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The clergy is often told by politicians to “stay in the sacristy.” In other words, “Stay out of politics and don’t tell us what to do.” In the first place, every citizen has a right to speak out on political matters, including the clergy. However, we are not allowed to do so as representatives of the Church and have been threatened with a loss of tax exemption if we do so. In the second place, politicians often deal with matters that have moral implications. And, that is the clergy’s area. Apparently, some politicians consider it also theirs.

A case in point is Nancy Pelosi, the Speaker of the House of Representatives. She admits to being a Roman Catholic and is a Catholic school graduate. Last month, on national television, Ms. Pelosi proceeded to give an instruction on abortion, saying that her support of the right to an abortion is based on the teaching of the Church and quoting Doctors of the Church to back up such a claim. As has been said, a little knowledge is more dangerous than none at all. It is obvious that she has not read the Catechism of the Catholic Church nor gone back far enough in quoting the Church Fathers.

Several Cardinals, Archbishops, and Bishops (as well as our United States Conference of Catholic Bishops) have responded publicly to her statements. I was on vacation at the time and did not feel a need to follow suit. We Bishops are teachers of the one Church; and, it is not as if each one of us has our own teaching for our own Diocesan Church on basic beliefs such as those relating to life. Our own Cardinal Archbishop issued a statement. As the Overseer of our Province in Pennsylvania, I thought that his words should suffice. However, I was criticized for not weighing in. So, that is what I am doing, even though there is nothing new to be said.

Life is the greatest gift that our God has shared with us. It carries with it such a high degree of dignity for the person that no one has an arbitrary right to take it from us. When the very right to one’s life can be denied at will, society suffers. This is especially true when defenseless life is considered as disposable. Life is the basic fabric of our existence.

We are taught by the Catechism of the Catholic Church as follows, “From the first moment of his existence, a human being must be recognized as having the rights of a person – among which is the inviolable right of every innocent being to life.” [CCC 2270] The Didache (sometimes referred to as The Teachings of the Apostles) is one of our Church’s oldest teaching documents, dating to the First Century. In it, we read, “You shall not kill the embryo by abortion and shall not cause the newborn to perish.” Whether or not someone like Ms. Pelosi considers the embryo a human being, the teaching of the Church relative to its destruction is clear.

It seems to me that the Speaker of the House might have done better if she had recalled the Declaration of Independence of the nation for whose welfare she is supposed to be guiding legislation. In it, our Founding Fathers express their belief that life is a God-given right that is “unalienable.” They further state that when a government becomes “destructive to these ends,” its citizens have the right “to alter or abolish it.” For this, the Colonists were willing to go to war!

Could it be that the Roman Catholic Church is more in tune with the values of our nation’s Founding Fathers than some of our current political leadership?

