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Introduction

We face serious challenges that are clearly political and also profoundly moral.  The right to life itself is not fully protected, especially for unborn children.  This document affirms what is taught by our Church.  The mind and heart of Catholics must be educated to practice the whole faith.  There is a moral responsibility of each Catholic to act upon the Church’s teaching.  We address four questions:

· Why does the Church teach about issues affecting public policy?
· Who in the Church should participate in political life?

· How does the Church help Catholic faithful to speak about political questions?

· What does the Church say about Catholic social teaching in the public square?
We do not intend to tell Catholics for whom or against whom to vote.  This statement complements the ongoing teaching of bishops in our own dioceses.

Why Does the Church Teach About Issues Affecting Public Policy?

The Church is required to participate in shaping the moral character of society.  The core of Catholic moral teaching is respect for the dignity of every person.  The Church is obligated to teach about moral values that should shape our lives.  The Catholic community brings important assets to political dialogue.

Who in the Church Should Participate in Political Life?

Participation in political life is a moral obligation.  We should be guided more by our moral convictions than by a political party.  The Church cannot and must not remain on the sidelines in the fight for justice.  This is not a time for retreat; rather, it is a time for renewed engagement.

How Does the Church Help the Catholic Faithful to Speak About Political and Social Questions?

A Well-Formed Conscience  Conscience requires sound moral judgments based on the truths of our faith.  Catholics who fail to form their consciences can make erroneous judgments.

The Virtue of Prudence  Exercising this virtue requires the courage to act in defense of moral principles.  The Church’s teaching is clear that a good end does not justify an immoral means.

Doing Good and Avoiding Evil  Catholics must make practical judgments regarding good and evil in politics.  “Intrinsically evil” actions, such as abortion, must always be rejected and opposed.  Human cloning and destructive research on human embryos are intrinsically evil.  Both opposing evil and doing good are essential obligations.  The right to life implies and is linked to other human rights.  The right to life is a condition for all other personal rights.  Two temptations in public life can distort the Church’s defense of human life.  The first is a moral equivalence that makes no ethical distinctions between different kinds of issues involving human life and dignity.  The direct and intentional destruction of innocent human life from the moment of conception until natural death is always wrong and is not just one issue among many.  It must always be opposed.  The second is the misuse of these necessary moral distinctions as a way of dismissing or ignoring other serious threats to human life and dignity.  A well-formed conscience does not permit one to vote for a political program or an individual law which contradicts the fundamental contents of faith and morals.
Making Moral Choices  Those who support policies that undermine moral principles cooperate with evil.  Catholics must never abandon the protection for all human life from conception.  Listen carefully to the Church’s teachers on specific proposals and situations.  A Catholic cannot vote for a candidate who takes a position in favor of abortion.  Voting for unacceptable positions is permissible only for grave moral reasons.  When all candidates are in favor of an intrinsic evil, the voter faces a dilemma.  The moral obligation to oppose intrinsically evil acts has first claim on our actions.  The political choices faced by citizens may affect the individual’s salvation.  The Holy Father calls on Catholic politicians to oppose laws that violate life.
What Does the Church Say about Catholic Social Teaching in the Public Square?—Seven Key Themes

A culture of life begins with the protection of innocent life from direct attacks.  We must choose political leaders according to principle, not party affiliation.  A single issue that involves an intrinsic evil may disqualify a candidate.  Faithful citizenship rests on principles found in Scripture and Catholic teaching.

The Right to Life and the Dignity of the Human Person  Direct attacks on innocent persons are never morally acceptable.  We revere the lives of children in the womb.

Call to Family, Community, and Participation  The family is based on marriage between a man and a woman.  Every association has a right to participate actively in shaping society.  The principle of subsidiarity applies.

Rights and Responsibilities  The right to free expression of religious beliefs protects all other rights.

Option for the Poor and Vulnerable  Those who are weak, vulnerable and most in need deserve preferential concern.  This includes all who are marginalized in our nation and beyond.

Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers  Workers, employers and unions should work together to advance justice of all.

Solidarity  Loving our neighbor has global dimensions.
Caring for God’s Creation  Care for the earth is a duty of our faith and a sign of our concern for all people.

***

These themes provide a moral framework that does not easily fit ideologies.  Bishops have the duty to apply these moral principles to public policy decisions.

Conclusion

Participation in political life is an essential duty for every Catholic.  The Church is involved in the political process but is not partisan.  The Church is engaged in the political process but should not be used.  The Church is principled but not ideological.  We bishops vigorously repeat our call for a renewed kind of politics.  This kind of participation reflects the social teachings of our Church.
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