
October Men’s Group Summary 

On Tuesday, October 18th, Dan Matthews led our group in a discussion concerning our Faith and the 

“Public Square”; how we need to keep our Faith in the center of our thoughts as we approach our rights, 

responsibilities and duties as citizens.  As Dan related, discussions about politics, in any circle can 

become fractious and the language and rhetoric about topics can quickly become heated.    We have to 

guard ourselves from both listening to and speaking about “easy” comparisons especially in the political 

minefield we seem to be in right now.   For example, in this election, there have been references and 

comparisons to Hitler, mostly for the sake of generating an emotional impact.  In truth, such 

comparisons do little except to minimize the true atrocities of Hitler.  Said another way, we have to be 

careful about how we speak, no matter who might be the target… or the audience. 

During the session, we looked more closely at what it means to be “Catholic in the Public Square”; to be 

Catholic as we think about public issues.   Pope Francis has encouraged us that our Catholicism isn’t a 

halfway proposition nor is it one of many “opinions” we hold. It should be at the center of what we hold 

as important.  We can’t say, “I’m Catholic but not in the public square or not in the voting booth or not 

in the bedroom nor at work.”  As followers of Christ, we don’t have the luxury of choosing where we can 

be Catholic.   

The world we live in does not support this.   For example, under a Federal statute, The Bald Eagle 

Protection Act, it is a federal crime to harm an eagle egg, punishable by fines up to $250,000.  We have a 

law that protects unborn eagles but not a law that protects unborn human babies.   In another example, 

there are new laws that ban sugared soda in schools because we cannot trust our children to manage 

themselves when it comes to access to soda.  Yet, many of our schools and school systems can distribute 

condoms without adequate thought, instruction or guidance.  Our laws say we can trust children with 

condoms but not soda.  

Much of this happens because, as Catholics, we haven’t extended our Faith into our voting.   In Hoseah 

Chapter 8, verse 4, God says,  

“They set up kings without my consent; 

    they choose princes without my approval. 

With their silver and gold 

    they make idols for themselves 

    to their own destruction.” 

Said another way, without thinking and acting on our Faith in our voting, we run the risk of allowing the 

flow of governance to occur without God’s influence through us. In many cases, it’s a difficult place to 

stand.  It was for the apostles as well.  We see in Acts 5; 28-29 where the apostles were threatened to 

stop speaking by a high member of the Sanhedrin: 

“We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” he said. “Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your 

teaching and are determined to make us responsible for this man’s blood.” But Peter and the other 

apostles replied, “We must obey God rather than men. 

In the past, in America, there was very little “Catholic-centered” voting except in Maryland, the one 

state founded as a Catholic colony by John Carroll.  In the rest of the states, Catholics were often 

dismissed and discriminated against...and held little or no influence. 
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In 1820, with the push to build a canal from Albany to Buffalo, The Erie Canal, a great wave of Irish 

immigrants arrived in the US to do that work.   This canal opened the interior of the country to 

expansion and many, many of the workers were Irish Catholics.  Most arrived in New York where they 

were met by the “democratic party” organization which was heavily pro-immigration.  Party members 

went to the docks to meet the boats brining immigrants here.  When the potato famine ravished Ireland 

two decades later, still more Irish Catholics came, swelling the ranks of the democrats, the party , at the 

time who cared for them.  

For almost 100 years, the Catholics and the Democratic Party were closely linked. In the 1920’s, 

however, with the economy in shambles, many working people left the Democratic Party in favor of the 

“people’s person”, Calvin Coolidge, who was a Republican.  This effectively split the Catholic vote.  

By 1928, there was a rising anti-Catholic sentiment in the country.  That year, Al Smith, a very Catholic 

Candidate, ran for president and received the Democratic nomination.   As Smith’s popularity grew, a 

strong backlash occurred producing lies and unbelievable stories such as: 

“We must prevent the presidency of Al Smith.  If he is elected, you won’t be able to own a bible.  All 

protestant marriages would be annulled and your children would be declared illegitimate...”  One story 

mentioned that the digging of the Holland Tunnel in New York was part of a plan to have a direct line to 

the Pope, to allow him to take up residence in the US.    The sentiment reflected the thought that 

Catholics only had allegiance to the Pope, not to their country.   As a result, Smith was soundly defeated 

in the election. 

This opened the door to questioning where the role of Faith was in terms of citizenship in the minds of 

non-Catholics as well as many Catholics.    

The Catholic issue came up again in 1960 in the Nixon/Kennedy elections.  It marked the end of Catholic 

political influence in a way.  President Kennedy felt he had to distance himself from the Catholic Church 

and, in a way, his own Faith.  At the time he said;  

“It is apparently necessary to state what kind of church I believe in.  I want to be clear that I am not the 

Catholic candidate.  I do not speak for the Church and the Church does not speak for me.”   

Since that time, in 1960, there has been an increasing split between political thought and Catholic 

thought.  It isn’t that the thought became “anti-Catholic” but rather than Catholic thought, our Faith and 

belief, became just another aspect to consider when looking at public issues; no more relevant than 

thought about small/big government or states’ rights.    Since the 1990’s, important Catholic thought has 

even been suppressed, as in the banning of Robert Casey, Jr , the democratic senator from Pennsylvania 

who was banned from speaking at the 1992 Democratic convention because he held pro-life views.  

With Catholic thought becoming more marginalized, we often, ourselves, don’t think about it, especially 

in terms of how it should impact our own approach as citizens.   The US Conference of Catholic Bishops 

has published a document to help Catholics form a good conscience when it comes to issues.   

Called “Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship”, this two part paper provides nine essential issues 

for Catholics to consider when facing issues of morality, governance and citizenship.   This is very 

nonpartisan.  It does not advocate a party, a political ideology or a slate of candidates.  It is intended to 

provide a guide, a compass for each Catholic to use to weigh his/her own thought.  This is far more than 



forming an opinion.  It provides the teaching of our Faith as it pertains to these matters.  It shows, above 

all else that we cannot, must not, separate our Catholic beliefs from whatever we do in our lives, 

including going into the voting booth.   

The document provides important information and lists twelve key elements and issues that we must 

keep in focus. 

 Respect for Human Life 

 Promoting Peace 

 Marriage and Family Life 

 Religious Freedom 

 Caring for the Poor and Economic Justice 

 Health Care 

 Care for Migrants of all kinds 

 Promoting Justice and Countering Violence 

 Combatting Unjust Discrimination 

 Protection of our “Home”; Caring for the Environment 

 Communication, media and Culture 

 Global Solidarity 
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citizenship-part-one.cfm 
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citizenship-part-two.cfm 

The links to the document are included.  They are long but worth reading; worth praying about and 

worth reflecting upon especially since, as Catholics, we are “one skin”; we cannot take off our 

Catholicism as a coat and put it on when needed.  It’s part of who we are and should help us form our 

ideas about the world that God wants around us. 

As we get near our November election, let each of pray for God’s wisdom and discernment.  We also 

should pray that God can heal the rifts we see around us so that all people can find their peace in Him. 
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