A pastoral message on voting

From Bishop Kevin Manning, November 2007

My Dear People,

One of the most basic obligations of citizens is to vote, and to be an informed voter who makes decisions based on solid moral principles. In view of this month's Federal Election, I suggest a few guidelines to help you fulfill this most basic obligation.

In doing this I do not endorse, or oppose, any particular party or candidate. Rather, it is my hope that these guidelines will show how our Catholic faith, and human reason, should shape our thoughts and actions in daily life.

In a democratic society, voters choose representatives to whom they give authority to work for the common good, not only for the good of the individual.

The election is not about "me" and "my" economic or social wellbeing alone. It is about the whole country, the individuals in it. The Second Vatican Council teaches that "Every citizen ought to be mindful of his right and duty to promote the common good by using his vote" (GS 75).

Voters must keep in mind that choosing one politician before another can significantly affect many lives, especially the lives of the most vulnerable people in society, such as the unborn, and those who are terminally ill.

For these reasons Catholic voters have a serious moral obligation to exercise their right to vote, whether on the federal, state or local level.

Principles

Respect for human dignity is the basis for the fundamental right to life. It is also the basis for the right to those things needed to live with dignity, e.g., productive work and fair wages, food and shelter, education and healthcare, protection from harm, and the right to move from one country to another in search of the necessities of life.

The principle of the dignity of the human person requires Catholics to come to the aid and defence of the defenceless, especially the poor.

Another guiding principle is the defence and promotion of marriage as the unbreakable bond between one man and one woman. Society is only as healthy as is the institution of marriage and family.

Conscience

Our vote must be guided by a well-formed conscience, a law written "by God on our hearts, that disposes us to love, to do good, and avoid evil". This obligation over-rides self interest, party affiliation, or the personal attraction of any individual politician.

Like an inner voice, conscience has the authority of the very voice of God and we have a serious duty to follow the guidance of conscience. To act against the judgment of conscience when it is certain about what is good and evil has the same seriousness as disobeying God.

It is possible for our conscience to be certain, but at the same time incorrect about what is good and evil. That is why we have an equally serious duty to properly form our conscience so that it can correctly judge what is good and evil. We are obliged to seek the truth and abide by it.

Catholic teaching

From the moral perspective, Catholic voters may differ on issues such as immigration policy, healthcare, or affordable housing. Catholics may even have different judgments on the country's decision to wage a just war.

Some choices always involve doing evil, which can never be done, even as a means to a good end. These choices include abortion, euthanasia, physician-assisted suicide, embryonic stem cell research, human cloning.

Such acts are judged to be evil in themselves, or intrinsically evil, regardless of motives or particular circumstances. Catholics may not promote choices that are intrinsically evil or even remain indifferent to them.

It follows that we would commit moral evil if we were to vote for a candidate who takes a permissive stand on actions that are intrinsically evil when there is a morally acceptable alternative.

So there we have it: voting involves duties and responsibilities. Our duty is to vote in keeping with a conscience properly formed by fundamental moral principles.

Quite obviously, no one can tell you who to vote for. However, the Church assists you in the formation of conscience, enabling you to consider the issues in the light of fundamental moral principles.

