
The Holy See

LETTER OF HIS HOLINESS JOHN PAUL II
TO THE BISHOPS OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

 

To my dear Brothers
the Bishops of the United States of America

1. On November 6, 1789, my predecessor Pope Pius VI issued the Apostolic Bull “Ex Hac
Apostolicae”, by which he established the Diocese of Baltimore and appointed John Carroll as its
first Bishop. He was prompted to do so out of pastoral solicitude for the “many faithful Christians”
in America who were “united in communion with the chair of Peter, in which the center of Catholic
unity is fixed”. Many of them were desirous that “ a Bishop... be appointed over them to exercise
the functions of the episcopal order; to nourish them more abundantly with the food of salutary
doctrine”.

Bishop Carroll’s first Pastoral Letter, issued on May 28, 1792, shows him to have been a
conscientious pastor and a man of vision. He lovingly encouraged his small and poor Catholic
flock to be faithful in fulfilling their religious duties to God and the Church, and to be generous in
supporting initiatives “calculated to produce lasting effects, not only on the present, but on future
generations”. In reading his words we recall the image of that prudent man described by Christ in
the Gospels, who “desiring to build a tower, first sits down and counts the cost, whether he has
enough to complete it” (Luc. 14, 28).  

As the pastor of a Diocese which encompassed all the United States, Bishop Carroll wished to
remind American Catholics of some of the fundamentals of ecclesial life and Catholic piety. He
spoke of “the virtuous and Christian instruction of youth”; “careful instruction in the principles of
faith and Christian morality”; the need for more “zealous and able pastors”, as well as their training
and support; the “relief of the poor”; the celebration of the Eucharist with “all reverence and
becoming respect”; the “obligation of being present at Mass on every Sunday and holy day”; the
importance of “prayers and sacrifices” for the dead, and of “fervent and well regulated devotion to
the Holy Mother of our Lord”. And as an authentic teacher and pastor of souls, he urged his flock



to form their consciences, not by principles of “worldly interest”, but in a way that would enable
them to fulfill their “necessary and essential duty to Almighty God”.

These fundamental and far reaching pastoral concerns were not Bishop Carroll’s alone. Surely, he
spoke for all the great men and women missionaries and pioneers, who both preceded and
followed him, when he said that the Church’s aim was “the preservation and extension of faith,
...the sanctification of souls”, and the “increase of true religion, for the benefit of our common
country, whose welfare depends on the morals of its citizens”. After two centuries these goals
have lost nothing of their significance for the life of the Church in the United States.

2. Dear Brothers: throughout two hundred years filled with joys and sorrows, with blessings and
trials, the Catholic faith has indeed been “preserved and extended” in your country. The members
of Bishop Carroll’s small flock have been multiplied many times over, chiefly through waves of
immigration that he could not have foresen. When people left their homelands for America, very
often they considered their principal gain to have been precisely the newlyfound freedom to
practise their religion. Through immense efforts at religious education in Catholic homes, parishes
and schools, and through generous support of missionary activity at home and abroad, the Church
in the United States has done much to “preserve and extend” the Good News of salvation in
obedience to Christ’s command.

The Church’s faith and the Gospel she preaches also make her zealous for “the sanctification of
souls”. Here too the United States has been fruitful over the past two centuries, not only in her
canonized saints, who are lasting models and heavenly patrons for believers everywhere, but also
in the example of Christian living found among so many zealous priests, dedicated men and
women religious and virtuous laity. The strong sacramental and devotional life which developed
among American Catholics is an important part of that “perfection of love” (Cfr. Lumen Gentium,
40) by which they have sought God’s glory and their neighbor’s good. The fruits of that love are
prayer, penance, and generosity in personal acts of service, as well as in the support of Catholic
charitable institutions and of the Church’s missionary activity throughout the world.

The Church’s life and mission have not been without extraordinary consequence for all your
countrymen, since – as Bishop Carroll pointed out – religion benefits the whole country, “whose
welfare depends on the morals of its citizens”. Indeed, respect for those laws of God which are
“written on the human heart” (Cfr. Rom. 2, 15) constitutes the indispensable condition for the
victory of rectitude and goodness in human affairs, both as regards individuals as well as society
itself. Catholics in the United States have played a significant role in upholding the moral principles
of justice, freedom, and respect for human dignity and rights which are essential for the common
good, and without which a nation cannot endure.

3. My Brothers: the wisdom of Bishop Carroll’s letter and the lessons of your history have much to
teach the Church’s pastors in every age. To the past you owe the foundations upon which the
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Church in the United States lives and grows today. As Bishops, you are the “watchmen” (Cfr. Ez.
3, 17ss.) whom the Lord has appointed to preserve what you have received; you and your people
must also be like that “wise man” in the Gospel who builds his house “upon the rock” (Cfr. Matth.
7, 24ss.). Moreover, as “good and faithful servants”, the Master calls you not merely to preserve
the gift received, but to bring forth abundant fruit and thus enter into his joy (Cfr. ibid. 25, 14ss.). 

Some of the challenges which Bishop Carroll faced two centuries ago are still present today. As
pastors, you are concerned that the faithful, especially the young, be properly instructed in sound
doctrine and moral teaching, and that they form their consciences correctly; that there be a
sufficient number of welltrained and dedicated clergy; that the Church’s liturgy, especially the
Eucharist, be celebrated with deep faith and reverence; that due provision be made for the support
of the Church and for the needy; that Catholics contribute effectively to the moral wellbeing and
cultural growth of American society.

To these we must add the particular challenges of our times, both within the Church and the world
at large. As new immigration continues and the remnants of racism remain, Catholics are called to
an ever deeper love, respect and care for one another within the unity of Christ’s Body, so as to be
a model of harmony for all people. In a world which is too often forgetful of spiritual realities, you
are called to bear prophetic witness to the primacy of God and to the transcendent human
vocation which alone reveals life’s meaning and purpose. The religious, philosophical and ethical
pluralism within your country invites you to seek to collaborate with other believers and all people
of good will in upholding the dignity and rights of the human person from conception to natural
death. The strength and inspiration for your commitment to this tasks is drawn from your Catholic
faith itself. As evidenced by your Pastoral Letters of recent years, many of the great issues of the
day require a profound theological reflection which gives continuity to the great heritage of the
Church’s teaching.

4. Bishop Carroll concluded his first Pastoral Letter with this exhortation to his fellow Catholics in
the United States: “The Church bears (Mary) this honorable testimony, that it is often owing to her
patronage, that nations preserve or recover the integrity of Christian faith and morality. Let this be
exemplified in our own country”.

And so it is to Mary, who under the title of her Immaculate Conception is the Patroness of the
United States of America, that I commend each of you, dear Brothers, and all the clergy, religious
and laity of the Church in your bountiful land, on the joyful occasion of the present Bicentenary.
May she continue to guide the Church in your country on its pilgrimage of faith to a future filled
with the abundance of God’s grace. With confidence in her maternal intercession and with
affection in our Lord Jesus Christ, I cordially impart to you my Apostolic Blessing.

From the Vatican, Oct. 28, 1989.
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IOANNES PAULUS PP. II
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