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MAKING MORAL CHOICES   (pp. 18-21) 

 31. Decisions about political life are complex and require the 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.  

 32. 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. For example, St. John Paul II taught that 

when a government official who fully opposes abortion cannot succeed in completely overturning a 

pro-abortion law, he or she may work to improve protection for unborn human life, "limiting the 

harm done by such a law" and lessening its negative impact as much as possible (Evangelium Vitae, 

no. 73). Such incremental improvements in the law are acceptable as steps toward the full 

restoration of justice. However, Catholics must never abandon the moral requirement to seek full 

protection for all human life from the moment of conception until natural death.  

 33. Prudential judgment is also needed in applying moral principles to specific policy 

choices in areas such as armed conflict, housing, health care, immigration, and others. This does not 

mean that all choices are equally valid, or that our guidance and that of other Church leaders is just 

another political opinion or policy preference among many others. Rather, we urge Catholics to 

listen carefully to the Church's teachers when we apply Catholic social teaching to specific 

proposals and situations. The judgments and recommendations that we make as bishops on such 

specific issues do not carry the same moral authority as statements of universal moral teachings. 

Nevertheless, the Church's guidance on these matters is an essential resource for Catholics as they 

determine whether their own moral judgments are consistent with the Gospel and with Catholic 

teaching.  

 34. 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 favors a policy promoting an intrinsically evil 

act, such as abortion, euthanasia, assisted suicide, deliberately subjecting workers or the poor to 

subhuman living conditions, redefining marriage in ways that violate its essential meaning, or racist 

behavior, 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.  

 35. There may be times when a Catholic who rejects a candidate's unacceptable position 

even on policies promoting an intrinsically evil act may reasonably 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. 

 36. When all candidates hold a position that promotes an intrinsically evil act, the 

conscientious voter faces a dilemma. The voter may decide to take the extraordinary step of not 

voting for any candidate or, after careful deliberation, may decide to vote for the candidate deemed 



less likely to advance such a morally flawed position and more likely to pursue other authentic 

human goods.  

 37. 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 policies promoting 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. In the end, this is a decision to be made by each 

Catholic guided by a conscience formed by Catholic moral teaching.  

 38. It is important to be clear that the political choices faced by citizens not only have an 

impact on general peace and prosperity but also may affect the individual's salvation. Similarly, the 

kinds of laws and policies supported by public officials affect their spiritual well-being. Pope 

Benedict XVI, in his recent reflection on the Eucharist as "the sacrament of charity," challenged all 

of us to adopt what he calls "a Eucharistic form of life." This means that the redeeming love we 

encounter in the Eucharist should shape our thoughts, our words, and our decisions, including those 

that pertain to the social order. The Holy Father called for "Eucharistic consistency" on the part of 

every member of the Church:  

It is important to consider what the Synod Fathers described as eucharistic 

consistency, a quality which our lives are objectively called to embody. Worship 

pleasing to God can never be a purely private matter, without consequences for our 

relationships with others: it demands a public witness to our faith. Evidently, this is 

true for all the baptized, yet it is especially incumbent upon those who, by virtue of 

their social or political position, must make decisions regarding fundamental values, 

such as respect for human life, its defense from conception to natural death, the 

family built upon marriage between a man and a woman, the freedom to educate 

one's children and the promotion of the common good in all its forms. . . . 

(Sacramentum Caritatis, no. 83)  

39. This calls for a heroic commitment on the part of Catholics who are politicians and other leaders 

in society. Having been entrusted with special responsibility for the common good, Catholic leaders 

must commit themselves to the pursuit of the virtues, especially courage, justice, temperance, and 

prudence. The culmination of these virtues is the strong public promotion of the dignity of every 

human person as made in the image of God in accord with the teachings of the Church, even when it 

conflicts with current public opinion. Catholic politicians and legislators must recognize their grave 

responsibility in society to support laws shaped by these fundamental human values and oppose 

laws and policies that violate life and dignity at any stage from conception to natural death. This is 

not to bring a "Catholic interest" to the political sphere, it is to insist that the truth of the dignity of 

the human person, as discovered by reason and confirmed by revelation, be at the forefront of all 

political considerations. 

 

GOALS FOR POLITICAL LIFE:  

CHALLENGES FOR CITIZENS, CANDIDATES, AND PUBLIC OFFICIALS (pp. 36-37) 

 91. As Catholics, we are led to raise questions for political life other than those that 

concentrate on individual, material well-being. 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 the dignity of every human life.  



 92. Catholic teaching challenges voters and candidates, citizens and elected officials, to 

consider the moral and ethical dimensions of public policy issues. 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. Some involve intrinsically 

evil acts, which can never be approved. Others involve affirmative obligations to seek the common 

good. These and similar goals can help voters and candidates act on ethical principles rather than 

particular interests and partisan allegiances. We hope Catholics will ask candidates how they intend 

to help our nation pursue these important goals:  

• 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 and providing women in crisis pregnancies the supports they need to make a 

decision for life.  

•   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.  

•   Protect the fundamental understanding of marriage as the life-long and faithful union of one 

man and one woman and as the central institution of society; promote the complementarity 

of the sexes and reject false "gender" ideologies; 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 offers a path to citizenship, treats 

immigrant workers fairly, prevents the separation of families, maintains the integrity of our 

borders, 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.  

•   Provide health care while respecting human life, human dignity, and religious freedom in our 

health care system.  

•   Continue to oppose policies that reflect prejudice, hostility toward immigrants, religious 

bigotry, and other forms of unjust discrimination.  

•   Encourage families, community groups, economic structures, and government to work 

together to overcome poverty, pursue the common good, and care for creation, with full 

respect for individuals and groups and their right to address social needs in accord with their 

basic moral and religious convictions.  

•   Establish and comply with moral limits on the use of military force-examining for what 

purposes it may be used, under what authority, and at what human cost-with a special view 

to seeking a responsible and effective response for ending the persecution of Christians and 

other religious minorities in the Middle East and other parts of the world.  

•   Join with others around the world to pursue peace, protect human rights and religious liberty, 

and advance economic justice and care for creation.  


