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livelihoods, increasing national and global unemployment, poverty, and hunger; increasing deficits
and debt and the duty to respond in ways which
protect those who are poor and vulnerable as well
as future generations;
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Introductory Note
The statement lifts up our dual heritage as both faithful
Catholics and American citizens. We are members of a
community of faith with a long tradition of teaching
and action on human life, and dignity, marriage and
family, justice and peace, care for creation, and the
common good. As Americans, we are also blessed with
religious liberty which safeguards our right to bring our
principles and moral convictions into the public arena.
These Constitutional freedoms need to be both exercised and protected, as some seek to mute the voices
or limit the freedoms of religious believers and religious institutions. Catholics have the same rights and
duties as others to participate fully in public life. The
Church through its institutions must be free to carry
out its mission and contribute to the common good
without being pressured to sacrifice fundamental
teachings and moral principles.
In particular, our Conference is focused on several current and fundamental problems, some involving opposition to intrinsic evils and others raising serious moral
questions:


Continuing destruction of unborn children through
abortion and other threats to the lives and dignity
of others who are vulnerable, sick, or unwanted;



Renewed efforts to force Catholic ministries—in
health care, education, and social services—to violate their consciences or stop serving those in need;



Intensifying efforts to redefine marriage and enact
measures which undermine marriage as the permanent, faithful, and fruitful union of one man and
one woman and a fundamental moral and social
institution essential to the common good;



An economic crisis which has devastated lives and



The failure to repair a broken immigration system
with comprehensive measures that promote true
respect for law, protect the human rights and dignity of immigrants and refugees, recognize their
contributions to our nation, keep families together,
and advance the common good;



Wars, terror, and violence which raise serious
moral questions on the use of force and its human
and moral costs in a dangerous world, particularly
the absence of justice, security, and peace in the
Holy Land and throughout the Middle East.

Part One
Introduction
We are a nation founded on “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” but the right to life itself is not fully
protected, especially for unborn children, the most vulnerable members of the American family. We are
called to be peacemakers in a nation at war. We are a
country pledged to pursue “liberty and justice for all,”
but we are too often divided across lines of race, ethnicity, and economic inequality. We are a nation of immigrants, struggling to address the challenges of many
new immigrants in our midst. We are a society built on
the strength of our families, called to defend marriage
and offer moral and economic supports for family life.
We are a powerful nation in a violent world, confronting terror and trying to build a safer, more just, more
peaceful world. We are an affluent society where too
many live in poverty and lack health care and other
necessities of life. We are part of a global community
facing urgent threats to the environment that must sustain us. These challenges are at the heart of public life
and at the center of the pursuit of the common good.

The work for justice requires that the mind and the
heart of Catholics be educated and formed to know
and practice the whole faith.
What does the Church teach about issues affecting
public policy?
The Church’s obligation to participate in shaping the
moral character of society is a requirement of our faith.
It is a basic part of the mission we have received from
Jesus Christ, who offers a vision of life revealed to us
in Sacred Scripture and Tradition.
At the center of these truths is respect for the dignity
of every person. ...We are also called to promote the
well-being of all, to share our blessings with those
most in need, to defend marriage, and to protect the
lives and dignity of all, especially the weak, the vulnerable, the voiceless.
Civil law should fully recognize and protect the
Church’s right, obligation, and opportunities to participate in society without being forced to abandon or ignore its central moral convictions.
We bring a consistent moral framework—drawn from
basic human reason that is illuminated by Scripture and
the teaching of the Church—for assessing issues, political platforms, and campaigns. We also bring broad
experience in serving those in need—educating the
young, caring for the sick, sheltering the homeless,
helping women who face difficult pregnancies, feeding
the hungry, welcoming immigrants and refugees,
reaching out in global solidarity, and pursuing peace.
Who in the Church should participate in political
life?
In the Catholic Tradition, responsible citizenship is a
virtue, and participation in political life is a moral obligation.
The Church calls for a different kind of political engagement: one shaped by the moral convictions of well
-formed consciences and focused on the dignity of
every human being, the pursuit of the common good,
and the protection of the weak and the vulnerable.
As Catholics, we should be guided more by our moral
convictions than by our attachment to a political party
or interest group. When necessary, our participation
should help transform the party to which we belong;

we should not let the party transform us…
The duty [of Catholics] is more critical than ever in
today’s political environment, where Catholics may feel
politically disenfranchised, sensing that no party and
too few candidates fully share the Church’s comprehensive commitment to the life and dignity of every
human being from conception to natural death.
How does the Church help the Catholic faithful to
speak about political and social questions?
Catholics have a serious and lifelong obligation to
form their consciences in accord with human reason
and the teaching of the Church.
Conscience always requires serious attempts to make
sound moral judgments based on the truths of our
faith. As stated in the Catechism of the Catholic
Church, “Conscience is a judgment of reason whereby
the human person recognizes the moral quality of a
concrete act that he is going to perform, is in the process of performing, or has already completed. In all he
says and does, man is obliged to follow faithfully what
he knows to be just and right” (no. 1778).
The virtue of prudence
Prudence enables us “to discern our true good in every
circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1806).
Prudence shapes and informs our ability to deliberate
over available alternatives, to determine what is most
fitting to a specific context, and to act decisively. Exercising this virtue often requires the courage to act in
defense of moral principles when making decisions
about how to build a society of justice and peace.
Doing good and avoiding evil
There are some things we must never do, as individuals
or as a society, because they are always incompatible
with love of God and neighbor. Such actions are so
deeply flawed that they are always opposed to the authentic good of persons. These are called “intrinsically
evil” actions. They must always be rejected and opposed and must never be supported or condoned. A
prime example is the intentional taking of innocent
human life, as in abortion and euthanasia. In our nation, “abortion and euthanasia have become preeminent threats to human dignity because they directly
attack life itself, the most fundamental human good

and the condition for all others” (Living the Gospel of
Life, no. 5). It is a mistake with grave moral consequences to treat the destruction of innocent human life
merely as a matter of individual choice. A legal system
that violates the basic right to life on the grounds of
choice is fundamentally flawed.
Similarly, direct threats to the sanctity and dignity of
human life, such as human cloning and destructive research on human embryos, are also intrinsically evil.
These must always be opposed. Other direct assaults
on innocent human life and violations of human dignity, such as genocide, torture, racism, and the targeting of noncombatants in acts of terror or war, can
never be justified.
The right to life implies and is linked to other human
rights—to the basic goods that every human person
needs to live and thrive. All the life issues are connected, for erosion of respect for the life of any individual or group in society necessarily diminishes respect for all life. The moral imperative to respond to
the needs of our neighbors—basic needs such as food,
shelter, health care, education, and meaningful work—
is universally binding on our consciences…
Two temptations in public life can distort the Church’s
defense of human life and dignity:
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. Racism and
other unjust discrimination, the use of the death penalty, resorting to unjust war, the use of torture, war
crimes, the failure to respond to those who are suffering from hunger or a lack of health care, or an unjust
immigration policy are all serious moral issues that
challenge our consciences and require us to act. These
are not optional concerns which can be dismissed.
Clearly not every Catholic can be actively involved on
each of these concerns, but we need to support one
another as our community of faith defends human life
and dignity wherever it is threatened.

Making Moral Choices
Decisions about political life are complex and require
he exercise of a well-formed conscience aided by prudence. This exercise of conscience begins with outright
opposition to laws and other policies that violate human life or weaken its protection. Those who knowingly, willingly, and directly support public policies or
legislation that undermine fundamental moral principles cooperate with evil.
Sometimes morally flawed laws already exist. In this
situation, the process of framing legislation to protect
life is subject to prudential judgment and “the art of
the possible.” At times this process may restore justice
only partially or gradually.
However, Catholics must never abandon the moral
requirement to seek full protection for all human life
from the moment of conception until natural death.
Catholics often face difficult choices about how to
vote. This is why it is so important to vote according
to a well-formed conscience that perceives the proper
relationship among moral goods. A Catholic cannot
vote for a candidate who takes a position in favor of an
intrinsic evil, such as abortion or racism, if the voter’s
intent is to support that position. In such cases a
Catholic would be guilty of formal cooperation in
grave evil. At the same time, a voter should not use a
candidate’s opposition to an intrinsic evil to justify indifference or inattentiveness to other important moral
issues involving human life and dignity.
There may be times when a Catholic who rejects a candidate’s unacceptable position may decide to vote for
that candidate for other morally grave reasons. Voting
in this way would be permissible only for truly grave
moral reasons, not to advance narrow interests or partisan preferences or to ignore a fundamental moral
evil.
In making these decisions, it is essential for Catholics
to be guided by a well-formed conscience that recognizes that all issues do not carry the same moral weight
and that the moral obligation to oppose intrinsically
evil acts has a special claim on our consciences and our
actions. These decisions should take into account a
candidate’s commitments, character, integrity, and ability to influence a given issue.

What does the church say about Catholic Social
Teaching in the public square?—7 Key Themes
Right to Life and the Dignity of the Human Person. Direct attacks on innocent persons are never
morally acceptable, at any stage or in any condition. In
our society, human life is especially under direct attack
from abortion. Other direct threats to the sanctity of
human life include euthanasia, human cloning, and the
destruction of human embryos for research. Catholic
teaching about the dignity of life calls us to oppose
torture, unjust war, and the use of the death penalty;
to prevent genocide and attacks against noncombatants; to oppose racism; and to overcome poverty and
suffering.
Call to Family, Community and Participation.
Every person and association has a right and a duty to
participate actively in shaping society and to promote
the well-being of all, especially the poor and vulnerable.
Rights and Responsibilities. Every human being
has a right to life, the fundamental right that makes all
other rights possible, and a right to access to those
things required for human decency—food and shelter,
education and employment, health care and housing,
freedom of religion and family life. The right to exercise religious freedom publicly and privately by individuals and institutions along with freedom of conscience need to be constantly defended.
Option for the Poor and Vulnerable. While the
common good embraces all, those who are weak, vulnerable, and most in need deserve preferential concern.
A basic moral test for our society is how we treat the
most vulnerable in our midst.
Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers. Work
is more than a way to make a living; it is a form of continuing participation in God’s creation. Employers
contribute to the common good through the services
or products they provide and by creating jobs that uphold the dignity and rights of workers—to productive
work, to decent and just wages, to adequate benefits
and security in their old age, to the choice of whether
to organize and join unions, to the opportunity for legal status for immigrant workers, to private property,
and to economic initiative. Workers, employers, and
unions should not only advance their own interests,
but also work together to advance economic justice
and the well-being of all.

Solidarity. Loving our neighbor has global dimensions and requires us to eradicate racism and address
the extreme poverty and disease plaguing so much of
the world. Solidarity also includes the Scriptural call to
welcome the stranger among us—including immigrants
seeking work, a safe home, education for their children, and a decent life for their families. In light of the
Gospel’s invitation to be peacemakers, our commitment to solidarity with our neighbors—at home and
abroad—also demands that we promote peace and
pursue justice in a world marred by terrible violence
and conflict.
Caring for God’s Creation. As stewards called by
God to share the responsibility for the future of the
earth, we should work for a world in which people respect and protect all of creation and seek to live simply
in harmony with it for the sake of future generations.
Conclusion. Participation in political life in light of
fundamental moral principles is an essential duty for
every Catholic and all people of good will. The Church
is involved in the political process but is not partisan.
The Church cannot champion any candidate or party.
Our cause is the defense of human life and dignity and
the protection of the weak and vulnerable.
The Church is principled but not ideological. We cannot compromise basic principles or moral teaching. We
are committed to clarity about our moral teaching and
to civility. In public life, it is important to practice the
virtues of justice and charity that are at the core of our
Tradition. We should work with others in a variety of
ways to advance our moral principles.
Part II: Applying Catholic Teaching to Major Issues.
Human Life. Abortion, the deliberate killing of a human being before birth, is never morally acceptable
and must always be opposed. Cloning and destruction
of human embryos for research or even for potential
cures are always wrong. The purposeful taking of human life by assisted suicide and euthanasia is not an act
of mercy, but an unjustifiable assault on human life.
Genocide, torture, and the direct and intentional targeting of noncombatants in war or terrorist attacks are
always wrong.
Family Life. The role, responsibilities, and needs of
families should be central national priorities.

Policies on taxes, work, divorce, immigration, and welfare should help families stay together and should reward responsibility and sacrifice for children. Wages
should allow workers to support their families, and
public assistance should be available to help poor families to live in dignity. Such assistance should be provided in a manner that promotes eventual financial
autonomy.
We oppose contraceptive mandates in public programs
and health plans, which endanger rights of conscience
and can interfere with parents’ right to guide the moral
formation of their children.
Parents—the first and most important educators—
have a fundamental right to choose the education best
suited to the needs of their children, including public,
private, and religious schools.
To protect children and families, responsible regulation
is needed that respects freedom of speech yet also addresses policies that have lowered standards, permitted
increasingly offensive material, and reduced opportunities for non-commercial religious programming.
Social Justice. Social and economic policies should
foster the creation of jobs for all who can work with
decent working conditions and just wages. Barriers to
equal pay and employment for women and those facing unjust discrimination must be overcome. Catholic
social teaching supports the right of workers to choose
whether to organize, join a union, and bargain collectively, and to exercise these rights without reprisal. It
also affirms economic freedom, initiative, and the right
to private property. Workers, owners, employers, and
unions should work together to create decent jobs,
build a more just economy, and advance the common
good.
Welfare policy should reduce poverty and dependency,
strengthen family life, and help families leave poverty
through work, training, and assistance with child care,
health care, housing, and transportation.
Social Security should provide adequate, continuing,
and reliable income in an equitable manner for lowand average-wage workers and their families when
these workers retire or become disabled, and for the
survivors when a wage-earner dies.
Affordable and accessible health care is an essential
safeguard of human life and a fundamental human

right. With an estimated 47 million Americans lacking
health care coverage, it is also an urgent national priority. Reform of the nation’s health care system needs to
be rooted in values that respect human dignity, protect
human life, and meet the needs of the poor and uninsured, especially born and unborn children, pregnant
women, immigrants, and other vulnerable populations.
The lack of safe, affordable housing requires a renewed
commitment to increase the supply of quality housing
and to preserve, maintain, and improve existing housing through public/private partnerships, especially with
religious groups and community organizations.
A first priority for agriculture policy should be food
security for all. Because no one should face hunger in a
land of plenty, Food Stamps, the Special Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC),
and other nutrition programs need to be strong and
effective. Farmers and farm workers who grow, harvest, and process food deserve a just return for their
labor, with safe and just working conditions and adequate housing. Supporting rural communities sustains a
way of life that enriches our nation. Careful stewardship of the earth and its natural resources demands
policies that support sustainable agriculture as vital elements of agricultural policy.
The Gospel mandate to “welcome the stranger” requires Catholics to care for and stand with immigrants,
both documented and undocumented…
All persons have a right to receive a quality education.
Young people, including those who are poor and those
with disabilities, need to have the opportunity to develop intellectually, morally, spiritually, and physically,
allowing them to become good citizens who make socially and morally responsible decisions.
Promoting moral responsibility and effective responses
to violent crime, curbing violence in media, supporting
reasonable restrictions on access to assault weapons
and handguns, and opposing the use of the death penalty are particularly important in light of a growing
“culture of violence.”
It is important for our society to continue to combat
discrimination based on race, religion, sex, ethnicity,
disabling condition, or age, as these are grave injustices
and affronts to human dignity.

Care for the earth and for the environment is a moral
issue. Protecting the land, water, and air we share is a
religious duty of stewardship and reflects our responsibility to born and unborn children, who are most vulnerable to environmental assault. The United States
should lead in contributing to the sustainable development of poorer nations and promoting greater justice
in sharing the burden of environmental blight, neglect,
and recovery.
Global Solidarity. The United States should take a
leading role in helping to alleviate global poverty
through substantially increased development aid for
the poorest countries, more equitable trade policies,
and continuing efforts to relieve the crushing burdens
of debt and disease. Our nation’s efforts to reduce
poverty should not be associated with demeaning and
sometimes coercive population control programs; instead, these efforts should focus on working with the
poor to help them build a future of hope and opportunity for themselves and their children.
U.S. policy should promote religious liberty and other
basic human rights. The use of torture must be rejected as fundamentally incompatible with the dignity
of the human person and ultimately counterproductive
in the effort to combat terrorism.

Goals for Political Life: Challenges for Citizens,
Candidates, and Public Officials










Asylum should be afforded to refugees who hold a
well-founded fear of persecution in their homelands.
Our country should support protection for persons
fleeing persecution through safe haven in other countries, including the United States, especially for unaccompanied children, women, victims of human trafficking, and religious minorities.



Our country should be a leader—in collaboration with
the international community—in addressing regional
conflicts in the Middle East, the Balkans, the Congo,
Sudan, Colombia, and West Africa.



Defending human life, building peace, combating poverty and despair, and protecting freedom and human
rights are not only moral imperatives—they are wise
national priorities that will make our nation and world
safer.

Our focus is not on party affiliation, ideology, economics, or even competence and capacity to perform duties, as important as such issues are.
Rather, we focus on what protects or threatens human life and dignity.
In light of ethical principles, we bishops offer the
following policy goals that we hope will guide
Catholics as they form their consciences and reflect
on the moral dimensions of their public choices.
Not all issues are equal; these ten goals address
matters of different moral weight and urgency.
Address the preeminent requirement to protect the
weakest in our midst—innocent unborn children—
by restricting and bringing to an end the destruction of unborn children through abortion.
Keep our nation from turning to violence to address fundamental problems—a million abortions
each year to deal with unwanted pregnancies,
euthanasia and assisted suicide to deal with the
burdens of illness and disability, the destruction of
human embryos in the name of research, the use of
the death penalty to combat crime, and imprudent
resort to war to address international disputes.
Define the central institution of marriage as a union between one man and one woman, and provide better support for family life morally, socially,
and economically, so that our nation helps parents
raise their children with respect for life, sound
moral values, and an ethic of stewardship and responsibility.
Achieve comprehensive immigration reform that
secures our borders, treats immigrant workers
fairly, offers an earned path to citizenship, respects
the rule of law, and addresses the factors that compel people to leave their own countries.
Help families and children overcome poverty: ensuring access to and choice in education, as well as
decent work at fair, living wages and adequate assistance for the vulnerable in our nation, while also
helping to overcome widespread hunger and poverty around the world, especially in the areas of
development assistance, debt relief, and international trade.

