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Pastor’s Notes:  Pastoral Letter from Bishop Johnston                               October 18, 2020 

With the coming elections, I would like to share with you in two parts a pastoral letter written by Bishop Johnston of Kansas City-St. 

Joseph, a son of our diocese who once served at St. Jude, whom we knew as Fr. Vann Johnston.  

  

Pastoral Letter: Preparing to Vote, by Bishop James V. Johnston, Jr. of Kansas City-St. Joseph —Part 1 of 2 
 

Dear Friends in Christ, 
 

In just a few weeks our nation will again hold elections.  Voting is one of our greatest duties as Christian citizens, yet the subject of 

voting is often a most sensitive and sometimes even a combustible one, even when presented with care.  No presentation on voting 

will likely ever find a unified reception, but this does not mean there cannot be agreement on the importance of what our vote 

represents.  As your bishop, I humbly offer what follows as points to consider while you prepare to vote this November. 
 

First, voting is a moral act that requires a well-formed conscience and the exercise of prudence.  Our conscience does not determine 

what is right or wrong—God does!  Our conscience tells us whether our actions are consistent with what his Law teaches is right or 

wrong.  Therefore, forming our conscience is critically important not just for voting, but for our sanctification and salvation.  For as St. 

John Paul II warns us, “Because of the nature of conscience, the admonition always to follow it must immediately be followed by the 

question of whether what our conscience is telling us is true or not.  If we fail to make this necessary clarification, conscience – instead 

of being that holy place where God reveals to us our true good – becomes a force which is destructive of our true humanity and of all 

our relationships” (General Audience, August 17, 1983). 
 

Unlike a “policy,” that is a changeable course of action, a “principle” is a fundamental truth that serves as the foundation for a system of 

belief or behavior. As such, voting must be guided by truth, especially the body of belief which the Church holds true. No Catholic, 

including those running for office, can claim to be Catholic solely on their own terms. As conscientious Catholic voters we must be 

guided by our moral convictions over any attachment to a personality or a political party. By voting for a candidate one is giving that 

person the power to decide matters that will affect the lives of individuals, the family, the Church, and the broader society. 
 

The Heart of the Matter 

Our nation’s founders touched on the essence of government’s role in the Declaration of Independence; namely to safeguard and 

uphold the principles of “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”  Government (the State) does not grant these rights, rather, it has 

a duty to protect what God has already bestowed upon us as inalienable rights so that all citizens can flourish. 
 

A Catholic voter would do well to weigh a candidate’s position on each of these essential God-given rights that government has a 

duty to protect, beginning with the right to life.  All persons of every race and nation are created in the image and likeness of God and 

therefore possess both dignity and a right to life from the first moment of conception.  As Pope Francis personally expressed to me 

and the other bishops of Region IX in our recent ad limina visit with him this past January, the right to life for the unborn child is the 

preeminent issue because it is fundamental; without this first right, the right to life, there can be no other rights.  This echoes the U.S. 

Bishops’ teaching that “abortion and euthanasia have become preeminent threats to human dignity because they directly attack life 

itself, the most fundamental human good and the condition for all the others” (Living the Gospel of Life, 5), and  that, “[t]he threat of 

abortion remains our preeminent priority because it directly attacks life itself, because it takes place within the sanctuary of the family, 

and because of the number of lives destroyed” (Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship [FC], Introductory Letter). 
 

Likewise, “human cloning, destructive research on human embryos, and other acts that directly violate the sanctity of human life are 

also intrinsically evil. These must always be opposed” (FC, 23). While protecting the right to life begins with the protection of the child 

in the womb, it must be extended over the entire course of a lifespan, e.g., by defending the elderly and terminally ill from euthanasia 

and assisted suicide, and defending other vulnerable people from attacks on life and human dignity. 
 

In this regard, I offer the words of St. John Paul II that today are even more prophetic and more critical for guiding us in the election 

before us. 
 

We are facing an enormous and dramatic clash between good and evil, death and life, the “culture of death” and the “culture 

of life.”  We find ourselves not only “faced with” but necessarily “in the midst of” this conflict; we are all involved and we all 

share in it, with the inescapable responsibility of choosing to be unconditionally pro-life (Evangelium Vitae, 28; emphasis in the 

original). 
 

 

Bishop Johnston’s letter will be concluded in next week’s pastor’s notes. 

 


