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ur nation faces polifical challenges thar demand urgent moral choices.

We are u nanon at fwar, with all of its human costs; a country often

divided by race und ethnicity; a nation of imnugrants struggling with
mmigranon. We are an affluctit sociery where too many live in poverry; part
of a global commurney confronting terronsm and facing urgent threats to our
environment; a culture built on families, where some now question the value of
marriage and family lite. W pride ourselves on supporting human rights, but we
tail even ro procect the fundamental nghr to life, espectally {for unbom children.

W bishops xeek t help Catholics form their consciences in accordance

with the truth, s they can make sound moral choices in addressing these
chaflenwes. We do not tell Carholies how o vore. The responsibility to malee polidcal
choees rests with cach person and bhus or her properly formed consaence.

Why Does the Church Teach About
Issues Affecting Public Policy?

The Churchs obligaton o participare in shapmg the moral character of sociery is
a requirement of our faith, a part of the misston given to us by jesus Christ, Faith
helps us see more clearty the truth about human life and dignity tha we also
understand tirough human reason. As people of both faich and reason, Catholics
are called to bring tuth to polideal lite and to practice Christ's commandment
o “love one another” (I 13:34). According to Pope Benedicr XVIL “charite
must ammate the entire ives ol the ly faithtul and therefore also their pohtcal
acorvary, hved as socul chaney™ thnevclical Dens Cerres Est, o 290,

The United Srares Constitution proteces the right of individual belicvers
and reliious hodies 1o participate and spesk out waithour government incer-
terence, rvardism, or dis

iminaton. Civil law should recoenize and protect the
Church right amd responsibilicy w participate in society without abandoning our
central moral convictions, Our nation's tradition of pluralisn is enhanced, not
threatened, when religious groups and peaple of faith bring their convictions into
pubhc lite. The Carbolic community brings to the political dialogue a consistent
moral framework s brood experience serving those in need.

Whe in the Church Should Participate in Political Life?
[nn the Carholic Tradirion, responsible citizenship is a virrue, and paracipation in
pehneal ife is 1 moral obligation. As Catholics, we should be guided more by our
moral convictions than by our armachmenr ro o polifical party or nterest group.
In today's environment, Carholies may teel politically disentranchised. sensing
that no party and few candidates fully share onr comprehensive commirmenr

ter human life and dienmy, Catholie lay women and nien need 1 act on the
Chureh's moral principhes and becone more involved: runnine for office, working
within poliacal parties. and communicaring concerns o elected offictals. Even
rhose who cannor vowe should raise ther voices vn mateers that affect theur lives
and the common cood

How Does the Church Heip Catholics fo Address
Political and Social Questions?

A Well-Formed Conscience

The Church egups 1ts members to address polineal questuons by helpme them
develop well-formed consciences. "Conscience s o jadgment of reason whereby
e human person recosnizes the moral guahoe of o concrete act. .. [Rvery

person| s obiiged w tollow rthtully what he for she] knows 1o be just and

rivht” (Cutechusm of the Catholic Church, no. 1778). We Catholics have o lifelong
obligation to form our consciences in accord with human reason, enhghrened by
the teaching of Christ as it comes to us through the Church.

The Virtue of Prudence

The Church also encourages Catholics to develop the virtue of prudence,

which enables us “to discern our true good in every crrcumstance and o choose
the right meane of achieving 1" (Catechism of the Cathobe Charch, no. 1806).
Prudence shapes and informs our abilicy 1o Jeliberate over available alternanives,
to determine what 15 most htting to s specitic context, and to act. Prudence muse
be accampanicd by courage which calls us to act. As Cacholics seek to advance
the common good, we musr carefully discern which public polcies are morally
sound. A good end does ot justify an immoral means. Ar tmes Catholes may
chonse different ways to respond 1o social problems, but we cannot difier on our
oblieation to protect human life and dignity and help build through moral means
a more Just and peaceful world.

Doing Good and Avoiding Evil

There are some thimgs we must never do, as mdviduals or as o socieny, hecause
they are always incompatihle with fove of God and neighbor. These intrinsically
evil acts must always be rerected and never supported. A preemment example i
the intenuonal wking of human lite throueh aborton. 1t is alwavs morally wrone
to destroy innecent human beings. A legal system that allows the righr w ife wo
be vielared on the grounds of choice i fundomentally flawed.

Simnilarly, direct threats ro the dignity of human hte suchias euthanasio,
hwuman clomng, and destructive research on human embrvos are alwo inemmsically
evil and must be opposed. Other assaults on homan lite and dienity, such os
senocide, torture, racism, and the targeting of noncombutants m acts of terror or
war, can never be jstified, Disrespect tor any human life diminishes respect for
all human life.

As Carholics we are not simgle-ssue voters. /A candidare's position on a
single issue 15 not sufficeent o vuarantee o voter's support. Yet a candidare’s
position on a single issue that mvolves an intrinsic evil, such a» suppore for feaal
aborrion or the promonon o racsm, may legitimarely fead o vorer todisgualite
candwdate from receiving support.!

Oppasition 1o intrinsically evilacts also promprs us o recoenize our
positive dune to contribure to the common good und et in solidanne with
those in need. Both opposing evil end doing pood are essential. As Tope Tohn
Paul 1T said, “the fact that only the necative commandments obhee abwaes
and under all circumstances Joes not mean that in the noral ite prohibuon
are more important than the obligation 1o do sood indicated by the postnee
comnumndmens” (Encyclical Veriiads Splendor, no. 323, The baae nghr o lie
inplies and is linked 10 other human nights to the goods that evees pasen

needs 1o hve and thrive—ncluding food, shelrer, health care, educame
micaningtul work, The use of the death penalty, huneer, lack of heaith care
or housing, human trafficking, the human and moral coses of war and unie
mimigration policies are some of the sertous moral issues thar Chudlenee ooy

consciences and require us o act.

Making Meral Choices
Ditneult political decisions require the exercise of o well-formed consetence wmded
v prudence. This exercive of consaence fegins with alwavs oprosing policie

that violate human lite or weaken it protection. “Those wiw iormulare Loy



Shwrsiere tuve snoblimoon moeonscience 10 work toward correcune moraliy
JeTectve Laws, lest they be galey of cooperating i evil and in sinning agamst
rhe common pood” (United States Conterence of Catholic Bishops |USCCBY.
Clatholics m Dolitcal Life). ]

When morally awed laws already exist, prudenual judgment is needed
to determine how to do what is possible to restore justice—even il partially or
gradually—withont ever abandoning a meral commirment ro full protection
tor all human life from conception to natural dearh (see Pope John Taul 11,
Encyelical Evangelium Vitae, no. 73).

Prudential judgment is also needed to determine the best way to promote
the common good in areas such as housing, health care, and immigration. When
Church leaders make judgments about how to apply Catholic reaching to specific
polictes, this miuy not carry the same binding authority as universal moral principles but
cannot he dismissed as one political opinien among others. These moral applicadons
should inform the consciences and guide the actions of Cathelics.

What Does the Church Say About Catholic Sociai

Teaching in the Pubiic Square?—Seven Key Themes
A consistent ethic of life should guide all Carholic engagement i political Life.
This Carholic ethic neither treats all issues as morally equivalent nor reduces
Cathohe reaching t one or rwe issues. It anchors the Catholic commitment to
defend human life and other human rights, from concepren untl natural death,
i the fundamental obligation to respect the digniry of every human being as a
child of Ged.

Lathelic vorters should use Catholic teaching to exarmmine eandidatey
positions on issues and should consider candidaces’ intearity, philesophy,
and performance. Itis important for all cinzens “to see bevord party politics,
w analyze campaign rthetoric critically, and o choose therr political leaders
according ro principle, not parry affiliation or mere selfinterest” (USCCB, Living
the Gospel of Life. no. 33). The following themes of Catholic social teaching
provide o moral framework for decistons in public life

The Right to Life and the Dignity of the Human Person

Human life is sacred. Threct attacks on innocent human bengs are never
morally ncceprable. Within our socety, ife is under direcr attack from abortion,
cuthanasia, human cloning, and destruction of human emabryos for research,
These intrmsic evils must always be opposed. This teaching also compels us

as Carholics to oppose genoaide, rorture, unjust war, and the use of the death
penalty, us well as ro pursue peace and help overcome poverry, racism, and other
conditions that demean human lite.

Call to Family, Community, and Participation

The family, based on marrige berween o man and o woman, is the tundamental
unit of soctety. This sancluary for the creanon and nurrurmg of children muse not
he redefined, undermined. or neglecred. Supporting families should be 2 pnonty
tor economic and socal polices. How our sociery is orvanized—in econeniics

and polities, n law and public policy—aflects the well-heing of individuals and
of suciery. Every person and association has o right and a duty to participate mn

shaping soctery ro promoete the well-bemg of individuals and the commen good.

Rights and Responsibilities

Every human being has o right © life, the tundamental right thae mukes all other
nghts possible. Bach of us has o nght to religious freedom, which enables us to
live und aer muccord wath our God-given dignaty, as well as 2 nghr to access

ro those things required ror lnnman deceney—iood and shelrer, cducation and
etplovment, health care and housing, Corresponding to these rights are duties
and responsibilines—to one another, W our families, and to the larcer society.

Optton for the Poor and Vulnerabie

While the common good embraces all, those who are in greatest need descrve
preferennal concern. A moral test tor society 15 how we trear the weakest among
us—-rhe unbormn, those dealing with disabilitics or terminal llness, the poor

and margmalized.

Jigniey of Work ant the Rights of Workers

The economy must serve people, not the other way around. Economic justiee
calls for decent work at faur living wages, opportunities tor legal status tor
immigrant workers, and the opportunity tor all people to work. weether tor
the common good through their work, ownership, enterprise. mvestment,
participarion in uniens, and other forms of economuc activity:

Sclidarity

We are one human tamily, whatever our national, racial, ethnic, cconomic,
and ideclogical differences. Qur Catholic commirment o solidariey requires
rhat we pursue justice, eliminate racwsm, end human tratheking, protect
human nghts, seek peace, and avoid the use of force except as 4 necessary
last resore,

Caring for God's Creation

Care for the carth is a duty of our Catholic faith. We 4ll are called to be careful
stewards of God's creation and to ensure a sate and hospieable environment tor
vulnerable human beings now and in the future.

Conclusion

In light of Catholic teaching, as bishops we vigorously repear our call for o
renewed politics that tocuses on moral pnnciples. the detense of life, the

needs of the weak, and the pursuir of the common good. This kand of polingal
participation reflects the social teaching of our Church and the hest tradinons of
cur naton.

Notes

[ For more on the morat challenge of voung, see Forming Conwences e Fgohyed inenslul, nos,
3439 Vs www. pathjulowzensiup.org

2 These themes are druwn rom 2 rich tradinon more tully desenbed inthe Compendiaom o th
Socsatl Ducirne ef the Church trom the Ponctical Counatl for [ustce aud Deace §Wasluneton,
D& United States Conlderence of Catholic ishops. 200%). For more mtormanon on these
seven Themes, see www fathfulciezensiup.ore. For monmatown on how we bishope of the Unired

Srates have applied Cathole social teachimg o policy ssaues, sec www g zemshugog,

For a witde range of educational and other resources o neip share
Faithful Citizenship, go to www.iaithfulcitizenship.org.
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