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Forming Conscience

As American Catholics we celebrate our freedom to participate in the nation’s political life.  A significant aspect of that freedom is the ability to choose, to come together for the common good, and to vote.  Yet, of late election seasons seem to be times of great anxiety and spiritual trial.  Division, hatred, and fear of the other are too often the outcome. 
However, Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship (FCFC), from the USCCB, may be just the way to heal divisions. This not a partisan document, but reflects timeless Church principles:  these include the worth and dignity of every human life, the common good, solidarity, and subsidiarity.  We invite you to read a copy of Faithful Citizenship and learn more, or tune into the short summaries of these concepts which will be offered in the weeks ahead. 
The concepts in FCFC point to Jesus’ challenge to show mercy to those in need.  Many of us may say that of course we will promote good and oppose evil.  How we do this is an essential part of being a disciple, particularly relevant when at times we seem to be bombarded by threats to the dignity and life of humanity. 
Great spiritual teachers remind us our response should always be to avoid anger, harsh words, and slander, and instead to be kind, compassionate, and forgiving.  This certainly applies to political candidates as well.  Not only considering candidate’s positions is important but also their character and integrity. 
This kind of consideration requires the formation of conscience.  Conscience does not allow us to justify doing or choosing whatever we want, nor is it a mere “feeling.” Conscience is a means by which one listens to God and discerns how to act in accordance with God’s truth. 
This requires us to learn more of Catholic teaching, to learn from trustworthy sources about the pertinent civic issues, and to do our best to make wise judgments about candidates and government actions. We are to take on the wisdom of God, which is peace-seeking, compassionate, hopeful, merciful, and just.  That wisdom seeks to uphold the dignity of all life and the common good. It is this wisdom that we are to express when we cast our vote.  
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Human Dignity

This is the first of four main principles discussed in the document Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship from the US Catholic bishops. These are to help the faithful citizen shape their conscience and better prepare them to vote and participate in the country’s political life.  The four main principles are the Dignity of the Human Person, the Common Good, Solidarity, and Subsidiarity. They are all interrelated. This bulletin focuses on the Dignity of the Human Person, and the other three principles are covered in three later bulletins.
Because each human person is created in the image and likeness of God, each one of us innately possesses human dignity, which is present from conception onward.  Each person has the right to live with dignity, a right that cannot be denied by any country.  Even those disabled, or with limitations have this right. 
 As Pope Francis wrote in several places, unless this basic principle of the intrinsic worth of all human beings is upheld, there is no future for humanity.  It is the foundation for a moral society.  Especially we must work to promote the dignity of:
•Children in the womb and their mothers; the elderly; the disabled; the ill; those discarded by the “throwaway society.”
•Likewise, we must recognize the inherent dignity of the migrant and refugee, working to create a path to citizenship, to fair treatment, countering the separation of families while maintaining the rule of law and protecting borders. 
•Racism attacks the dignity of the human person by denying that we are all equally made in the image of God. We seek reform of the criminal justice system, the end of the death penalty, and measures to reduce gun violence. 
•Finally, the Church seeks to move from an “economy of exclusion” which too often exploits and discards human beings to move toward an “economy of communion.”  
Through our political participation, our accompaniment of those in need, and the witness of our daily lives, may we support the worth of every person, each of whom is created in God’s image.
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Common Good

In their statement on Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, the Catholic bishops of the United States identify the four main principles of the Church’s social teaching and apply them to some concrete issues. These are the Dignity of the Human Person, the Common Good, Solidarity, and Subsidiarity.  
The Common Good refers to those social conditions which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to live their life as fully as possible. The common good is fostered only if human rights are protected and basic responsibilities are met. Every human being has a right to life, a right to religious freedom, and a right to those things required for human decency.  Along with these rights are corresponding duties and responsibilities—to ourselves, to our families, to the larger society, and to the earth.
In the midst of a “throwaway world” we are instead as Catholic Christians to build a “culture of encounter” in which those most in need receive our greatest concern and attention.  This would include: 
Marriage and the family as the central institutions of social life and so the strengthening and support of these institutions. 
Likewise, as one human family dwelling in our common home, we must hear “both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor” and respond to climate change with actions to better protect creation for our brothers and sisters now and in generations to come.   
We are to protect the right to religious liberty, our first freedom.  
While the common good embraces all, those who are weak, vulnerable, and most in need deserve special concern.  The Church calls this the preferential option for the poor.  Policies must prioritize those who struggle to make ends meet and must preserve the social safety net, promoting decent jobs, affordable housing, and childcare.
We must be attentive to the common good in all its forms in society. The more we work for this, including via voting, the more we love our neighbors. 
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Solidarity

The Statement of the US Catholic bishops titled Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship considers four main principles:  the Dignity of the Human Person, the Common Good, Solidarity, and Subsidiarity. These are all interrelated. This particular communication focuses on Solidarity, and the other three can be found in other bulletins.

Solidarity can briefly be defined as the determination to be committed to the good of all, in recognition that ultimately, we are responsible for all.  Whatever our national origin, our race, ethnicity or political differences, we are one human family.  We need each other, and we only flourish within a peaceful and supportive community. 

Certainly, as members of the Church community, we are both part of one body in Christ as well as part of one global human family.  Solidarity, therefore, means to place human life first.  It means speaking out against, and working to change the structural issues of poverty, inequality, a lack of housing, and the dismantling of labor and social rights.

Solidarity then is very much about the manner in which we pursue the goals of public life.  It holds our relationships as brothers and sisters quite sacred.  It also asserts that those who are weak, vulnerable and most in need should receive special concern.

As neighbors to all, we are meant to advocate for impoverished families, the unemployed and the ill, including those suffering from mental illness and addiction.  In addition, the disabled, the elderly, those affected by climate change and war are especially to be supported. 

Solidarity requires we seek policies that welcome, protect and integrant migrants, and the refugees who arrive at our borders.  It requires that we look seriously at the obstacle of racism, and seek to eliminate it in ourselves, our policies, and our institutions. Most certainly, it means that in a culture that tends to worship wealth, we remember our Christian obligation to ensure every person, worldwide, lives with dignity and the opportunity for integral development. 
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Subsidiarity


In their statement on Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, the Catholic bishops of the United States identify the four main principles of the Church’s social teaching, to assist the faithful in forming their consciences in accord with God’s truth.  The four main principles are the Dignity of the Human Person, the Common Good, Solidarity, and Subsidiarity. They are all interrelated. This bulletin focuses on Subsidiarity, and the other three principles are covered in three other bulletins in this series. 

Subsidiarity reminds us that both the roles of larger institutions in society (such as the state or federal government) and those of smaller or local organizations (such as the family, local schools, or the Church community), are important and necessary.  However, in contrast to what can too easily happen, the larger entities must not overwhelm or interfere with the work of the local. At the same time, national, larger institutions have the responsibility to assist when local institutions cannot fulfill their roles, including when protecting human dignity, meeting necessary needs, or working towards the common good. Subsidiarity therefore speaks to the innate freedom, agency and dignity of all persons, while also acknowledging the role higher government can play to ensure the flourishing of all people.  

This principle of Subsidiarity sanctions and encourages each person to assume their role in society.  When we participate in a positive manner in local public life, we and the local associations to which we belong bring enrichment to society as a whole.  We act as “leaven” in our communities. 

This leaven works to uphold the marriage and family unit; it supports parental rights and responsibilities and strengthens the social safety net and family stability.  Included here also as a special concern of the Church is the pursuit of social and economic policies that foster jobs offering decent wages and working conditions, which provide for the rights of workers. 

The principle of Subsidiarity offers all of us a way in which to support all families, to offer support for those in poverty, and to encourage everyone to exercise their social rights and responsibilities.  
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The Church in Political Life

Everything, including politics, belongs to Christ, and so participation in political life belongs to the mission of the Church, which is the body of Christ. We are to proclaim the good news to all of creation, including to our civic institutions.   The religious freedom granted us in this country also encourages all of us to apply our religious tradition to our political life.  
The truths that should guide public life, including the sacredness of all life, the dignity of all, our obligation to care for the vulnerable, are spiritual truths that transcend any particular religious tradition.  Our Catholic faith certainly sheds a great deal of light on these truths. 
The laity in particular are called to advocate for justice, to vote, and to serve in public office.  This kind of participation requires judgments about specific circumstances.  It is our responsibility as laity to form our consciences in the manner of Christ as we approach the many issues of the day. 
Conscience development, as addressed in the US Catholic bishop’s document Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, properly developed is a means by which one listens to God and discerns how to act in accordance with the truth. To form our conscience, it is necessary to learn more of Catholic teaching, to participate in the spiritual life, to learn about the issues facing our communities, and to do our best to make wise civic judgments. Then we are to exercise our right and duty to vote and otherwise to participate actively in public life. By forming our consciences, by becoming faithful citizens, we can thus better pursue the common good and love our neighbors.
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