HEY FATHER, GOT A MINUTE?

Dear Father Francis, I’ve noticed that
. Pope Leo XIV has been speaking openly
. about various political and social issues

in the world today. I was always taught

that the Church should not get involved
in politics, so I find this confusing. What role is the
Church supposed to have in political and social
matters, and how should we understand the Pope’s
voice in these situations?

' Dear Friends,
This question is more common than
you might think.

Many Catholics have been taught, often with good intentions,
that religion and politics should remain separate. We worry that
when the Church speaks about public issues, she risks becoming
just another voice in a crowded and often divisive arena.

So, when the Pope speaks clearly about matters that seem
political, it can feel surprising, even uncomfortable.

To answer this question well, we need to begin by clarifying a
common misunderstanding.

First and foremost, we must remember that the Church does
not exist to function as a political party. She does not endorse
candidates, nor does she align herself with platforms or ideologies
in a partisan sense.

Her mission is not to win elections or to exercise political power,
but it does not logically follow that the Church must remain silent
about public life. In fact, the opposite is true.
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What
role
should
the
Church
take in
politics?

Serving as a witness to truth

The Church has a responsibility to speak about moral truth, and
moral truth necessarily touches the way we live together in society.

Questions about human dignity, justice, the protection of life,
care for the poor, the treatment of the vulnerable, the pursuit
of peace and the structure of community are not merely private
concerns. They are public ones. And because they are moral, they
fall within the Church’s mission to teach and to guide.

We see this clearly in Sacred Scripture. When some tried to trap
Jesus with a political question about taxes, He responded, “Render
therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the
things that are God’s,” (Mt 22:21).

This is often interpreted to mean that faith and public life should
be totally separate. But that is not what Jesus is saying.

He is making a distinction, not a division. Earthly authority has
its place, but it is not ultimate. Everything, including political life,
remains under the sovereignty of God.

The prophets of Israel also remind us that God’s voice is not
absent from public life. Nathan confronted King David after his sin,
speaking truth even when it was uncomfortable (2 Sm 12:1-12).

Elijah challenged injustice and false worship in the court of
Ahab (I Kgs 18:18). John the Baptist spoke directly to Herod about
his conduct, even at great personal cost, paying the ultimate price
for his prophetic witness (Mk 6:18).

None of these figures was a politician. But all of them addressed
matters that had political consequences because they were rooted in
moral truth.

The Church does not enter politics as a competitor for power. She
enters as a witness to truth.




Church offers a moral framework

The Church’s voice is meant to form consciences, not to replace
them. She proposes moral principles rooted in the dignity of the
human person and invites the faithful to apply those principles
prudently in concrete situations.

This is where an important distinction must be made. There is a
difference between moral teaching and prudential judgment.

Moral teaching concerns truths that the Church proclaims with
clarity. For example, the dignity of every human life, the call to
care for the poor, the importance of justice and peace and the
responsibility to uphold the common good.

These are not optional or negotiable. They are rooted in the Gospel.

Prudential judgment concerns how those principles are
applied in specific circumstances. Reasonable Catholics can and
do disagree about the best policies, strategies or solutions to
complex social issues.

The Church does not provide a detailed political blueprint.
Instead, she offers a moral framework. Understanding this
distinction helps us hear the Pope more clearly.

The Pope is a teacher

The Pope is not a political commentator in the usual sense. He is
the successor of St. Peter, entrusted with the care of the universal
Church. His role is to teach, to guide and to call the faithful to live
the Gospel in every dimension of life.

Because of that, there will be times when his teaching touches on
issues that are debated in the public sphere.

When he speaks about the dignity of migrants, the protection of
life, the dangers of war, the responsibilities of economic systems or
the need for care for creation, he is not stepping outside his role. He
is exercising it.

At the same time, not every statement carries the same weight.
Some teachings are authoritative and definitive. Others involve
prudential judgments about how best to respond to particular
situations.

The faithful are called to receive the Pope’s teaching with
respect and openness, while also recognizing that the application
of moral principles can involve legitimate discussion, debate and
disagreement.

This balance is important, especially in a culture that often
reduces everything to political categories.

One of the greatest dangers we face is allowing our faith to be
shaped primarily by our political identity. When that happens, we
begin to evaluate the Church’s teaching not on its own terms but
based on whether it aligns with our preferred positions.

We risk hearing the Gospel selectively, embracing what is
comfortable and resisting what is challenging.

But the Gospel does not belong to any political party. In fact,
many American Catholics describe themselves as “political
orphans” when it comes to belonging to one party or another.

The Gospel challenges every ideology. It affirms what is true and
critiques what is lacking. It calls all of us to conversion.

How we should listen
So, then how should we respond when the Pope speaks about
political or social issues?

e First, with humility. We should resist the instinct to react
immediately through the lens of our own assumptions. Instead,
we should listen carefully. What moral principle is being
articulated? How does it flow from the Gospel?

e Second, with formation. The Church calls each of us to form
our conscience thoughtfully. This requires prayer, study and
openness to the Church’s teaching. It also requires honesty
about the ways our own preferences may shape our reactions.

e Third, with charity. These topics can easily become
divisive. Within the Church, we will not always agree on the
best ways to apply moral principles. But we are called to
remain in communion.

e Finally, with hope. Hope, in the Christian sense, is not
optimism about political outcomes or confidence that public
debates will be resolved in ways we prefer. It is something
deeper and more enduring. It is trust that Christ remains Lord
of history, even when history feels unsettled.

When the Church speaks about political and social issues, she

does so not because she believes she can control events or guarantee
results. She speaks because she believes that truth matters, that
human dignity matters and that the Gospel has something to say in
every age.

Christian hope allows us to engage these conversations without
fear. It frees us from the anxiety that everything depends on our
success or failure. It reminds us that God is already at work, often in
ways we cannot immediately see.

In a time when public life can feel overwhelming or divisive, hope
keeps us grounded. It reminds us that the Church’s mission is not
tied to any single moment or movement. It is rooted in Christ, who is
“the same yesterday and today and forever,” (Heb 13:8).

When the Pope speaks, he is not attempting to enter the arena
of partisan competition. He is reminding the world of a deeper
horizon. He is calling us to see one another not as opponents, but as
persons created in the image of God.

In a time when public discourse is often marked by anger and
division, that witness is not a distraction from the Church’s mission.
It is part of it.

The question, then, is not whether the Church should speak. The
question is how we should listen.

If we listen with faith, we may find that what initially feels
uncomfortable becomes an invitation. An invitation to examine
our assumptions. An invitation to deepen our understanding. An
invitation to live the Gospel more fully.

And in that, the Church remains what she
has always been. Not a political force seeking
power, but a community bearing witness to
truth, guided by the Spirit and rooted in the
One who is “the way, and the truth and the
life,” (Jn 14:6).

Oremus Pro Invicem! Let us pray for
one another! m
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