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Political responsibility: It’s not an option
Last week, the administrative board of the United States Catholic Conference issued a powerful 
statement entitled: “Political Responsibility: Revitalizing American Democracy.” Composed from 
50 bishops from throughout the country, the administrative board acts on behalf of Catholic 
bishops of the United States between their general sessions. !
The statement strongly condemns voter apathy and declares, “Ironically, when people in other 
parts of the world are embracing democratic values and struggling to participate in public life, 
many Americans seem increasingly disinterested or disenchanted with politics. This alienation is 
a dangerous trend, threatening to undermine the heart of our democratic traditions.”!

Search for the common good!
There is a need today to call for renewal of public life which must be a search for the common 
good where we try to reconcile diverse interests for the well being of the whole human family. 
This search for the common good demands that we confront the critical moral questions facing 
our nation. These questions include the “haunting needs of vulnerable children in our midst.”!
The bishops declared, “We live in a society that accepts the death of 1.4 million unborn children 
a year through legalized abortion. We live in a nation where 1 out of 4 preschool children grows 
up in poverty. We live in a world where almost 40,000 children die every day from hunger and 
the diseases associated with malnutrition. The lives and dignity of children – born and unborn – 
are central issues for 1992.”!
Other key issues which need to be addressed include asking how our nation can bring the 
strength of a powerful market economy and just public policies to confront hunger, poverty and 
homelessness. How can our society best combat prejudice and discrimination and heal the open 
wounds of racism and sexism? How can our society support families? Why does it seem our 
nation is turning to violence to solve some of its more difficult problems – to abortion to deal with 
problem pregnancies, to the death penalty to combat crime, to euthanasia to deal with the 
burdens of age and illness, to military force to confront international injustice? Are there not 
better and more effective alternatives that demonstrate greater respect for human life?!
At the heart of the questions raised by the bishops is the conviction that “we believe that every 
proposal, policy or political platform should be measured by how it touches the human person, 
whether it enhances or diminishes human life, human dignity and human rights; and how it 
advances the common good.”!

The right of the church to speak on public issues!
The statement defends the right of churches to address matters of public concern. Political 
debate on any issue is not enhanced by ignoring or ruling out the contributions of citizens 
because their convictions are grounded in religious beliefs. “What we seek is not a religious 
interest group but a community of conscience within the larger society, testing public life on 
these central values. Our starting point and objectives are neither partisan not ideological, but 
are focused on the fundamental dignity of the human person which cuts across the political 
categories of our day.”
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Political responsibility does not involve religious leaders telling people how to vote or religious 
tests for candidates. Rather, the bishops said, “We seek to lift up the moral and human 
dimensions of public issues for our community and for the broader society. We encourage 
people to use their voices and votes to enrich the democratic life of our nation and to act on their 
values in the political arena. We hope American Catholics, as both believers and citizens, will 
use the resources of our faith and the opportunities of this democracy to help shape a society 
more respectful of the life, dignity, and rights of the human person, especially the poor and 
vulnerable.!

How do we respond?!
The statement emphasizes the responsibility of the laity for activity in political affairs and the 
removal of the temporal order. The church assists in this process through education regarding 
the teachings of the church, the analysis of issues for their social and moral dimensions, the 
measuring of public policy against Gospel values, and speaking out with courage, skill and 
concern on public issues involving human rights, social justice and the life of the church in 
society.!
The bishops state, “We do have a right and a responsibility as teachers to analyze the moral 
dimensions of the major issues of our day…We are convinced that a consistent ethic of life 
should be the moral framework from which we address all issues in the political arena. In this 
consistent ethic, we address a spectrum of issues, seeking to protect human life and promote 
human dignity from the inception of life to its final moment.”!
May we all respond to this challenge of political responsibility by being active and informed 
voters. May we face with honesty and courage the significant issues of our day which have 
moral dimensions and human consequences. May God’s grace and peace be yours. 
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