Social Justice

Chapter 9 Social Justice: Gospef Witniess and Mission of the Church

What Is Social Justica?

The first use of ¢
the Cartholic Church i

1931, dmugh as 2
had already begun

aen

W term “socil justice” in
§ eredited to Pius X1 in
eral concepr social Jjustice

o emerge earlier in the lage
nincteenth century with the 1891 publication
of Pope Leo XTIT encyelical, Rerum Novarnm,
Official papal letters are usually identified by the
Opening words of the official Lagin text, In this
case, the iele literally means “on new things."The
“new things™ to which Pope Leo referred wese
the new social problems resulting from industri-
alization, Afrer examining the situation of poor
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her full human potential, Concern for the poor
s not about feelings of compassion. It is aboue
conerete and persevering decisions o change
the social, economic, and political structures thae
marginalize and oppress any hurnan person.

Why *Social*?

Lhe Catechism of the Catholic Church defines
social justice in the following manner: “The
respect for the human person and the righes
which flow from human dignity and puaruntee
it. Society must provide rhe conditions that allow
people to obrain what is their due, according 10
their natuse and vocation” (1930). In this defin;-

tion, the emphasis is on the responsibility of all
people and the workers in recently induserialized ; i

members of SOCICTY to provide positive cond;-
countries, he condemned employers who abused tions in society that foster “respect for the human
workers as “mese instruments | or making moncy.” person.” Especiully after Pius XT's 1931 Quadrag-
e called for g “just wage." While upholding the  yyimp Anne (“Forty Years Later,"iie., alter Rorsm
tight to privace property, he insisted the worker Novarum [1891)), it became clearer that sociul
reeeive sufficient means for meeting basic human justice is about the “rommon good” of 4l human
nceds, thereby rejecting radical socialism, [le persons who make up society, especially in the
challenyred laissez faire capitalism, believing ¢he distribution of benefirs and burdens.
cconomy shouk! not function only according 10 All people are bound together as members of
the laws of the market, without oversight of the one human family and share one planet. Social fife
state. However, what was truly new about Pope s therefore not something “added on” to human
Leo's encyclical is thar he applied both the hibfi- life, but it goes to the heart of what it means 1o
<al tradition of works of meny, such as feeding [y g5 4 human being. Family and community
the hungry and <lothing the poor, and traditional  provide the context for human growrh, identity,
moral principles, beyond the simple duty of g fulfillment. The family is “the first visal cell of
doing charitable works to the daunting task of society”and the place where the generations come
Constructing a just social order. together, and family has x4 souial role in building
With this encvelical, according to theologrian up the broader human community. According 1o
Richard McBrien and others, Leo XII1 laid the the Sccond Vatican Council, other “reciprocal ties
foundation for 2 theology of social justice. The  and muryal dependencics increse day by day and
pope made it clear that social Justice is not abou Sive rise t0 4 variety of associztions and organiz-
fejection of wealthy people, but it is about bring-  tions, both public and private,” and “his human
ing the spirit of the Gospels and the Beatitudes interdependence grows more tightly drawn and
1o the manner in which af] social structures oper- spreads by degrees over the whole world" (Gu
ate. Fundamentally, the social task is to develop  fium o Spev 25, 26), Multiple telationships ane
4 socicty in which no humag being is deprived essential to the human experience, but they must
of humun dignity or of basic human needs thar

be ordered in 2 way that fosters the growth and
impede the necessary freedom o develop his or dignity of all persons.




