
  

Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ, 
 
Every two years, in advance of state or national elections, we are reminded of our vocation to be faithful citizens and we reflect 
on this civic witness in the statement, Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship: A Call to Political Responsibility from the Catholic 
Bishops of the United States (www.faithfulcitizenship.org). 
 
We recognize that at times our political and economic problems can seem overwhelming.  In those moments we must 
remember that every age has its challenges.  As people of faith, we are called to place our hope and trust in God.  We are called 
to utilize our individual and collective gifts to promote justice and peace for all. 
 
If individually and as a nation we focus on God’s love for every human being, we can turn despair into hope, poverty into well-
being, and war into peace.  Our faith and reason also supply us with a rich Catholic social teaching, which can help us put 
God’s love into action.  The first principle of this teaching is the dignity of the human person, created in God’s image and 
loved by Him beyond measure.  In his 2015 address to Congress, Pope Francis reminded Americans, “All political activity 
must serve and promote the good of the human person and be based on respect for his or her dignity.”  Full recognition of 
human dignity requires the promotion of the remaining major principles of our social teaching – common good, subsidiarity, 
and solidarity.  To learn more about Catholic social teaching, we encourage you to read the description on the reverse of this 
letter and to study the resources listed there. 
 
It is essential that Catholics live out this profound social teaching, by following ethical principles of reflection, criteria for 
making judgments, and directives for action.  All of these can aid in discerning not only how to cast our votes, but how to 
address the pressing issues that face our world.  We must pray for wisdom and strength – the wisdom to know that with God’s 
strength we can meet today’s challenges.  Faithful Citizenship offers sound advice: “Catholic voters should use the framework of 
Catholic social teaching to examine candidates’ positions on issues affecting human life and dignity as well as issues of justice 
and peace, and they should consider candidates’ integrity, philosophy, and performance.  It is important for all citizens ‘to see 
beyond party politics, to analyze campaign rhetoric critically, and to choose their political leaders according to principle, not 
party affiliation or mere self-interest’”(41). 
 
In everything we do, let us all be Catholics first because as such we have a special duty and a unique ability to strengthen our 
families, our local communities, and our nation.  No matter who is elected to public office, let us follow what Pope Francis 
urged our members of Congress to do, “Let us seek for others the same possibilities which we seek for ourselves.  Let us help 
others to grow, as we would like to be helped ourselves.  In a word, if we want security, let us give security; if we want life, let 
us give life; if we want opportunities, let us provide opportunities.” 

 
We thank you for reading this and may God bless you. 
 

Sincerely yours in Christ, 

 

Most Reverend Jerome E. Listecki 

Archbishop of Milwaukee 

 

Most Reverend David L. Ricken              Most Reverend Robert C. Morlino 

Bishop of Green Bay       Bishop of Madison 
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Catholic social teaching (CST) is one of our Church’s greatest treasures.  Since the time of the Apostles, Church leaders have 
sought to relate the Gospel to the conditions of their age.  Jesus’s call in Matthew 25 to be good and faithful servants who serve 
the hungry and the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, and visit the ill and the incarcerated – all these and more are 
the basis for this social teaching.  From the late nineteenth century to the present day, popes, councils, and bishops have 
condensed this teaching into the four fundamental principles described below.  These four principles and related themes from 
CST provide a moral framework that does not easily fit liberal or conservative ideologies or political party platforms.  They are 
nonpartisan and nonsectarian, reflecting fundamental ethical principles that are common to all people. 
 
Through the Wisconsin Catholic Conference (WCC), the bishops of Wisconsin have created four bulletin inserts which cover 
CST in greater detail (www.wisconsincatholic.org under “Faithful Citizenship Resources”).  The U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops (USCCB) has produced a national statement, Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship: A Call to Political Responsibility from 
the Catholic Bishops of the United States (rev. 2015) (http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/faithful-citizenship), from which the 
descriptions below are taken.  The most comprehensive summary of Catholic social teaching can be found in the Compendium of 
the Social Doctrine of the Church, available on the Vatican website (www.vatican.va) or from booksellers. 
  

The Principles of Catholic Social Teaching 

The Dignity of the Human Person 
Human life is sacred.  The dignity of the human person is the foundation of a moral vision for society.  Direct attacks on innocent 
persons are never morally acceptable, at any stage or in any condition.  In our society, human life is especially under direct attack 
from abortion, which some political actors mischaracterize as an issue of “women’s health.”  Other direct threats include 
euthanasia and assisted suicide (sometimes falsely labelled as “death with dignity”), human cloning, in vitro fertilization, and the 
destruction of human embryos for research.  Catholic teaching about the dignity of life calls us to oppose torture, unjust war, and 
the indiscriminate use of drones for violent purposes; to prevent genocide and attacks against noncombatants; to oppose racism; to 
oppose human trafficking; and to overcome poverty and suffering.  Nations are called to combat evil and terror without resorting 
to armed conflicts except as a last resort after all peaceful means have failed, and to end the use of the death penalty as a means of 
protecting society from violent crime. 
 
Common Good 
The common good refers to the social and community dimension of the moral good.  Human dignity is respected and the common 
good is fostered only if human rights are protected and basic responsibilities are met.  Every human being has a right to access 
those things required for human decency – food and shelter, education and employment, health care and housing, freedom of 
religion and family life.  Corresponding to these rights are duties and responsibilities – to one another, to our families, and to the 
larger society.  Every economic system serves the dignity of the human person and the common good when it respects the dignity 
of work and protects the rights of workers.  Employers contribute to the common good through the services or products they 
provide and by creating jobs that uphold the dignity and rights of workers – to productive work, to decent and just wages, to 
adequate benefits and security in their old age, to the choice of whether to organize and join unions, to the opportunity for legal 
status for immigrant workers, to private property, and to economic initiative.  Workers also have responsibilities – to provide a fair 
day’s work for a fair day’s pay, to treat employers and co-workers with respect, and to carry out their work in ways that contribute 
to the common good.  The common good also includes caring for God’s creation and for the poor who suffer “the gravest effects 
of all attacks on the environment.” 
 
Subsidiarity 
The human person is not only sacred but also social.  Full human development takes place in relationship with others.  The family 
– based on marriage between a man and a woman – is the first and fundamental unit of society and is a sanctuary for the creation 
and nurturing of children.  It should be defended and strengthened, not redefined, undermined, or further distorted.  Respect for 
the family should be reflected in every policy and program.  It is important to uphold parents’ rights and responsibilities to care for 
their children, including the right to choose their children’s education.  Every person and association has a right and a duty to 
participate actively in shaping society and to promote the well-being of all, especially the poor and vulnerable.  The principle of 
subsidiarity reminds us that larger institutions in society should not overwhelm or interfere with smaller or local institutions, yet 
larger institutions have essential responsibilities when the more local institutions cannot adequately protect human dignity, meet 
human needs, and advance the common good. 
 
Solidarity 
Solidarity recognizes that we are one human family, whatever our national, racial, ethnic, economic, and ideological differences.  
Loving our neighbor has global dimensions and requires us to eradicate racism and address the extreme poverty and disease 
plaguing so much of the world.  Solidarity also includes pursuing peace and justice, and showing a preferential option for the poor, 
who include unborn children, orphans, persons in poverty, persons with disabilities, the elderly and terminally ill, victims of 
injustice and oppression, immigrants and refugees, and prisoners.  

 

 



 

What is Conscience? 

In Forming Consciences for Faithful 

Citizenship (no. 17), the Catholic Bishops of the 

United States Conscience remind us:  

“The Church equips its members to address 

political and social questions by helping them to 

develop a well-formed conscience. …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. Rather, 

conscience is the voice of God resounding in the 

human heart, revealing the truth to us and 

calling us to do what is good while shunning 

what is evil.” 

Conscience is a judgment of practical reason that 

helps us to recognize and seek what is good, and 

to reject what is evil (Catechism of the Catholic 

Church, no. 1778, 1796). 

 

The Second Vatican Council wrote: 

“Always summoning [one] to love good and 

avoid evil, the voice of conscience can when 

necessary speak to [one’s] heart more 

specifically:  do this, shun that” (Gaudium et 

Spes 16). 

 

Conscience does not simply “come to us”!  

Throughout our lives, we have to spend time 

forming our consciences so that we can make well-

reasoned judgments about particular situations.  

How Do I Form My 

Conscience? 

As the bishops note in Forming Consciences 

for Faithful Citizenship, we need to form our 

consciences in an ongoing manner. How do we do 

this? 

1) When examining any issue or situation, 

we must begin by being open to the truth 

and what is right. 

2) We must study Sacred Scripture and the 

teaching of the Church. 

3) We must examine the facts and 

background information about various 

choices. 

4) We must prayerfully reflect to discern 

the will of God (Forming Consciences for 

Faithful Citizenship, no. 18). 

The United States Catholic Catechism for Adults 

adds:  

5) The prudent advice and good example of 

others support and enlighten our 

conscience. 

6) The authoritative teaching of the Church 

is an essential element. 

7) The gifts of the Holy Spirit help us 

develop our conscience. 

8) Regular examination of conscience is 

important as well (p. 314). 

Copyright © 2012, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, DC.  Excerpts from The Documents of Vatican II, Walter M. 

Abbott, SJ, General Editor, copyright © 1966 by America Press, Inc. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved. This text may be 
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To download this and other helpful resources, visit www.faithfulcitizenship.org!  
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Reflections on 

Conscience 

From the Catechism of the Catholic Church 

1777 Moral conscience,1 present at the heart of 

the person, enjoins him at the appropriate 

moment to do good and to avoid evil. It also 

judges particular choices, approving those that 

are good and denouncing those that are evil.2 It 

bears witness to the authority of truth in 

reference to the supreme Good to which the 

human person is drawn, and it welcomes the 

commandments. When he listens to his 

conscience, the prudent man can hear God 

speaking.  

1778 Conscience is a judgment of reason 

whereby the human person recognizes the moral 

quality of a concrete act that he is going to 

perform, is in the process of performing, or has 

already completed. In all he says and does, man 

is obliged to follow faithfully what he knows to 

be just and right. It is by the judgment of his 

conscience that man perceives and recognizes the 

prescriptions of the divine law. 

 

1
Cf. Rom 2:14-16.      

2
Cf. Rom 1:32. 

 

Reflections on 

Conscience Formation  

From the Catechism of the Catholic Church 

1784 The education of the conscience is a 

lifelong task. From the earliest years, it awakens 

the child to the knowledge and practice of the 

interior law recognized by conscience. Prudent 

education teaches virtue; it prevents or cures 

fear, selfishness and pride, resentment arising 

from guilt, and feelings of complacency, born of 

human weakness and faults. 

 
 

The education of the conscience guarantees 

freedom and engenders peace of heart. 
 

1785 In the formation of conscience the Word 

of God is the light for our path,3 we must 

assimilate it in faith and prayer and put it into 

practice. We must also examine our conscience 

before the Lord's Cross. We are assisted by the 

gifts of the Holy Spirit, aided by the witness or 

advice of others and guided by the authoritative 

teaching of the Church.4 

 

3
Cf. Ps 119:105.      

4
 Cf. Dignitatis Humanae 14. 

 

Reflection Questions 

1. What is conscience? 

2. When has my conscience guided me to 

“do good and avoid evil”? 

3. What are some key resources I can use to 

form my conscience? 

4. Forming conscience is a “lifelong task.” 

What do I do to regularly form my 

conscience? What more should I do?  

 



 

FAITHFUL CITIZENSHIP 2016 
To learn more about the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship (FCFC), visit 
www.faithfulcitizenship.org.  For additional questions, see the Wisconsin Catholic Conference 5-part Faithful Citizenship series at 
www.wisconsincatholic.org.                                                                                                              

What are fundamental moral issues 
that need to be addressed? 
As the U.S. bishops explain in Forming 
Consciences for Faithful Citizenship (FCFC), the 
challenges facing our nation are many.  
However, as the 2015 FCFC “Introductory 
Note” points out, nine areas are particularly 
pressing at this time: 
 

· The ongoing destruction of over one 
million innocent human lives each year by 
abortion. 

· Physician-assisted suicide. 

· The redefinition of marriage – the vital cell 
of society – by the courts, political bodies, 
and increasingly by American culture itself. 

· The excessive consumption of material 
goods and the destruction of natural 
resources, which harm both the 
environment and the poor. 

· The deadly attacks on fellow Christians 
and religious minorities throughout the 
world. 

· The narrowing redefinition of religious 
freedom, which threatens both individual 
conscience and the freedom of the Church 
to serve. 

· Economic policies that fail to prioritize the 
poor, at home and abroad. 

· A broken immigration system and a 
worldwide refugee crisis. 

· Wars, terror, and violence that threaten 
every aspect of human life and dignity. 

Why is protecting the unborn of  such great 
importance? 
As Pope Francis explains, “Among the vulnerable for 
whom the Church wishes to care with particular love and 
concern are unborn children, the most defenceless and 
innocent among us.  Nowadays efforts are made to deny 
them their human dignity and to do with them whatever 
one pleases, taking their lives and passing laws preventing 
anyone from standing in the way of this.…  [T]his 
defence of unborn life is closely linked to the defence of 
each and every other human right.  It involves the 
conviction that a human being is always sacred and 
inviolable, in any situation and at every stage of 
development.”  (Evangelii Gaudium, 213)  

What about other human rights?   
“The right to life implies and is linked to other human 
rights – to the basic goods that every human person 
needs to live and thrive.  All the life issues are connected, 
for erosion of respect for the life of any individual or 
group in society necessarily diminishes respect for all life.  
The moral imperative to respond to the needs of our 
neighbors – basic needs such as food, shelter, health care, 
education, and meaningful work – is universally binding 
on our consciences and may be legitimately fulfilled by a 
variety of means.  Catholics must seek the best ways to 
respond to these needs.” (FCFC, 25)  
 
“Catholic teaching about the dignity of life calls us to 
oppose torture, unjust war, and the indiscriminate use of 
drones for violent purposes; to prevent genocide and 
attacks against noncombatants; to oppose racism; to 
oppose human trafficking; and to overcome poverty and 
suffering.  Nations are called to protect the right to life by 
seeking effective ways to combat evil and terror without 
resorting to armed conflicts except as a last resort after all 
peaceful means have failed, and to end the use of the 
death penalty as a means of protecting society from 
violent crime.  We revere the lives of children in the 
womb, the lives of persons dying in war and from 
starvation, and indeed the lives of all human beings as 
children of God.  We stand opposed to these and all 
activities that contribute to what Pope Francis has called 
‘a throwaway culture.’” (FCFC, 45) 

IT IS IMPORTANT FOR ALL CITIZENS ‘TO 
SEE BEYOND PARTY POLITICS, TO 
ANALYZE CAMPAIGN RHETORIC 

CRITICALLY, AND TO CHOOSE THEIR 
POLITICAL LEADERS ACCORDING TO 

PRINCIPLE, NOT PARTY AFFILIATION OR 
MERE SELF-INTEREST.’   

(FCFC, 41) 
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What is the state of  religious liberty in 
the U.S.? 
“In the United States, religious freedom generally 
enjoys strong protection in our law and culture, but 
those protections are now in doubt.  For example, 
the longstanding tax exemption of the Church has 
been explicitly called into question at the highest 
levels of government, precisely because of her 
teachings on marriage.  Catholics have a particular 
duty to make sure that protections like these do not 
weaken but instead grow in strength.  This is not 
only to secure the just freedom of the Church and 
the faithful here but also to offer hope and an 
encouraging witness to those who suffer direct and 
even violent religious persecution in countries where 
the protection is far weaker.” (FCFC, 72) 

To learn more about the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’ 

Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship (FCFC), visit 

www.faithfulcitizenship.org and www.wisconsincatholic.org. 

What is a just economy?   
“Economic decisions and institutions should 
be assessed according to whether they protect 
or undermine the dignity of the human 
person.  Social and economic policies should 
foster the creation of jobs for all who can 
work with decent working conditions and just 
wages.  Barriers to equal pay and employment 
for women and those facing unjust 
discrimination must be overcome.  Catholic 
social teaching supports the right of workers 
to choose whether to organize, join a union, 
and bargain collectively, and to exercise these 
rights without reprisal.  It also affirms 
economic freedom, initiative, and the right to 
private property.” (FCFC, 73) 

What immigration reform does the 
Church support? 
“Comprehensive reform … should include a broad 
and fair legalization program with a path to 
citizenship; a work program with worker 
protections and just wages; family reunification 
policies; access to legal protections, which include 
due process procedures; refuge for those fleeing 
persecution and violence; and policies to address 
the root causes of migration. The right and 
responsibility of nations to control their borders 
and to maintain the rule of law should be 
recognized but pursued in a just and humane 
manner.” (FCFC, 81) 

Which public policies help families? 
Policies on taxes, work, divorce, immigration, 
and welfare should uphold the God-given 
meaning and value of marriage and family, 
help families stay together, and reward 
responsibility and sacrifice for children. Wages 
should allow workers to support their families, 
and public assistance should be available to 
help poor families to live in dignity. Such 
assistance should be provided in a manner that 
promotes eventual financial autonomy. 
(FCFC, 70) 

What can we do to protect the natural 
environment and to assist the poor?   
“Protecting the land, water, and air we share is a 

religious duty of stewardship and reflects our 
responsibility to born and unborn children, who are 
most vulnerable to environmental assault. … The 
United States should lead in contributing to the 
sustainable development of poorer nations and 
promoting greater justice in sharing the burden of 
environmental blight, neglect, and recovery.  It is 
important that we address the rising number of 
migrants who are uprooted from their homeland as a 
consequence of environmental degradation and 
climate change.  They are not currently recognized as 
refugees under any existing international convention 
and are thus not afforded legal protections that ought 
to be due to them.” (FCFC, 86) 


