LETTER TO PRIESTS

October 16, 2020

Dear Monsignors and Fathers,
1. Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. As we approach the
November 3rd election, I am grateful that Catholics are fully engaged in the national conversation
about the future of our country. This is an encouraging sign of the care and solicitude of the
Catholic faithful for the common good. It is evidence of a generous response to the Church’s call
to social and political participation. This is also a time when the faithful are seeking guidance
from you and other Church leadership on how to evaluate and weigh the relative importance of
issues as they are deciding how to vote. Catholics often face difficult choices. In a society such
as ours, it can be difficult to sort through the many considerations. I hope this letter will help you
in your guidance of parishioners and constituents.
2. It is essential that Catholics properly understand the Church’s social teachings in order to
ensure that our witness in public life is coherent and consistent with the demands of the Gospel.1
Specific guidance for Catholics engaged in voting and other political action is found in the U.S.
Conference of Catholic Bishops’ document Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship and in
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Doctrinal Note on Some Questions Regarding
the Participation of Catholics in Political Life. I encourage all the Catholic faithful to study and
apply the teachings of these documents as they prayerfully discern their political choices this
year. The U.S. Bishops remind us that: “As citizens, we should be guided more by our moral
convictions than by our attachment to a political party or interest group. When necessary, our
participation should help transform the party to which we belong; we should not let the party
transform us in such a way that we neglect or deny fundamental moral truths or approve
intrinsically evil acts.” 2
3. There are many moral concerns that Catholics bring to the public square, but not all concerns
are equally fundamental or have the same weight.3 “This is why it is so important to vote
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according to a well-formed conscience that perceives the proper relationship among moral
goods.”4 A well-formed Catholic conscience recognizes the special priority of opposing direct
attacks on human life like abortion and euthanasia. Emphasizing these important issues, the U.S.
bishops have stated clearly that in the hierarchy of social concerns, “The threat of abortion
remains our preeminent priority because it directly attacks life itself, because it takes place
within the sanctuary of the family, and because of the number of lives destroyed.”5
4. Saying that the threat of abortion is our “preeminent priority” means recognizing “the hard
truth is that not all injustices in the world are ‘equal.’”6 As Archbishop José H. Gomez, the
current president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, has written: “Perhaps we can
understand this better about issues in the past than we can with issues in the present. For
instance, we would never want to describe slavery as just one of several problems in eighteenth
and nineteenth-century American life. There are indeed ‘lesser’ evils. But that means there are
also ‘greater’ evils — evils that are more serious than others and even some evils that are so
grave that Christians are called to address them as a primary duty.”7 In the United States of
America in the twenty-first century, abortion is an evil so grave that opposing it can indeed be
called “a primary duty” of Christians.8
5. Recognizing that abortion is the preeminent threat to human life in our society does not in any
way take away from our concern for all human life. As Catholics we are committed to caring for
and defending human beings at all stages of life, recognizing that the lives of the unborn and the
elderly, the sick, the poor, and the immigrant are “equally sacred.”9 However, this recognition of
the fundamental equality of all human beings is different from the mistaken notion that all
groups of human beings are equally under threat at this time in our nation’s history. In fact,
unborn human beings face a unique and particularly grave threat in that a supposed right to
directly kill them is protected by law and that this killing occurs on a massive scale. For these
reasons, abortion “is not just one issue among many,” but must always be opposed.10
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6. Because Catholics have a grave obligation to oppose any law or political program which
permits abortion or euthanasia, this normally requires us to refuse to vote for politicians who
support legal abortion.11 Occasionally, there may be circumstances in which a Catholic feels
obliged to reluctantly vote for a candidate who supports abortion in order to avoid supporting
another evil which is proportionately grave.12 The key word here is “proportionate.” The U.S.
bishops remind us that “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.”13 For example, it would not be permissible to vote for a candidate who supported slavery
or segregation simply because the other candidate opposed a certain tax benefit or narrow
government program. A voter who acted in this way would be treating two evils of very unequal
gravity as if they were the same. In evaluating the moral positions of candidates, we must
remember that abortion is particularly grave “because it directly attacks life itself, because it
takes place within the sanctuary of the family, and because of the number of lives destroyed.”14
This suggests that an evil grave enough to justify voting for a candidate who supports legal
abortion would also have to be a direct attack on human life with a comparable number of
victims. In this context, it is important to remember that the number of victims of legal abortion
in the United States approaches 900,000 per year.15
7. Voting is a decision of conscience. As Catholics, we have a responsibility to form our
consciences according to the truth and not according to our private priorities. The U.S. bishops
remind us that “Conscience is not something that allows us to justify doing whatever we want,
nor is it a mere ‘feeling’ about what we should or should not do.”16 Rather, a well-formed
conscience leads us to make decisions based on the truth about the human person and the proper
order of moral values.17 Our discernment of these values is guided by the authoritative teaching
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of the Church.18 We are accountable to God’s law everywhere, including in the voting booth.
Conscience also demands moral consistency in every area of our lives. We cannot be “personally
opposed” to abortion or other intrinsic evils in our private life but refuse to oppose them in the
public square. 19 Such moral incoherence would eliminate Catholic witness in the world. 20 As the
U.S. bishops remind us, our voting decisions may affect our eternal salvation.21
Sincerely yours in Christ,

Most Reverend Peter J. Jugis
Bishop of Charlotte
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