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Allentown bishop says Obama's birth control rules  

an affront to religious freedom 

Our government announced last month that it would require all employers to pay for health care 

coverage that included abortion-causing drugs, contraception and sterilization. Although many 

religious groups had pleaded for an exception to this regulation, those appeals were rejected and 

only a highly limited religious exemption was allowed. After even louder protests, including 

from the Diocese of Allentown, last week the administration announced that as an 

"accommodation" employers would not be required to pay for such drugs and services but 

instead all health plans would have to provide them for "free." The administration explained that 

since these things would now be "free," no one would be forced to pay for them and therefore 

there could be no legitimate objection to the requirement. 

As is often the case with one-size-fits-all rules, the government's "accommodation" overlooked 

some key facts. Not only do we know that nothing in life is ever free, but also many religious 

employers, including the Diocese of Allentown, are self-insured. So, the government's 

"accommodation" allows the Diocese to not pay for abortion-causing drugs as an employer, but 

then turns around to require us to pay for them as a self-insurer. 

There is a bigger issue here, though, than merely a misleading "accommodation." And that is the 

right to religious liberty. It is a right that is held by both individuals and institutions, but is one 

that our government seems simply unable to grasp. The government assumes that all enlightened 

persons agree that sterilization and contraception, as well as at least some abortions, should be 

free, and that it has every right to force others to pay for them despite profound religious 

objections. Under this view, freedom of religion only means that people may worship as they 

wish in church. Once we leave our churches, mosques and synagogues and enter the public 

square, our rights disappear and we are required to get in step with the government's mandates. 

As Catholics and as Americans we profoundly disagree with this concept of human rights. The 

Catholic Church teaches that religious freedom is a fundamental human right. As stated by the 

Second Vatican Council: "The human person has a right to religious freedom. This freedom 

means that all men are to be immune from coercion on the part of … any human power, in such 

wise that no one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs." The framers of 

our Constitution and Bill of Rights shared that view. James Madison set down religious freedom 

as the very first of the natural rights listed in the Bill of Rights: "Congress shall make no law 

respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." 



As Christians, Catholics strive to maintain good relations with civil authority. But while we will 

render to Caesar what is Caesar's, we will likewise render to God what is God's. We also 

remember the immortal words of St. Thomas More just before he was executed in 1535: He was 

"the king's good servant, but God's first." Christians are God's servants first. That is the nature of 

our calling; that is our mission and it is not one we will forsake. Moreover, it is a calling and 

mission that is fully keeping with our American understanding of law and justice. Under our 

Constitution, no law, no regulation, no administrative guideline may require us to violate our 

religious consciences. Nor may government agencies legitimately insist that our right to religious 

freedom exists only in the confines of our church buildings and that our ministries in the public 

square exist solely at their sufferance. 

Indeed, those contentions get it precisely backward. Under our Constitution, it is government 

power that is limited and subject to regulation, not the conscience rights of Americans. 

According to the Framers, the rights listed in the Bill of Rights were natural rights that pre-

existed any government. Those rights were granted to us by God, not by the government, and no 

government agency may lawfully infringe upon them. Neither we nor the American people 

generally will silently acquiesce as our right to religious liberty is whittled away by regulatory 

fiat. 

As Americans and as Catholics, we celebrate, defend and promote every American's right to 

religious liberty, which cannot be separated from every other civil liberty that Americans enjoy 

and celebrate. The torch of the Statue of Liberty — symbolizing America's witness to liberty, 

including religious liberty around the globe — shines brightly. None of us should allow it to be 

dimmed. 

 

Bishop John O. Barres is the fourth bishop of the Diocese of Allentown. 

 


