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As a Bishop, I am a member of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops of the U.S.A. This 
Conference brings the Bishops of our country together for an annual meeting. The work of the 
conference is achieved through various committees and a special Administrative Committee. 
One Bishop is elected President of the Conference and he is often enough the spokesperson for 
the Bishops in the United States. The present President is Archbishop John A. Roach of St. 
Paul-Minneapolis. Recently, Archbishop Roach has spoken on several issues which deserve our 
attention. !
In an address to the Supreme Council meeting of the Knights of Columbus - a very good 
meeting about which I plan to comment later - Archbishop Roach stated: "It is critical that the 
church define its own competence when it takes its place in the public forum. It is the church's 
role to call all parties to an understanding of social responsibility. It is the church's role to identify 
the moral elements in the way government formulates solutions to the problems facing it. I would 
suggest that it is not the church's role to develop specific legislation to resolve issues. The 
church, however, cannot be silent in identifying the moral components of those issues. Poverty, 
for instance, cannot be addressed purely as an economic, sociological or political kind of 
problem. Poverty seriously affects the way people live out their lives. As such, it is as much a 
moral as an economic problem." !
In another statement issued at the end of August, Archbishop Roach spoke out on the issue of 
the nuclear arms buildup. He stated, "It is a grave question whether the decision to develop and 
stockpile the neutron warhead enhances the fragile and precarious stability of the nuclear 
balance of terror, or whether, in fact, it simply adds to the breathtaking spiral of armaments 
which both superpowers are relentlessly pursuing." Archbishop Roach also questioned whether 
the decision would contribute to "the unconscious process of reducing the political, 
psychological and strategic barriers to the use of nuclear weapons." It should be noted and 
asked, he said, "what is gained by contributing to the conviction that nuclear war under any 
circumstance could be a rational policy choice or a justifiable moral choice." !
I am proud of the fact that Archbishop Roach as President of the Conference of Bishops has 
spoken out on these issues as he has on other topics. As leaders in the Church take positions 
on public policies, there will be differences of opinion among our people. However, there is a 
great need to develop a Christian social conscience based on Gospel principles and the 
teaching of the Church. Likewise, we can not afford the luxury of being selective regarding the 
moral issues we champion or ignore. The concern of people against abortion or against the 
nomination of Judge O'Connor to the Supreme Court must also be a concern of people in favor 
of peace and against poverty. And people against nuclear war and capital punishment must also 
see abortion as the contradiction of the Gospel message of life. !
Jesus said it would never be easy to follow him. I believe that is especially true today in regard 
to the social issues of our time. But follow Him we must - and what an incredible group we would 
be if we were to do it together! 

September 13, 1981

The Social Conscience of Catholics Today


