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IN THE BEATITUDES, Christ 
teaches us that the meek and the 
merciful are blessed. Also blessed are 
those who suffer in the name of what is 
right and just: “Blessed are they who are 
persecuted for the sake of righteousness, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 
That persecution for righteousness 
sake sometimes comes from other 
people and at other times even 
from the government. From ancient 
philosophers, to St. Thomas Aquinas, 
to modern citizens, individuals have 
regularly had to wrestle with the 
conflict between what is right and 
what is legal. Faithful and courageous 
individuals have chosen to face the 
consequences of their refusal to obey 
–or even actively resist—unjust laws. 

In the United States, the evil of 
slavery was formally ended by the 
13th Amendment. Jim Crow laws in 
the South, however, prevented legal 

equality for African Americans while 
custom prevented social equality. 
Even after Supreme Court decisions 
striking down segregation in public 
schools, laws requiring segregated 
public facilities remained in place 
in many states. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. emerging as a civil rights leader 
in Alabama, relied on a non-violent 
approach to awaken the consciences 
of those who enforced unjust laws, or 
who allowed them to persist by their 
silence. King and others faced ridicule, 
police brutality, and imprisonment. 
But King explained that non-violent 
resistance was a means to an end: love 
and reconciliation.

In this lesson, students explore 
King’s definition of non-violent 
resistance, analyze it in light of Catholic 
teaching, and evaluate whether such an 
approach was justified during the Civil 
Rights Movement.  

Overview

Lesson Objectives
 ӹ Analyze excerpts from The Catechism 

of the Catholic Church on human 
dignity, the common good, and 
the obligation of citizens to obey 
governmental authorities.

 ӹ Compare and contrast historic 
and modern examples of civil 
disobedience and non-violent 
resistance.

 ӹ Evaluate whether King’s definition of 
non-violent resistance is consistent 
with Catholic teaching.

 ӹ Evaluate whether non-violent 
resistance was justified in the U.S. 
Civil Rights Era. 
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Procedure

A. Distribute the Document-Based Question. Read the Overview aloud with students and 
clarify any questions they have.

B. Have students skim over the key question and the list of document selections. 

C. Then, depending on students’ reading skills and background knowledge, assign them 
documents to analyze. For example, you may wish to:

• Have all students analyze all documents individually.

• Have students work in pairs to analyze all the documents.

• Divide the class into pairs or trios and have each group analyze 1-3 documents. 
Then have each group report to the rest of the class until all documents have been 
reported on.

• Go over all the documents as a large group, clarifying any questions students have. 

D. Distribute Handout A: Organizing Documents. This graphic organizer will help 
students plan their essays.

E. Have students respond to the Key Question in a well-reasoned essay, using the 
documents provided as well as their own background knowledge.  

Key Question:  Is nonviolent resistance consistent with Catholic teaching 
about the life and dignity of the human person? Was such 
resistance justified during the Civil Rights Movement in the 
U.S.? Explain your reasoning using the documents excerpted 
below, along with your own knowledge of history, philosophy, 
and morality. 
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Have students examine the following passage from the Catechism, and answer the 
discussion questions that follow. 

2243 Armed resistance to oppression by political authority is not 
legitimate, unless all the following conditions are met: 1) there is 
certain, grave, and prolonged violation of fundamental rights; 2) all 
other means of redress have been exhausted; 3) such resistance will 
not provoke worse disorders; 4) there is well-founded hope of success; 
and 5) it is impossible reasonably to foresee any better solution. 
[emphasis original]

1. What is the difference between the refusal to obey an unjust law, and “resistance 
to oppression to political authority”?

2. Use the above conditions to analyze events in U.S. history and determine if they 
were legitimate. You may wish to consider: 

 ӹ The American War for 
Independence 

 ӹ John Brown’s Raid on Harper’s 
Ferry

 ӹ The Civil War

 ӹ U.S. involvement in WWI

 ӹ U.S. involvement in WWII

 ӹ U.S. involvement in Vietnam

 ӹ U.S. involvement in Afghanistan

 ӹ U.S. involvement in Iraq

 ӹ U.S. involvement in Libya

 ӹ Others

Write on the board the quotations: 

“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”  
– CCC 2242  

“One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a 
willingness to accept the penalty.”  
–Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Using these definitions, have students do research to compare the circumstances 
and actions of other law-breakers from history. You may wish to distribute charts 
such as those found on pages 15 and 16. 

Extensions

1

2
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Document-Based Question

Key Question:  Is nonviolent resistance consistent with Catholic teaching about 
the life and dignity of the human person? Was such resistance 
justified during the Civil Rights Movement in the U.S.? Explain 
your reasoning using the documents excerpted below, along with 
your own knowledge of history, philosophy, and morality. 

A Matthew 5:9-10

B Romans 13:1-2

C The Problem of Free Choice, St. Augustine, 395

D Last Recorded Words, St. Thomas More, 1535

E The Power of Non-Violence, Martin Luther King, Jr., 1957

F Rosa Parks Arrested, December 1, 1955

G Montgomery Bus Boycott Mugshots, February 21, 1956

H Letter from a Birmingham Jail, Martin Luther King, Jr., 1963

I Evangelium Vitae, Bl. Pope John Paul II, 1995

J The Catechism of the Catholic Church – Excerpts on Human 
Dignity, 1997

K The Catechism of the Catholic Church – Excerpts on the 
Common Good, 1997

L The Catechism of the Catholic Church – Excerpts on the Duties 
of Citizens, 1997

Documents:
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Document A: Matthew 5:9-10

Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called sons of God. 

Blessed are they that have been persecuted for righteousness’ sake: for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven.

1. How are they who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake blessed?

2. How do the Beatitudes as a whole help you understand Christian temperament and 
right conduct? 

Document B: Romans 13:1-2

Let every person be subordinate to the higher authorities, for there is no 
authority except from God, and those that exist have been established by God.

Therefore, whoever resists authority opposes what God has appointed, and 
those who oppose it will bring judgment upon themselves.

1. Does this passage mean that Christians must follow the commands of all government 
officials at all times? Why or why not?

Document C: The Problem of Free Choice, St. Augustine, 395

Can we possibly call these laws unjust, or rather no laws at all? A law which is not 
just does not seem to me to be a law.

1. According to St. Augustine, can there be such a thing as an “unjust law”? Explain.
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Document D: Last Recorded Words, St. Thomas More, 1535

”I die the King’s good servant – and God’s first.”

1. When St. Thomas More was sentenced to death for treason, he stated that the basis for 
his conviction was a law “repugnant to God.” How does this help you understand his last 
words? 

Document E: The Power of Non-violence, Martin Luther King, Jr., June 04, 1957

The nonviolent resister is just as opposed to the evil that he is standing 
against as the violent resister but he resists without violence. This method is 
nonaggressive physically but strongly aggressive spiritually.

… [T]he nonviolent resister does not seek to humiliate or defeat the opponent 
but to win his friendship and understanding. … The end of violence or 
the aftermath of violence is bitterness. The aftermath of nonviolence is 
reconciliation and the creation of a beloved community. A boycott is never an 
end within itself. It is merely a means to awaken a sense of shame within the 
oppressor but the end is reconciliation, the end is redemption….

[W]hen we talk of loving those who oppose you and those who seek to defeat 
you … it is agape. Agape is understanding, creative, redemptive good will for all 
men. Biblical theologians would say it is the love of God working in the minds 
of men. It is an overflowing love which seeks nothing in return. And when you 
come to love on this level you begin to love men not because they are likeable, 
not because they do things that attract us, but because God loves them and here 
we love the person who does the evil deed while hating the deed that the person 
does. It is the type of love that stands at the center of the movement that we are 
trying to carry on in the Southland—agape.

1. How does King define nonviolent resistance? 

2. What is its purpose? 
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Document F: Rosa Parks Arrested, December 1, 1955

1. What law did Rosa Parks 
refuse to obey?

2. Why might someone 
who deliberately breaks 
an unjust law want to be 
arrested? 



8© SOPHIA INSTITUTE FOR TEACHERS

Document G: Montgomery Bus Boycott Mugshots, February 21, 1956

1. In 1956, King was arrested along with 80 other boycott leaders. They were charged with 
breaking a 1921 law banning conspiracies to interfere with lawful businesses. What do 
these photographs reveal about the way these individuals faced the consequences of 
their civil disobedience?

2. What can you see written on King’s mugshot?



9© SOPHIA INSTITUTE FOR TEACHERS

Document H: Letter from a Birmingham Jail, Martin Luther King, Jr., 1963

One may well ask: “How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying 
others?” The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of laws: just and 
unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has not only a 
legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral 
responsibility to disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that “an 
unjust law is no law at all.”…

One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a 
willingness to accept the penalty. I submit that an individual who breaks a law 
that conscience tells him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty of 
imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the community over its 
injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect for law.

And now this approach is being termed extremist. But though I was initially 
disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about 
the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not 
Jesus an extremist for love: “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do 
good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and 
persecute you.”

1. How does King justify the call to refuse to obey certain laws? 

2. Do you agree with him that Jesus Christ was an “extremist for love”? Explain. 

3. Is extremism in support of a just cause a proper course of action? Explain. 
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Document I: Evangelium Vitae, Blessed Pope John Paul II, 1995

From the very beginnings of the Church, the apostolic preaching reminded 
Christians of their duty to obey legitimately constituted public authorities (cf. Rom 
13:1-7; 1 Pt 2:13-14), but at the same time it firmly warned that “we must obey God 
rather than men” (Acts 5:29)…. It is precisely from obedience to God—to whom 
alone is due that fear which is acknowledgment of his absolute sovereignty—
that the strength and the courage to resist unjust human laws are born. It is the 
strength and the courage of those prepared even to be imprisoned or put to the 
sword, in the certainty that this is what makes for “the endurance and faith of the 
saints” (Rv 13:10). In the case of an intrinsically unjust law, such as a law permitting 
abortion or euthanasia, it is therefore never licit to obey it. (EV 72, 73)

1. Does our duty to God mean we do not have to obey laws we don’t like? Explain.

Document J: The Catechism of the Catholic Church – Excerpts on Human 
Dignity, 1997

1700 The dignity of the human person is rooted in his creation in the image and 
likeness of God; it is fulfilled in his vocation to divine beatitude…

1706 By his reason, man recognizes the voice of God which urges him “to do 
what is good and avoid what is evil.” Everyone is obliged to follow this law, 
which makes itself heard in conscience and is fulfilled in the love of God and of 
neighbor. Living a moral life bears witness to the dignity of the person….

1738 Freedom is exercised in relationships between human beings. Every human 
person, created in the image of God, has the natural right to be recognized as a 
free and responsible being. All owe to each other this duty of respect…

1. Where is our human dignity rooted? 

2. Because of the human dignity we all possess, how must all human persons recognize 
each other? 

3. How would you compare/contrast these sections of the Catechism with King’s words in 
Document E?  
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Document K: The Catechism of the Catholic Church – Excerpts on the 
Common Good, 1997

1905 In keeping with the social nature of man, the good of each individual is 
necessarily related to the common good, which in turn can be defined only in 
reference to the human person…

1906 … The common good concerns the life of all. It calls for prudence from 
each, and even more from those who exercise the office of authority. It consists 
of three essential elements:

1907 First, the common good presupposes respect for the person as such. In 
the name of the common good, public authorities are bound to respect the 
fundamental and inalienable rights of the human person. …

1908 Second, the common good requires the social well-being and development 
of the group itself. …

1909 Finally, the common good requires peace, that is, the stability and security 
of a just order…

1. The common good can only be defined in reference to what?

2. What are the three essential elements of the common good?

3. Using the Catechism’s definition of “peace,” was there peace in the South during the Jim 
Crow era? 
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Document L: The Catechism of the Catholic Church – Excerpts on the 
Duties of Citizens, 1997

2242 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.” “We must obey God rather 
than men”:

When citizens are under the oppression of a public authority which oversteps 
its competence, they should still not refuse to give or to do what is objectively 
demanded of them by the common good… 

1. What are the qualities of an “upright conscience” as opposed to just any conscience?

2. According to section 2242, under what conditions are people obliged NOT to obey civil 
authorities? 

3. What, if anything, is the difference between refusing to obey an unjust law, and actively 
resisting the government? Which one do these excerpts from the Catechism discuss? 
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HANDOUT A 

Organizing Documents

Document Title

Does this document 
help you understand 
Catholic teaching? 

Explain:

Does this document 
help you understand 

Martin Luther King, Jr’s 
philosophy? Explain:

A Matthew 5:9-10

B Romans 13:1-2

C The Problem of Free 
Choice, St. Augustine, 395

D Last Recorded Words,  
St. Thomas More, 1535

E The Power of Non-
Violence, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., 1957

F Rosa Parks Arrested, 
December 1, 1955
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Document Title

Does this document 
help you understand 
Catholic teaching? 

Explain:

Does this document 
help you understand 

Martin Luther King, Jr’s 
philosophy? Explain:

G Montgomery Bus Boycott 
Mugshots, February 21, 
1956

H Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
1963

I Evangelium Vitae,  
Bl. Pope John Paul II, 
1995

J The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, 1997

K The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church – Excerpts 
on the Common Good, 
1997

L The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church – Excerpts 
on the Duties of Citizens, 
1997
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Directions: Use the chart below to outline how Martin Luther King, Jr. thought one ought 
to act when disobeying unjust laws.

Individual

What law did 
this person 
break? Was 

this an unjust 
law?

Did he/she 
break the 

law openly?

Did he/
she break 

the law 
lovingly?

With a will-
ingness 

to accept 
the conse-
quences?

Would King 
consider 

this person’s 
action 

legitimate? 
Explain.

St. Catherine 
of Alexandria 

St. Thomas 
More 

John Brown

Henry David 
Thoreau

Susan B. 
Anthony

Daniel 
Ellsberg 

Bl. Miguel Pro

Edward 
Snowden

Other: 

Other:

EXTENSION 2 

Martin Luther King, Jr. Chart



16© SOPHIA INSTITUTE FOR TEACHERS

Directions: Use the chart below to outline what The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
teaches on situations when citizens are obliged not to obey civil authorities.

Individual

What law did 
this person 

break? 

Was this 
law contrary 

to the 
demands of 
the moral 

order?

Was this 
law contrary 
to the fun-
damental 
rights of 
persons?

Was this 
law contrary 

to the 
teachings of 
the Gospel?

Was he/she 
obliged to 

disobey this 
law? Explain.

St. Catherine 
of Alexandria 

St. Thomas 
More 

John Brown

Henry David 
Thoreau

Susan B. 
Anthony

Daniel 
Ellsberg 

Bl. Miguel Pro

Edward 
Snowden

Other: 

Other:

EXTENTION 2 

Catechism Chart
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Document A: Matthew 5:9-10
1. Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

2. The beatitudes “[teach] us that true 
happiness is not found in riches or 
well-being, in human fame or power, or 
in any human achievement - however 
beneficial it may be - such as science, 
technology, and art, or indeed in any 
creature, but in God alone, the source 
of every good and of all love” (CCC 
1723). “The Decalogue, the Sermon 
on the Mount, and the apostolic 
catechesis describe for us the paths 
that lead to the Kingdom of heaven. 
Sustained by the grace of the Holy 
Spirit, we tread them, step by step, by 
everyday acts. By the working of the 
Word of Christ, we slowly bear fruit in 
the Church to the glory of God.” (CCC 
1724) 

Document B: Romans 13:1-2
1. No. “Authority is exercised legitimately 

only when it seeks the common good 
of the group concerned and if it 
employs morally licit means to attain 
it. If rulers were to enact unjust laws 
or take measures contrary to the moral 
order, such arrangements would not be 
binding in conscience. In such a case, 
‘authority breaks down completely and 
results in shameful abuse.’” (CCC 1903)

Document C: The Problem of Free 
Choice, St. Augustine, 395
1. No, because an unjust law is not a 

law. “Unjust law” is something like 
an oxymoron, because laws, by their 
nature, must be in line with both the 
individual and the common good. An 
upright conscience takes precedence 
over the law. 

Document D: Last Recorded Words, 
St. Thomas More, 1535
1. St. Thomas More meant that he would 

not give obedience to the king when 
the king’s command went against God. 
He was God’s servant “first,” meaning 
he would follow God’s authority when 
an earthly authority tried to force him 
to go against it. 

Document E: The Power of Non-
Violence, Martin Luther King, Jr., 1957
1. The nonviolent resister is 

nonaggressive physically but strongly 
aggressive spiritually. 

2. The purpose is reconciliation and the 
creation of a beloved community.

Document F: Rosa Parks Arrested, 
December 1, 1955
1. Parks refused to obey a law requiring 

African Americans to move further 
back on a public bus white passengers 
needed seats. 

Answer Key
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2. A person may have no choice but to be 
arrested if his/her conscience required 
the refusal to obey. Further, someone 
may want to be arrested in order to 
use their own suffering to bring wider 
attention to injustice. 

Document G: Montgomery Bus 
Boycott Mugshots, February 21, 1956
1. These individuals were willing to 

suffer the loss of freedom and possible 
maltreatment as the consequence of 
their disobedience. 

2. Someone has written “Dead 4-4-68” on 
the photograph. King was assassinated 
on April 4, 1968, in Memphis, TN.

Document H: Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail, Martin Luther King, 
Jr., 1963
1. King argues that one has a moral 

responsibility to disobey unjust laws. 

2. Accept reasoned answers.

3. Accept reasoned answers. 

Document I: Evangelium Vitae,  
Bl. Pope John Paul II, 1995
1. No. Our duty as citizens includes 

obeying authority, but we must obey 
God rather than men. It is never 
legitimate to obey intrinsically unjust 
laws. 

Document J: The Catechism of 
the Catholic Church – Excerpts on 
Human Dignity, 1997
1. In his creation in the image and 

likeness of God. 

2. As free and responsible beings. 

3. Accept reasoned answers.

Document K: The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church – Excerpts on the 
Common Good, 1997
1. The human person.

2. Respect for the person; social well-
being and development of the group; 
the stability and security of a just 
order. 

3. Accept reasoned answers. 

Document L: The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church – Excerpts on the 
Duties of Citizens, 1997
1. An upright conscience is formed by 

reason and seeks to know God’s will.

2. When those directives are contrary to 
the demands of the moral order, to the 
fundamental rights of persons or the 
teachings of the Gospel.

3. Accept reasoned answers; these 
excerpts discuss refusal to obey. 


