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John F. Kennedy was the second Catholic to run for president

1
 on the ticket of a major party. Many liberal 

Protestants, including Normal Vincent Peale and Martin Luther King, Jr., were concerned that a Catholic president 
might not fully respect the separation of church and state. Kennedy sought to alleviate those fears in an address to 
Protestant ministers given in Houston, Texas. The speech appeared to be a minor success. Although some Protestant 
voters remained doubtful, Kennedy gained sufficient liberal Protestant support to win the 1960 Presidential 
election.

2
 
Compare this speech to Roosevelt’s “Four Freedoms Address” and the “D-Day Prayer.” While both 

supported religious freedom, Kennedy quite clearly regarded religion as a far more private affair than Roosevelt. 
Consider several reasons why that might have been true. As a Catholic, Kennedy had greater reason than Roosevelt 
to treat religion as a private affair. Alternatively, liberals in 1960 may have been more inclined than liberals in 1940 
to treat religion as a private affair. If so, what might explain or justify that development? 
 

. . . 
But because I am a Catholic, and no Catholic has ever been elected President, the real issues in 

this campaign have been obscured—perhaps deliberately. In some quarters less responsible than this. So 
it is apparently necessary for me to state once again—not what kind of church I believe in, for that should 
be important only to me, but what kind of America I believe in. 

I believe in an America where the separation of church and state is absolute—where no Catholic 
prelate would tell the President (should he be a Catholic) how to act and no Protestant minister would 
tell his parishioners for whom to vote—where no church or church school is granted any public funds or 
political preference—and where no man is denied public office merely because his religion differs from 
the President who might appoint him or the people who might elect him. 

I believe in an America that is officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish—where no public 
official either requests or accepts instructions on public policy from the Pope, the National Council of 
Churches or any other ecclesiastical source—where no religious body seeks to impose its will directly or 
indirectly upon the general populace or the public acts of its officials—and where religious liberty is so 
indivisible that an act against one church is treated as an act against all. 

For, while this year it may be a Catholic against whom the finger of suspicion is pointed, in other 
years it has been, and may someday be again, a Jew—or a Quaker—or a Unitarian—or a Baptist. It was 
Virginia’s harassment of Baptist preachers, for example, that led to Jefferson’s statute of religious 
freedom. Today, I may be the victim—but tomorrow it may be you—until the whole fabric of our 
harmonious society is ripped apart at a time of great national peril. 

Finally, I believe in an America where religious intolerance will someday end—where all men 
and all churches are treated as equal—where every man has the same right to attend or not to attend the 
church of his choice—where there is no Catholic vote, no anti-Catholic vote, no bloc voting of any kind—
and where Catholics, Protestants and Jews, both the lay and the pastoral level, will refrain from those 
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attitudes of disdain and division which have so often marred their works in the past, and promote 
instead the American ideal of brotherhood. 

That is the kind of America in which I believe. And it represents the kind of Presidency in which I 
believe—a great office that must be neither humbled by making it the instrument of any religious group, 
nor tarnished by arbitrarily withholding it, its occupancy from the members of any religious group. I 
believe in a President whose views on religion are his own private affair, neither imposed upon him by 
the nation nor imposed by the nation upon him as a condition to holding that office. 

I would not look with favor upon a President working to subvert the First Amendment’s 
guarantees of religious liberty (nor would our system of checks and balances permit him to do so). And 
neither do I look with favor upon those who would work to subvert Article Vl of the Constitution by 
requiring a religious test—even by indirection—for if they disagree with that safeguard, they should be 
openly working to repeal it. 

. . . 
I ask you tonight to follow in that tradition, to judge me on the basis of fourteen years in the 

Congress—on my declared stands against an ambassador to the Vatican, against unconstitutional aid to 
parochial schools, and against any boycott of the public schools (which I attended myself)—and instead 
of doing this do not judge me on the basis of these pamphlets and publications we have all seen that 
carefully select quotations out of context from the statements of Catholic Church leaders, usually in other 
countries, frequently in other centuries, and rarely relevant to any situation here—and always omitting, 
of course, that statement of the American bishops in 1948 which strongly endorsed church-state 
separation. 

. . . 
Whatever issue may come before me as President, if I should be elected—on birth control, 

divorce, censorship, gambling, or any other subject—I will make my decision in accordance with these 
views, in accordance with what my conscience tells me to be in the national interest, and without regard 
to outside religious pressure or dictate. And no power or threat of punishment could cause me to decide 
otherwise. 

But if the time should ever come—and I do not concede any conflict to be 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 other conscientious public servant would do likewise. 

. . . 
But if this election is decided on the basis that 40,000,000 Americans lost their chance of being 

President on the day they were baptized, that it is the whole nation that will be the loser in the eyes of 
Catholics and non-Catholics around the world, in the eyes of history, and in the eyes of our own people. 

But if, on the other hand, I should win this election, I shall devote every effort of mind and spirit 

to fulfilling the oath of the Presidency—practically identical, I might add, with the oath I have taken for 

fourteen years in the Congress. For, without reservation, I can, and I quote, “solemnly swear 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, so help me God.”    
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