With the presidential election over I would like to offer a few remarks, words of appreciation, and thoughts about where we go from here. 
 

Words and Ideas Matter
 
I am thankful at each election for the peaceful process we have in our country for the transition of power. The rule of law matters. We also have seen that images and emotions matter. But there is more. A particularly positive outcome of this election is that many people who felt marginalized now feel engaged. One thing that is striking is the frequent use of the expression, “We have a voice.” This highlights that words and ideas also matter. 

 

We are not captives of experience or passions. Neither “We have a history” nor “We have power” alone can offer a shared vision and hope for the future; rather, the exchange of ideas - ideas reasonably and clearly articulated - is crucial in order to be freed from the claims the past has on us, and allow us to come together, above experience and passions. Words and ideas inspire both energy for change, as well as give it direction. Of course, words and ideas can also harm; either intentionally or mistakenly. Change can move in the direction of improvement, based on what is true and good, or decline, based on what is false and harmful. This presents the great challenge, and the great opportunity. 

 

If we are to be salt and light for the world, and positively influence the direction of change, we must have content to our faith, we need to be formed and informed, and our minds must continually be renewed. The ideas that we voice in the public square need to be grounded in truth and be inspired by grace lived in relationship with the Word. In the gospel of John we read, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us, and we saw his glory, the glory as of the Father’s only Son, full of grace and truth.” Our words and ideas also should reveal the glory of the Father and be full of grace and truth.  Campaign promises without action are empty words. But likewise, acts of charity and good intentions will be at best barren in the long run it they aren’t coupled with truth and the invitation to faith.

 

“Without God, the world cannot be bright, and the Church is serving the world by the fact that God lives within her and that she is transparent for him and carries him to mankind….Faith should not withdraw into its own shell, behind a decision for which it gives no further reason; it should not shrink into being no more than a kind of system of symbols, in which people can make themselves at home but which would ultimately remain a random choice among other visions of life and the world. It needs the wide realm of open reason; it needs the confession of faith in the Creator God” (Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger/Pope Benedict XVI, Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith, The Church as Communion, p.289, 290). 

 

Words of Appreciation
 

I want to most sincerely express appreciation for the prayerful effort so many of you did to be prepared to vote according to well-formed consciences. Many of you studied both “The Challenge of Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship” (CFCFC) and the issues, recognizing that the choices we faced were moral choices, not simply political or social ones. You struggled to sometimes set aside what was in your best personal interest for what was in the interest of the common good and what was necessary in defense of life. 

 

Thank you to pastors and parish leaders who included CFCFC in your bulletins, and perhaps had homilies and/or discussions that explained the role that faith and church teaching plays in our political responsibilities. Thank you too for the prayer intentions that were remembered often over the course of a long election season.

 

Thank you also to people who passionately engaged in helping to get information out about the issues and the candidates.   Information based debate and decision making depends on the kind of work you do:  working within your political parties, getting letters out to newspapers, sharing information to your circles of friends, co-workers, and other associations.  It is a very important role of the laity to engage in the research and dissemination of information on parties and candidates and propose reasons why one should be preferred over another. Active engagement by all of us will continue to be needed beyond the election.  Together with the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, the Catholic Conference of Illinois, and our Bishop there will no doubt continue to be responses to specific legislation and issues in the context of Catholic Social Teaching and the impact they have on the ability of the Church to faithfully function.

 

Shedding Baggage to go Forward
 

Before we move forward I would like to propose that we be careful not to carry along with us any baggage that will make our journey together more difficult. Based on the numbers being publicized about the Catholic vote in this election it might appear that generally around half of the people worshipping together may think that the other half didn’t get it right. There has been a range of thoughts, from charges that some people abandoned life issues in favor of the financial security, to the suggestion that people too narrowly defined life issues to actually mask selfishness. During the election there was also a more vocal response from bishops than in the past.

 

I am often in the company of many Catholics who did not vote the way I did, but whose lives of selfless service, of compassion, of joy, of hope, and of a sincere desire to worship in spirit and truth, inspire and provide for me an example of training in holiness. I can not assume or suggest that they somehow were less faithful in forming their conscience than I was. I needn’t even assume that they were less informed on the all the issues, including the life issues and the implications of the very different platforms. Likewise, it would be unreasonable for someone to think that if a voter eliminated a candidate because of his position on an intrinsic evil that the person only cared about that issue. In both cases, after having been formed and informed, the voter may very well have exercised prudential judgment dependent on variables that voters may perceive differently, particularly in areas that the voter can continue to influence. 

 

With abortion as an example of one life issue, it is important to recognize that the above respect of the voter’s prudential judgment is not to imply that there is any ambiguity about the position of the church on either abortion as an intrinsic evil that causes harm on multiple levels, or that a legal system that allows it is fundamentally flawed and in need of change. Furthermore, it is not to suggest that the stated position of a candidate or party platform can’t be objectively judged as inconsistent with a morally acceptable choice. What it does allow is more limited, and includes things about which we can disagree, for example whether we think that the candidate can or will have the opportunity to effect the changes proposed (either that we agree with or oppose).

 

While embracing positions of the president elect that dovetail well with Catholic social teaching, there are many people profoundly concerned about the direction of policies regarding issues such as abortion, embryonic stem cell research, redefinition of marriage, and conscience clauses in health care legislation. It may be that because of our nation’s economic and international situation the opportunity to harmfully impact these will be limited, at least initially, and the good that can be done in other areas will be substantial. That can be our shared hope. Our shared responsibility is to continue to be alert and engaged. Setting aside any temptation to judge or be suspicious of another’s good will, we will best serve as salt and light to our nation if united in faith, sustained by common prayer and sacrament, and renewed in grace and truth, we fully address each issue guided by moral truth. There will still be challenges with difficult choices when a bill may be overall beneficial, but have an allowance for something that is a serious moral flaw. If we can be advocates together, perhaps legislators will better recognized that they are accountable, and improve the shape of the final product.

 

Looking Ahead
 

The issues noted above, about which there is reason to be concerned because of either stated positions or voting records, will continue to be watched. Information will be posted on this web site under Legislative Alerts and passed on to parishes, through emails, monthly mailings, and Respect Life Contacts. Developing issues that flow from the concern for human dignity and are seen as social justice issues will also be shared so that we integrate the constant teaching of the Church defending life in all stages and against all assaults. Additionally, when there are opportunities for service beyond the local parish that information will be passed on. Suggestions and feedback are welcomed and encouraged! The world needs salt and light; together may we continue to strengthen that witness here in Southern Illinois.   

