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Religion for many people is a very private affair - a relationship between an individual and God. 
Organized religion is expected to reflect that relationship by helping a person feel comfortable by 
defining very precise limits on the impact of religion in certain areas of human experience. A 
rabbi, minister or priest would be allowed only to speak in the most generic terms when the 
question of human rights, human dignity and social justice is raised. Such a view of religion is 
very narrow and seems to contradict the Judeo-Christian heritage we share. !
In recent months, statements have been found in the secular and religious press by religious 
leaders regarding significant issues in society today. These issues range from El Salvador to 
Northern Ireland, from the nuclear arms race to conscientious objection to the draft. The public 
positions of religious leaders on such issues disturb a great many people because they believe 
such issues are not the concern of religion. Religion is meant to remain in the sanctuary. This 
reaction is very disturbing if we take the time to look at the Christian tradition and the teaching of 
the Church. !
In 1971, the Synod of Bishops under the leadership of the Holy Father expressed the mission of 
the Church in these words: !
"The Church has received from Christ the mission of preaching the Gospel message, which 
contains a call to man to turn away from sin to the love of the Father, universal brotherhood, and 
a consequent demand for justice in the world. This is the reason why the Church has the right, 
indeed the duty, to proclaim justice on the social, national and international level, and to 
denounce instances of injustice when the fundamental rights of man and his very salvation 
demand it. The Church, indeed, is not alone responsible for justice in the world; however, she 
has a proper and specific responsibility which is identified with her mission of giving witness 
before the world of the need for love and justice contained in the Gospel message, a witness to 
be carried out in Church institutions themselves and in the lives of Christians." !
Sincere Catholics can have different views on the means to achieve social justice which 
enhances the dignity of all human beings, but no follower of the Gospel can ignore the demands 
of social justice in his or her life. We are fortunate to live in a country which gives its citizens 
freedom of speech and action within legal means. That is why despite court rulings, we can 
object and seek review to such questions as court rulings allowing distribution of contraceptives 
to teenagers without parental knowledge or consent, the legal status of abortion in our country 
today, and many other issues affecting human rights and dignity.!
Our faith demands an awareness of justice. To appreciate the invitation of faith and the 
challenge of justice that is its essential component, we need only look to the person of Jesus of 
Nazareth. When Jesus washed the feet of his disciples the night before he suffered, he told us 
graphically that to be Christian is to serve. If faith is to be real, justice is part of it. Action on 
behalf of justice is an integral part of the practicing Christian's lifestyle. Social justice is a 
challenge for the individual Christian today. Our response to that challenge could make a 
difference as far as the future is concerned. 
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