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The banner article since August, 2020, of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

website (usccb.org) is entitled “Faithful Citizenship.” Given the turmoil and change we are all 

experiencing in 2020, it seems opportune to click in to read how the Catholic Bishops treat 

2020’s extraordinary current events with respect to their guidance to Catholics in conscientious 

voting. By the second paragraph of the Introductory Letter of the USCCB’s teaching document 

Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship
i
, however, one’s heart sinks to sorrowful depths. 

The paragraph contains the following two sentences: 

 

The call to holiness, [Pope Francis] writes, requires a “firm and passionate” defense of “the 

innocent unborn.” “Equally sacred,” he further states, are “the lives of the poor, those already 

born, the destitute, the abandoned and the underprivileged, the vulnerable infirm and elderly 

exposed to covert euthanasia, the victims of human trafficking, new forms of slavery, and 

every form of rejection.” (Pope Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate, no. 101)
ii
 

 

One’s heart sinks, not because the Catholic Bishops are presenting the defense of the unborn as 

the first priority in forming and directing our voting conscience. We’ve long known this 

platform. And yet, one might have thought (naively?) that this time the eyes and ears of the 

Bishops who shepherd us might have opened to the glaring sights and sounds of direct attacks on 

life itself for humans at all stages of life; that the events of this time are so glaring as to warrant a 

restatement of, minimally, the Introductory Letter of a document first written in 2007 and last 

updated in 2015. 

 

The Catholic Bishops teach us to use prudence “to determine what is most fitting to a specific 

context” and to then act courageously “in defense of moral principles when making decisions 

about how to build a society of justice and peace.” (Forming Consciences for Faithful 

Citizenship, no. 19) That’s solid counsel. Further, the Bishops teach that, “There are some things 

we must never do, as individuals or as a society, because they are always incompatible with love 

of God and neighbor.” (Forming Consciences..., no. 22) Also solid counsel. But then the 

paragraph goes on to lift up the example of abortion by stating: 

 

In our nation, "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 others" (Living the Gospel of Life, no. 5)
 iii

. 

 

The Bishops’ statement that abortion is the preeminent threat because it “directly attack[s] life 

itself” makes it clear that the events of 2020 have not inspired within the Conference a shift in 

focus from 2015. What part of kneeling on a man’s neck for more than eight minutes while being 

filmed and hearing pleas for mercy from the victim and onlookers does not speak of a direct 

attack of life itself?! What part of shooting seven times point blank into a person’s back in full 

sight of that person’s children does not speak of a direct attack of life itself?! 

 

Why do repeated, dying pleas of "I can't breathe" not awaken within the Catholic Bishops an 

attentiveness to the voice of God, the God who breathes into us and with us and through us? 

God’s breath danced across chaos to create beauty, goodness and harmony. God’s breath 

awakened life and Spirit within human beings. On the Cross, Jesus handed his Spirit over to God 



and breathed his last. But this was NOT the final breath. We believe that God’s breath is stronger 

than death. God’s breath was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be. 

 

When the Catholic Bishops heard Eric Garner whisper in 2014, “I can’t breathe,” did the Bishops 

recognize the LORD’s gentle whisper? We can minimally see that Eric Garner’s plea did not 

elicit revisions to the Conference’s Faithful Citizenship guidance in 2015. And now, in 2020, 

when the Catholic Bishops heard George Floyd’s whisper, “I can’t breathe,” did the Bishops 

recognize the LORD’s gentle whisper? A 2020 New York Times article tells of at least 70 people 

who, over the past decade, have said these same words before dying in police custody.
iv

 These 

prophetic whispers have steadily crescendoed. Now is a most acceptable time for the Bishops to 

soften their hearts and open their ears to recognize that God is the one crying out, “I can’t 

breathe!” 

 

God is pleading, “I can’t breathe,” while pinned to a cold city street within the confines of a spit 

hood and the darkness of a mental health episode. God is crying, “I can’t breathe,” while choking 

on smoke from forest fires that are just one visible sign of a planet in crisis. God is begging, “I 

can’t breathe,” while fighting a virus that has laid bare the cruelty of systemic racism. 

 

If indeed there is a time for everything, surely we are all – including the Conference of Catholic 

Bishops, as a significantly influential body – called to read the signs of this time, to recognize 

the many direct attacks on human life that are before us. God is pleading, “I can’t breathe.” 

When will the Catholic Bishops hear and elevate the pleas that emanate from breathing human 

beings of all ages? When will the Catholic Bishops clearly and boldly elevate these words as the 

gasping whispers of “preeminent threats to human dignity?” 

 

Surely the signs of this time warrant, minimally, a revision of the Introductory Letter of a 

document that claims to guide us in 2020, acknowledging that this is not 2007 and not 2015. 

What if this time the Bishops had made a small, yet significant, change to the second paragraph 

of their Introductory letter? What if this time, it spoke, 

 

The call to holiness requires a “firm and passionate” defense of “the lives of the poor, those 

already born, the destitute, the abandoned and the underprivileged, the vulnerable infirm and 

elderly exposed to covert euthanasia, the victims of human trafficking, new forms of slavery, 

and every form of rejection.” “Equally sacred,” are “the innocent unborn.” (Pope 

Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate, no. 101) 

 

Who is going to breathe for God now? We can choose to breathe for those who once breathed but 

can no longer breathe here on Earth. We can breathe through our vote. 
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