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Abortion and Faithful Citizenship 
By Deirdre McQuade 
 


Abortion is the most widespread direct attack on innocent human life in 


the United States. Today, nearly one in four pregnancies ends violently in 


abortion. As a preeminent threat to human dignity with far-ranging social and 


political consequences, abortion warrants sober consideration as we head to the polls this fall.  


Catholics are called in a special way to examine candidates’ positions on the issue against 


their own conscience, a conscience which is well-formed by Church teaching. Far from being 


simply the sole choice of a mother, the question of having an abortion involves matters of justice 


and compassion for all involved: For unborn children and their mothers, but also their fathers, 


siblings, and grandparents, and the character of our society. 


Over 35 years have passed since Roe v. Wade, the 1973 Supreme Court decision that 


legalized abortion for almost any reason throughout the nine months of pregnancy. 


Approximately 48 million defenseless lives have been lost. Countless women regret their 


abortions, many men grieve lost fatherhood, and others involved often suffer in silence. 


The U.S. Catholic bishops are unequivocal in their defense of human life from its earliest 


stages to natural death. In Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, they state that abortion 


is intrinsically evil, which means that abortion is “always opposed to the authentic good of 


persons” and is never justified by circumstances. Abortion “must always be rejected and opposed 


and must never be supported or condoned” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 22). 


The bishops advocate for constructive policies to help make abortion unthinkable in our 


society: 


We also promote a culture of life by supporting laws and programs that encourage 
childbirth and adoption over abortion and by addressing poverty, providing health care, 
and offering other assistance to pregnant women, children, and families (Faithful 
Citizenship, no. 65). 
 
Catholics are not alone in opposing abortion. The New York Times, MTV, and CBS News 


co-sponsored a poll in the summer of 2007, and found that 62 percent of young adults reject 


abortion on demand. In June 2008, a survey of likely voters by the polling company, inc. found 


that 54 percent would prohibit abortion in all circumstances, or allow it only in cases of rape, 


incest, and to save the life of the mother.  
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There are signs that the Supreme Court is beginning to acknowledge the harm abortion 


causes. In Gonzales v. Carhart, the 2007 decision upholding the federal partial-birth abortion 


ban, the Court candidly recognizes abortion as a form of killing and cites the grief, sorrow and 


depression reported by women involved in it. 


Government officials, regardless of party affiliation, should take the courageous stand to 


protect the unborn and their mothers from abortion. When they fail to honor the basic right to life 


– and even abandon it in the name of “choice” – they undermine the foundation for all other 


human rights. 


Citizens deserve to know candidates’ positions on abortion so they can vote with fully 


informed consciences. The bishops say that a well-formed conscience will recognize “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” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 37). 


Abortion is a pivotal issue as we approach the upcoming state and federal elections. 


Longer-range, we await the day when U.S. law protects human life from conception to natural 


death, parents welcome children whether “planned” or “unplanned,” and the wounds of abortion 


have healed. A culture in which abortion is unthinkable is one in which all lives will be honored. 


- - -  
Deirdre A. McQuade is Assistant Director for Policy and Communications at the Secretariat of 
Pro-Life Activities of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.  








The Missing Voice of the Poor in the Climate Change Debate 
By: Cecilia Calvo 


 Climate change is a hot topic this election year. A growing majority of 


Americans believe that climate change is real and that steps must be taken now 


to address it. This is one reason that climate change has become a key issue in 


this election. The Catholic Bishops of the United States insist in Global 


Climate Change: A Plea for Dialogue, Prudence and the Common Good that 


“the debate about how the United States is responding to questions and 


challenges surrounding global climate change is a test and an opportunity for our nation.”  


 Our response to climate change raises fundamental questions of morality and justice, 


fairness and shared sacrifice. As Catholics our faith calls us to care for all of God’s creation, 


especially the “least of these” (Mt 25:40). Caring for God’s creation means not only saving the 


animals and trees, but protecting humanity as well. Of particular concern to the Church is how 


climate change and the response to it will affect poor and vulnerable people here at home and 


around the world. The bishops’ document Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship urges 


Catholics to consider environmental issues before going to vote. 


 In the bishops’ statement, Global Climate Change, the Bishops present three ethical 


priorities as the foundation for debate on this issue in this election year:  


• prudence, which requires wise action now to address problems that will grow in their 


magnitude and consequences; 


• “bold and generous action on behalf of the common good” rather than the demands 


of narrow interests, and 


• a clear priority for the poor, who will bear the greatest burdens and pay the greatest 


price for the consequences and costs of climate change. 


 Significant levels of scientific consensus demonstrate that climate change is real and that 


the consequences of inaction are serious. The Fourth Assessment Report of the 


Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change concluded that the costs of climate change are 


likely to be significant and to increase over time as average global temperature increases (IPCC, 


Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2007). IPCC projected impacts of climate change 


include: 


• increased drought, storm intensity, disease, species extinction, and flooding 







• increased deaths, disease and injury due to heat waves, floods, storms, fires and 


droughts 


• hundreds of millions of people exposed to increased water stress 


• increases in malnutrition and other disorders, with implications for child growth and 


development. 


Developing countries are expected to suffer most severely from the negative effects of climate 


change. Increased drought, storm intensity, disease, species extinction and flooding will only exacerbate 


the living conditions of those already impoverished. As the United States Conference of Catholic 


Bishops testified before the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, “The real ‘inconvenient 


truth’ is that those who contribute least to climate change will be affected the most and have the least 


capacity to cope or escape. The poor and vulnerable are most likely to pay the price of inaction or 


unwise actions. We know from our everyday experience their lives, homes, children, and work are most 


at risk.”   


 Although experts may not fully agree about the long-term effects of climate change, most 


believe that action is needed to slow its current impact and arrest its future effects. The Catholic 


community’s distinct moral perspective on this issue will enrich the debate in this election and 


benefit our nation. Many resources are available reflecting the moral and ethical dimensions of 


climate change (See http://www.usccb.org/sdwp/ejp/climate/ and 


www.catholicsandclimatechange.org). 


Protecting God’s creation and “the least of these” requires urgent, wise and bold action. 


The good news is that both presidential candidates agree that climate change is real and requires 


a serious and sustained effort to mitigate and reduce future damage. The bad news is that 


discussion of climate change’s disproportionate effect on poor people is still missing from the 


debate. Catholic voters should urge candidates to address the needs of the poor and vulnerable in 


climate change policy and decisions. 


- - -   
Cecilia Calvo is Project Coordinator of the Environmental Justice Program of the Department of 
Justice, Peace and Human Development of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 



http://www.usccb.org/sdwp/ejp/climate/

http://www.catholicsandclimatechange.org/






Voting by Conscience 
By Father Brian Bransfield 


 


The only difference between the voting booth and the conscience is we 


usually have to wait in line to get into one of them. Apart from that, the same 


thing is supposed to happen in each place as that small cubicle reveals me to 


myself.  


You and I can only vote once in the election this fall. But before we do, 


hopefully we have repeatedly visited our own conscience. My conscience is what 


separates the voting machine from a slot machine, and only the human conscience can ensure 


that the ballot lever is not pulled on a gamble. 


The U.S. bishops emphasize the role of conscience in Forming Consciences for Faithful 


Citizenship, a guide for Catholics as they prepare for the 2008 elections.   


What does conscience look like? It is that part of me that is bigger than me. Many issues 


volley for attention: immigration; affordable education; war; neighborhood violence; health care; 


abortion; the hungry and homeless; the environment; human embryonic stem cell research; the 


dignity of marriage between one man and one woman as the most commonly recognized 


institution in history; economic inequality; gas prices; and the beat goes on. 


The common misunderstanding is that conscience amounts to “what I think” on an issue. 


Conscience is not just “what I think,” but it is me “thinking about what is just” and true. It is not 


a partial appraisal based on the words of a preacher, politician or passions. The inner moral sense 


is not built on a sum total of what I think, but is a manifestation linked with truth itself regardless 


of my preferences. 


Conscience does not allow a citizen to forget he is first a person. It tells me I am a 


person, and, as such, I must look at a quandary according to a certain order: How does this act 


here and now, in and of itself, fit with being human, and not simply lower prices? Conscience 


insists that human dilemmas are moral concerns long before they are political points of view. 


Conscience tells me that to be free I must admit the truth that some acts are inescapably evil and 


no manner of circumstances or intentions can make them somehow good. Conscience bursts all 


other bubbles: It tells me the difference between right and wrong, good and evil, based not on the 


truth of circumstances or best intentions, but first and foremost on the truth of things in 







themselves.  


Conscience must be formed, and, as such, it looks in three directions at once: It looks at 


me, looks at the moral dilemma at hand, and it sees the truth of both without favor. So often the 


voter makes appeal to only to the first two categories, me and the dilemma. Mere opinion then 


substitutes for conscience. To make a decision in conscience is to consult the truth of the nature 


of things in themselves. Conscience begins “outside-in.” The objective reality summons 


accountability from me and forms the central coordinate of conscience. Conscience must begin 


with the true good. This starting point ensures that freedom and truth are not enemies. 


There is a faculty deep within that I do not create. It is not programmed. This region is 


more than super ego or social convention. It is however, formed. The moral sense of conscience 


must be molded, not developed simply by feelings, opinions, circumstance, intentions or 


movements, but by the deep moral sense in which we participate by being human and capable of 


reason. Conscience does not simply decide for happy or sad, but for good or evil. Conscience 


lines up the quandaries in size order and sees the resemblance. Marriage, racism, the 


environment, hunger, and abortion are not competing events. They are cousins, if not siblings. 


Conscience refuses to let one of these become an “issue.”  


Conscience winces when it hears a candidate claim that he can fix health care, but still 


agree that a child in the womb can be killed. Conscience knows that if a candidate favors human 


embryonic stem cell research, which always includes the killing of a human person, then our 


neighborhoods can never be free of violence – because we just voted for violence. The moral 


sense knows that if you treat the environment any way you like, sooner or later you will need 


treatment because of the environment. Conscience realizes that if you support torture you have 


just paid the deposit for a war twenty years from now. 


Conscience sees broadly. It breaks the bubble, brushes back the curtain, pries down the 


lever, and by the leverage of honest truth can not simply change, but can transform, the world. 


- - - 
Father Brian Bransfield is in the Secretariat of Evangelization and Catechesis of the United Sates 
Conference of Catholic Bishops.  








Gay Marriage: Locating the Question 
By H. Richard McCord 


 Gay marriage is a significant question that needs to be discussed and 


most important in the discussion is how the issue is framed.   


 The U.S. bishops in Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship urge 


people to study the issues before they vote in the coming elections.  


 Whether homosexual persons should be allowed to marry each other is 


one issue. The central issue is about the nature and purposes of marriage as fundamental social 


structure and civil institution.  It is not first a question about civil rights or discrimination or 


achieving the full social enfranchisement of homosexual persons nor about stabilizing a lifestyle.   


 The Catholic position begins not with sacramental theology, moral teachings and biblical 


passages.  It begins with what can be observed in human nature and behavior and what we can 


conclude using our reason.  This is the natural law position. 


 You don’t need religious faith to see that marriage is a unique relationship between a man 


and a woman.  What defines this relationship is the fact that it is a partnership based on sexual 


complementarity. That makes possible the fulfillment of the two co-equal purposes of marriage: 


mutual love between the spouses and the procreation of children. No other human relationship, 


no matter how loving or caring or generative it might be, can make this claim or deliver on it. 


 Marriage is the union of a man and a woman.  This is a truth discoverable by human 


reason.  It is written in the law of nature and in the language of the human body and spirit.  It is a 


truth enshrined from the beginning of time.  Church teaching about marriage starts with this 


truth.   


 Since marriage is a fundamental social structure based on human nature, neither the 


church nor the state can change it at its core.  Marriage, and the family it produces, is a society 


that precedes all other societies.  It’s an institution we don’t own, but rather one that we receive.  


This does not mean that church and state cannot regulate marriage, for example, placing 


minimum age limits, but it does mean we are not free to alter its basic structure.  


 Marriage of a man and a woman makes a unique contribution to society.  It is the 


fundamental pattern for male-female relationships.  It models the way women and men live 


interdependently and commit, for the whole of life, to seek the good of each other.  The union 


also serves the common good of society. It brings forth the next generation and does so by 
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providing the best conditions for raising children, namely, the stable, loving relationship of a 


mother and father present only in a marriage.  Other relationships can and do build up the 


common good, but they don’t do in a complete sense what marriage does. 


 Should there be same-sex marriage?  The Catholic Church frames this question in terms 


of the nature of marriage and its contribution to the common good.  As a result, the Church 


concludes that same-sex marriage is, by definition, an impossibility, a contradiction in terms. 


 Some people seek to locate the issue within the framework of individual rights and 


justice.  Catholic teaching affirms the dignity of homosexual persons and demands that they be 


treated with respect.  This means, among other things, that the state may fashion laws to protect 


the rights of these individuals and to provide social benefits.  Examples include access to 


employment, housing, health care, joint ownership of property, and the ability to make medical 


decisions for another. 


 There are social benefits and rights to be guaranteed for every individual.  But the remedy 


for specific cases involving injustice – the lack of benefits or rights – cannot be an even greater 


injustice, namely, to change the definition of marriage.   


 Marriage is oriented to serving the common good, not to providing rights and benefits to 


individuals within that relationship.  It is not necessary or even desirable, therefore, to tamper 


with a fundamental social structure in order to protect individual rights and to grant all citizens 


their legitimate social benefits.   


 The issue of same-sex marriage must be understood as a question about marriage as it has 


been received from the Creator and subsequently received from each generation throughout 


history.  To perceive it as a question of justice for homosexual persons starts the conversation on 


the wrong path.   


- - - 


H. Richard McCord is executive director of the Secretariat of Laity, Marriage, Family Life and 
Youth of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 
 








Bringing Facts and Principles to the Health Care Debate  
Kathy Saile 


 Polls show that voters consider health care a central national issue 


for the upcoming elections.  There is growing consensus that the health 


care system in the United States is broken and needs reform.  It serves too 


few and costs too much.  The Catholic bishops of the United States have 


offered several basic criteria for assuring health care coverage for all that 


offers a moral framework for discussion in this election year. They include: 


 


• Respect for human life and dignity 


• Priority concern for the poor and vulnerable 


• Pursuing the common good and preserving pluralism 


• Restraining health care costs 


This overdue national discussion ought to begin with some basic facts.  The fact is nearly 


one million babies a year do not see their day of their birth as a result of abortion on demand. 


The fact is 47 million people in the wealthiest and most technologically advanced country in the 


world lack health care coverage. The fact is that $1 of every $6 spent in the United States is spent 


on health care. And, the fact is if you live in poverty in the United States your life expectancy is 


nearly five years shorter than your more affluent neighbors’. As a nation this is not morally right. 


We can do better. 


The bishops’ statement Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship stresses that 


“affordable and accessible health care is an essential safeguard of human life and a fundamental 


human right.” Catholic teaching calls on society to respect and protect life from the moment of 


conception until natural death. All people have a right to health care regardless of where they 


work, where they come from or how much money they have. Quality health care should be 


accessible to every person as a part of basic respect for human life and dignity.  


As part of how we exercise faithful citizenship, Catholics voters should assess how 


political candidates’ health care positions will bring about effective and affordable health 


coverage for all and enhance or diminish the level of dignity with which those in need are 


treated. No one should be left without essential health care. In addition, no national health care 


proposal should advance or include threats to life, like abortion, euthanasia or assisted suicide.  
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Health care reform proposals should support preventive health care strategies as well as ways to 


restrain increasing health care costs.  Health care reform should begin with pursuing coverage for 


all and include a basic standard of care for physical and mental health as well as respect for 


pluralism in health care delivery, including religious and other non-profit providers of care.   


Health care is not just another issue for the Church. It is one way the Church continues 


Jesus’ mission of healing and care for the “least of these” (Mt. 25:40).  The Catholic Church 


provides health care, purchases health care and picks up the pieces of a failing health care 


system.  We serve the sick and uninsured in our emergency rooms, shelters and on the doorsteps 


of our parishes.  One out of six Americans is cared for in Catholic hospitals. We bring strong 


convictions and everyday experience to the issue of health care. Our faith and this election year 


require Catholics to join with others in public debate and to share Catholic teaching and 


experience in the search for effective health care reform.  


 The Catholic community offers voters a variety of resources to help form consciences as 


we cast our votes and hold elected officials accountable.  The recent bishops’ statement, Forming 


Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, and accompanying resources are available at 


www.faithfulcitizenship.org. The bishops’ Framework for Comprehensive Health Care Reform 


(www.usccb.org/sdwp/national/COMPCARE.PDF) remains timely and offers useful criteria for 


reform. The Catholic Health Association (CHA) offers many resources, such as “Our Vision for 


U.S. Health Care,” which is rooted in the teaching of the Church and in the experience of 


Catholic health care providers throughout the country (www.chausa.org). And, Catholic 


Charities USA’s Campaign to Reduce Poverty offers specific policy recommendations for 


addressing the health needs of poor people in our communities (www.catholiccharitiesusa.org).  


 The voices of the Catholic community should be loud and clear in public discussion on 


health care in this election and beyond. The health care status quo is morally unacceptable. Our 


nation can and must do better. 


- - - 
Kathy Saile is director of the Office of Domestic Social Development of the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Department of Justice, Peace and Human Development. 



http://www.faithfulcitizenship.org/

http://www.usccb.org/sdwp/national/COMPCARE.PDF

http://www.chausa.org/

http://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/






Church Urges Humane, Comprehensive Solution to Immigration Issue 
By Kevin Appleby 


 
 The national immigration debate has generated tremendous, 


often emotional, discussion about the impact of the growing number 


of undocumented immigrants on our communities. Heated talk about 


the economic, social, and enforcement aspects of the issue 


predominates. We should understand, however, that above all, 


immigration is a humanitarian, and, ultimately, a moral issue.  


 Each day in parishes, social service programs, hospitals, and schools the human 


consequences of an inadequate immigration system are apparent.  Families are separated; 


migrant workers are exploited by smugglers and unscrupulous employers; and human 


beings, desperate to survive, perish in the American desert.  As our nation benefits from 


the hard work of undocumented workers, we fail to extend to them basic workplace and 


legal protections. Worse, some scapegoat immigrants for our social ills.      


 The U.S. bishops’ statement Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship urges 


Catholics to study issues such as immigration before going to the polls. 


 Because of current practices and policies of many U.S. cities and states, and their 


harmful effect on human life and dignity, the bishops have stated that the status quo is 


immoral and have called for comprehensive reform of the immigration system. Their 


prescription for mending the system is to emphasize legality over illegality through the 


creation of legal avenues for migration and the extension of legal status and a path to 


citizenship to undocumented immigrants.  This includes rigorous enforcement of the 


laws, to be sure, but also suggests a more comprehensive approach which reforms all 


aspects of the system. This remedy represents the most effective, humane, and practical 


approach to solving our immigration crisis. 


 Some argue that undocumented workers and their families should not receive 


legal status because they live outside the law. Before rendering judgment, we must 


consider that U.S. policy actually creates conditions which encourage illegal immigration 


and law breaking. For example, while the federal government has spent billions on border 


enforcement over the past 15 years, during the same period the number of undocumented 


immigrants in the nation has more than doubled. This is primarily because, once they 







arrive in the United States, almost 80 percent of male migrant workers find jobs with U.S. 


companies. This magnet of available jobs induces immigrants to come.  


 Compounding the problem, U.S. immigration law fails to provide legal channels 


for these workers to migrate safely and legally.  Work visas for low-skilled workers are 


absurdly small compared to demand – 5,000 permanent and 66,000 temporary ones per 


year.  Family unity visas can be even scarcer. Waiting times as long as ten years for 


immediate members of Mexican families is not unusual. 


 We also must consider both the intent and effect of the lawbreaking by 


immigrants, two mitigating factors often considered in U.S. courts.  The intent of 


immigrant workers is to work and support their families, and the effect is that they 


support the U.S. economy by working in important industries in need of laborers. 


 For example, leaders in the home building industry estimate that if the 


undocumented workforce left the United States, housing construction would be delayed 


six to eight months and housing costs would increase 30 to 40 percent.  The health care 


industry relies heavily on immigrant workers to care for the elderly and other infirmed 


patients.  The Department of Labor predicts that demand for foreign-born workers in 


these and other industries will increase dramatically. 


 Comprehensive immigration reform represents a humane solution to our crisis. It 


will enable immigrants and their families to remain together and allow them to contribute 


their talents to their communities without fear.  It will also help reduce the exploitation of 


migrants and the number of those who perish in attempts to come to the United States. 


 Elected officials must examine the root causes of migration from home 


communities and work with their governments to create jobs for migrants at home.  This 


is the long-term solution that the erection of a 700-mile border fence will not provide. It 


is imperative that both parties and both chambers of Congress work hard to produce 


legislation that creates an immigration system predicated on the rule of law and that 


upholds values all Americans cherish—hard work, opportunity, and compassion.  


- - - 


Kevin Appleby is director of the Office of Migration and Refugee Policy of the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 








Moral Questions Regarding Iraq in an Election Year 
By Stephen M. Colecchi 


 The war in Iraq remains a major issue for voters in this election 


year. For U.S. Catholic bishops, however, Iraq is not primarily a partisan 


or political matter.  For them, the war is a moral and human concern. 


 In late 2007, the bishops offered pre-election moral guidance on 


Iraq and a range of important issues facing our nation in their statement, 


Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship.   


 They stated:  “The war in Iraq confronts us with urgent moral 


choices. We support a ‘responsible transition’ that ends the war in a way that recognizes the 


continuing threat of fanatical extremism and global terror, minimizes the loss of life, and 


addresses the humanitarian crisis in Iraq, the refugee crisis in the region, and the need to protect 


human rights, especially religious freedom. This transition should reallocate resources from war 


to the urgent needs of the poor.” 


 This statement marks the most recent of several that the bishops have issued reflecting 


their consideration of Iraq. In a letter and three statements issued prior to the war, the Conference 


of Bishops repeatedly “raised serious moral questions” regarding the possibility of war and 


expressed concerns for the “unpredictable and uncontrollable negative consequences of invasion 


and occupation.”   


 Pope Benedict XVI and the bishops have questioned whether the resort to war could meet 


the strict conditions in Catholic teaching on the use of military force.  In particular they 


questioned the moral legitimacy of “preventive war” to counter gathering threats.  As the 


Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church teaches:  “[E]ngaging in a preventive war 


without clear proof that an attack is imminent cannot fail to raise serious moral and juridical 


questions.” (#501) 


 We should continue to learn from the decisions that were made prior to the war. 


However, now that our forces are in Iraq we face new moral questions and responsibilities 


toward the Iraqi people. 


 The bishops use the term “responsible transition” as a shorthand way to refer to a moral 


framework regarding the war.  This framework is rooted in the Church’s commitment to protect 


the life and dignity of the human person.  The word “responsible” refers to our obligations to 







minimize loss of life and to address the urgent humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people.  The word 


“transition” reminds us that our nation should withdraw its troops as soon as possible.   


 Achieving a responsible transition will not be easy.  The surge in U.S. troop levels has 


reduced large scale military conflicts and created openness for political reconciliation in Iraq. 


However, smaller, decentralized acts of violence remain widespread. Out of a total population of 


about 27 million, more than two million Iraqis are internally displaced from their homes and 


another two million are refugees who have fled the country.  A disproportionate number of 


displaced families and refugees are Christians and other religious minorities. 


 For more than two and a half years, the bishops have called for bipartisan cooperation to 


break the political stalemate in Washington.  They have urged leaders of both parties to find 


ways to promote a “responsible transition” that minimizes further loss of human life and 


addresses the humanitarian crisis in Iraq and the region-wide refugee crisis. An effective plan 


will promote political reconciliation and engage international support, including that of Syria and 


Iran, to stabilize Iraq.   


 The bishops are acutely aware of the sacrifices of military personnel.  In addition to our 


responsibilities toward Iraqis, our country has moral obligations to provide for the human, 


medical, mental health and social needs of military personnel and their families. 


 The bishops’ moral framework does not provide a detailed roadmap out of Iraq, but it 


does suggest important moral questions for Catholic voters to ponder.  For example, in light of 


the traditional moral principle of “probability of success,” we should ask:  Is it likely that a given 


course of action will contribute to a “responsible transition” and withdrawal as soon as possible?  


Will it save lives, promote reconciliation, protect religious freedom and help stabilize Iraq? 


 The bishops’ moral analysis has some practical relevance.  The bipartisan Iraq Study 


Group explicitly promoted “responsible transition.”  Some members of Congress have attempted 


to craft bipartisan approaches.   


 Perhaps if enough voters ask the right moral questions, a new Iraq policy might engender 


broad bipartisan support. It could even help our next President unite our nation on a path to 


peace. 


- - - 
Stephen M. Colecchi is Director of the Office of International Justice and Peace of the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 








The American Workplace: Economic Policy, Moral Dimensions 
By Thomas Shellabarger 


 American families face a changing workplace in a shifting economy. 


No doubt this fact is the cause of anxiety as we debate whether or not the 


economy is in recession. It probably will be one factor in how people vote this 


coming November. The impact of the economy on family life is a moral issue 


and a legitimate concern for voters.  


 Take the impact of growing unemployment. The U.S. Department of 


Labor reported that 62,000 jobs were lost just in the month of June, bringing the number of job 


losses to 438,000 for the first half of 2008. The unemployment rate appeared to remain steady at 


5.5 percent, but many economists point out that is because many people have just stopped 


looking for work and are no longer counted in the unemployment rates. Meanwhile, Congress 


attempted to ease the pain by extending for additional 13 weeks unemployment insurance for 


workers who have exhausted the traditional 26 weeks of benefits. Unfortunately, the majority of 


American workers are not eligible to receive the complex Federal-State Unemployment 


Insurance benefits. 


 Whether the issue is unemployment or unpaid overtime, loss of benefits, corporate 


relocation, part-time work, contracting work, declining wages, international competition, limited 


training resources for laid-off workers or dwindling low-skill job opportunities—all these 


changes to local economies diminish the prospects of good jobs for U.S. workers. For too many 


people work puts added pressure on family life rather than strengthening it. Voters should ask 


candidates how their economic policies will enhance – rather than diminish – family life. 


 Work is the most significant way people directly interact with the economy. In Forming 


Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, the bishops wrote “the economy must serve people, not the 


other way around. Work is more than a way to make a living; it is a form of continuing 


participation in God’s creation” (#52). Catholic social teaching points to the interconnection 


between family life and work. Work is the foundation, a necessary condition, for the formation 


of family life. The family shapes the social and ethical dimensions of human work. It is the 


starting point for establishing the conditions of the workplace.  


 Beginning in early 1970, family income, while still growing, started to favor those at the 


very top of the wage scale. Union membership began to level off. By the turn of the 21st century, 







workers at the very top on the earnings scale consumed all of the economic growth and most 


other workers just held on or fell behind. This present disparity is the greatest wage divide since 


the Great Depression of the 1920s.  


 The Catholic Church recognizes the incredible busyness of family life and the demands 


of work that overwhelm families. Many pressing problems confronting family life are due to 


broad social forces, particularly economic strife. The decision of a man and woman to marry and 


raise a family is a significant one with many considerations involved. Yet today, without a job 


that pays a family wage, marriage and starting a family seem impossible.  


 To be sure, economic policies are complex and economic issues overlap. For example, 


employment policy affects housing. As of July 2008, the minimum wage is $6.55 an hour or 


$13,624 a year. For a family of two, the poverty line is $13,167. For a parent and two children, 


the poverty line is $16,079. The annual income needed to afford a national fair market rent for a 


studio apartment (zero-bedroom) is $19,320 according to the National Low Income Housing 


Coalition publication Out of Reach; for a one-bedroom, $22,360; for a two-bedroom $26,520. 


The study concludes: “In no community in the U.S. today can someone who gets a fulltime job at 


the minimum wage reasonably expect to find a modest rental unit he or she can afford. While 


planned increases in the minimum wage over the next two years may put affordable housing 


closer within reach for some households, they will not close the gap between full-time earnings 


at the federal minimum wage and the income needed to afford prevailing rents in most markets.” 


 Catholic voters need to test the policies of government and candidates’ positions with 


Catholic principles of Catholic teaching. The bishops urge Catholic voters to focus not on 


political questions such as “Are you better off than you were two or four years ago?” Rather, 


each of us should enter the voting booth focusing on the ethical and moral dimensions of public 


policies that affect the entire community. 


 - - - 


Thomas Shellabarger is the Policy Advisor for Urban and Economic Issues in the Department of 
Justice, Peace, and Human Development at the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 








The Place of Poverty in the 2008 Elections 
By John Carr 


 
In his first encyclical, “Deus Caritas Est,” Pope Benedict XVI places 


love and care for the poor at the center of Catholic life: 


“Love of God and love of neighbor have become one: In the least of 


the brethren we find Jesus himself, and in Jesus we find God….  Love for 


widows and orphans, prisoners, and the sick and needy of every kind is as 


essential to her [the Church] as the ministry of the sacraments and 


preaching of the Gospel.” (Deus Caritas Est # 15, 21) 


 This priority for the poor also needs to be at the center of the national discussion in this 


election year. The facts about poverty in our land raise significant moral and policy issues. 


•  Poverty is pervasive. One in eight Americans lives in poverty, which represents more 


than 37 million people.   


• The younger you are in America the more likely you are to be poor. One in six children, 


or 13 million children, lives in poverty.  


• Family factors contribute to poverty. A child born to unmarried parents who have not 


graduated from high school, without a worker in the family has an 80 percent chance of 


growing up poor. A child born to a family without these factors has an 8 percent chance. 


• Poverty is not distributed evenly. While most people who live in poverty are white, one 


out of four African-Americans and one out of five Hispanics lives in poverty. (See the 


Catholic Campaign for Human Development’s Poverty USA  website, 


www.povertyusa.org.povfacts_race.shtml) 


Such statistics show the kind of nation we are becoming.  


 U.S. Catholics have a moral obligation to protect the lives and dignity of all God’s 


children, especially the poor and vulnerable. We can debate how best to pursue economic 


opportunity and justice, provide decent jobs for all who can work, and ensure adequate health 


care and housing. However, we cannot escape the moral duty to work actively to overcome the 


poverty and deprivation which diminishes the lives of so many children and families.  


    Unfortunately, debates about poverty often become polarized by ideological and partisan 


divisions. This political season campaigns needs to move beyond false ideological choices that 


often paralyze national discussion.  Catholic teaching and experience insist that reducing poverty 


will require personal responsibility and social responsibility, better choices and behaviors by 


individuals and better policies and investments by government. 
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  In their statement, “A Place at the Table,” the U.S. bishops outline a four-part strategy to 


address poverty. It calls for:  


 1)   Individuals to pursue education and work, to build strong families and to make 


sacrifices for children 


 2)  Churches, faith-based and community organizations to support families, confront 


discrimination and injustice, strengthen neighborhoods and communities and stand with and help 


poor and vulnerable families 


3)   The market, businesses and unions to work to secure jobs at decent wages, health 


care and other benefits, a voice in the workplace, and efforts for growth and opportunity 


 4)  Government to live up to its responsibility to protect the weak and vulnerable, 


promote human dignity and human rights, act effectively when other institutions fall short and 


promote greater economic opportunity and justice for all. 


 Sadly, some advocates embrace just one element rather than all. Some insist individual 


responsibility is the real answer, or that just faith-based institutions can make the difference, or 


that the market by itself can solve the problems or that government action is the only effective 


response. A comprehensive national commitment that addresses the complicated causes and 


diverse steps to overcome poverty is needed.  


 Isolated efforts cannot promote integral human development that is the foundation of 


effective efforts to overcome poverty, deprivation and despair (www.catholiccharitiesusa.org and 


www.usccb.org/sdwp/placeatthetable/index.shtml). In the upcoming elections, U.S. Catholics 


ought not to focus on individual economic interests, but rather seek to lift up the “least of these.”  


In Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship the U.S. bishops call for a new politics focused 


more on: 


 moral principles than on the latest polls  


 needs of the weak than on benefits for the strong 


 pursuit of the common good than on the demands of narrow interests.   


How we treat “the least among us” (Mt. 25:40) is a moral measure of our lives, as 


individuals and as a nation. In Scripture, this is the question on judgment day. It should be a 


central question on election day. 


- - - 
John Carr is Executive Director of the Department of Justice, Peace and Human Development of 
the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.  



http://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/

http://www.usccb.org/sdwp/placeatthetable/index.shtml






A Decade Later: Time for a Dose of Reality on Stem Cells 
By Richard M. Doerflinger 


 In 1998, Dr. James Thomson of the University of Wisconsin first 


isolated human embryonic stem cells (ESCs).  These early, unspecialized cells 


were hailed as a way to create all cell types of the human body at will, a Holy 


Grail for curing diseases.  Moral qualms about killing embryos for the cells 


were swept away in this wave of enthusiasm.  In a few years, it was said, life-


saving medical advances would show that such objections should be ignored. 


 A decade later it is time for a reality check.  ESCs have been involved 


in some interesting experiments, but are not close to producing cures.  This is not due to limited 


federal funding -- it is equally true in countries with no such limits, and in states pouring their 


own public funds into the research.  ESCs in fact are unpredictable, difficult to control, and 


prone to causing tumors in animals.  Experts now admit that human treatments using them may 


not emerge for decades, if ever. 


 The U.S. bishops’ statement “Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship” urges 


Catholics to become informed on important moral issues in public life, including this issue of 


destroying embryos for stem cell research. 


 One fact is that treatments are emerging from stem cell research.  But these use stem cells 


(once seen as less versatile) found in adult tissues and in umbilical cord blood from live births.  


In human trials these cells have repaired heart damage, restored vision, and helped reverse 


autoimmune diseases like multiple sclerosis and juvenile diabetes as well as some cancers.  A 


search on “stem cell” on the federal site www.clinicaltrials.gov shows over 2,000 clinical trials 


using these cells, half of them still recruiting patients. 


 Last November an additional breakthrough transformed the stem cell debate.  Scientists 


in Japan and in Wisconsin – the latter team led by the same James Thomson who first isolated 


human ESCs – learned how to “reprogram” ordinary adult cells into cells with the properties of 


ESCs, without producing or destroying a human embryo.  These “induced pluripotent stem cells” 


(iPS cells) have already been used to reverse disease in animals.  Dr. Thomson says this is “the 


beginning of the end” of the ethical debate, as fewer and fewer laboratories will see any need to 


kill embryos for stem cells. 
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 Americans are pragmatic.  We find it hard to focus on an ethical principle when medical 


benefits are placed on the other side of the scale.  But the noise about the benefits of ESCs may 


now die down enough to let us hear that message about ethics again. 


 Though at a very early stage of development, the human embryo is one of us – a living 


individual of the human species, with the innate potential to grow into a mature human being if 


given nourishment and protection.  Here, as in all human research, we must never harm or kill an 


innocent, unconsenting human being solely for alleged benefit to others.  Crossing that moral 


line leaves more ethical abuses in its wake. 


 This has proved true.  The problem of tissue rejection has led researchers to support 


cloning human embryos, to obtain cells that genetically match individual patients.  This means 


mass producing human lives in the laboratory solely to destroy them.  Researchers have hired 


women to take fertility drugs to produce many eggs at once for cloning attempts, risking the 


women’s health. Some propose using animal eggs instead, to produce bizarre human/animal 


hybrid embryos for stem cell research.  Some, to address ESCs’ tendency to form tumors, have 


proposed gestating cloned embryos in the womb to a stage where more usable cells may be 


obtained – the grotesque practice of “fetus farming” that Congress has prohibited. 


 Most Americans abhor the idea of cloning human embryos for research, as well as these 


other abuses.  Polls show they are ambivalent on the ESC question generally.  In a survey 


published in the Spring 2008 issue of The New Atlantis, 69 percent of respondents said they 


support “stem cell research.”  But 51 percent agreed that it is unethical to destroy human 


embryos for such research, notwithstanding the hope of curing disease.  When told about the new 


alternative of iPS cells, 61 percent said public funding should go to that avenue and not to 


research that destroys human embryos. 


 Americans want to be fair and humane.  They do not seek out the most unethical way to 


pursue medical progress -- rather, they want science and ethics to move forward hand in hand.  It 


is not too much to ask the same of our researchers and policy makers. 


- - -  


Richard Doerflinger is Associate Director of the Secretariat of Pro-Life Activities, U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops. 





