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The least that can be said about the attitude of
Christians to the State is that, from the earliest
days of Christianity onwards, it has been charac-
terized by a love-hate relationship. Jesus com-
mended the Roman centurion on this faith, and He
did not criticize him for being a professional sol-
dier in a foreign army of occupation. But His
disgust for the politics of the High Priests of His

; own people, for King Herod, and for Pilate the
coward prov1ded later generations of Christians with a yardstick against
which to measure their own behaviour with regard to political powers.
Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, called on members of his small Mediter-
ranean communities to respect their political leaders, the very people by
whom he was finally killed.

Later, when Christianity became the official religion of the West,
European history can be seen as a mixture of strong mutual cooperation
and lasting struggle between pope and emperor, between bishops and
feudal lords, between Church and State. We might even dare to suggest
that it was thanks to this tension that an opening was offered for the
development of the personal conscience (resulting, for example, in Joan
of Arc’s famous "appeal" to the pope) and the first texts defending
human rights. We should not, however, forget the extent to which the
Church often became imprisoned in national politics. Most ecumenical
councils prior to Vatican I were greatly influenced by emperors and
kings. Indeed, questions may be raised with regard to Vatican I itself.
During this Council, was not Pope Pius IX just as much a monarch,
wounded by the loss of his Papal States, as he was the spiritual head of
a Church threatened by anti-clerical politicians?. Could not the same be
said for Pope Clement XIV when he gave in to his fellow monarchs in
1773 and suppressed the Society of Jesus? And how often were abbots
and religious obliged to defend Gospel wvalues in the face of rich,
prince-bishops who, for many centuries, combined their spiritual with
their political powers? Even today, in those European countries where
Protestantism or the Orthodox Churches prevail, there is no strict



separation of Church and State. The bishops of the Church of England
are appointed by the Queen, while the influence of the State in the
nomination of Lutheran Church leaders in Scandinavia is often decisive
-- just as it was in Spain and in many "Catholic" States in Latin Ameri-
ca until Vatican II.

Certainly before and after the French Revolution, Christians were
courageously challenging the State when abuses of power suppressed
the rights of the Church and the freedom of individual conscience.
Thomas More paid with his life for his opposition to King Henry VIII.
During the "Kulturkampf," a battle which tried to imprison the Church
in the sacristy, the German bishops stood up to Bismarck, the "Iron
Chancellor.” And many Protestants and Catholics became martyrs under
the Nazi persecution during World War II. Pope John Paul II has
strongly backed the liberation movements in Eastern Europe. Archbish-
op Romero was killed by emissaries of the government of El1 Salvador.
Recently, in Belgium, King Baudouin, risking a constitutional crisis,
refused to sign a law which would grant a nearly absolute right to
abortion. This brief glance at 2000 years of history indicates the com-
plexity of the problem.

Christians Are Called to Participate in Politics

Christians are citizens of the State. As such they are co-responsible
for the common good and the future of mankind and of the Earth which
is mankind’s home. They must contribute to the material and moral
development of their country as well as towards more just and peaceful
international cooperation. They are called to involve themselves in poli-
tics according to their personal qualities and gifts. The pastoral consti-
tution Gaudium et Spes, promulgated by Vatican II, stresses this very
demanding vocation. Let us quote from a central passage (article 75).

"The Church regards as worthy of praise and
consideration the work of those who, as a serv-
ice to others, dedicate themselves to the welfare
of the State and undertake the burdens of this
task...

"Let all Christians appreciate their special and
personal vocation in the political community.
This wvocation requires that they give conspicu-
ous example of devotion to the sense of duty
and of service to the advancement of the
common good. Thus they can show in practice
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how authority is to be harmonised with freedom,
personal initiative with consideration for the
bonds uniting the whole social body, and neces-
sary unity with beneficial diversity...

"Let those who are suited for it, or can become
so, prepare themselves for the difficult but most
honourable art of politics. Let them work to
exercise this art without thought of personal
convenience and without benefit of bribery.
Prudently and honourably let them fight against
injustice and oppression, the arbitrary rule of
one man or one party, and lack of tolerance.
Let them devote themselves to the welfare of all
sincerely and fairly, indeed with charity and
political courage."

When visiting Czechoslovakia (21-22 April 1990), Pope John Paul II
repeated these conciliar recommendations. He called on Christians not to
restrict their faith to prayer and liturgy, but to enter into the political
scene, to work for the common good, to be tolerant and to promote
reconciliation, not only among divided Christians but also with commu-
nists or former communists.

Combining one’s conscience and one’s faith with real political in-
volvement is, however, usually a very demanding task. The main diffi-
culty is that people all too easily yield to the temptation of using
immoral means to obtain or to keep power.

Effective commitment in politics implies a certain amount of power.
There can be no doubt that the right use of power lies at the core of
political ethics. An individualistic spirituality and a pious fear of the
"dirty business" of politics have often made Christians over-suspicious:
to "save one’s soul" one had to stay out of politics. This negative and
timorous attitude towards power has often resulted in sins of omission.
Capable Christians have been forced to build up the degree of influence
and power necessary for a strong and creative presence in the world of
politics through pressure groups, organisations, the media, and the
political parties.

Christians must, however, always be aware of the ambiguity inherent
in power. One of the major challenges is avoiding the abuse of power,
Indeed, political power has no ethical meaning unless it is directed
towards the common good, the service of all citizens, and, preferably,
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the weakest in society. A Christian use of power, therefore, requires
great personal freedom with regard to one’s own power. This continu-
ous self-criticism is one of the conditions if one is to avoid the trap
which tempts too many politicians: that of giving in too easily to a
spiral of corrupt practices.

Christian Parties or Pressure-Groups: the Pros and Cons

In many countries in Western Europe (and more recently in the East
too) and in Latin America, Catholics and Protestants use "Christian
Democratic" political parties as a means of defending their options and
their views of society in parliament. In other countries, France, Spain,
the United Kingdom, the USA and Canada, Christians belong to non-
confessional parties. Such differences are mainly historical.

It is understandable that like-minded people should, together, try to
defend their common interests and the wvalues which they share in the
public order; for example, a Christian school system, hospitals, cultural
organisations, their opinions with regard to the family, their respect for
life in the debates surrounding abortion or euthanasia. Pluralism along
differing ideological lines is a characteristic of democracy, and it is
normal that Christians should find here an instrument for defending
their rights. '"Christian" political parties can, however, become a danger
for "communion" within the Church when they proclaim themselves as
the only trust-worthy representatives of true Christianity, or when they
are considered as such by the ecclesiastical hierarchy who try to use
them as a "secular arm" in the interests of their own political strategy.
It is commonly accepted that Christians can be active in parties other
than explicitly Christian ones, on condition that the programmes of such
parties are acceptable to Christian consciences. In such parties they
can operate as pressure groups, first of all for the protection of the
human rights of all, and then for the legitimate interests of Christians
themselves.

Pluralism among Christians

It is only natural that among themselves, Christians differ when they
decide about society’s priorities. Even when they belong to the same
party, they, too, show great diversity with regard to political prefer-
ences. No one can deduce a programme for political action from the
Gospel. Some will stress rapid change, others slower reform in order to
safeguard the necessary order; some prefer freedom, others equality;
some are more concerned about economics, others about culture or
ecology.
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Christians engaged in politics must not only be tolerant with regard
to the way in which non-Christians try to promote the common good,
they must also be tolerant with those who share their faith. This toler-
ance can be very demanding, particularly when ChristianS/belong to
opposing political parties, as is often the case, for example, when a
party which backs peace movements is opposed to one which is strongly
in favour of strengthening the country’s defences. Such tensions are
unavoidable. They can often be healthy, on the condition that all those
involved are prepared to preserve mutual respect and to employ fair
means to achieve their ends. They should adhere to some basic rules:
as long as there is no proof to the contrary, the good faith of one’s
opponent should always be taken for granted; the recognition of the
existence of a hierarchy of values to be accepted by all, for example the
appropriate concern for the weaker groups in society; the fostering of
the bridge building and an openness to compromise.

In order to detect what, in any given set of circumstances, is needed
and attainable, Christians need the support of their fellow believers.
This is true for professional politicians, as well as for all those move-
ments emanating from the body politic and seeking to promote social
justice. National and local Justice and Peace Commissions, the Pax
Christi network, trade unions, basic communities, university faculties,
centres of concern, etc., inspire Christians towards political action.
Action to "conscientise" people does, however, first of all require seri-
ous '"social analysis." This varied and collective input will prevent
individual Christians or specific groups from proclaiming too easily and
in a simplistic way that their limited standpoint is the only authentic
"Christian" teaching. Indeed, everyone, no matter on what level of
power, needs the backing of a "community of discernmemt" (Bishop
Francesco Claver of the Philippines) in order to avoid one-sidedness and
prejudice. This prudence and concern for 'fraternal correction" should
not, however, weaken the much-needed courageous voice of the lone
prophet. Priests in particular, as well as other leaders of a Christian
community, must avoid -- except in occasional cases -- becoming in-
volved in party politics and thus polarising the faithful. This does not
mean that they should keep silent when the Gospel calls for firm judge-
ment and clear statements. Realistic guidelines are to be found in the
final report of the Synod of Bishops on Justice (1971). In any case, no
human political programme can ever express the fullness of the Gospel
and its liberating challenge.

How Far Can One Go without Going too Far?

Politics is an art which implies the ability to compromise. Christians,



unlike utopians, must never try to reduce the State to a celestial
community of believers or an ideal religious order. The Kingdom of God
cannot coincide with an earthly political system. In the political order,
the aim must be the protection and the development of the common good,
of human rights for all. This, primarily, is an ethical challenge, in
which the particular concern of Christians should be the guaranteeing
of freedom of conscience and the defence of the weaker groups in socie-
ty, the poor, the handicapped, minority groups, women, children, the
elderly. In a democracy, which, of necessity, is divided along ideologi-
cal lines, respect for pluralism is a condition for survival. Pluralism
implies a balance between give and take, but one which can never be
perfect. This immediately raises the question of acceptable limits.
Where is the breaking point?

In this, Max Weber, the great German social scientist, offers some
guidelines. In a famous passage from The Scholar and Politics he makes
a now classic distinction between the ethics of pure conviction and the
ethics of responsible stewardship. The former takes as its point of
departure the primacy of ethical principles and of one’s personal con-
science; the latter is based on the primacy of what, in the given cir-
cumstances, can, in fact, be attained for the common good. Prophets
and saints are the model for the first attitude. In an imperfect and
sinful world, however, this approach means deadlock for the true politi-
cian. According to Weber, even Christian politicians may be able to
reconcile both attitudes. He notes:

"It is deeply touching when an experienced
politician —- age doesn’t play a role -- is aware
of the fact that he is responsible for the conse-
quences of his decisions, when he thoroughly
feels his responsibility and when he reaches a
point where he has to say: ‘Here I am, I cannot
do otherwise’ (I may not meddle with my deci-
sion, I stick to it, as my conscience says.) This
is deeply human and moving, and everyone who
is not spiritually dead will realise that sooner
or later he is faced with such a situation. In
as far as this is true, the ethics of pure con-
viction and the ethics of responsible steward-
ship are not completely opposed, but complement
each other. Only he who is guided by both is a
true person, a person with a political calling."

When several values conflict simultaneously, with unavoidable conse-
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guence, Christians in politics will try to save as much as possible of
what is human for as many people as possible. This explains, for exam-
ple, their preference for maintaining a balance between wvalues such as
freedom and equality, and their objection to concentrating too much
power in too few hands. For this reason they emphasis the wvalue of
subsidiarity: what can be done at a lower level should not be centra-
lised at the top.

Thomas More was well aware of the limits facing a conscientious poli-
tican when in his Utopia he wrote:

"If you cannot pluck up wrongheaded opinions
by the root, if you cannot cure according to
your heart’s desire vices of long standing, yet
you must not on that account desert the com-
monwealth. You must not abandon the ship in a
storm because you cannot control the winds...
On the other hand, you must not force upon
people new and strange ideas which you realise
will carry no weight with persons of opposite
conviction. On the contrary, by the indirect
approach you must seek and strive to the best
of your power to handle matters tactfully. What
you cannot turn to good you must at least make
as little bad as you can. For it is impossible
that all should be well unless all men were
good, a situation which I do not expect for a
great many years to come!"

The “Political’’ Role of the Churches as Institutions

History shows that sometimes the Church, through the declarations of
individual bishops or of episcopal conferences, becomes too greatly
involved in partisan politics, as was the case, for example, in Spain
under the Franco regime, in the war between Italy and Abyssinia (now
Ethiopia), in some former Western colonies, in Slovakia (with the pro-
Nazi Msgr. Tiso). In general, however, Church leaders in the course of
this century have served as a counter-balance to the misuse of power
in totalitarian or democratic regimes.

We can, in principle, agree with Bishop James Malone (Youngstown,
Ohio, USA),” the former president of the National conference of Catholic
Bishops. In an address at Notre Dame University on 13 February 1986,
he said that the Church is competent to propose moral doctrines which
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pertain to issues in public order. The Church "is also competent to
teach with authority what may not be done -- to point to forms of
behaviour which are incompatible with the fundamental wvalues or pur-
poses of human life," e.g., abortion, the bombing of civilian centres. At
the same time, he said, there is a third principle to consider, the prin-
ciple which precludes the Church "from authoritatively prescribing what
ought to be done to realise the wvalues or purposes of individual and
social life." According to Bishop Malone, the Church is not prevented
from "suggesting and advocating quite specific policy prescriptions,"
but the Church "does not speak with the same authority in recommend-
ing what specifically should be done in pursuit of positive goals as it
does when saying what should not be done."

In saying all this, Bishop Malone felt he had the backing of the
famous theologian John Courtney Murray, S.J., who so greatly influenced
Vatican II's Declaration on Religious Freedom. In his work We Hold
These Truths (New York, 1961, pp. 166-167) Courtney Murray writes that
in a pluralistic democracy the moral aspirations of the law are minimal:

"Law seeks to establish and maintain that
minimum of actualised morality that is necessary
for the healthy function of the social order. It
does not look to what is morally desirable or
attempt to remove every moral tint from the
atmosphere of society. ‘It enforces only what is
minimally acceptable, and in this case socially
necessary. Beyond this, society must look to
other institutions for the elevation and mainte-
nance of its moral standards -- that is, to the
church, the home, the school and the whole
network of wvoluntary associations that concern
themselves with public morality in one or anoth-
er aspect.”

When Pope John Paul II strongly stresses respect for human rights
as he does in his encyclical Redemptor Hominis, when the bishops of
Brazil publicly accuse political leaders of backing landlords who are
depriving poor peasants of their rights, when the Churches in South
Africa join the anti-apartheid movement, when, as happened most recent-
ly, the bishops of Zaire criticised the corruption of the government of
their country and its leader Mobutu, they are doing what the Lord did
in His time. The same is true of the guidelines to be found in the
concluding sections of the Final Report of the 1985 Synod of Bishops on
the Mission of the Church in the world:
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"Following the Second Vatican Council the
Church became more aware of her mission in the
service of the poor, the oppressed and the
outcast. In this preferential option, which must
not be understood as exclusive, the true spirit
of God shines forth...

"Besides material poverty there is a lack of
liberty and of spiritual goods which in some
way may be considered forms of poverty, and it
is particularly grave when religious liberty is
suppressed by force.

"The Church must prophetically denounce every
form of poverty and oppression, and everywhere
defend and promote the fundamental and
inalienable rights of the human person. This is
above all the case where it is a question of
defending human life from the time of its very
beginning, of protecting it from aggressors in
every circumstance and of effectively promoting
it in every respect."

Here we find basic orientations for the "political" agenda of individu-
als, as well as for the Churches as institutions. The latter can be
helped and inspired by what sister-Churches are doing or have done in
difficult situations. Indeed, we must take account of the context, which
differs greatly from countries in which Christians form the majority (as
in Poland) and those where they are a tiny minority, as in Iran or Iraq.

To conclude, let us again cite Gaudium et Spes (article 76):

"It is highly important, especially in pluralistic
societies, that a proper view exist of the rela-
tion between the political community and the
Church. Thus the faithful will be able to make
a clear distinction between what a Christian
conscience leads them to do in their own name
as citizens, whether as individuals or in associa-
tion, and what they do in the name of the
Church and in union with their shepherds.

"The role and competence of the Church being
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what it is, she must in no way be confused with
the political community, nor bound to any politi-
cal system. For she is at once a sign and a
safeguard of the transcendence of the human
person."
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The Church Is Not a Democracy

The church is not a democracy, it is the people
of God and the community of the faithful. Yet, the
question of whether or not the church is a democ-
racy obviously arises from the conciliar concept of
the church as the people of God and from the
communio model of church which has emerged as
its post-conciliar corollary. Some would think (and : .
even fear) that the people of God (laos kou Theou) suggests a church
"of, by, and for" the people, in which the demos share authority
through elected representatives. The concept also suggests a church
which is brought into being as a group or a community through its own
power or by its own initiative, quite separate from the ecclesiastical
hierarchy.

At any rate, fears that the church is a democracy are groundless.
The fact of the matter is that the church is not a democracy. It is
brought into being by the initiative and power of God: it is the belief in
God and in Christ that brings about and holds together the people of
God. And for that reason, the church cannot be a democracy. Yet, it
can also be argued that this statement is only a half-truth. The other
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