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My dear brothers and sisters in Christ:
The month of October is designated as Respect Life Month by the
Catholic Bishops of the United States. In anticipation of Respect Life Month,
I wrote my column on this topic in the September 20th issue of Catholic Times.1
The timing of Respect Life Month this year comes just before our national
elections, so I quoted from the Introductory Letter of the document, Forming
Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, in which the Catholic Bishops of the
United States said that “The threat of abortion remains our preeminent
priority because it directly attacks life itself, because it takes place within the
sanctuary of the family, and because of the number of lives destroyed.”2
In this regard, I quoted from the Party Platforms of the Democrats and
the Republicans, and I noted where the candidates for the offices of
President, Vice-President, and the U.S. Senate from Illinois stood in terms of
the “preeminent” issue of abortion.
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I also pointed out, however, that not all candidates always follow their
respective party’s platform. So, before you cast your ballot, it is important to
find out where each candidate stands on critical life-related issues.
In light of this information, I and many of my brother bishops and
priests have been asked if it is a sin to vote for Joe Biden and Kamala Harris,
especially since Mr. Biden has recently said he would seek to codify the
abortion license of Roe v. Wade into federal law if it were overturned in the
U.S. Supreme Court 3 and he would support the repeal of the Hyde
Amendment which prohibits federal funding of abortion.4
Kamala Harris has also been strident in her support of abortion. In
2016, for example, as Attorney General of California, Kamala Harris initiated
the prosecution of David Daleiden, a journalist with nearly a decade of
experience in conducting investigative research on the abortion industry,
after he documented Planned Parenthood’s illegal sale of body parts from
aborted fetuses. 5 Harris orchestrated the raid of Daleiden’s apartment, in
which authorities seized a laptop and several hard drives that contained the
videos he filmed as part of his exposé of Planned Parenthood.6
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Joe Biden’s and Kamala Harris’ vehement support for laws that
promote abortion is what leads many people to ask if it is a sin to vote for
them.
In seeking to answer that question, it must be noted first of all that
voting itself is not a sin; in fact, it is a good thing to vote. 7 But voting for
someone who promotes an intrinsic evil raises the question of cooperation
with evil. This is where the analysis becomes somewhat complex and does
not lend itself to simple yes or no sound bites.
In this regard, Catholic moral theology distinguishes between formal
and material cooperation. Formal cooperation is when someone shares the
evil intent of the wrongdoer or otherwise “agrees with, condones, or
approves of the wrongdoer’s action, at least to some degree. Formal
cooperation in the wrongdoing of another is always wrong.” 8
Material cooperation occurs when “one does not share the intention of
the wrongdoer, but is in some way involved with the wrongdoer. . . .
Material cooperation is considered immediate when the cooperator’s act
assists in the performance of the wrongdoing in an essential way. . . .
Material cooperation itself can be distinguished by being ‘proximate’
mediate material cooperation or ‘remote’ mediate material cooperation. . . .
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Material cooperation requires a proportionately grave reason. The more
proximate the cooperation, the more proportionately grave the reasons
needed for the action to be justified.”9
Applying these principles to the question at hand, voting for someone
with the intent to support abortion is formal cooperation and is always
sinful. On the other hand, the person who does not intend to support
abortion but votes for someone who will promote abortion becomes a
cooperator in an intrinsic evil. It can be argued that the cooperation is
mediate because that one person’s vote may not be essential to the
procurement of abortion. But mediate cooperation in a grave evil requires a
proportionately grave reason to be justified. Over 860,000 abortions took
place in 2017, the latest year reported in the U.S. 10 In order to justify voting
for a proponent of abortion, one would need a proportionately grave reason
that outweighs the killing of 860,000 babies per year.
Some argue, for example that that the death penalty is a
proportionately grave reason. There are two problems, however, with trying
to make that moral equivalence. First, capital punishment is not in the same
moral category as abortion. While abortion is considered to be an intrinsic
evil, 11 the death penalty has called “inadmissible” by Pope Francis, which is
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not the same as calling it an intrinsic evil, but is more of a prudential
judgment about its efficacy. 12
The second problem with this argument is the lack of numerical
equivalency. While over 860,000 abortions took place in our country in the
last reported year, there were a total of 22 executions of prisoners in seven
states in 2019, with zero executions in the State of Illinois.13 It is hard to see
how voting for someone who opposes the death penalty would be a
proportionately grave reason to justify voting for that same candidate who
promotes abortion.
Notice that there are several steps that are involved in this reasoning
process, only the last of which is for the person to reach a conclusion, but a
conclusion nevertheless based on sound moral reasoning.
In our Mass today, then, let us pray for the wisdom of the Holy Spirit
to guide voters to think with sound moral reasoning and to keep in mind the
issue of abortion as their preeminent priority as they form their conscience
before casting their ballot. Please pray for our country that we may all live
the Gospel of life. As Jesus says in the Gospel of St. Luke, “Blessed are those
who hear the word of God and observe it”(Luke 11:28).
May God give us this grace. Amen.
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