Unlike its predecessor, the 1983 Code explicitly 
enumerated rights of the faithful that had previously 
been implied. Canon 212 must be understood in con-
text with these rights. Among them are the right to 
the spiritual goods of the Church (c. 213), the right 
to a Christian education (217), the right to due pro-
cess (c. 221`) and, obviously, the rights of petition and 
the public expression of our opinions as expressed in 
paragraphs 2 and 3 of c. 212. The following canon pro-
vides us with additional guidance.

Laws which establish a penalty, restrict the free 
exercise of rights, or contain an exception from 
the law are subject to strict interpretation.

Canon 18
The first paragraph of canon 212 plainly restricts 

rights and is subject to strict interpretation. In other 
words, our obligation of obedience must be restricted 
to the extent allowed by the honest use of the term. 
This would not be the case with the second and third 
paragraphs:

§2. The Christian faithful are free to make known 
to the pastors of the Church their needs, especial-
ly spiritual ones, and their desires.
 §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 sa-
cred pastors their opinion on matters which per-
tain to the good of the Church and to make their 
opinion known to the rest of the Christian faith-
ful, without prejudice to the integrity of faith 
and morals, with reverence toward their pastors, 
and attentive to common advantage and the dig-
nity of persons.
If the law states what is to be strictly interpreted, 

what about laws that define rights or have other ben-
eficial effects? Even though the statute does not actu-
ally say so, the virtually unanimous presumption of of 
canonists maintains that they should be broadly inter-
preted. Thus, those rights proclaimed in c. 212, §§2-3 
should be extended to the greatest reasonable degree.4

In our Anglo-American common law system, it is 
up to the courts to interpret the law, while ecclesias-
tical law are authentically interpreted by the legisla-
tor, or the one to whom he delegates that authority (c. 
16). This does not bar members of the faithful from 
expressing their opinion on how a particular statute 
should be understood or applied in a particular case. 
However, we should keep in mind the following cau-
tionary observation.

The interpretation of the law is a subtle art: it can-
not be done well without proper training in law, 
its history, and in a number of relevant sciences.5

Based on personal experience I can attest to this. 
Still, we should not let it discourage us from using the 
law to protect our rights. But remember that the Foun-
dation has extensive resources which are always avail-
able to faithful Catholics, so you are not alone.

External Limits of Ecclesiastical Authority
Those who exercise authority in the Church, includ-

ing the pope, are finite and imperfect just like the rest 
of us. It follows, therefore, that they are capable of the 
abusive exercise of office, which is a crime according 
to canon law (c. 1389).

“No human person has unlimited authority. Rather, 
all authority comes from God and must be exercised 
in a way that reflects His divine laws (Jn. 19:11). Thus, 
the first limit of authority is the limit of divine law. 
Whatever God has ordained must be followed, it can-
not be changed. Not even a priest, bishop, or the Pope 
himself can change the directives of God. Rather, the 
Magisterium is entrusted with the task of guarding the 
deposit of faith, not changing it (Cf.: 2 Tim. 1:14). This 
divine limit of authority operates in two ways. First, 
there exist divine laws that determine particular kinds 
of authority. Second, divine law sets the boundary of 
authority. It does this by establishing certain rights of 
individuals that cannot be denied by anyone. For ex-
ample, parents have authority over their children by 
divine law, but parents cannot force an adult child to 
choose a particular vocation. Rather, the child has by 
divine law the freedom to choose his vocation, and no 
one can usurp that right. 

One of the greatest rights enjoyed by all men that 
not even God violates is the right to freely choose. This 
freedom to choose presupposes knowledge of options 
and intention. Only when this freedom is allowed 
can true virtue develop. Only when a person freely 
chooses to act in conformity with a legitimate direc-
tive is obedience exercised.” 6 (Emphasis added.) A 
couple of examples from real life follow.

A pastor once asked our assistance in dealing with 
a “directive” from his diocesan chancery soon after 
same-sex marriage was recognized in state law. In cases 
where such a couple presented a child for baptism, they 
should be recorded as the parents in the baptismal reg-
ister. The directive cited canon 22 as justification:

Civil laws to which the law of the Church yields 
are to be observed in canon law with the same 
effects, insofar as they are not contrary to divine 
law and unless canon law provides otherwise.
Of course, same-sex marriages are contrary to di-

vine law, which the chancery conveniently failed to 
mention. We drafted a letter challenging this omission 
and that was the end of the matter.
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continued from page 7
In another case, which was eventually decided by 

the Supreme Court of the United States, civil law was 
also at issue, although the shoe was on the other foot.7 
In brief, the archdiocese of San Antonio sought to ex-
pend St. Peter’s church in nearby Boerne. The building 
was situated in a historic preservation district, which 
required approval from the city’s historic preservation 
commission before a building permit could be issued. 
When the permit was denied, the archdiocese filed 
suit in federal court, claiming that rights to the free 
exercise of religion were violated. The Supreme Court 
ruled in favor of the city, thus showing that ecclesiasti-
cal authority can sometimes be limited by civil law.8

Just as ecclesiastical governance can be circum-
scribed by external factors such as divine and secular 
9laws, it can also be limited by higher authority in the 
Church. 

Internal Limits of Ecclesiastical Authority
I have often repeated what good and wise friend 

and distinguished Italian canonist told me years ago: 
Our first obedience is always to our Lord and 
the faith and then to the successor of Peter, who 
alone can confirm his brethren. All other obedi-
ence has to yield to these.
More recently, a prominent theologian has ex-

pressed the same idea in the light of the present crisis 
in the Church. 

[Our] allegiance is first and always to Sacred 
Scripture, Sacred Tradition, and the clearly and 
solemnly articulated Magisterium of all the cen-
turies. [We know] that these and these alone are 
the things permanently binding on every member 
of Christ’s faithful, including—and perhaps espe-
cially—the Pope.10

In a hierarchic structure such as the one our Lord 
established for His Church, those who exercise the 
ministry of governance are not accountable to their 
subjects, although they are accountable to higher 
ecclesiastical authority. This is reflected in one of ten 
principles that the Pontifical Commission for the Revi-
sion of the Code of Canon Law, which prepared the 
1983 Code, formulated to guide its work:

The principle must be proclaimed in canon law 
that juridical protection applies equally to supe-
riors and to subjects so that any suspicion of ar-
bitrariness in ecclesiastical administration will 
entirely disappear. This end can only be achieved 
by avenues of recourse wisely provided by the 
law which allow a person who thinks his or her 
rights were violated at a lower level to have them 
effectively restored at a higher level.

This was embodied primarily in the process of ad-
ministrative recourse (cc.1732-39). The Foundation 
has employed this process on many occasions and has 
achieved some measure of success, although much 
work must be done before we can say that there exists 
a truly effective canonical process that will provide 
adequate protection for the faithful from abusive acts 
of governance. 

Where Does This Leave Us?
For starters, we are not free to just ignore c. 212, §1. 

If, for example, our diocesan bishop issuers a lawful di-
rective that applies to us, we are obliged to obey; even 
if we regard it as offensive. Although we may appeal 
the directive, we have to respect his office. We must also 
live by the spiritual works of mercy, especially by for-
giving all injuries and bearing wrongs patiently. 

The Foundation has represented clergy and reli-
gious who were accused of disobedience; but I know 
of no case where a member of the lay faithful was sub-
ject to a penal process for that offense alone Whenever 
we are accused by people in authority, it is because we 
are saying or doing something that they simple don’t 
like. I for one, have been accused of this kind of “dis-
obedience” more times than I can count. It has nothing 
to do with actual disobedience.

I understand that sorting out issues relating to obe-
dience is a tricky business. Should you be uncertain as 
to your obligation of obedience in a specific circum-
stance, please remember that the Foundation has the 
expertise and other resources to assist. After all, it is 
your prayers and material generosity that made it pos-
sible. It is here for you.

 “If we wish to grow in the true virtue of obedience, 
let us learn to know the boundaries lawful authority 
has over us, and make every effort to freely choose 
lawful directives. By exercising our intellect in this 
way, we can freely choose to exercise the virtue of obe-
dience and gain merit directed to our salvation.”11
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