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John F. Kennedy 

Address to the Greater Houston Ministerial Association 

Delivered 12 September 1960 at the Rice Hotel in Houston, TX 

 

Text version below transcribed directly from audio. (2)] 

Reverend Meza, Reverend Reck, I'm grateful for your generous invitation to state my views.  

While the so-called religious issue is necessarily and properly the chief topic here tonight, I 
want to emphasize from the outset that I believe that we have far more critical issues in the 
1960 campaign; the spread of Communist influence, until it now festers only 90 miles from 
the coast of Florida -- the humiliating treatment of our President and Vice President by 
those who no longer respect our power -- the hungry children I saw in West Virginia, the old 
people who cannot pay their doctors bills, the families forced to give up their farms -- an 
America with too many slums, with too few schools, and too late to the moon and outer 
space. These are the real issues which should decide this campaign. And they are not 
religious issues -- for war and hunger and ignorance and despair know no religious barrier.  

But because I am a Catholic, and no Catholic has ever been elected President, the real 
issues in this campaign have been obscured -- perhaps deliberately, in some quarters less 
responsible than this. So it is apparently necessary for me to state once again -- not what 
kind of church I believe in, for that should be important only to me -- but what kind of 
America I believe in.  

I believe in an America where the separation of church and state is absolute; where no 
Catholic prelate would tell the President -- should he be Catholic -- how to act, and no 
Protestant minister would tell his parishioners for whom to vote; where no church or church 
school is granted any public funds or political preference, and where no man is denied public 
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office merely because his religion differs from the President who might appoint him, or the 
people who might elect him.  

I believe in an America that is officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish; where no 
public official either requests or accept instructions on public policy from the Pope, the 
National Council of Churches or any other ecclesiastical source; where no religious body 
seeks to impose its will directly or indirectly upon the general populace or the public acts of 
its officials, and where religious liberty is so indivisible that an act against one church is 
treated as an act against all.  

For while this year it may be a Catholic against whom the finger of suspicion is pointed, in 
other years it has been -- and may someday be again -- a Jew, or a Quaker, or a Unitarian, 
or a Baptist. It was Virginia's harassment of Baptist preachers, for example, that led to 
Jefferson's statute of religious freedom. Today, I may be the victim, but tomorrow it may be 
you -- until the whole fabric of our harmonious society is ripped apart at a time of great 
national peril.  

Finally, I believe in an America where religious intolerance will someday end, where all men 
and all churches are treated as equals, where every man has the same right to attend or 
not to attend the church of his choice, where there is no Catholic vote, no anti-Catholic 
vote, no bloc voting of any kind, and where Catholics, Protestants, and Jews, at both the lay 
and the pastoral levels, will refrain from those attitudes of disdain and division which have 
so often marred their works in the past, and promote instead the American ideal of 
brotherhood.  

That is the kind of America in which I believe. And it represents the kind of Presidency in 
which I believe, a great office that must be neither humbled by making it the instrument of 
any religious group nor tarnished by arbitrarily withholding it -- its occupancy from the 
members of any one religious group. I believe in a President whose views on religion are his 
own private affair, neither imposed upon him by the nation, nor imposed by the nation upon 
him¹ as a condition to holding that office.  

I would not look with favor upon a President working to subvert the first amendment's 
guarantees of religious liberty; nor would our system of checks and balances permit him to 
do so. And neither do I look with favor upon those who would work to subvert Article VI of 
the Constitution by requiring a religious test, even by indirection. For if they disagree with 
that safeguard, they should be openly working to repeal it.  

I want a Chief Executive whose public acts are responsible to all and obligated to none, who 
can attend any ceremony, service, or dinner his office may appropriately require of him to 
fulfill; and whose fulfillment of his Presidential office is not limited or conditioned by any 
religious oath, ritual, or obligation.  

This is the kind of America I believe in -- and this is the kind of America I fought for in the 
South Pacific, and the kind my brother died for in Europe. No one suggested then that we 
might have a divided loyalty, that we did not believe in liberty, or that we belonged to a 
disloyal group that threatened -- I quote -- "the freedoms for which our forefathers died."  

And in fact this is the kind of America for which our forefathers did die when they fled here 
to escape religious test oaths that denied office to members of less favored churches -- 
when they fought for the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Virginia Statute of Religious 
Freedom -- and when they fought at the shrine I visited today, the Alamo. For side by side 

2 of 29



with Bowie and Crockett died Fuentes, and McCafferty, and Bailey, and Badillo, and Carey -- 
but no one knows whether they were Catholics or not. For there was no religious test there.  

I ask you tonight to follow in that tradition -- to judge me on the basis of 14 years in the 
Congress, on my declared stands against an Ambassador to the Vatican, against 
unconstitutional aid to parochial schools, and against any boycott of the public schools -- 
which I attended myself. And instead of doing this, do not judge me on the basis of these 
pamphlets and publications we all have seen that carefully select quotations out of context 
from the statements of Catholic church leaders, usually in other countries, frequently in 
other centuries, and rarely relevant to any situation here. And always omitting, of course, 
the statement of the American Bishops in 1948 which strongly endorsed Church-State 
separation, and which more nearly reflects the views of almost every American Catholic.  

I do not consider these other quotations binding upon my public acts. Why should you?  

But let me say, with respect to other countries, that I am wholly opposed to the State being 
used by any religious group, Catholic or Protestant, to compel, prohibit, or prosecute the 
free exercise of any other religion. And that goes for any persecution, at any time, by 
anyone, in any country.  And I hope that you and I condemn with equal fervor those nations 
which deny their Presidency to Protestants, and those which deny it to Catholics. And rather 
than cite the misdeeds of those who differ, I would also cite the record of the Catholic 
Church in such nations as France and Ireland, and the independence of such statesmen as 
De Gaulle and Adenauer.  

But let me stress again that these are my views.  

For contrary to common newspaper usage, I am not the Catholic candidate for President.  

I am the Democratic Party's candidate for President who happens also to be a Catholic.  

I do not speak for my church on public matters; and the church does not speak for me. 
Whatever issue may come before me as President, if I should be elected, on birth control, 
divorce, censorship, gambling or any other subject, I will make my decision in accordance 
with these views -- in accordance with what my conscience tells me to be in the national 
interest, and without regard to outside religious pressure or dictates. And no power or 
threat of punishment could cause me to decide otherwise.  

But if the time should ever come -- and I do not concede any conflict to be remotely 
possible -- when my office would require me to either violate my conscience or violate the 
national interest, then I would resign the office; and I hope any conscientious public servant 
would do likewise.  

But I do not intend to apologize for these views to my critics of either Catholic or Protestant 
faith; nor do I intend to disavow either my views or my church in order to win this election.  

If I should lose on the real issues, I shall return to my seat in the Senate, satisfied that I'd 
tried my best and was fairly judged.  

But if this election is decided on the basis that 40 million Americans lost their chance of 
being President on the day they were baptized, then it is the whole nation that will be the 
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loser, in the eyes of Catholics and non-Catholics around the world, in the eyes of history, 
and in the eyes of our own people.  

But if, on the other hand, I should win this election, then I shall devote every effort of mind 
and spirit to fulfilling the oath of the Presidency -- practically identical, I might add, with the 
oath I have taken for 14 years in the Congress. For without reservation, I can, "solemnly 
swear that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and will to the 
best of my ability preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution -- so help me God. 

 

4 of 29



1 
 

Religious Belief and Public Morality 
Mario M. Cuomo 

October 25, 1984 

This is the text of the speech by Governor Cuomo to the Department of Theology at the 
University of Notre Dame, September 13, 1984. Although some excerpts were published in the 
press, they were heavily cut. Here only the opening remarks have been omitted. 

I speak here as a politician. And also as a Catholic, a lay person baptized and raised in the pre–
Vatican II Church, educated in Catholic schools, attached to the Church first by birth, then by 
choice, now by love. An old-fashioned Catholic who sins, regrets, struggles, worries, gets 
confused, and most of the time feels better after confession. The Catholic Church is my spiritual 
home. My heart is there, and my hope. 

There is, of course, more to being a Catholic than having a sense of spiritual and emotional 
resonance. Catholicism is a religion of the head as well as the heart, and to be a Catholic is to say 
“I believe” to the essential core of dogmas that distinguishes our faith. The acceptance of this 
faith requires a lifelong struggle to understand it more fully and to live it more truly, to translate 
truth into experience, to practice as well as to believe. That’s not easy: applying religious belief 
to everyday life often presents difficult challenges. 

It’s always been that way. It certainly is today. The America of the late twentieth century is a 
consumer society, filled with endless distractions, where faith is more often dismissed than 
challenged, where the ethnic and other loyalties that once fastened us to our religion seem to be 
weakening. 

In addition to all the weaknesses, dilemmas, and temptations that impede every pilgrim’s 
progress, the Catholic who holds political office in a pluralistic democracy—who is elected to 
serve Jews and Moslems, atheists and Protestants, as well as Catholics—bears special 
responsibility. He or she undertakes to help create conditions under which all can live with a 
maximum of dignity and with a reasonable degree of freedom; where everyone who chooses may 
hold beliefs different from specifically Catholic ones—sometimes contradictory to them; where 
the laws protect people’s right to divorce, to use birth control, and even to choose abortion. 

In fact, Catholic public officials take an oath to preserve the Constitution that guarantees this 
freedom. And they do so gladly. Not because they love what others do with their freedom, but 
because they realize that in guaranteeing freedom for all, they guarantee our right to be 
Catholics; our right to pray, to use the sacraments, to refuse birth control devices, to reject 
abortion, not to divorce and remarry if we believe to be wrong. 

The Catholic public official lives the political truth most Catholics, throughout most of American 
history, have accepted and insisted on: the truth that to assure our freedom we must allow others 
the same freedom, even if occasionally it produces conduct by them that we would hold to be 
sinful. 
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I protect my right to be a Catholic by preserving your right to believe as a Jew, a Protestant, or 
nonbeliever, or as anything else you choose. We know that the price of seeking to force our 
beliefs on others is that they might someday force theirs on us. This freedom is the fundamental 
strength of our unique experiment in government. In the complex interplay of forces and 
considerations that go into the making of our laws and policies, its preservation must be a 
pervasive and dominant concern. 

But insistence on freedom is easier to accept as a general proposition than in its applications to 
specific situations. There are other valid general principles firmly embedded in our Constitution, 
which, operating at the same time, create interesting and occasionally troubling problems. Thus 
the same amendment of the Constitution that forbids the establishment of a state church affirms 
my legal right to argue that my religious belief would serve well as an article of our universal 
public morality. I may use the prescribed processes of government—the legislative and executive 
and judicial processes—to convince my fellow citizens—Jews and Protestants and Buddhists and 
nonbelievers—that what I propose is as beneficial for them as I believe it is for me; that it is not 
just parochial or narrowly sectarian but fulfills a human desire for order, peace, justice, kindness, 
love, any of the values most of us agree are desirable even apart from their specific religious base 
or context. 

I am free to argue for a governmental policy for a nuclear freeze not just to avoid sin but because 
I think my democracy should regard it as a desirable goal. I can, if I wish, argue that the state 
should not fund the use of contraceptive devices not because the pope demands it but because I 
think that the whole community—for the good of the whole community—should not sever sex 
from an openness to the creation of life. 

And surely I can, if so inclined, demand some kind of law against abortion not because my 
bishops say it is wrong but because I think that the whole community, regardless of its religious 
beliefs, should agree on the importance of protecting life—including life in the womb, which is 
at the very least potentially human and should not be extinguished casually. 

No law prevents us from advocating any of these things: I am free to do so. So are the bishops. 
And so is Reverend Falwell. In fact, the Constitution guarantees my right to try. And theirs. And 
his. 

But should I? Is it helpful? Is it essential to human dignity? Does it promote harmony and 
understanding? Or does it divide us so fundamentally that it threatens our ability to function as a 
pluralistic community? When should I argue to make my religious value your morality? My rule 
of conduct your limitation? What are the rules and policies that should influence the exercise of 
this right to argue and promote? 

I believe I have a salvific mission as a Catholic. Does that mean I am in conscience required to 
do everything I can as governor to translate all my religious values into the laws and regulations 
of the state of New York or the United States? Or be branded a hypocrite if I don’t? 

As a Catholic, I respect the teaching authority of the bishops. But must I agree with everything in 
the bishops’ pastoral letter on peace and fight to include it in party platforms? And will I have to 
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do the same for the forthcoming pastoral on economies even if I am an unrepentant supply-sider? 
Must I, having heard the pope renew the Church’s ban on birth control devices, veto the funding 
of contraceptive programs for non-Catholics or dissenting Catholics in my state? 

I accept the Church’s teaching on abortion. Must I insist you do? By law? By denying you 
Medicaid funding? By a constitutional amendment? If so, which one? Would that be the best 
way to avoid abortions or to prevent them? These are only some of the questions for Catholics. 
People with other religious beliefs face similar problems. 

Let me try some answers. Almost all Americans accept some religious values as a part of our 
public life. We are a religious people, many of us descended from ancestors who came here 
expressly to live their religious faith free from coercion or repression. But we are also a people of 
many religions, with no established church, who hold different beliefs on many matters. 

Our public morality, then—the moral standards we maintain for everyone, not just the ones we 
insist on in our private lives—depends on a consensus view of right and wrong. The values 
derived from religious belief will not—and should not—be accepted as part of the public 
morality unless they are shared by the pluralistic community at large, by consensus. 

That values happen to be religious values does not deny them acceptability as a part of this 
consensus. But it does not require their acceptability, either. The agnostics who joined the civil 
rights struggle were not deterred because that crusade’s values had been nurtured and sustained 
in black Christian churches. Those on the political left are not perturbed today by the religious 
basis of the clergy and lay people who join them in the protest against the arms race and hunger 
and exploitation. 

The arguments start when religious values are used to support positions which would impose on 
other people restrictions they find unacceptable. Some people do object to Catholic demands for 
an end to abortion, seeing it as a violation of the separation of Church and State. And some 
others, while they have no compunction about invoking the authority of the Catholic bishops in 
regard to birth control and abortion, might reject out of hand their teaching on war and peace and 
social policy. 

Ultimately, therefore, the question “whether or not we admit religious values into our public 
affairs” is too broad to yield a single answer. “Yes,” we create our public morality through 
consensus and in this country that consensus reflects to some extent religious values of a great 
majority of Americans. But “no,” all religiously based values don’t have an a priori place in our 
public morality. 

The community must decide if what is being proposed would be better left to private discretion 
than public policy; whether it restricts freedoms, and if so to what end, to whose benefit; whether 
it will produce a good or bad result; whether overall it will help the community or merely divide 
it. The right answers to these questions can be elusive. Some of the wrong answers, on the other 
hand, are quite clear. For example, there are those who say there is a simple answer to all these 
questions; they say that by history and practice of our people we were intended to be—and 
should be—a Christian country in law. 
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But where would that leave the non-believers? And whose Christianity would be law, yours or 
mine? 

The “Christian nation” argument should concern—even frighten—two groups: non-Christians 
and thinking Christians. I believe it does. I think it’s already apparent that a good part of this 
nation understands—if only instinctively—that anything which seems to suggest that God favors 
a political party or the establishment of a state church, is wrong and dangerous. 

Way down deep the American people are afraid of an entangling relationship between formal 
religions—or whole bodies of religious belief—and government. Apart from constitutional law 
and religious doctrine, there is a sense that tells us it’s wrong to presume to speak for God or to 
claim God’s sanction of our particular legislation and His rejection of all other positions. Most of 
us are offended when we see religion being trivialized by its appearance in political throwaway 
pamphlets. 

The American people need no course in philosophy or political science or church history to 
know that God should not be made into a celestial party chairman. To most of us, the 
manipulative invoking of religion to advance a politician or a party is frightening and divisive. 
The American people will tolerate religious leaders taking positions for or against candidates, 
although I think the Catholic bishops are right in avoiding that position. But the American people 
are leery about large religious organizations, powerful churches or synagogue groups, engaging 
in such activities—again, not as a matter of law or doctrine, but because our innate wisdom and 
democratic instinct teaches us that these things are dangerous. 

Today there are a number of issues involving life and death that raise questions of public 
morality. They are also questions of concern to most religions. Pick up a newspaper and you are 
almost certain to find a bitter controversy over any one of them: Baby Jane Doe, the right to die, 
artificial insemination, embryos in vitro, abortion, birth control…not to mention nuclear war and 
the shadow it throws across all existence. Some of these issues touch the most intimate recesses 
of our lives, our roles as someone’s mother or child or husband; some affect women in a unique 
way. But they are also public questions, for all of us. 

Put aside what God expects—assume if you like that there is no God—then the greatest thing 
still left to us is life. Even a radically secular world must struggle with the questions of when life 
begins, under what circumstances it can be ended, when it must be protected, by what authority; 
it too must decide what protection to extend to the helpless and the dying, to the aged and the 
unborn, to life in all its phases. 

As a Catholic, I have accepted certain answers as the right ones for myself and my family, and 
because I have, they have influenced me in special ways, as Matilda’s husband, as a father of 
five children, as a son who stood next to his own father’s deathbed trying to decide if the tubes 
and needles no longer served a purpose. As a governor, however, I am involved in defining 
policies that determine other people’s rights in these same areas of life and death. Abortion is 
one of these issues, and while it is one issue among many, it is one of the most controversial and 
affects me in a special way as a Catholic public official. So let me spend some time considering 
it. 
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I should start, I believe, by noting that the Catholic Church’s actions with respect to the interplay 
of religious values and public policy make clear that there is no inflexible moral principle that 
determines what our political conduct should be. For example, on divorce and birth control, 
without changing its moral teaching, the Church abides the civil law as it now stands, thereby 
accepting—without making much of a point of it—that in our pluralistic society we are not 
required to insist that all our religious values be the law of the land. 

Abortion is treated differently. Of course there are differences both in degree and quality 
between abortion and some of the other religious positions the Church takes: abortion is a 
“matter of life and death,” and degree counts. But the differences in approach reveal a truth, I 
think, that is not well enough perceived by Catholics and therefore still further complicates the 
process for us. That is, while we always owe our bishops’ words respectful attention and careful 
consideration, the question whether to engage the political system in a struggle to have it adopt 
certain articles of our belief as part of public morality is not a matter of doctrine: it is a matter of 
prudential political judgment. 

Recently, Michael Novak put it succinctly: “Religious judgment and political judgment are both 
needed,” he wrote. “But they are not identical.” My Church and my conscience require me to 
believe certain things about divorce, birth control, and abortion. My Church does not order me—
under pain of sin or expulsion—to pursue my salvific mission according to a precisely defined 
political plan. 

As a Catholic I accept the Church’s teaching authority. While in the past some Catholic 
theologians may appear to have disagreed on the morality of some abortions (it wasn’t, I think, 
until 1869 that excommunication was attached to all abortions without distinction), and while 
some theologians still do, I accept the bishops’ position that abortion is to be avoided. 

As Catholics, my wife and I were enjoined never to use abortion to destroy the life we created, 
and we never have. We thought Church doctrine was clear on this, and—more than that—both of 
us felt it in full agreement with what our hearts and our consciences told us. For me life or fetal 
life in the womb should be protected, even if five of nine justices of the Supreme Court and my 
neighbor disagree with me. A fetus is different from an appendix or a set of tonsils. At the very 
least, even if the argument is made by some scientists or some theologians that in the early stages 
of fetal development we can’t discern human life, the full potential of human life is indisputably 
there. That—to my less subtle mind—by itself should demand respect, caution, 
indeed…reverence. But not everyone in our society agrees with Matilda and me. 

And those who don’t—those who endorse legalized abortions—aren’t a ruthless, callous alliance 
of anti-Christians determined to overthrow our moral standards. In many cases, the proponents of 
legal abortion are the very people who have worked with Catholics to realize the goals of social 
justice set out in papal encyclicals: the American Lutheran Church, the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis, the Presbyterian Church in the United States, B’nai B’rith Women, the 
Women of the Episcopal Church. These are just a few of the religious organizations that don’t 
share the Church’s position on abortion. 
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Certainly, we should not be forced to mold Catholic morality to conform to disagreement by 
non-Catholics however sincere or severe their disagreement. Our bishops should be teachers, not 
pollsters. They should not change what we Catholics believe in order to ease our consciences or 
please our friends or protect the Church from criticism. But if the breadth, intensity, and sincerity 
of opposition to Church teaching shouldn’t be allowed to shape our Catholic morality, it can’t 
help but determine our ability—our realistic, political ability—to translate our Catholic morality 
into civil law, a law not for the believers who don’t need it but for the disbelievers who reject it. 
And it is here, in our attempt to find a political answer to abortion—an answer beyond our 
private observance of Catholic morality—that we encounter controversy within and without the 
Church over how and in what degree to press the case that our morality should be everybody 
else’s, and to what effect. 

I repeat, there is no Church teaching that mandates the best political course for making our belief 
everyone’s rule, for spreading this part of our Catholicism. There is neither an encyclical nor a 
catechism that spells out a political strategy for achieving legislative goals. And so the Catholic 
trying to make moral and prudent judgments in the political realm must discern which, if any, of 
the actions one could take would be best. 

This latitude of judgment is not something new in the Church, not a development that has arisen 
only with the abortion issue. Take, for example, the question of slavery. It has been argued that 
the failure to endorse a legal ban on abortions is equivalent to refusing to support the cause of 
abolition before the Civil War. This analogy has been advanced by the bishops of my own state. 

But the truth of the matter is, few if any Catholic bishops spoke for abolition in the years before 
the Civil War. It wasn’t, I believe, that the bishops endorsed the idea of some humans owning 
and exploiting other humans; Pope Gregory XVI, in 1840, had condemned the slave trade. 
Instead it was a practical political judgment that the bishops made. They weren’t hypocrites; they 
were realists. At the time, Catholics were a small minority, mostly immigrants, despised by much 
of the population, often vilified and the object of sporadic violence. In the face of a public 
controversy that aroused tremendous passions and threatened to break the country apart, the 
bishops made a pragmatic decision. They believed their opinion would not change people’s 
minds. Morever they knew that there were southern Catholics, even some priests, who owned 
slaves. They concluded that under the circumstances arguing for a constitutional amendment 
against slavery would do more harm than good, so they were silent. As they have been, 
generally, in recent years, on the question of birth control. And as the Church has been on even 
more controversial issues in the past, even ones that dealt with life and death. 

What is relevant to this discussion is that the bishops were making judgments about translating 
Catholic teachings into public policy, not about the moral validity of the teachings. In so doing 
they grappled with the unique political complexities of their time. The decision they made to 
remain silent on a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery or on the repeal of the Fugitive 
Slave Law wasn’t a mark of their moral indifference: it was a measured attempt to balance moral 
truths against political realities. Their decision reflected their sense of complexity, not their 
diffidence. As history reveals, Lincoln behaved with similar discretion. 
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The parallel I want to draw here is not between or among what we Catholics believe to be moral 
wrongs. It is in the Catholic response to those wrongs. Church teaching on slavery and abortion 
is clear. But in the application of those teachings—the exact way we translate them into action, 
the specific laws we propose, the exact legal sanctions we seek—there was and is no one, clear, 
absolute route that the Church says, as a matter of doctrine, we must follow. 

The bishops’ pastoral letter, “The Challenge of Peace,” speaks directly to this point. “We 
recognize,” the bishops wrote, 

that the Church’s teaching authority does not carry the same force when it deals with technical 
solutions involving particular means as it does when it speaks of principles or ends. People may 
agree in abhorring an injustice, for instance, yet sincerely disagree as to what practical approach 
will achieve justice. Religious groups are entitled as others to their opinion in such cases, but 
they should not claim that their opinions are the only ones that people of good will may hold. 

With regard to abortion, the American bishops have had to weigh Catholic moral teaching 
against the fact of a pluralistic country where our view is in the minority, acknowledging that 
what is ideally desirable isn’t always feasible, that there can be different political approaches to 
abortion besides unyielding adherence to an absolute prohibition. This is in the American-
Catholic tradition of political realism. In supporting or opposing specific legislation the Church 
in this country has never retreated into a moral fundamentalism that will settle for nothing less 
than total acceptance of its views. 

Indeed, the bishops have already confronted the fact that an absolute ban on abortion doesn’t 
have the support necessary to be placed in our Constitution. In 1981, they put aside earlier efforts 
to describe a law they could accept and get passed, and supported the Hatch amendment instead.* 
Some Catholics felt the bishops had gone too far with that action, some not far enough. Such 
judgments were not a rejection of the bishops’ teaching authority: the bishops even disagreed 
among themselves. Catholics are allowed to disagree on these technical political questions 
without having to confess. 

Respectfully, and after careful consideration of the position and arguments of the bishops, I have 
concluded that the approach of a constitutional amendment is not the best way for us to seek to 
deal with abortion. 

I believe that legally interdicting abortion by either the federal government or the individual 
states is not a plausible possibility and even if it could be obtained, it wouldn’t work. Given 
present attitudes, it would be “Prohibition” revisited, legislating what couldn’t be enforced and in 
the process creating a disrespect for law in general. And as much as I admire the bishops’ hope 
that a constitutional amendment against abortion would be the basis for a full, new bill of rights 
for mothers and children, I disagree that this would be the result. 

I believe that, more likely, a constitutional prohibition would allow people to ignore the causes 
of many abortions instead of addressing them, much the way the death penalty is used to escape 
dealing more fundamentally and more rationally with the problem of violent crime. 
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Other legal options that have been proposed are, in my view, equally ineffective. The Hatch 
amendment, by returning the question of abortion to the states, would have given us a 
checkerboard of permissive and restrictive jurisdictions. In some cases people might have been 
forced to go elsewhere to have abortions and that might have eased a few consciences but it 
wouldn’t have done what the Church wants to do—it wouldn’t have created a deep-seated 
respect for life. Abortions would have gone on, millions of them. 

Nor would a denial of Medicaid funding for abortion achieve our objectives. Given Roe v. Wade, 
it would be nothing more than an attempt to do indirectly what the law says cannot be done 
directly; worse, it would do it in a way that would burden only the already disadvantaged. 
Removing funding from the Medicaid program would not prevent the rich and middle classes 
from having abortions. It would not even assure that the disadvantaged wouldn’t have them; it 
would only impose financial burdens on poor women who want abortions. 

Apart from that unevenness, there is a more basic question. Medicaid is designed to deal with 
health and medical needs. But the arguments for the cutoff of Medicaid abortion funds are not 
related to those needs. They are moral arguments. If we assume health and medical needs exist, 
our personal view of morality ought not to be considered a relevant basis for discrimination. 

We must keep in mind always that we are a nation of laws—when we like those laws, and when 
we don’t. The Supreme Court has established a woman’s constitutional right to abortion. The 
Congress has decided the federal government should not provide federal funding in the Medicaid 
program for abortion. That, of course, does not bind states in the allocation of their own state 
funds. Under the law, individual states need not follow the federal lead, and in New York I 
believe we cannot follow that lead. The equal protection clause in New York’s constitution has 
been interpreted by the courts as a standard of fairness that would preclude us from denying only 
the poor—indirectly, by a cutoff of funds—the practical use of the constitutional right given by 
Roe v. Wade. 

In the end, even if after a long and divisive struggle we were able to remove all Medicaid 
funding for abortion and restore the law to what it was—if we could put most abortions out of 
our sight, return them to the back rooms where they were performed for so long—I don’t believe 
our responsibility as Catholics would be any closer to being fulfilled than it is now, with abortion 
guaranteed by the law as a woman’s right. 

The hard truth is that abortion isn’t a failure of government. No agency or department of 
government forces women to have abortions, but abortion goes on. Catholics, the statistics show, 
support the right to abortion in equal proportion to the rest of the population. Despite the 
teaching in our homes and schools and pulpits, despite the sermons and pleadings of parents and 
priests and prelates, despite all the effort at defining our opposition to the sin of abortion, 
collectively we Catholics apparently believe—and perhaps act—little differently from those who 
don’t share our commitment. 

Are we asking government to make criminal what we believe to be sinful because we ourselves 
can’t stop committing the sin? The failure here is not Caesar’s. This failure is our failure, the 
failure of the entire people of God. 
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Nobody has expressed this better than a bishop in my own state, Joseph Sullivan, a man who 
works with the poor in New York City, is resolutely opposed to abortion, and argues, with his 
fellow bishops, for a change of law. “The major problem the Church has is internal,” the bishop 
said last month in reference to abortion. “How do we teach? As much as I think we’re 
responsible for advocating public policy issues, our primary responsibility is to teach our own 
people. We haven’t done that. We’re asking politicians to do what we haven’t done effectively 
ourselves.” 

I agree with the bishop. I think our moral and social mission as Catholics must begin with the 
wisdom contained in the words “Physician, heal thyself.” Unless we Catholics educate ourselves 
better to the values that define—and can ennoble—our lives, following those teachings better 
than we do now, unless we set an example that is clear and compelling, then we will never 
convince this society to change the civil laws to protect what we preach is precious human life. 

Better than any law or rule or threat of punishment would be the moving strength of our own 
good example, demonstrating our lack of hypocrisy, proving the beauty and worth of our 
instruction. We must work to find ways to avoid abortions without otherwise violating our faith. 
We should provide funds and opportunities for young women to bring their child to term, 
knowing both of them will be taken care of if that is necessary; we should teach our young men 
better than we do now their responsibilities in creating and caring for human life. 

It is this duty of the Church to teach through its practice of love what Pope John Paul II has 
proclaimed so magnificently to all peoples. “The Church,” he wrote in Redemptor Hominis 
(1979), 

which has no weapons at her disposal apart from those of the spirit, of the word and of love, 
cannot renounce her proclamation of “the word…in season and out of season.” For this reason 
she does not cease to implore…everybody in the name of God and in the name of man: Do not 
kill! Do not prepare destruction and extermination for each other! Think of your brothers and 
sisters who are suffering hunger and misery! Respect each one’s dignity and freedom! 

The weapons of the word and of love are already available to us: we need no statute to provide 
them. I am not implying that we should stand by and pretend indifference to whether a woman 
takes a pregnancy to its conclusion or aborts it. I believe we should in all cases try to teach a 
respect for life. And I believe with regard to abortion that, despite Roe v. Wade, we can, in 
practical ways. Here, in fact, it seems to me that all of us can agree. 

Without lessening their insistence on a woman’s right to an abortion, the people who call 
themselves “pro-choice” can support the development of government programs that present an 
impoverished mother with the full range of support she needs to bear and raise her children, to 
have a real choice. Without dropping their campaign to ban abortion, those who gather under the 
banner of “pro-life” can join in developing and enacting a legislative bill of rights for mothers 
and children, as the bishops have already proposed. 

While we argue over abortion, the United States’ infant mortality rate places us sixteenth among 
the nations of the world. Thousands of infants die each year because of inadequate medical care. 

13 of 29



10 
 

Some are born with birth defects that, with proper treatment, could be prevented. Some are 
stunted in their physical and mental growth because of improper nutrition. If we want to prove 
our regard for life in the womb, for the helpless infant—if we care about women having real 
choices in their lives and not being driven to abortions by a sense of helplessness and despair 
about the future of their child—then there is work enough for all of us. Lifetimes of it. 

In New York, we have put in place a number of programs to begin this work, assisting women in 
giving birth to healthy babies. This year we doubled Medicaid funding to private-care physicians 
for prenatal and delivery services. The state already spends $20 million a year for prenatal care 
in out-patient clinics and for in-patient hospital care. One program in particular we believe holds 
a great deal of promise. It’s called “new avenues to dignity,” and it seeks to provide a teen-age 
mother with the special service she needs to continue with her education, to train for a job, to 
become capable of standing on her own, to provide for herself and the child she is bringing into 
the world. 

My dissent, then, from the contention that we can have effective and enforceable legal 
prohibitions on abortion is by no means an argument for religious quietism, for accepting the 
world’s wrongs because that is our fate as “the poor banished children of Eve.” 

Let me make another point. Abortion has a unique significance but not a preemptive 
significance. Apart from the question of the efficacy of using legal weapons to make people stop 
having abortions, we know our Christian responsibility doesn’t end with any one law or 
amendment. That it doesn’t end with abortion. Because it involves life and death, abortion will 
always be a central concern of Catholics. But so will nuclear weapons. And hunger and 
homelessness and joblessness, all the forces diminishing human life and threatening to destroy it. 
The “seamless garment” that Cardinal Bernardin has spoken of is a challenge to all Catholics in 
public office, conservatives as well as liberals. 

We cannot justify our aspiration to goodness simply on the basis of the vigor of our demand for 
an elusive and questionable civil law declaring what we already know, that abortion is wrong. 
Approval or rejection of legal restrictions on abortion should not be the exclusive litmus test of 
Catholic loyalty. We should understand that whether abortion is out-lawed or not, our work has 
barely begun: the work of creating a society where the right to life doesn’t end at the moment of 
birth; where an infant isn’t helped into a world that doesn’t care if it’s fed properly, housed 
decently, educated adequately; where the blind or retarded child isn’t condemned to exist rather 
than empowered to live. 

The bishops stated this duty clearly in 1974, in their statement to the Senate subcommittee 
considering a proposed amendment to restrict abortions. They maintained such an amendment 
could not be seen as an end in itself. “We do not see a constitutional amendment as the final 
product of our commitment or of our legislative activity,” they said. 

It is instead the constitutional base on which to provide support and assistance to pregnant 
women and their unborn children. This would include nutritional, prenatal, child-birth and 
postnatal care for the mother, and also nutritional and pediatric care for the child through the first 
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year of life…. We believe that all of these should be available as a matter of right to all pregnant 
women and their children. 

The bishops reaffirmed that view in 1976, in 1980, and again this year when the United States 
Catholic Committee asked Catholics to judge candidates on a wide range of issues—on abortion, 
yes; but also on food policy, the arms race, human rights, education, social justice, and military 
expenditures. The bishops have been consistently “pro-life” in the full meaning of that term, and 
I respect them for that. 

The problems created by the matter of abortion are complex and confounding. Nothing is clearer 
to me than my inadequacy to find compelling solutions to all of their moral, legal, and social 
implications. I—and many others like me—am eager for enlightenment, eager to learn new and 
better ways to manifest respect for the deep reverence for life that is our religion and our instinct. 
I hope that this public attempt to describe the problems as I understand them will give impetus to 
the dialogue in the Catholic community and beyond, a dialogue that could show me a better 
wisdom than I’ve been able to find so far. It would be tragic if we let that dialogue become a 
prolonged, divisive argument that destroys or impairs our ability to practice any part of the 
morality given us in the Sermon on the Mount, to touch, heal, and affirm the human life that 
surrounds us. 

We Catholic citizens of the richest, most powerful nation that has ever existed are like the 
stewards made responsible over a great household: from those to whom so much has been given, 
much shall be required. It is worth repeating that ours is not a faith that encourages its believers 
to stand apart from the world, seeking their salvation alone, separate from the salvation of those 
around them. We speak of ourselves as a body. We come together in worship as companions, in 
the ancient sense of that word, those who break bread together, and who are obliged by the 
commitment we share to help one another, everywhere, in all we do, and in the process, to help 
the whole human family. We see our mission to be “the completion of the work of creation.” 

This is difficult work today. It presents us with many hard choices. The Catholic Church has 
come of age in America. The ghetto walls are gone, our religion no longer a badge of 
irredeemable foreignness. This new-found status is both an opportunity and a temptation. If we 
choose, we can give in to the temptation to become more and more assimilated into a larger, 
blander culture, abandoning the practice of the specific values that made us different, worshiping 
whatever gods the marketplace has to sell while we seek to rationalize our own laxity by urging 
the political system to legislate on others a morality we no longer practice ourselves. 

Or we can remember where we come from, the journey of two millennia, clinging to our 
personal faith, to its insistence on constancy and service and on hope. We can live and practice 
the morality Christ gave us, maintaining His truth in this world, struggling to embody His love, 
practicing it especially where that love is most needed, among the poor and the weak and the 
dispossessed. Not just by trying to make laws for others to live by, but by living the laws already 
written for us by God, in our hearts and our minds. 

We can be fully Catholic; proudly, totally at ease with ourselves, a people in the world, 
transforming it, a light to this nation. Appealing to the best in our people not the worst. 
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Persuading not coercing. Leading people to truth by love. And still, all the while, respecting and 
enjoying our unique pluralistic democracy. And we can do it even as politicians. 

1. *  

Editors' note : The proposed Hatch amendment to the Constitution would permit the 
states to pass anti-abortion laws.  
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Barack Obama 
Call to Renewal Keynote Address 

Wednesday, June 28th, 2006, Washington, DC 

Good morning. I appreciate the opportunity to speak here at the Call to Renewal’s Building a 
Covenant for a New America conference, and I’d like to congratulate you all on the thoughtful 
presentations you’ve given so far about poverty and justice in America. I think all of us would 
affirm that caring for the poor finds root in all of our religious traditions – certainly that’s true for 
my own.  

But today I’d like to talk about the connection between religion and politics and perhaps offer 
some thoughts about how we can sort through some of the often bitter arguments over this issue 
over the last several years.  

I do so because, as you all know, we can affirm the importance of poverty in the Bible and 
discuss the religious call to environmental stewardship all we want, but it won’t have an impact 
if we don’t tackle head-on the mutual suspicion that sometimes exists between religious America 
and secular America.  

For me, this need was illustrated during my 2004 face for the U.S. Senate. My opponent, Alan 
Keyes, was well-versed in the Jerry Falwell-Pat Robertson style of rhetoric that often labels 
progressives as both immoral and godless. 

Indeed, towards the end of the campaign, Mr. Keyes said that, “Jesus Christ would not vote for 
Barack Obama. Christ would not vote for Barack Obama because Barack Obama has behaved in 
a way that it is inconceivable for Christ to have behaved.  

Now, I was urged by some of my liberal supporters not to take this statement seriously. To them, 
Mr. Keyes was an extremist, his arguments not worth entertaining.  

What they didn’t understand, however, was that I had to take him seriously. For he claimed to 
speak for my religion – he claimed knowledge of certain truths.  

Mr. Obama says he’s a Christian, he would say, and yet he supports a lifestyle that the Bible 
calls an abomination. 

Mr. Obama says he’s a Christian, but supports the destruction of innocent and sacred life. 

What would my supporters have me say? That a literalist reading of the Bible was folly? That 
Mr. Keyes, a Roman Catholic, should ignore the teachings of the Pope?  

Unwilling to go there, I answered with the typically liberal response in some debates – namely, 
that we live in a pluralistic society, that I can’t impose my religious views on another, that I was 
running to be the U.S. Senator of Illinois and not the Minister of Illinois.  
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But Mr. Keyes implicit accusation that I was not a true Christian nagged at me, and I was also 
aware that my answer didn’t adequately address the role my faith has in guiding my own values 
and beliefs.  

My dilemma was by no means unique. In a way, it reflected the broader debate we’ve been 
having in this country for the last thirty years over the role of religion in politics.  

For some time now, there has been plenty of talk among pundits and pollsters that the political 
divide in this country has fallen sharply along religious lines. Indeed, the single biggest “gap in 
party affiliation among white Americans today is not between men and women, or those who 
reside in so-called Red States and those who reside in Blue, but between those who attend church 
regularly and those who don’t. 

Conservative leaders, from Falwell and Robertson to Karl Rove and Ralph Reed, have been all 
too happy to exploit this gap, consistently reminding evangelical Christians that Democrats 
disrespect their values and dislike their Church, while suggesting to the rest of the country that 
religious Americans care only about issues like abortion and gay marriage; school prayer and 
intelligent design.  

Democrats, for the most part, have taken the bait. At best, we may try to avoid the conversation 
about religious values altogether, fearful of offending anyone and claiming that – regardless of 
our personal beliefs – constitutional principles tie our hands. At worst, some liberals dismiss 
religion in the public square as inherently irrational or intolerant, insisting on a caricature of 
religious Americans that paints them as fanatical, or thinking that the very word “Christian 
describes one’s political opponents, not people of faith.  

Such strategies of avoidance may work for progressives when the opponent is Alan Keyes. But 
over the long haul, I think we make a mistake when we fail to acknowledge the power of faith in 
the lives of the American people, and join a serious debate about how to reconcile faith with our 
modern, pluralistic democracy. 

We first need to understand that Americans are a religious people. 90 percent of us believe in 
God, 70 percent affiliate themselves with an organized religion, 38 percent call themselves 
committed Christians, and substantially more people believe in angels than do those who believe 
in evolution. 

This religious tendency is not simply the result of successful marketing by skilled preachers or 
the draw of popular mega-churches. In fact, it speaks to a hunger that’s deeper than that – a 
hunger that goes beyond any particular issue or cause.  

Each day, it seems, thousands of Americans are going about their daily round – dropping off the 
kids at school, driving to the office, flying to a business meeting, shopping at the mall, trying to 
stay on their diets – and coming to the realization that something is missing. They are deciding 
that their work, their possessions, their diversions, their sheer busyness, is not enough.  
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They want a sense of purpose, a narrative arc to their lives. They’re looking to relieve a chronic 
loneliness, a feeling supported by a recent study that shows Americans have fewer close friends 
and confidants than ever before. And so they need an assurance that somebody out there cares 
about them, is listening to them – that they are not just destined to travel down a long highway 
towards nothingness.  

I speak from experience here. I was not raised in a particularly religious household. My father, 
who returned to Kenya when I was just two, was Muslim but as an adult became an atheist. My 
mother, whose parents were non-practicing Baptists and Methodists, grew up with a healthy 
skepticism of organized religion herself. As a consequence, I did too.  

It wasn’t until after college, when I went to Chicago to work as a community organizer for a 
group of Christian churches, that I confronted my own spiritual dilemma.  

The Christians who I worked with recognized themselves in me; they saw that I knew their Book 
and shared their values and sang their songs. But they sensed a part of me that remained 
removed, detached, an observer in their midst. In time, I too came to realize that something was 
missing – that without a vessel for my beliefs, without a commitment to a particular community 
of faith, at some level I would always remain apart and alone.  

If not for the particular attributes of the historically black church, I may have accepted this fate. 
But as the months passed in Chicago, I found myself drawn to the church.  

For one thing, I believed and still believe in the power of the African-American religious 
tradition to spur social change, a power made real by some of the leaders here today. Because of 
its past, the black church understands in an intimate way the Biblical call to feed the hungry and 
cloth the naked and challenge powers and principalities. And in its historical struggles for 
freedom and the rights of man, I was able to see faith as more than just a comfort to the weary or 
a hedge against death; it is an active, palpable agent in the world. It is a source of hope.  

And perhaps it was out of this intimate knowledge of hardship, the grounding of faith in struggle, 
that the church offered me a second insight: that faith doesn’t mean that you don’t have doubts. 
You need to come to church precisely because you are of this world, not apart from it; you need 
to embrace Christ precisely because you have sins to wash away – because you are human and 
need an ally in your difficult journey. 

It was because of these newfound understandings that I was finally able to walk down the aisle 
of Trinity United Church of Christ one day and affirm my Christian faith. It came about as a 
choice, and not an epiphany; the questions I had did not magically disappear. But kneeling 
beneath that cross on the South Side of Chicago, I felt I heard God’s spirit beckoning me. I 
submitted myself to His will, and dedicated myself to discovering His truth. 

The path I traveled has been shared by millions upon millions of Americans – evangelicals, 
Catholics, Protestants, Jews and Muslims alike; some since birth, others at a turning point in their 
lives. It is not something they set apart from the rest of their beliefs and values. In fact, it is often 
what drives them.  
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This is why, if we truly hope to speak to people where they’re at – to communicate our hopes 
and values in a way that’s relevant to their own – we cannot abandon the field of religious 
discourse.  

Because when we ignore the debate about what it means to be a good Christian or Muslim or 
Jew; when we discuss religion only in the negative sense of where or how it should not be 
practiced, rather than in the positive sense of what it tells us about our obligations towards one 
another; when we shy away from religious venues and religious broadcasts because we assume 
that we will be unwelcome – others will fill the vacuum, those with the most insular views of 
faith, or those who cynically use religion to justify partisan ends.  

In other words, if we don’t reach out to evangelical Christians and other religious Americans and 
tell them what we stand for, Jerry Falwell’s and Pat Robertson’s will continue to hold sway. 

More fundamentally, the discomfort of some progressives with any hint of religion has often 
prevented us from effectively addressing issues in moral terms. Some of the problem here is 
rhetorical – if we scrub language of all religious content, we forfeit the imagery and terminology 
through which millions of Americans understand both their personal morality and social justice. 
Imagine Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address without reference to “the judgments of the Lord, or 
King’s I Have a Dream speech without reference to “all of God’s children. Their summoning of 
a higher truth helped inspire what had seemed impossible and move the nation to embrace a 
common destiny.  

Our failure as progressives to tap into the moral underpinnings of the nation is not just rhetorical. 
Our fear of getting “preachy may also lead us to discount the role that values and culture play in 
some of our most urgent social problems. 

After all, the problems of poverty and racism, the uninsured and the unemployed, are not simply 
technical problems in search of the perfect ten point plan. They are rooted in both societal 
indifference and individual callousness – in the imperfections of man.  

Solving these problems will require changes in government policy; it will also require changes in 
hearts and minds. I believe in keeping guns out of our inner cities, and that our leaders must say 
so in the face of the gun manufacturer’s lobby – but I also believe that when a gang-banger 
shoots indiscriminately into a crowd because he feels somebody disrespected him, we have a 
problem of morality; there’s a hole in that young man’s heart – a hole that government programs 
alone cannot fix.  

I believe in vigorous enforcement of our non-discrimination laws; but I also believe that a 
transformation of conscience and a genuine commitment to diversity on the part of the nation’s 
CEOs can bring quicker results than a battalion of lawyers.  

I think we should put more of our tax dollars into educating poor girls and boys, and give them 
the information about contraception that can prevent unwanted pregnancies, lower abortion rates, 
and help assure that that every child is loved and cherished. But my bible tells me that if we train 
a child in the way he should go, when he is old he will not turn from it. I think faith and guidance 
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can help fortify a young woman’s sense of self, a young man’s sense of responsibility, and a 
sense of reverence all young people for the act of sexual intimacy.  

I am not suggesting that every progressive suddenly latch on to religious terminology. Nothing is 
more transparent than inauthentic expressions of faith – the politician who shows up at a black 
church around election time and claps – off rhythm – to the gospel choir. 

But what I am suggesting is this – secularists are wrong when they ask believers to leave their 
religion at the door before entering into the public square. Frederick Douglas, Abraham Lincoln, 
Williams Jennings Bryant, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King – indeed, the majority of great 
reformers in American history – were not only motivated by faith, but repeatedly used religious 
language to argue for their cause. To say that men and women should not inject their “personal 
morality into public policy debates is a practical absurdity; our law is by definition a codification 
of morality, much of it grounded in the Judeo-Christian tradition. 

Moreover, if we progressives shed some of these biases, we might recognize the overlapping 
values that both religious and secular people share when it comes to the moral and material 
direction of our country. We might recognize that the call to sacrifice on behalf of the next 
generation, the need to think in terms of “thou and not just “I, resonates in religious 
congregations across the country. And we might realize that we have the ability to reach out to 
the evangelical community and engage millions of religious Americans in the larger project of 
America’s renewal. 

Some of this is already beginning to happen. Pastors like Rick Warren and T.D. Jakes are 
wielding their enormous influences to confront AIDS, Third World debt relief, and the genocide 
in Darfur. Religious thinkers and activists like my friend Jim Wallis and Tony Campolo are 
lifting up the Biblical injunction to help the poor as a means of mobilizing Christians against 
budget cuts to social programs and growing inequality. National denominations have shown 
themselves as a force on Capitol Hill, on issues such as immigration and the federal budget. And 
across the country, individual churches like my own are sponsoring day care programs, building 
senior centers, helping ex-offenders reclaim their lives, and rebuilding our gulf coast in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 

To build on these still-tentative partnerships between the religious and secular worlds will take 
work – a lot more work than we’ve done so far. The tensions and suspicions on each side of the 
religious divide will have to be squarely addressed, and each side will need to accept some 
ground rules for collaboration. 

While I’ve already laid out some of the work that progressives need to do on this, I that the 
conservative leaders of the Religious Right will need to acknowledge a few things as well. 

For one, they need to understand the critical role that the separation of church and state has 
played in preserving not only our democracy, but the robustness of our religious practice. That 
during our founding, it was not the atheists or the civil libertarians who were the most effective 
champions of this separation; it was the persecuted religious minorities, Baptists like John 
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Leland, who were most concerned that any state-sponsored religion might hinder their ability to 
practice their faith. 

Moreover, given the increasing diversity of America’s population, the dangers of sectarianism 
have never been greater. Whatever we once were, we are no longer just a Christian nation; we 
are also a Jewish nation, a Muslim nation, a Buddhist nation, a Hindu nation, and a nation of 
nonbelievers. 

And even if we did have only Christians within our borders, who’s Christianity would we teach 
in the schools? James Dobson’s, or Al Sharpton’s? Which passages of Scripture should guide our 
public policy? Should we go with Levitacus, which suggests slavery is ok and that eating 
shellfish is abomination? How about Deuteronomy, which suggests stoning your child if he 
strays from the faith? Or should we just stick to the Sermon on the Mount – a passage so radical 
that it’s doubtful that our Defense Department would survive its application?  

This brings me to my second point. Democracy demands that the religiously motivated translate 
their concerns into universal, rather than religion-specific, values. It requires that their proposals 
be subject to argument, and amenable to reason. I may be opposed to abortion for religious 
reasons, but if I seek to pass a law banning the practice, I cannot simply point to the teachings of 
my church or evoke God’s will. I have to explain why abortion violates some principle that is 
accessible to people of all faiths, including those with no faith at all.  

This may be difficult for those who believe in the inerrancy of the Bible, as many evangelicals 
do. But in a pluralistic democracy, we have no choice. Politics depends on our ability to persuade 
each other of common aims based on a common reality. It involves the compromise, the art of 
the possible. At some fundamental level, religion does not allow for compromise. It insists on the 
impossible. If God has spoken, then followers are expected to live up to God’s edicts, regardless 
of the consequences. To base one’s life on such uncompromising commitments may be sublime; 
to base our policy making on such commitments would be a dangerous thing.  

We all know the story of Abraham and Isaac. Abraham is ordered by God to offer up his only 
son, and without argument, he takes Isaac to the mountaintop, binds him to an altar, and raises 
his knife, prepared to act as God has commanded. 

Of course, in the end God sends down an angel to intercede at the very last minute, and Abraham 
passes God’s test of devotion.  

But it’s fair to say that if any of us saw a twenty-first century Abraham raising the knife on the 
roof of his apartment building, we would, at the very least, call the police and expect the 
Department of Children and Family Services to take Isaac away from Abraham. We would do so 
because we do not hear what Abraham hears, do not see what Abraham sees, true as those 
experiences may be. So the best we can do is act in accordance with those things that are 
possible for all of us to know, be it common laws or basic reason.  

Finally, any reconciliation between faith and democratic pluralism requires some sense of 
proportion.  
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This goes for both sides.  

Even those who claim the Bible’s inerrancy make distinctions between Scriptural edicts, a sense 
that some passages – the Ten Commandments, say, or a belief in Christ’s divinity – are central to 
Christian faith, while others are more culturally specific and may be modified to accommodate 
modern life.  

The American people intuitively understand this, which is why the majority of Catholics practice 
birth control and some of those opposed to gay marriage nevertheless are opposed to a 
Constitutional amendment to ban it. Religious leadership need not accept such wisdom in 
counseling their flocks, but they should recognize this wisdom in their politics. 

But a sense of proportion should also guide those who police the boundaries between church and 
state. Not every mention of God in public is a breach to the wall of separation – context matters. 
It is doubtful that children reciting the Pledge of Allegiance feel oppressed or brainwashed as a 
consequence of muttering the phrase “under God; I certainly didn’t. Having voluntary student 
prayer groups using school property to meet should not be a threat, any more than its use by the 
High School Republicans should threaten Democrats. And one can envision certain faith-based 
programs – targeting ex-offenders or substance abusers – that offer a uniquely powerful way of 
solving problems. 

So we all have some work to do here. But I am hopeful that we can bridge the gaps that exist and 
overcome the prejudices each of us bring to this debate. And I have faith that millions of 
believing Americans want that to happen. No matter how religious they may or may not be, 
people are tired of seeing faith used as a tool to attack and belittle and divide – they’re tired of 
hearing folks deliver more screed than sermon. Because in the end, that’s not how they think 
about faith in their own lives.  

So let me end with another interaction I had during my campaign. A few days after I won the 
Democratic nomination in my U.S. Senate race, I received an email from a doctor at the 
University of Chicago Medical School that said the following: 

“Congratulations on your overwhelming and inspiring primary win. I was happy to vote for you, 
and I will tell you that I am seriously considering voting for you in the general election. I write to 
express my concerns that may, in the end, prevent me from supporting you. 
 
 The doctor described himself as a Christian who understood his commitments to be 
“totalizing. His faith led him to a strong opposition to abortion and gay marriage, although he 
said that his faith also led him to question the idolatry of the free market and quick resort to 
militarism that seemed to characterize much of President Bush’s foreign policy. 

But the reason the doctor was considering not voting for me was not simply my position on 
abortion. Rather, he had read an entry that my campaign had posted on my website, which 
suggested that I would fight “right wing ideologues who want to take away a woman’s right to 
choose. He went on to write: 
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“I sense that you have a strong sense of justice…and I also sense that you are a fair minded 
person with a high regard for reason…Whatever your convictions, if you truly believe that those 
who oppose abortion are all ideologues driven by perverse desires to inflict suffering on women, 
then you, in my judgment, are not fair-minded….You know that we enter times that are fraught 
with possibilities for good and for harm, times when we are struggling to make sense of a 
common polity in the context of plurality, when we are unsure of what grounds we have for 
making any claims that involve others…I do not ask at this point that you oppose abortion, only 
that you speak about this issue in fair-minded words. 

I checked my web-site and found the offending words. My staff had written them to summarize 
my pro-choice position during the Democratic primary, at a time when some of my opponents 
were questioning my commitment to protect Roe v. Wade.  

Re-reading the doctor’s letter, though, I felt a pang of shame. It is people like him who are 
looking for a deeper, fuller conversation about religion in this country. They may not change 
their positions, but they are willing to listen and learn from those who are willing to speak in 
reasonable terms – those who know of the central and awesome place that God holds in the lives 
of so many, and who refuse to treat faith as simply another political issue with which to score 
points.  

I wrote back to the doctor and thanked him for his advice. The next day, I circulated the email to 
my staff and changed the language on my website to state in clear but simple terms my pro-
choice position. And that night, before I went to bed, I said a prayer of my own – a prayer that I 
might extend the same presumption of good faith to others that the doctor had extended to me.  

It is a prayer I still say for America today – a hope that we can live with one another in a way 
that reconciles the beliefs of each with the good of all. It’s a prayer worth praying, and a 
conversation worth having in this country in the months and years to come. Thank you.  
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Faith in America 
Mitt Romney 

 
December 6, 2007 

George Bush Presidential Library in College Station, Texas 

The following is a transcript (as prepared for delivery) of former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt 
Romney's speech "Faith in America." The speech begins with Romney addressing former 
President George H.W. Bush, who introduced the former governor.  

Romney: Thank you, Mr. President, for your kind introduction.  

"It is an honor to be here today. This is an inspiring place because of you and the first lady, and 
because of the film exhibited across the way in the Presidential library. For those who have not 
seen it, it shows the President as a young pilot, shot down during the Second World War, being 
rescued from his life-raft by the crew of an American submarine. It is a moving reminder that 
when America has faced challenge and peril, Americans rise to the occasion, willing to risk their 
very lives to defend freedom and preserve our nation. We are in your debt. Thank you, Mr. 
President.  

"Mr. President, your generation rose to the occasion, first to defeat Fascism and then to vanquish 
the Soviet Union. You left us, your children, a free and strong America. It is why we call yours 
the greatest generation. It is now my generation's turn. How we respond to today's challenges 
will define our generation. And it will determine what kind of America we will leave our 
children, and theirs.  

"America faces a new generation of challenges. Radical violent Islam seeks to destroy us. An 
emerging China endeavors to surpass our economic leadership. And we are troubled at home by 
government overspending, overuse of foreign oil, and the breakdown of the family.  

"Over the last year, we have embarked on a national debate on how best to preserve American 
leadership. Today, I wish to address a topic which I believe is fundamental to America's 
greatness: our religious liberty. I will also offer perspectives on how my own faith would inform 
my presidency, if I were elected.  

"There are some who may feel that religion is not a matter to be seriously considered in the 
context of the weighty threats that face us. If so, they are at odds with the nation's founders, for 
they, when our nation faced its greatest peril, sought the blessings of the Creator. And further, 
they discovered the essential connection between the survival of a free land and the protection of 
religious freedom. In John Adams' words: 'We have no government armed with power capable of 
contending with human passions unbridled by morality and religion... Our constitution was made 
for a moral and religious people.'  

"Freedom requires religion just as religion requires freedom. Freedom opens the windows of the 
soul so that man can discover his most profound beliefs and commune with God. Freedom and 
religion endure together, or perish alone.  
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"Given our grand tradition of religious tolerance and liberty, some wonder whether there are any 
questions regarding an aspiring candidate's religion that are appropriate. I believe there are. And 
I will answer them today.  

"Almost 50 years ago another candidate from Massachusetts explained that he was an American 
running for president, not a Catholic running for president. Like him, I am an American running 
for president. I do not define my candidacy by my religion. A person should not be elected 
because of his faith nor should he be rejected because of his faith.  

"Let me assure you that no authorities of my church, or of any other church for that matter, will 
ever exert influence on presidential decisions. Their authority is theirs, within the province of 
church affairs, and it ends where the affairs of the nation begin.  

"As governor, I tried to do the right as best I knew it, serving the law and answering to the 
Constitution. I did not confuse the particular teachings of my church with the obligations of the 
office and of the Constitution - and of course, I would not do so as president. I will put no 
doctrine of any church above the plain duties of the office and the sovereign authority of the law.  

"As a young man, Lincoln described what he called America's 'political religion' - the 
commitment to defend the rule of law and the Constitution. When I place my hand on the Bible 
and take the oath of office, that oath becomes my highest promise to God. If I am fortunate to 
become your president, I will serve no one religion, no one group, no one cause, and no one 
interest. A president must serve only the common cause of the people of the United States.  

"There are some for whom these commitments are not enough. They would prefer it if I would 
simply distance myself from my religion, say that it is more a tradition than my personal 
conviction, or disavow one or another of its precepts. That I will not do. I believe in my Mormon 
faith and I endeavor to live by it. My faith is the faith of my fathers - I will be true to them and to 
my beliefs.  

"Some believe that such a confession of my faith will sink my candidacy. If they are right, so be 
it. But I think they underestimate the American people. Americans do not respect believers of 
convenience.  

Americans tire of those who would jettison their beliefs, even to gain the world.  

"There is one fundamental question about which I often am asked. What do I believe about Jesus 
Christ? I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and the Savior of mankind. My church's 
beliefs about Christ may not all be the same as those of other faiths. Each religion has its own 
unique doctrines and history. These are not bases for criticism but rather a test of our tolerance. 
Religious tolerance would be a shallow principle indeed if it were reserved only for faiths with 
which we agree.  

"There are some who would have a presidential candidate describe and explain his church's 
distinctive doctrines. To do so would enable the very religious test the founders prohibited in the 
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Constitution. No candidate should become the spokesman for his faith. For if he becomes 
president he will need the prayers of the people of all faiths.  

"I believe that every faith I have encountered draws its adherents closer to God. And in every 
faith I have come to know, there are features I wish were in my own: I love the profound 
ceremony of the Catholic Mass, the approachability of God in the prayers of the Evangelicals, 
the tenderness of spirit among the Pentecostals, the confident independence of the Lutherans, the 
ancient traditions of the Jews, unchanged through the ages, and the commitment to frequent 
prayer of the Muslims. As I travel across the country and see our towns and cities, I am always 
moved by the many houses of worship with their steeples, all pointing to heaven, reminding us of 
the source of life's blessings.  

"It is important to recognize that while differences in theology exist between the churches in 
America, we share a common creed of moral convictions. And where the affairs of our nation are 
concerned, it's usually a sound rule to focus on the latter - on the great moral principles that urge 
us all on a common course. Whether it was the cause of abolition, or civil rights, or the right to 
life itself, no movement of conscience can succeed in America that cannot speak to the 
convictions of religious people.  

"We separate church and state affairs in this country, and for good reason. No religion should 
dictate to the state nor should the state interfere with the free practice of religion. But in recent 
years, the notion of the separation of church and state has been taken by some well beyond its 
original meaning. They seek to remove from the public domain any acknowledgment of God. 
Religion is seen as merely a private affair with no place in public life. It is as if they are intent on 
establishing a new religion in America - the religion of secularism. They are wrong.  

"The founders proscribed the establishment of a state religion, but they did not countenance the 
elimination of religion from the public square. We are a nation 'Under God' and in God, we do 
indeed trust.  

"We should acknowledge the Creator as did the Founders - in ceremony and word. He should 
remain on our currency, in our pledge, in the teaching of our history, and during the holiday 
season, nativity scenes and menorahs should be welcome in our public places. Our greatness 
would not long endure without judges who respect the foundation of faith upon which our 
constitution rests. I will take care to separate the affairs of government from any religion, but I 
will not separate us from 'the God who gave us liberty.'  

"Nor would I separate us from our religious heritage. Perhaps the most important question to ask 
a person of faith who seeks a political office, is this: does he share these American values: the 
equality of human kind, the obligation to serve one another, and a steadfast commitment to 
liberty?  

"They are not unique to any one denomination. They belong to the great moral inheritance we 
hold in common. They are the firm ground on which Americans of different faiths meet and 
stand as a nation, united.  
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"We believe that every single human being is a child of God - we are all part of the human 
family. The conviction of the inherent and inalienable worth of every life is still the most 
revolutionary political proposition ever advanced. John Adams put it that we are 'thrown into the 
world all equal and alike.'  

"The consequence of our common humanity is our responsibility to one another, to our fellow 
Americans foremost, but also to every child of God. It is an obligation which is fulfilled by 
Americans every day, here and across the globe, without regard to creed or race or nationality.  

"Americans acknowledge that liberty is a gift of God, not an indulgence of government. No 
people in the history of the world have sacrificed as much for liberty. The lives of hundreds of 
thousands of America's sons and daughters were laid down during the last century to preserve 
freedom, for us and for freedom loving people throughout the world. America took nothing from 
that Century's terrible wars - no land from Germany or Japan or Korea; no treasure; no oath of 
fealty. America's resolve in the defense of liberty has been tested time and again. It has not been 
found wanting, nor must it ever be. America must never falter in holding high the banner of 
freedom.  

"These American values, this great moral heritage, is shared and lived in my religion as it is in 
yours. I was taught in my home to honor God and love my neighbor. I saw my father march with 
Martin Luther King. I saw my parents provide compassionate care to others, in personal ways to 
people nearby, and in just as consequential ways in leading national volunteer movements. I am 
moved by the Lord's words: 'For I was an hungered, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye 
gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: naked, and ye clothed me...'  

"My faith is grounded on these truths. You can witness them in Ann and my marriage and in our 
family. We are a long way from perfect and we have surely stumbled along the way, but our 
aspirations, our values, are the self-same as those from the other faiths that stand upon this 
common foundation. And these convictions will indeed inform my presidency.  

"Today's generations of Americans have always known religious liberty. Perhaps we forget the 
long and arduous path our nation's forbearers took to achieve it. They came here from England to 
seek freedom of religion. But upon finding it for themselves, they at first denied it to others. 
Because of their diverse beliefs, Ann Hutchinson was exiled from Massachusetts Bay, a banished 
Roger Williams founded Rhode Island, and two centuries later, Brigham Young set out for the 
West. Americans were unable to accommodate their commitment to their own faith with an 
appreciation for the convictions of others to different faiths. In this, they were very much like 
those of the European nations they had left.  

"It was in Philadelphia that our founding fathers defined a revolutionary vision of liberty, 
grounded on self evident truths about the equality of all, and the inalienable rights with which 
each is endowed by his Creator.  

"We cherish these sacred rights, and secure them in our Constitutional order. Foremost do we 
protect religious liberty, not as a matter of policy but as a matter of right. There will be no 
established church, and we are guaranteed the free exercise of our religion.  
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"I'm not sure that we fully appreciate the profound implications of our tradition of religious 
liberty. I have visited many of the magnificent cathedrals in Europe. They are so inspired . so 
grand . so empty. Raised up over generations, long ago, so many of the cathedrals now stand as 
the postcard backdrop to societies just too busy or too 'enlightened' to venture inside and kneel in 
prayer. The establishment of state religions in Europe did no favor to Europe's churches. And 
though you will find many people of strong faith there, the churches themselves seem to be 
withering away.  

"Infinitely worse is the other extreme, the creed of conversion by conquest: violent Jihad, murder 
as martyrdom... killing Christians, Jews, and Muslims with equal indifference. These radical 
Islamists do their preaching not by reason or example, but in the coercion of minds and the 
shedding of blood. We face no greater danger today than theocratic tyranny, and the boundless 
suffering these states and groups could inflict if given the chance.  

The diversity of our cultural expression, and the vibrancy of our religious dialogue, has kept 
America in the forefront of civilized nations even as others regard religious freedom as 
something to be destroyed.  

In such a world, we can be deeply thankful that we live in a land where reason and religion are 
friends and allies in the cause of liberty, joined against the evils and dangers of the day. And you 
can be certain of this: Any believer in religious freedom, any person who has knelt in prayer to 
the Almighty, has a friend and ally in me. And so it is for hundreds of millions of our 
countrymen: We do not insist on a single strain of religion — rather, we welcome our nation's 
symphony of faith.  

Recall the early days of the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia, during the fall of 1774. 
With Boston occupied by British troops, there were rumors of imminent hostilities and fears of 
an impending war. In this time of peril, someone suggested that they pray. But there were 
objections. They were too divided in religious sentiments, what with Episcopalians and Quakers, 
Anabaptists and Congregationalists, Presbyterians and Catholics.  

Then Sam Adams rose, and said he would hear a prayer from anyone of piety and good 
character, as long as they were a patriot. And so together they prayed, and together they fought, 
and together, by the grace of God, they founded this great nation. 

In that spirit, let us give thanks to the divine author of liberty. And together, let us pray that this 
land may always be blessed with freedom's holy light.  

God bless this great land, the United States of America. 
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