
In Joy and Hope
by!

 Archbishop Thomas J. Murphy

The Progress

I visited the state legislature in Olympia last week. I offered the prayer to open the session 
in the House of Representatives. This visit made me very much aware that our nation and 
our state are facing difficult choices and decisions in the present legislative sessions. 
There is the seeming disparity between the ideal of a balanced budget and lower taxes 
and the needs of the poor. Yet, in making decisions regarding these critical issues, it would 
be good to reflect on what our faith tells us that impacts the choices we make. We need to 
recognize not only the fiscal deficits that are part of our society, but the human deficits as 
well. Fiscal and human deficits are intertwined realities which call us to make hard choices 
in light of clear priorities. Such choices are not just economic or political, but ethical 
judgments as well.!
For more than a century, the Catholic Church has developed a strong social teaching that 
comes from the mission and ministry of Jesus, the Hebrew prophets, Vatican II, the Synod 
of bishops and the teaching of Pope John Paul II. Together, they provide us with a social 
Gospel.!

Catholic social teaching!
What are the key principles that comprise Catholic social teaching? The Gospel and 
church tradition call all people to respect the life and dignity of the human person, from the 
moment of conception to the moment of natural death. Yet, the human person is part of a 
society that must give a priority to the common good above self-interests. Within society, 
there must be a preferential option for the poor and vulnerable. The weakest of us have 
first claim on our common efforts and priorities. In using our resources, there is the call to 
stewardship which mandates us to manage our resources ethically and responsibly. 
Finally, as members of the human race created in the image of God, we need to recognize 
the principle of solidarity which binds us together across economic, social, racial and 
ethnic lines.!
We can easily accept such general principles as ideals. Yet, we must ask if there are 
criteria present to help us shape our decisions on the existing economic and human 
deficits.!

Criteria for decision-making!
In the legislative sessions in Olympia and Washington, D.C., we must measure every 
proposed public policy by how it touches the life, dignity and rights of the human person, 
especially the poor and vulnerable. At the same time, there is a need to focus on both the 
fiscal deficit and the human deficit. We cannot continue to multiply debt, nor can we ignore 
the fiscal and social costs of neglecting basic human needs. Yet, how do we solve this 
dilemma? We must remember that poor families and vulnerable children should have first 
priority. The poor have the single most urgent economic claim on the conscience of the 
nation. To fulfill this claim, we need to develop a fiscal policy that is an integral part of a 
broader economic policy that promotes economic growth, increases productive work and 
reduces poverty and dependency. This could well call for a reform of our tax system.
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The principle of the common good should govern the budget process. In cutting non-
essential spending, the sacrifice must be shared equitably. The weak and the powerless 
cannot be asked to carry a disproportionate part of the burden. We could reduce and 
redirect military spending to reflect the defense and security needs of a changing world. To 
protect the life and dignity of vulnerable people, we could consider new investment to 
address the human deficit. We continue to advocate for major reforms in health care, tax 
policy, child support, welfare and other areas that touch the lives of poor families and 
vulnerable children.!

What's the answer?!
The social teaching of the church does not give it competence or the responsibility to 
propose a moral budget. Rather, as believers in religious values in teachings of the 
church, we must raise the moral questions. We must also address the underlying values 
and priorities that shape the physical debate and suggest some directions for action.!
One of the reasons for Time magazine’s selection of Pope John Paul II as "Man of the 
Year" is the strong moral stance he has taken regarding basic human and religious values. 
One such stance that Pope John Paul II emphasizes over and over again is the 
preferential option for the poor. May we have the same moral courage as we face the 
political choices that confront us today. May God's grace and peace be yours.!
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