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COLUMNISTS
Political guidelines need more bite
Bishop James T. McHugh of Camden,
N.J., is one of the most thoughtful and
politically astute Catholic leaders in the
United States. In a commentary on the
1996 election, published in First Things,
Bishop McHugh proposed several reforms in the way the National Conference of Catholic Bishops and its public
policy agency, the United States CatholicConference, approach the next presidential election cycle.
BY GEORGE WEIGEL
The reforms are necessary for a very
simple reason —"the current system just
isn't working.
That conclusion is unavoidable on any ' The results? Amid the lowest voter
turnout
since
the
Coolidge/
reasonable analysis of the 1996 election.
Davis/LaFollette contest in 1924,53 perA year before the voting, the bishops iscent of the Catholic vote went to Presisued a lengthy statement on political redent Clinton, up from 44 percent in
sponsibility. Some 500,000 copies were
1992.
circulated in early 1996, and an update
There is no single explanation for this
was sent to all bishops in September, urgdramatic rebuff of the bishops by
ing them to heighten the moral dimenCatholic voters, but Bishop McHugh is
sion of various campaign issues.
surely right in arguing that die bishops'
Concurrently, the bishops were enmessage is not getting through clearly
gaged in an unprecedented public conenough. His reform proposals deserve
frontation with the Clinton administraserious
attention:
tion over the president's veto of the
• The "political responsibility" statepartial-birth abortion ban. The bishops'
ment for the election in 2000 should be
conference, quite properly, does not enshorter, should make clear that there is
dorse candidates. But by Nov. 6, 1996,
a hierarchy of issues in the bishops' conthe stakes in the contest between the
cerns and should be debated and apbishops and the president had been
proved by the bishops' conference as a
made unmistakably clear to anyone paywhole, rather than being a product of
ing attention. A line had been drawn,
the conference staff.
and the president had flagrantly crossed

the
catholic
difference

Bishop McHugh adds that the next
statement should "... take a tone of moral
forcefulness and give Catholics more
pointed advice on how to measure candidates in light of their positions. The
statement should also explain clearly why
Catholics should refuse to vote for those
who fail in personal integrity or who
hold positions contrary to the moral

of the policy debate. In the fall of 1996,
for example, the bishops' legal counsel
disallowed "written or spoken references
critical of President Clinton's support for
partial-birth abortion ... on the grounds
that such criticism might give the perception of involvement in (IRS-)prohibited
political activity (by a nonprofit organization)."

teaching set forth in the document."
Some issues, as Bishop McHugh

This is not, frankly, "excessive caution." It is legal and political cowardice,
based on a pusillanimous fear that tlje

writes, are "fundamental and non-negotiable," and "some positions are so much
at variance with Catholic teaching that
candidates holding them are disqualified
from Catholic support."
Which is to say that a statement in
2000 that lumps together several dozen

issues without indicating any priority
among them is not going to cut through
the static of American political chatter
and make the needed moral arguments.
The bishops should identify certain
thresholds that any candidate must be
expected to cross in order to deserve a
Catholic's vote.
• Issuing this kind of forceful, sharpedged statement is going to require some
changes in the approach to public advocacy taken by the bishops' legal counsel.
Bishop McHugh describes the problem,
perhaps, too gently: "The bishops have
been given an excessively cautious interpretation of what Catholic entities may
do" in addressing the moral dimension

IRS will, somehow, challenge the
church's tax-exempt status if die bishops'
conference does what Jesse Jackson and
Planned Parenthood do.
And if the IRS did threaten decertification? Well, then, die proper response
would be, "See you in court." No administration in its right mind is going to
take responsibility for a lawsuit in which
the U.S. government challenges the tax
exemption of institutions representing
one-quarter of the population.
Clearer moral instruction, issue-prioritizing, identification of basic moral/political thresholds and a legal office that
functions as a facilitator of the bishops'
public moral role rather than as a muzzle — these are the McHugh reforms.
They ought to be acted on, promptly.
•••
George Weigel is a senior fellow of the
Ethics and Public Policy Center in Washington, D.C.
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Many statues in stock including The Blessed Mother,
Christ, Sacred Heart, St. Jude, SL Francis, St. Joseph,
St. Anthony and Infant of Prague. (Statues of other
saints may be special ordered.)
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"A wonderful resource for Scripture study and faith
formation." - Sr Editn Prendergast RSC Director.
Office of Religious Education. Los Angeles
"At last! A Catholic Bible with excellent study resources
for pastoral teams, religious educators and parishioners..."- St Anne Martin Mongoven OP Untv of Santa Clara
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At last a study Bible designed specifically for Catholics
approaching Scripture for the first time. Renowned
leaders in the fields of religious education a n d lay ministry have designed a clear Reading Guide system that
uses charts, maps, and conversational explanations to
bring Scripture to life and provides all the tools needed
for beginning Bible study.
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This Saint A n n e Evening Devotion is primarily a call t o prayer. T h e
evening is conducted in the same manner as at Ste. A n n e d e
Beaupre in Canada. It is a great opportunity for the elderly, the disabled and other people w h o cannot c o m e to the Canadian Shrine
to experience a "mini-pilgrimage" in the Rochester area.

All are invited
to

ir DiKuuioa or Rvflcciiw

Saint Anne Church
1600 Mt. H o p e Avenue

Rochester, New York
Order your ropy today — Save fWwand Pay No Shipping Charge
Send orders with cherts

Send ._

copies of THE CATHOLIC BIBLE Personal Study Edition.

payable to Catholic Courier to:

I enclose payment S

Catholic Courier - Oxford
P0 Box 24379
Rochester, NY 14624-0379

Name
Address.
City

(322 50 per copy)
__

. . __

_

_._

__ _
State

_. . .

Zip

This solemn evening devotion to Good Saint Anne will be conducted by
Father Bernard Gauthier, C.Ss.R. of the famous Canadian Shrine of
Ste. Anne de Beaupre. Father Gauthier was born at Clermont, Quebec, on
12 May 1965. He obtained his Master's Degree in Theology from Leval
University and was ordained a Redemptorist priest at Saint Anne
Basilica, Quebec, on 20 March 1993. Since May 1992, he has been working at the Shrine of Ste. Anne de Beaupre, ministering to both French and
English pilgrims.

