
“A PRIVATE AFFAIR?”: 
RELIGION AND PUBLIC OFFICE  

On a sultry Monday evening, then-Senator John F. Kennedy appeared before the Greater Houston Ministerial 
Association. To put it mildly, they were skeptical. This was September 12, 1960, during the heat of a 
presidential campaign. A Catholic had never been elected President of the United States. Like any speech, it 
had a backdrop. The week before, an ad hoc group of Protestant ministers issued a statement accusing the 
Catholic Church of being a “political as well as religious organization [that has] specifically repudiated, on many 
occasions, the principle sacred to us that every man shall be free to follow the dictates of his conscience in 
religious matters.” Such invective could not be ignored, and Kennedy was wise to respond. But that was just 
one letter–several groups raised the canard that Catholics are controlled by forces near the Tiber River. Make 
no mistake– Kennedy was battling anti-Catholic animus and in this regard, his was a masterful speech. 
Watch it here. But it carried a huge price.  

As a plea for religious tolerance, it was both articulate and effective. Kennedy made some perceptive points. 
For example, he said “I hope that you and I condemn with equal fervor those nations which deny their 
presidency to Protestants, and those which deny it to Catholics.” He quite rightly noted, “I do not speak for 
my church on public matters, and the church does not speak for me.” But then, while noting “my declared 
stands against an ambassador to the Vatican, against unconstitutional aid to parochial schools,” Kennedy added, 
“I believe in a president whose religious views are his own private affair.” With this single utterance, Kennedy 
subtlety introduced a principle of separation, as novel as it was troubling. By “dipping his toe” into the Atlantic 
Ocean of political secularism, his carefully crafted address produced a lasting, and one might say, chilling 
effect. 

If by “private affair” one infers that religious convictions ought not inform a politician’s views on a host of 
issues, where does that leave us? Nowhere in the founding documents of our nation is religion treated merely 
as a “private affair.” In fact, the public role of religion as a component of civic virtue was taken for granted. 
Kennedy’s remarks likely assuaged the consciences of those protestant ministers who were reluctant to vote for 
a “popish” Catholic, fed as many of them were by fanciful tales of Vatican control. In truth, some European 
nations were officially sectarian, differing in nature, not only in degree, from the great experiment we call the 
United States of America. Kennedy rightly noted that difference. However, his speech paved the way for a 
gradual, though pervasive separation of one’s deepest convictions from the decisions pertaining to the exercise 
of office. The privatization of religion is a most dangerous precedent.  

Fast forward nearly a generation later to September 13, 1984. While a seminarian, I recall debating the merits 
of the in-depth lecture that Gov. Mario Cuomo delivered at the University of Notre Dame. While emphasizing 
his personal opposition to abortion, as a matter of law, he articulated his reasons for continuing to support it. 
“And it is here, in our attempt to find a political answer to abortion–an answer beyond our private observance 
of Catholic morality–that we encounter controversy within and without the Church over how and in what 
degree to press the case that our morality should be everybody else’s, and to what effect.” (my emphasis 
added) Is not all legislation necessarily “imposed” upon some who do not favor it? Tax laws are imposed upon 
citizens, some of whom disagree. Multiple times Cuomo vetoed legislation that would have re-instituted the 
death penalty. Was he “imposing” his Catholicism then? Clearly not! We’re not a nation of “religious” laws or 
“secular” laws–no such distinction exists. 

Bills passed by both houses of Congress and forwarded to the President for signature into law exist to serve 
the public good. I learned that from Schoolhouse Rock in ’73! While Cuomo desired to build consensus, 
do human rights depend upon consensus? Why do we call them inalienable rights? When issuing Roe v. Wade in 
1973, did the Supreme Court establish a consensus with its ruling? Clearly not– they may have in fact destroyed 
one. Is the defense of innocent life in the womb “our morality” as Catholics, or could it be the morality flowing 
from a recognition in natural law that innocent human life ought to enjoy the favor of law? Yes, bigamy 
violates a basic tenet of the Catholic faith, as does euthanasia of an elderly patient in a nursing care facility. Yet, 
as a matter of law, such conclusions could also be drawn by agnostics who believe in objective truth, accessible 
to reason and applied to the common good. While attending a pro-life Conference in 2019, I visited a booth 
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staffed by “Secular Pro-Life.” Such strong convictions need not be the fruit of any particular creed.  

Neither Catholic politicians nor Catholic citizens should seek unilaterally to impose their religious views 
upon society by fiat. The virtue of prudence dictates the best course of action in service of the common good. 
But our core convictions about human rights issues do and ought to shape our approach to public policy 
and our civic engagement. They are neither irrelevant nor to be compartmentalized. Perhaps the most prophetic 
line in Kennedy’s speech came at the end: “But if the time should ever come–and I do not concede any conflict 
to be even remotely possible– when my office would require me to either violate my conscience or violate the 
national interest, then I would resign the office; and I hope any conscientious public servant would do the 
same.” Not even “remotely possible” in 1960. My, how times have changed. 

• The All Saints/All Souls cycle is just around the corner. We invite you to remember your deceased loved 
ones by writing their names on the envelopes located on the tables by the piers or at the Information 
Desk. Place them in a drop box by an exit, and they will be placed on the altar. Free-will offerings are 
most welcome.  

• Pope Francis encouraged Catholics to revisit Dante’s Divine Comedy during this year marking the great 
writer’s 700th anniversary of his death in 1321. Excellent advice! One of our seminarians shared with 
me that he was taking an entire course on the epic poem this fall. I won’t lie– I’m jealous! Dante 
Alighieri died in exile in Ravenna. 

• I encourage you to access the link on our website to the USCCB’s “Forming Consciences for Faithful 
Citizenship”. The 2015 document is preceded by a 2019 Introductory Letter. If the 53-page text is too 
much, the 3-page introductory letter is an excellent summary.  

• “Millennial” holiness. With last week’s beatification of Carlo Acutis, the 15-year-old Italian who died 
of Leukemia in 2006, the Church rejoices in the sanctity of youth. When first diagnosed he remarked, 
“I offer all the suffering I will have to suffer for the Lord, for the Pope, and the Church.” As a boy, 
Carlo actually brought his parents to Church! His infectious love for the Lord is an inspiration. 

• I ventured westward to see the rare Mississippi River drawdown at Father Hennepin Bluff Park, St. 
Anthony Falls. I wonder how many residents know that our largest county was named after a Franciscan 
missionary? The U.S. Army Corps was inspecting the locks and structures– it was fascinating. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 
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