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The Participation Of Catholics In Political Life 

A Sometimes Heard Disclaimer 

In recent times especially, it has not been uncommon in political debate or with respect to legislative action to hear a disclaimer voiced - collectively or individually - by those involved in the conversation. It is especially common when the issues are those related to the protection of the right to life and the promotion of human dignity. This disclaimer is most often articulated in the context of a distinction. One who voices it will express personal opposition to policies or legislation which compromise the right to life or dignity of the person but at the same time support a position or legislation which is attributed to be the will of the people. When the validity of such a distinction is questioned there have been consistent efforts on the part of those who propose it to make credible such a bifurcation. 

Doctrinal Note On Catholics In Political Life 

On January 16, 2003 the Congregation For The Doctrine Of The Faith - with the approval of the Holy Father - issued a statement with respect to this and other relevant matters addressing some ambiguous positions and questionable opinions on the relationship between ethics and politics. Signed by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, Prefect of the same Congregation, this statement is entitled a Doctrinal Note On Some Questions Regarding The Participation Of Catholics In Political Life. 

An Overview 

The Doctrinal Note is addressed to three groups of people. First among these are the Bishops of the Catholic Church. Theirs is the responsibility of helping to form the consciences of the members of the Church. It is addressed also to Catholic politicians who play an active role and have significant influence in political life at whatever level they serve. Finally the Note is addressed to all lay members of the faithful. By Baptism they are mandated to participate in the political life of democratic societies. 
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The teaching of the Doctrinal Note is presented in five sections. 

Christians Must Be Active In The World 

At the outset it recalls the responsibility of Christians - by reason of Baptism - to be active in the world. In part they do so by their participation in political life. The growth of democracy has made it possible for greater numbers of people to be so involved. Their proper task - even as they respect its autonomy - is to infuse the temporal order with Christian values. They do this when their involvement is guided by a Christian conscience. To this end, the Note seeks to recall some principles proper to a well formed Christian conscience. A number of ambiguities or questionable positions in recent times make this Note timely. 

Not Every Point Of View Is Equal 

The second section of the Note speaks of the relativism in our culture which insists that ethical pluralism is essential for democracy. This notion holds that every point of view is of equal value. It recognizes "truth" in each. And it mistakenly rejects the belief that there is a moral law rooted in the nature of the human person. It is, however, this moral law which must govern our understanding of man, the common good and the state. 

There is a legitimate freedom of Catholic citizens to choose among various political opinions, the Note states, so long as these opinions are compatible with faith and the natural moral law. The involvement of Catholics in the political order must be based on moral principles and essential values. Democracy is only successful, the Note insists, when "it is based on a correct understanding of the human person". 

With respect to scientific progress and legislative proposals that violate human life, the Note asserts that Catholic have a "right and duty to recall society to a deeper understanding of human life and the responsibility of everyone in this regard." Furthermore, the responsibility of Catholic politicians is graver and clearer in this regard. Specifically, a "well-formed Christian conscience" does not allow one to be selective about particular elements of Catholic doctrine, embracing some while disregarding others, in promoting the common good. 
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Particularly significant here are right to life issues including abortion, euthanasia and the rights of the embryo. Similarly this is so for the protection and promotion of the family, the freedom of parents to educate their children, society's right to protect minors, the right to religious freedom, fostering a just economy and the work of peace. 

A Legitimate Distinction Between Church And State 

Section three speaks of the ethical precepts that form the moral teaching of the Catholic Church. These are grounded in human nature itself and belong to the natural law. It is not necessary to profess the Catholic Faith to know these truths. Natural reason can and should discover them. 

There is a legitimate distinction between "church and state" the Note acknowledges. It insists that it cannot be said that a Catholic who promotes the ethical truths of the natural law is "promoting Catholicism". The fact that some of these truths may also be taught by the Church does not lessen the political legitimacy or rightful autonomy of those citizens committed to them because moral truth can be known independently of religion. 

The Note then posits that any who reject the right of Christians to exercise their consciences in active political life are "guilty of a form of intolerant secularism". At the same time they deny the possibility of natural ethics and pave the way for moral anarchy. 

The Catholic Contribution To The Common Good 

In the fourth section of the Note the invaluable contribution which Catholic Tradition has to offer to society is reiterated. The active involvement of Catholics in political life, it states, is urgent. The Catholic contribution to the common good is reasoned-guided by truth-and is not utopian. Furthermore there is no authentic freedom without the truth. Freedom without truth is license and is destructive of society. So also freedom of conscience and religious freedom are rooted in the very nature of the human person and not in a non-existent equality among religions or cultural system of human creation. 

A Welcome Teaching 

In its conclusion the Note recognizes that Christians know that this world is transitory. The Second Vatican Council clearly teaches though that Catholics have a right and a duty to safeguard and promote the common good in society. 
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The Note On Some Questions Regarding The Participation Of Catholics In Political Life places strong emphasis on the great contribution that Catholic men and women can make to the political sphere by their participation in it as they bring to the process properly formed consciences based on moral principles and essential values rooted in our nature as human beings and in our Catholic faith. At the same time it unequivocally insists that there are "non-negotiable ethical principles which are the underpinning of life in society". Catholics then cannot subscribe to any notion which equates freedom or democracy with a moral relativism that denies these moral principles. This Note, then, is a welcome teaching not only for Catholics, but for all people of good will who seek the truth, as we address the pressing moral and social issues confronting our democratic society. 

