
Friends:

We at the Boisi 
Center wish you 
all good things in 
2021, and hope that 
both you and we 
will be as busy and 
engaged as we have 
been this past fall 
(along with a fer-
vent hope that the 

pandemic will pass and permit us to see 
all of our friends again “in person”).

Despite the challenges of the COVID 
pandemic, the Center has been an 
extremely busy place this fall. We joined 
with the New Hampshire Institute of 
Politics (NHIP) and the Greenberg Center 
for the Study of Religion in Public Life at 
Trinity College Hartford to present three 
webinars in September on “The Church 
and Catholic Voters in the 2020 Election.” 
On September 15, I hosted an all-star 
panel composed of Cardinal Joseph Tobin 
(Archdiocese of Newark), M. Cathleen 
Kaveny (BC Law School and department 
of theology), and Michael Sean Winters 
(National Catholic Reporter (NCR)) to talk 
about the “big picture” of how Catholic 
voters were approaching the presidential 
election. On September 22, Neil Levesque 
(executive director of the NHIP) hosted a 
panel addressing “The Republican Party 
and Catholic Voters in the 2020 Election.” 
Neil did a wonderful job of shepherding 
a smart panel composed of Mark Rozell 
(dean of the Schar School of Policy and 
Government at George Mason Universi-
ty), Heidi Schlumpf (executive editor of 
the NCR), and John H. Sununu (former 
governor of New Hampshire and one-
time White House Chief of Staff). Finally, 
on September 29, Mark Silk (director of 
the Greenberg Center) convened a lively 
panel addressing “The Democratic Party 
and Catholic Voters in the 2020 Election,” 
composed of Shaun Casey (director of 
Georgetown University’s Berkley Center 

for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs), 
Tim Matovina (chair of the theology 
department at the University of Notre 
Dame), and Joseph Tomás McKellar 
(co-director of PICO California). The 
three webinars were watched by hundreds 
of viewers, and the Boisi Center received 
many emails in response, deeply appre-
ciative of the smart conversations that 
took place.

Also in September, the Boisi Center part-
nered with America Media for a webinar 
entitled, “Faith and Citizenship: Catholic 
Perspectives on American Citizenship.” 
M. Cathleen Kaveny hosted a robust panel 
discussion in which Matt Malone, S.J., 
Sam Sawyer, S.J., and Kerry Weber (all 
three editors at America Media) offered 
insightful commentary on the “larger 
picture” of Catholic involvement in the 
public square, especially on Catholic par-
ticipation in politics.

The Boisi Center also partnered with the 
Center for Christian-Jewish Learning 
(ably led by Dr. Ruth Langer) in spon-
soring a series of online seminars for 
BC faculty entitled “Religious Resources 
to Combat Racism.” The seminar itself 
was envisioned as one component in the 
campus-wide Forum on Racial Justice in 
America initiated by BC’s President Wil-
liam P. Leahy, S.J. in August and directed 
by Vincent Rougeau. Over the course of 
three online seminar meetings during 
the month of October, a succession of 
very smart speakers led faculty conversa-
tions on the ways in which BC, as a Jesuit 
and Catholic institution, might address 
the terrible sin and injustice of racism. 
Speakers included Dean Vincent Rougeau 
(BC Law School), Drs. Amey Victoria 
Adkins-Jones and Joshua Snyder of BC’s 
theology department, Rabbi Benjamin 
Samuels of Congregation Shaarei Tefil-
lah, Dr. Theresa O’Keefe of BC’s School 
of Theology and Ministry, and Yavilah 
McCoy, CEO of Dimensions, Inc. The 
seminar meetings were a great success, 
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the church and catholic voters in the 2020 election
The first session of “Catholic Voters and the 2020 Election.”

Kaveny, Tobin, and Winters (L-R).

The Boisi Center kicked off its fall events 
with a three-part webinar series titled, 
“Catholic Voters and the 2020 Election.” 
The first session asked how the Catholic 
Church would frame the issues for the 
2020 election and how this will influ-
ence the votes of the faithful. This ad 
intra discussion featured M. Cathleen 
Kaveny, professor of law and theology at 
Boston College; Cardinal Joseph Tobin, 
Archbishop of Newark; and Michael Sean 
Winters, columnist at the National Cath-
olic Reporter.

The panel’s moderator, Mark Massa, S.J., 
the Boisi Center’s director, first asked 
which issues were of greatest concern for 
Catholics in this election. Tobin noted 
three key issues for his own diocese: the 
pandemic, immigration, and economic 
issues.

Kaveny argued that we vote, not for 
issues, but for a person we think can 
handle the issues that arise. No one voted 
for Bush to handle 9/11, for example. 
Building upon San Diego Bishop Robert 
McElroy’s recent article in the Nation-
al Catholic Reporter, she noted that we 
should be looking at the “Four Cs”: the 
candidates’ competence, character, ability 
to collaborate, and connections to par-
ticular specialists and advisors. As well, 
voters must distinguish between import-
ant and urgent issues.

Winters was asked about the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops’ 
(USCCB) document, Faithful Citizenship, 
and the new position of abortion within 

that document. Winters noted that this 
recent version saw abortion rendered “the 
preeminent issue,” which was not with-
out its controversy, especially since Pope 
Francis noted (and the bishops quoted) 
other issues that were also life issues, 
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of the potential of overturning Roe v. 
Wade, but this time is different, especially 
given that polls reveal that abortion is not 
a top priority.

Levesque noted that in Catholic churches, 
priests do not typically tell their parishio-
ners who to vote for. Schlumpf said that 
the outreach to religious voters is higher 
than in 2016, as both were on display at 
the respective conventions. What happens 
on social media, with individuals saying 
a Catholic can or cannot be of a particular 
party is common, but not in churches 
themselves.

Sununu returned to the Supreme Court 
issue, arguing that if the nominee is 
examined on their Catholicism, the 
defense would come from many different 
religious groups because one is entitled 
to have a religious opinion. Audience 
questions continued on this point, asking 
if it was permissible to raise a nomi-
nee’s religion if they are, for example, a 
Catholic integralist and concerns come up 
about their interpretation of law from that 
position. Schlumpf thought it would mat-
ter, adding that this nomination’s timing 
prohibits a free and open debate on the 
candidate’s appropriateness for the Court 
as all eyes are on the election.

When asked to compare Catholic and 
Evangelical voters, Rozell noted that white 
Evangelicals are much more Republican 
than white Catholics. For Evangelicals, 
the appointment of a Supreme Court 
justice is the issue, but that is not the case 
for many Catholics. While there has been 
some drop off in support for Trump, that 
does not seem to be coming from white 
Evangelicals.

Sununu was asked whether other issues 
of concern for Catholics—immigration, 
concern for the poor, and the likes—have 
driven some Catholics away from the 

The Boisi Center’s three-part webinar 
series on Catholic voters continued on the 
topic of Republicans with Mark Rozell, 
dean of the Schar School of Policy and 
Government at George Mason University; 
Heidi Schlumpf, executive editor at the 
National Catholic Reporter; and John H. 
Sununu, the former Governor of New 
Hampshire and White House Chief of 
Staff. 

In their opening remarks, Schlumpf 
noted that the “Catholic vote” is import-
ant but not monolithic, as polls show. 
Rozell agreed, noting that Trump won 
the Catholic vote in 2016 after doing a 
lot of outreach to Catholics, as opposed 
to Clinton. In 2020, there is a conscious 
effort on the part of both campaigns to 
reach out to Catholics. Sununu considers 
the Catholic vote “as a Catholic vote” a 
small vote, but it often decides national 
and state elections, citing Reagan and his 
own elections. Both appealed to certain 
conservative values of certain typical-
ly-Democratic populations as an entrée to 
other aspects of the platform. Sununu is 
convinced that this will continue to be a 
trend for those who might not have been 
exposed to the Republican platforms.

Neil Levesque, moderator and executive 
director of the New Hampshire Institute 
of Politics, then asked how the Supreme 
Court nomination will influence the cam-
paign. Sununu argued that liberals have 
developed an “art form of equivalency,” 
with which they make equivalent certain 
issues to abortion. He foresees that hap-
pening in this Supreme Court appoint-
ment, thinking Democrats will craft an 
equivalency to discredit the likely Catholic 
female candidate. Schlumpf added that 
there is a growing understanding of what 
constitutes a “life issue,” considering the 
death penalty. Typically, a Supreme Court 
nomination favors conservatives because 

Trump administration. Sununu said 
anecdotally that it is his belief that once 
immigrants favor Republicans at 51%, 
immigration will no longer be their policy 
issue. 

Abortion was raised, asking if the USCCB 
would be more favorable to Democrats if 
Roe v. Wade is overturned. Rozell offered 
an alternative: If Roe is overturned, its 
availability returns to the decision of the 
states, many of which will legalize it, and 
campaigns will focus almost solely on 
that. Sununu said that he did not believe 
Roe would be overturned, but that bright-
er lines would be drawn instead.

Asked about Catholic identity’s impact on 
the election, Rozell did not think it car-
ried the importance today as it did during 
Kennedy’s campaign. Catholics are con-
cerned with policies. As to Biden, Rozell 
added, it is possible that it will make a 
difference on the margins, though only if 
the election is close. 

the republican party and catholic voters in the 2020 election
The second session of “Catholic Voters and the 2020 Election.”

Rozell, Schlumpf, and Sununu (L-R).
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The final session of the Boisi Center’s we-
binar on Catholic voters concluded with 
a conversation on the Democratic party, 
featuring Shaun Casey, the director of 
the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace & 
World Affairs at Georgetown University; 
Timothy Matovina, chair of the depart-
ment of theology at the University of 
Notre Dame; and Joseph Tomás McKellar, 
the co-director of PICO California. 

Mark Silk, director of the Greenberg Cen-
ter for the Study of Religion in Public Life 
at Trinity College, moderated the panel 
and opened by asking about the signif-
icance of Biden’s Catholicism and the 
expectations for the 2020 Catholic vote. 
Casey noted that Biden would be only the 
second Catholic president in history, that 
he may win with a majority of Catholic 
votes with the Hispanic Catholic vote, 
and it would mark the end of the attempt 
at a Catholic-Evangelical allied political 
domination.

Asked about the role of Latinx voters, 
Matovina noted that in 2016, Clinton 
garnered 70-79% of the Hispanic/Latinx 
vote, and Trump just 18% to the high 20s. 
If the high number for Clinton was 79%, 
it is unlikely that Biden could add to that. 
If it is the low 70s, however, it is possible 
that more Latinx voters will come out for 
Biden. The Latinx vote, however, is not 
monolithic.

Speaking to the distinctions between 
Democratic and Republican Latinx voters, 
McKellar pointed to two factors: 1) race 
and one’s proximity to whiteness and 2) 
proximity to the poor and excluded. How 
long the family has been in the United 
States, economic opportunity, legal status, 
etc. all influence these. A central concern 
among Latinx voters is belonging: Who 
matters? Who belongs? Who deserves a 
share in our prosperity? Unfortunately, 
the current political narrative is that we 
are safer the more segregated we are, and 
the Catholic Church has not done much 
to challenge this narrative.

Casey noted that the pandemic has not 
allowed traditional methods of outreach 
to faith-based groups. Democrats, in par-
ticular, have gone fully virtual with little 
religious outreach. Instead, they argued 
that this is a character election, Biden 
versus Trump. 

Silk asked what could drive turnout. 
Matovina noted the structural causes for 

poor Latinx turnout: the electoral college 
and voter suppression/gerrymandering. 
If Latinx voters live in Texas, California, 
or New York, their incentives to vote are 
lessened as they know the results. The 
same is true if it is a majority Latinx dis-
trict. Organizers need to focus on voter 
registration and fighting gerrymander-
ing—external and internal factors.
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