
The Catholic Moment, May 1, 2022 – Mary and Motherhood 
 
Our role as Christian citizens: 'Religious liberty is about much more than choosing to 
worship' 
 
The Easter Season Scriptures remind us of vertical and horizontal dimensions of the Christian 
life. The vertical refers to our relation to the Divine. The horizontal dimension encompasses our 
moral relationship to the world and to our neighbors.  
 
Allow me to mention two concerns on our horizon. The first is the anticipated U.S. Supreme 
Court decision about Dobbs vs. Jackson Women’s Health Organization  
(Mississippi). Whether the court dismantles all or part of Roe vs. Wade, abortion on demand has 
the attention of state legislators. In the words of one of our Indiana U.S. Senators, if the law is 
reversed “then the real work begins.” Believe it. As Christian citizens, we should be engaged in 
knowing the possible legal consequences and be knowledgeable about actions we might take. We 
do have to think about our own goals, and measure contrasting viewpoints that come into play. 
 
We hear legislative politics described as the art of the possible. In our representative form of 
government, those who take an ‘all or nothing’ position on a piece of legislation often end up 
with ‘nothing.’ Permissive abortion laws have been around since 1973. Generations of people 
have known nothing but. This by itself cannot justify inertia. Because we want to protect human 
life at all stages and for everyone, we have to be willing to engage legislative processes that may 
not immediately offer all the protections we want. Here we hit the age-old dilemma of trying to 
maintain two goods: working to protect human life AND keeping our place at the table where 
our voice can be heard in an ongoing way.  
 
Within current federal regulations and certain court rulings, conscience protections may be 
threatened. We want to maintain such protections that affect health care providers and Catholic 
facilities. In recent years, parishes, dioceses and religious orders have pushed back against 
federal health insurance mandates that would require us to provide drugs or procedures that our 
moral stance cannot allow. Each of us can be vigilant and a voice in the ears of our legislators. 
Religious liberty is about much more than choosing to worship. 
 
A second issue engaging the horizontal aspect of the Christian worldview comes to mind in 
Farah Stockman’s 2021 book, "American Made: What Happens to People When Work 
Disappears." It has echoes of Studs Terkel’s Working. Months after the 2016 election, Stockman 
periodically interviewed several Indianapolis workers who lost jobs at Rexnord. Jobs, education, 
economic policy, race, class and family figure into their stories.  
 
The struggles over abortion and “disemployment” cause me to think less about what I should do 
than what we should do together. Catholic ethics has long championed unborn and vulnerable 
humans. Popes and bishops have long spoken publicly about environment, poverty, employment 
and social structures. We fall into a type of clericalism if we think that Catholic hierarchy has the 
primary role in the horizontal, that is, social, analytical or political dimension.  
 
St. John Paul II was quite astute in addressing our shared responsibilities in social and  



economic systems. His observations about socialism or unbridled capitalism had some sharp 
edges. His respect for the role of the laity in the so-called real world was profound. 
 
For example, read John Paul II’s Christifidelis Laici (Christ’s faithful people, 1988) written after 
the Synod on the Laity. In other eras, kings, popes and bishops had influence that today is more 
diffuse in free and democratic societies. In the tough issues mentioned above, votes count. Three 
hundred American bishops wield enough personal ballots to maybe change a bus route. Tens of 
millions of lay Catholic Christians pack a bigger punch when working to protect our religious 
liberties, human lives, and peaceful public order. 
 
As a footnote to the Catholic teachings about liberty, think about this: In America, many people 
opine that freedom is “the right to be left alone.” In Catholic moral and political analysis, 
freedom is “the ability to do what needs to be done.” Contrary to the caricature of Catholic ethics 
being about what we say “no” to, our tradition says “yes” to much more.  
 
We have the right, therefore the obligation, to participate in democratic processes. These can be 
messy to be sure. But with the people of Ukraine now faced with losing their liberty (and life, 
and property), we can honor them by not taking our freedoms lightly. 


