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SUND/.Y MORNING SERVICE 

May 17, 1959 

DR. AP.PA HILLEL SILVER 

A CP.THOLIC P0 Ec;IDE IT IN THE Wl-II'l' E HOUS E? 

The question. dear friends: "Should a Catholic be elected to the 

Presidency of the United States?" always arouses the sharnest contrcversy. 

Controversies which involve r e ligion tend to become unrestrair. .d, and sometime 

venomous. The partisans come to feel that they are somehow defe~ding not OP ly 

their interests in this world, in the Here - but also the ·r :nterests in t he 

Hereafter. Soon memories of ancient wrongs and bitter hostilities of the pa~t 

surge into the arena nn<l bedevil the situation. Before long ~he actual quest'on 

at issue is lost si 3ht of and people are fi 13hting in a fine f r enzy of flagella­

tion ghosts and gobl i ns which t he ir overheated i maginat i ons have conjured up, 

It occurs to me that the simplest answe:.:- to the quest~on "Shot.,ld -4 

Ca tholic be elected to the Presidency of the United States" mi~ht w 11 be 

"Hhy not?". There is nothing in the Cons ti tt.,tion of the United Stat s which 

prohibits it, The Constitu~ion of the llr..ited States is quite clear on thjs 

point. The fra□ers of our Constitu~ion - many of them ke n l egal mi~~s as wel: 

as great patri~ts - wanted to be very clear and specific on this point. And 

so they wrote into the Constitution the following : "No religious test -;ha11 

ever be required as a quali:ication to any office or public tr•.1s t '..lntl -~ tr.~ 

United States". Words could not be more precise or cleare::-,. Cur C.::>n3t~ti..1~i .:;, :'l. 

also has as its Fir_t t mend~ent - the first article in the vo-called Bi l : ~~ 

Rights - the follo'1ing: 'Cor:.gress shall ma1 e r.o law respe:tin~ an e<•tabl L,i.1 

ment of rel; gion er prohib~. ting the free ey:ercise the:-e-:.f". 
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It is clear that the framers of our Constitution did not wish the 

United States to be either a Protestant country, or a Catholic country, or a 

Christian country. They did not wish to give preference to any one religious 

body or to prevent the free exercise of any religion. They wanted the new state 

which they were setting up to be a secular st~te. They were not unfriendly to 

religion. Many of them were church members and belonged to various denominations . 

They believed in God and they sought to build their new state upon the highest 

ethical and moral ideals of religion. But they also wanted to keep church and 

state separate and distinct - each free from the interference of the other in its 

own legitimate sphere. They knew very well, because they were not far removed 

from the events - the evils, the strife and the bloodshed which were visited 

upon the old world - its governments and its peoples - wh en a specific churc~ 

was officially recogn i zed by ~overnment and received privil e~es denied to others 

and where the free exercise of religion was either denied or cur t a iled. 

'!'he government which the founding fath ers of our republic were sett i t\S 

up was to be different - different in many ways. Because we are so far removed 

from those days, we sometimes forget how different they aspired to make their 

new government. It would be a ~ovcrnment which would limit its own scope and 

authority. It would respect certain basic human rights inherent in each citizerl 

as having been bestowed upon him not by government or society but by his Creator .. 

These ri"hts were accordin~ly inalienable and were subject to no annulment or 

abridgement by 80vernment. They were opposed to political tyranny - even the 

political tyranny of a majority in a free democracy . . written constitution 

would safeguard the individual citizen against the encroachment of the s t ate " 

They wanted their eovernment to be different in other ways. They woul~ set up 

a system of checks and balances so that neither the legislative branch nor th~ 

administrative nc::::- the judicial would be in a pos ition to run cl\,sy, as it were, 

with things towards precip tate and ill considered action. Nor dici they wish 
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this government which they were setting up to be dominated by any other body or 

organization - ecclestiastic or otherwise. It was to be free from the control 

of any other organism within the state. 

Their profound wisdom has stood the test of time - 170 years - the most 

turbulent and revolutionary years in the history of mankind. Pecau c; e of that 

wisdom, our country has prospered - and no religion has suffered because of it. 

On the contrary, all religious bodies from the extreme liberal to the extreme 

orthodox, have thrived. r.Jhat is equally important they h ave learned to 1 ive to­

gether and at times to work together for the common good. 

From time to time zealous partisans of this or that religious perseas lon 

would challenge mostly indirectly the clear intent and purpose of the First 

Amendment. They tried to whittle down its scope and meaning. By means of in­

terpretation they hoped to make legal the allocation of public funds to the support 

of religious educational institutions on a non-preferencia: basis of course. 

Thus, there are many Catholics and perhaps members of other religious bodies who 

advocate the granting of Federal funds to parochial schools. It is not that the s8 

people really desire a union of Church and State. They have officially denied it p 

In 1948, Archbishop John T. Mc Nicholas, speaking on behalf of all American 

Catholic bishops, sta ·i:ed: "l.Je _deny ·absolutely and without qualification that the 

Catholic bishops of the United States are seeking a union of Church and State by 

any endeavors whatsoever, either proximately or remotely. If tomorrow Catholics 

constituted a majority in our country, they would not seek a union of Church &r!•J 

State. They would then as now, uphold the Constitution and all its knendments:. 

recognizing the moral obligation imposed upon all Catholics to observe and defend 

the Constitution and its Amendments•r. 
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I have no doubt that this is the position of the Catholic hierarchy of 

the United States and of Catholic laymen everywhere. ut many of them would 

like to see a relaxation of the First Amendment which would make it possibl e fC' ·:· 

Federal aid to go to Cat'"'olic schools. These efforts, which have been made fror.-1 

time to time, have in the main been unsuccessful. Apart from certain fringe 

assistance ~iven to the children attending parochial schools - and in my opinio .~ 

wisely given - such as participation in the Federal school lu~ch program, or 

school buses - the basic principle of the separation of Church and State has 

held good in its original intent. 

In 194 7, the Supreme Court of the United States proceeded to def i n-?. ·ni:~.:e 

fully the intent of the First .'.mendment. It declared: 1 Neither a ste te nor 

the Federal 8overnment ~an set up a church. Neither can pass laws which ai .:i or.i::~ 

religion, aid all religions or prefer one religion over 2~other •.. 0No tax in any 

amount, large or small, can be 1 vied to support any reli ~ious activities or 

!nstituttons, whatever they may be called or whatever fo~m they may adopt t o 

teach or practice religion. Neither a state nor the Federal government can, 

openly or secretly, participate in the affairs of any religious organizations o= 

groups and vice versa. In t he words of Jefferson, the clause agatnst establish, 

ment of religion by law was intended to erect a wall betw en Church and State." 

I believe that many Catbolics in the United St?tes fully accept this 

position. necent!y Senator ¥ennedy, who came quite close two years aeo to re­

ceiving the nomination for Vice-President on the Democratic ticket, c1r1d who t(;c: .~y 

is talked of as a possible Presidential candidate, was questioned on this very 

issue and he replied very clearly - and of course he is a Catholic - "The F:rst 

Amendment to the Constitution is an infinitely wise one. There can be no qu=-~Uor, 

of Federal funds bej ng used for s up ··ort of parochial or private schools. I~ rs 

unconstitutional under the First ,men.clment as interpreterl by the Supreme Court 
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I am opposed to the Federal ~overnrnent•s extending support to sustain any church 
or its schools. As for such fringe matters as buses, lunches, and other services ~ 
the issue is primarily social and economic nnd not religious. Each case must be 
judged on its merits within the law as interpreted by the courts.' 

It is true that Senator Kennedy has been sharply criticized by som£ 
editorial writers in the Catholic press for the views wrich he expressed. It is 
such criticism which di~turbs some non-Cat:,olics in the United Sta tes. It raises 
doubts in their minds, as does the continued criticism of the Church hierarchy o r 
our Government's failure to aid religious schools. 

~ut even those of us who are opposed to Federal aid to parochial 
scl-ools - whether they be Catholic or Protestant or Jewish - and there are Protes ­
tant as well as Jewish parochial schools - fail to see what all this has to d.q ·.-: itb 
the election of a Catholic to the Presidency of the United Stc.tes. --· Cath lie 
:iresident, if elected, takes an oath of office which is prescribed by the Constitu­
tion of the United States. This oath of office reads: "I do solemnly swear ( or 
affirm) that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United 
States and will to the best of my ability preserve, protect, and defend the 
Constitution of the United States." Now what ri3ht hc,ve we to assume that a 
Catholic President would be less faithful to his oath, solemnly sworn, than a 
Protestant President? Numarous Catholics have in the past been elected or ap­
pointed to high office in this nation and in every state of the Union - Governors, 
ConP-ressmen, Senators - many of them elected in states where the majority of t h~ 
electorate was Protestant - Supreme Court Justices, Chiefs of the United States 
Supreme Court - hi~h ranking military chiefs and key diplomats. They served with 
unimpeachable loyalty and integrity. Their religi on in no way caused them to 
subordinate the interests of their government to the interests of their Church . 



- 6 .. 

In the midst of this controversy, some have conjured up the so-called 

question of conscience. Conscience would presumably supersede the oath of office 

w~ich an elected Catholic President would take. I am unable to follow this line 

of reasoning. nhen a man takes an oath to uphold the Constitution of the Pnited 

States, he is in all conscience committed to it. If t here is anything in the 

Constitution which the candidate finds contravening church dogma which obligates 

him, he csnnot in all conscience either stand for office or take the oath of off :: ( 

if elected. There have been Catholics in high public office who have opposed t h :'. 

Church hierarchy on questions such as that of Federal funds for parochial scl oo~s 

and on such matters as the appointment of an ambassador to the Vatican. They have 

not considered themselves, because of their position, either poor Catholics or 

disloyal to their Church. Senator Kennedy is among those who have register -- ~ t llt -­

opposition to the appointment of an ambassador to the Vatican. Incidentally, 

President Roosevelt and President Truman, both Protes t ants, favored representati oE 

at the Va tican. 

At the moment, it is the question of a Catholic President wl--. ich disturbs 

some of our citizens. I recall the time, some years ago, when '.Jilliam Howard Taf ► 

was opposed for the ?residency because he was a Unitarian. ~ Unitarian, it was 

claimed, was not a ChriLJti an and t his is a Christian country. 

The same religious argument was used against Senator Herbert Lehman when 

he ran for Governor of the state of New York. How can a Jew hold that office? 

That office belongs to a Christian. Governor Lehman was elected and twice re­

elected and subsequently was elected to the Senatorship of the United States. 

This religious argument is a double-edged sword which can strike in all directions -

everywhere. 
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It has been said that because the Catholic Church claims the only 

true Church that Catholics should therefore not be elected to the Presidency 

of the United States. I see no objection to the Catholic Church claiming that 

it is the one true Church. Most religions claim or claimed the same thing. 

Jut so long as the Church does not emµby the power of government to enforce 

its claim or ask for special privileges on that account - as is the case in s 0112 

of the countries of Europe, unfortunately. Lovers of religious freedom canno t 

accept the thesis ''that a stst e which is overwhelmingly Catholic has a duty t u 

protect this reli~ious faith by controlling the public promulgation of non­

Catholic dcctrines or · the public exercise of non-Catholic worshipn This will 

never be accepted by those who believe in true religious freedom. Catholic 

theologians in this country may still subsc~ibe to this thesis as an abstract 

proposition even when practice hes made it obsolete. In the United States at 

least this thesis is one of those sleepin3 dogmas which no responsible Catholic 

would seriously advocate. 

Thirty years ago, a Catholic ran fo r th~ Presidency of the United 

States on the Democratic ticket - a great and good man - !\lfred E. Smith, Governc 

of the state of New York. Bigotry and religious intolerance combined with oth €.r 

factors to defeat him. Some of the Democratic states of the South for the fi 1· .:: ~ 

time in their history broke rank and deserted their party because of its Cathol ::,· 

candidate. Some of the very i~sues talked about today were raised then, in ev e: 

louder and more outspoken terms than now. I recall an open letter which was 

addressed to ~overnor Smith by Charles L. Marshal 1 which appeared in the Atlant ~, 

Monthly. MMr. Marshall, who was a member of the Episcopal Church and an authori­

ty on canon law, summarized all the arguments against Governor Smith's candidacy 

because of his religion. Governor Smith replied in great detail in the same 

magazine in the i <: sue of May, 1927. I re-read both letters in preparation for 

my lecture this morning. Mr. Marshall had quoted in his letter Papal encycli­

cals and church encyclopaediae and built up a case for the inevitable conf!ict 
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between religious loyalty to the Catholic Church and patriotic loyalty to the 

United States. Governor Smith's reply was made, as he writes in his letter, 

after consultation with his friend, Father Francis P. nuffy, a priest schooled 

in Church law. I was struck very much in the letter of Governor Smith by the 

following statement. "Py what ri~ht do you ask me to assume responsibi ity fo~ 

every statement that may be made in any encyclical letter? •..• These encyclica ls 

are not articles of faith ...• You seem to think that Catholics must be all alik~ 

in mind and in heart, as thou~h they had been poured into and taken out of the 

same mould." 

This is a mistake which people frequently make not alone about Cutholir:c 

but about Jews. All Jews must act alike, think alike, and react alike to an:-,· 

given situation. They never did and do not do so now. There are sharp div i sio~1.-:; 

of opinion among them. Governor Smith, who was a very loyal Catholic and a 

product of its parochial scl ,ools, challenged that prevalent conception and this 

challenge has been subscribec to by many Catholics. 

I was also deeply impressed by the last paragraph of Governor Smith's 

letter, wherein he summarized his creed as an American Catholic. He says: 

"I believe in the worship of God according to the faith and practice of the Ron., .. 

Catholic Church. I recognize no power in the institution of my Church to inter ­

fere with the operations of the Constitution of the United States or the en­

forcement of the law of the land. I believe in absolute freedom of conscience 

for all men and in equality of all churches, all sects and all beliefs befor~ ~ht 

law as a matter of right and not as a matter of favor. I believe in absolute 

separation of Church and State and in strict enforcement of the provisions of the 

Constitution that Congress shall make no law rP-specting an establishment of re­

ligion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof. I believe that ho tri buna l cf 

any church has any power to make any decree of any force in the law of the lanci., 

other than to establish the status of its own communicants T,;,ithin its owr. ci: t~rc:1. 
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I believe in the support of t~e public school as one of the cornerstones of 

/..merican liberty. I believe in the right of every parent to choose whetl-er his 

child shall be educated in public school or in a reli~ious scrool supported by 

those of his own faith. I believe in the pr i nciple of non-interference by tris 

country in the internal affairs of other n~tions and that we should stand stead­

fastly against any such interference by whosoever it may be urged. : .. nd I believe 

in the common brot~erhood of rnan under the common fatherhood of God. 

In this spirit I join with fellow nmericans of all creeds in a ferve ~t 

prayer that never again in this land will any public servant be challenged because 

of the faith in which he has tried to walk humbly with his God." 

This hope of course has not been realized. Men in our country are sti!i 

being challenged because of their faith. Bigotry and intolerance have not c~m~ 

pletely disappeared either from the ranks of the Protestants or from the ranks o~ 

the Catholics, the Yu ~lux Klan, Gerald Y. Smith or Father Caughlin. Intolerance 

dies hard. It is hidden away in some dark corner in the souls of people. Given 

an opportunity, it will come to the surface, surge forward and create serious and 

unhappy situations. I pray that it will not happen now. 

P. man should be elected to off ice bP.cauc,e of his character, his abi 1 it .. ;" 

and the issues which he represents - not because of his religion - and no man 

should be defeated for office because of his religion. 

We have a long way to go. In this gracious land we have been given the 

opportunity to live our own lives and to worship God as we wish - Catholic, Pro:.e~ 

tant, Jew - each according to his own conviction. Let us not endanger that bl ~~s~ 

right and freedom which we all enjoy by ,~~king n:onopolistic pr!vileg~s, rnajox'j.ly 

domination or ar~ogating to ourselves what the law of the land has granted to all 

~Je have a long way to go. But if we follow the clear light of our Constitutir::i and 

the Declaration of Independence and the example of the fine rr.sn of all faiths w~o 

have faithfully and loyally lived up to the principles embodied in them, all of us 

whatever our religion or race - will be able to move into an even more spacious 

and beautiful day when as br.-::·""~ ,0 :r.s we shall eagerly cooper&tr- •. -.~- tJte c~mmon go,)d 

of all. 
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I su arize ere d ns an meric8n Catholic . I lieve in the worship of 

~od according to th faith and practice of th ~oman Catholic Church . I 

recognize no power in the institution of my Church to inter[ re with the 

operations of the Con titution of the nited States or the enforcement of 

the law of the land . I believe in absolute fr edom of conscience for all m n 
an in equality 

rz..<,c 

a mat t er1 of 

of all churches, all 
{ ~~,- ;;:,,:,.. t:.. ~-'A I believe in the 

anrl in th strict enforcement of th 

sect~an: all eliefs hf re the law ps 

~ sotute separation of Church and Stat 

pr,visions of th C1nstitution that 

Congress shall make no law res pecting an establishrn nt of religion or pro -

hi iting the free exercis thereof . I elieve that no tribunal of any church 

ha. an pow r to make any decree of an, force in the law of th land, oth r 

than to esta lish t1e status of its own communicants within its own church . 

I believe in the support of the pu lie school as one of the corn r ston s of 

A erican li ert . I i ·e in the ri Q t of very par~nt to choose wheth r 

is child shall he e ucatt!d in pu ic ch ol or in a relioious sc ool supported 
by those of his 

l l.A-v 
nonint rfer nee y 

this country/and t 
any ~u ch inter£ rence 

hy 'hosoev r it ma he ur~ed. And I ~elie 1e in the co on rother hood of man 

under the common fatherhood of God . 

Int is spirit I ioin t ith fellow Americans of Rl creeds in a 

fervent prayer that never aoain in this land will any public servant he 

challeld because of th faith in w•ich he has tried to walk humhly with his God . ).-




