Spirituality and Justice
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1We are challenged today to move from a notion of spirituality as an esoteric or elitist self-preoccupation to the praxis of inwardness before God and the communal and societal work of the Holy Spirit. Only then can Christian spirituality both gain its true identity and maintain its relevance in the face of human forgetfulness of God and the emptiness and confusion in contemporary culture. (Musser & Price, 462)
The promotion of justice is not a simple project, using available technology to effect change. It is rather an effort to change the heart of the civilization of sin responsible for the misery and injustice we see in our world. We must work at the conversion of hearts and mentalities. (Kolvenbach)

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Introduction

According to John Walsh, at least two obstacles stand in the way of an effective and vibrant justice ministry today. The first is that “the vast majority of people in the church are not interested in social justice” (Walsh, 7). The difficulty here arises from the way in which these Christians appropriated their faith. “So much of the history of Christianity has been based on an interior spirituality characterized primarily by a relationship between God and an individual that leads inward toward prayer or to a contemplative lifestyle… it does not necessarily lead them outward” (Walsh, 9). The second obstacle is the high burnout rate among those who do get involved in justice work. What is needed here is “a spirituality that will nourish us over the long run” (ibid).

These observations serve to highlight the importance of attention to the relationship between spirituality and justice. This paper will explore this relationship by addressing two main questions. First, what would an adequate contemporary spirituality of justice look like? Second, how might such a spirituality be inculcated in Christians today? We shall begin by examining some official Church documents on Catholic social teaching to see their approach to these questions, before going on to suggest ways in which they may be supplemented. We shall then end with some suggestions for further development of the tradition, which are beyond the scope of this paper.

Catholic Social Teaching On A Spirituality Of Justicetc "Catholic Social Teaching On A Spirituality Of Justice"

The official documents that embody Catholic social teaching do not systematically describe a spirituality of justice. Rather, their focus is on expounding universal ethical principles, suggesting how these may be applied in certain concrete situations, and on exhorting people to strive to put these into effect. However, it is possible to discern elements of the spirituality that underlies the teaching. It is clear, for example, that Rerum Novarum (1891) is based on a spirituality that tends toward other-worldliness and passivity. Human agency is downplayed. What is emphasized is the need to endure present suffering with patience and hopeful anticipation of God’s final vindication of the just. “To suffer and to endure… is the lot of humanity, let men try as they may, no strength and no artifice will ever succeed in banishing from human life the ills and troubles which beset it… There is nothing more useful than to look at the world as it really is – and at the same time look elsewhere for a remedy to its troubles” (RN, 14).


However, beginning with Pope John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council, a change can be observed. There is a more incarnational outlook that situates the Church in the world and that values human agency. For example, in Pacem in Terris (1963), John exhorts “our children to take an active part in public life, and to contribute toward the attainment of the common good of the entire human family as well as to that of their own country” (PT, 146). For “in order to imbue civilization with the right norms and Christian principles… it is necessary to take an active part in the various organizations and influence them from within” (PT, 147). What is called for is a “synthesis between scientific, technical, and professional elements on the one hand, and spiritual values on the other” (PT, 150). An importance is also given to the “virtue of prudence” and the need for Christians to discern how to act in concrete situations, subject to the Church’s teaching and guidance (PT, 160). Even so, what is advocated at this point is slow progress rather than radical change. “(T)o proceed gradually is the law of life in all its expressions… Salvation and justice are not to be found in revolution, but in evolution through concord” (PT, 162).

This incarnational outlook that values human agency and highlights the need for discernment continues to be evident in later documents with further developments. For example, the spirituality of work outlined by John Paul II in Laborem Exercens (1981), highlights the importance of human work as a participation in the ongoing creative and salvific work of God (LE, part 5). Also, it is “the knowledge that by means of work man shares in the work of creation (that) constitutes the most profound motive for undertaking it in various sectors” (LE, 25). Work for justice would thus also find its motivation in this knowledge. Also highlighted here is “the indispensability of the cross in the spirituality of human work” (CA, 27). This is also evident in Centesimus Annus (1991), where John Paul II states that Catholic social teaching has a “practical and as it were experiential dimension… which is to be found at the crossroads where Christian life and conscience come into contact with the real world” (CA, 59). Further, there is also now a call to “openness to dialogue and to cooperation” among “all people of goodwill” (CA, 60).

Catholic Social Teaching On Formation For Justicetc "Catholic Social Teaching On Formation For Justice"

Catholic social teaching contains more explicit references to the issue of forming people for justice. But a systematic treatment is still lacking here, which is perhaps indicative that the issue is one more properly dealt with at the level of local bishops conferences or dioceses. On the whole, attention is drawn to the importance of interior conversion and some suggestions are made as to how this can be facilitated.

In Quadragesimo Anno (1931), Pius XI exhorts people to “make use of the powerful resources of Christian training, by instructing youth, by founding Christian associations, by forming study circles along Christian lines. Above all, let them employ… the spiritual exercises, a most precious means of personal and social reform” (QA, 143). In Pacem in Terris, John XXIII speaks of the need for an integration of faith and action, noting in many people an “inconsistency in their minds between religious belief and their action in the temporal sphere. It is necessary, therefore, that their interior unity be reestablished, and that in their temporal activity faith should be present as a beacon to give light, and charity as a force to give life” (PT, 152).

The 1971 Synod of Bishops also emphasizes the importance of interior transformation. In Justice in the World, they assert, “education (for justice) demands a renewal of heart, a renewal based on the recognition of sin in its individual and social manifestations… inculcate a truly and entirely human way of life in justice, love, and simplicity... awaken a critical sense, which will lead us to reflect on the society in which we live and on its values; it will make men ready to renounce these values when they cease to promote justice for all men” (JW, 51). “The content of this education necessarily involves respect for the person and for his dignity” (JW, 4). And “the liturgy… which is the heart of the Church’s life, can greatly serve education for justice… The liturgy of the word, catechesis, and the celebration of the sacraments have the power to help us to discover the teaching of the prophets, the Lord, and the apostles on the subject of justice” (JW, 58). Finally, cooperation between local churches should “stimulate activities capable of developing that human and spiritual formation which will serve as the leaven needed for the integral development of the human being” (JW, 60).

Supplementing the Tradition: A Spirituality Of Justicetc "Supplementing the Tradition\: A Spirituality Of Justice"

From our brief examination of Catholic social teaching, we see that while essential elements of a spirituality of justice can be found, a coherent synthesis is lacking. Donal Dorr’s work constitutes an attempt to make up for this lack. In Spirituality and Justice, he tries to bring together religious experience and social justice. He describes spirituality as “an implicit theology” and “the most genuine and profound ‘me’ that exists” (Dorr, 8 & 20). “My spirituality is more than what shapes me. It is also what moves me” (Dorr, 20). For Dorr, a balanced spirituality contains three key elements: the personal, interpersonal and socio-political. These correspond to the prophet Micah’s exhortation to “act justly,” “love tenderly,” and “walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). To walk humbly with God implies a religious conversion in which we are gifted with a sense of the loving and caring providence of God and a sense of the Lordship of Jesus Christ. To love tenderly presupposes moral conversion by which we enter more deeply into relationship with others, in trust and fidelity. To act justly requires that we undergo a political conversion, by which we commit ourselves to understanding how society works and to correcting the injustices within it.


Much of Dorr’s book is focused on elaborating on the implications of political conversion, as constituting a spirituality of justice. Dorr treats of this conversion first in terms of an awakening to the structural injustices that are prevalent in the world and a commitment to a preferential option for the poor. Such a commitment requires “an attempt to specify concretely the kind of world that could replace our unjust world, in all its various aspects,” and involves envisaging alternatives on three levels: values, institutions and structures that are needed to embody these values, and methods that are appropriate for the introduction and promotion of the alternative values and structures (cf. Dorr, 101-102). Dorr proposes “kingdom values,” to replace the values that lead to unjust structures. In the public sphere, the urgent needs or aspirations of people today include the values of unity, security, justice, work and progress. In the personal and interpersonal sphere, the values longed for are relationships, roots, harmony and hope.


These values need then to be realized in the structures of society. Here alternative economic structures, life-styles and political structures need to be envisaged. For example, in working out alternative economic structures, Dorr questions three basic principles of the present economic system: “the determination to advance through economic growth,” “the commitment to use ever higher technology,” and “the practice of making trade more and more international” (Dorr, 134). Instead, “the world as a whole… will have to plan a pattern of human development that does not require ever greater ‘production’ and consumption… adopting living patterns that make us partners of nature rather than exploiters” (Dorr 135). Alternative life-styles would involve, for instance, the adopting a life of “voluntary simplicity” (Dorr 140). Alternative political structures would require “cooperative and participative structures at every level of society” (Dorr, 146). Finally, on the level of method, Dorr proposes the so-called psycho-social approach, “a form of adult education which is designed above all to help those who are trying to make an option for the poor” as an example of how alternative structures and approaches can be established (Dorr, 151). This is an example of how people can be formed in justice. We shall look at another in the next section.


On the whole, Dorr’s book provides us with a useful framework against which to develop a spirituality of justice. One does not need to agree with his more substantive suggestions and opinions in order to adopt the outline he proposes, namely, values, structures and methods. However, in his preoccupation with political conversion, Dorr does not seem to sufficiently draw out its organic connection with religious and moral conversion. Such a connection would be essential especially in exploring the means by which people can be formed for justice.

Supplementing the Tradition: Formation for Justicetc "Supplementing the Tradition\: Formation for Justice"

In Integral Justice: Changing People, Changing Structures, John Walsh presents us with an alternative to the psycho-social approach proposed by Dorr. Walsh speaks in terms of six levels of faith appropriation. The first three levels are external levels, while the next three are interior levels. Walsh’s thesis is that “successful justice ministry is possible only when people move into an internal appropriation of faith” by which one’s faith begins “to emanate from the inside outward” and “one feels impelled – both by one’s own spirit and the Holy Spirit – to take possession of one’s faith in a new and deeper way” (Walsh, 19-20).

He finds that there are two main ways in which faith is internalized. Some people are helped by a small support group that operates on an intimacy model. Others begin to internalize their faith by listening and responding to the cries of the people victimized by injustice. Theirs is an action model. Exclusive reliance on either model carries with it certain dangers. People who rely on the former are more likely to be oblivious of systemic or structural injustice, while those who rely on the latter are more likely to experience burnout. What is necessary then is to have both models in creative tension. “The greater the affectivity of the intimacy model, the more one is fortified to confront the barricades of systemic injustice. The more one enters into the struggle against systemic injustice, the greater the experience of love encounters with Christ and with others” (Walsh, 22). This ongoing dynamic leads to the sixth stage, which Walsh calls superanimation. At this stage, “a mystical element and a prophetic element enter in. At this level we encounter the people whom the Holy Spirit uses as magnets to draw the rest of us up through the various levels of faith appropriation” (Walsh, 23).

Walsh goes on to propose a process by which people can be led through the different levels of faith appropriation: the Christian discovery process. It begins with the consciousness of one’s deepest desires and “an intuitive awareness that the infinity of longing within us – as individual or community – can only be attained by loving encounters with God and with others” (Walsh, 33). Ending in the ultimate encounter with God that comes with the final coming of the kingdom, the process involves the encounter with God through Scripture, through intimacy with Christ, through participation in the Church and in the Eucharist. 


Scripture is seen here as an “encounter causer,” rather than as a source of religious information. A two-fold process is suggested. The first part involves applying Scripture to one’s concrete situation, what Walsh refers to as “surfacing ‘corresponding experiences’” (Walsh, 39). The second involves reconciling oneself to the fact that such an application will often take time. This use of Scripture should lead one to an experience of Christ “who liberates from personal and systemic sin an who leads us to love others” (Walsh, 51). This Scripture-mediated encounter “permits a new spirituality that values and affirms our humanity and opens us up to life rather than shutting us off from it… This new… resurrection spirituality should strengthen people inwardly but lead them outward” (Walsh, 56). It is rooted in an intimate experience of Christ, in which prayer “becomes an experience of intimacy-presence” (Walsh, 57). Further, this spirituality leads us to action that is inspired and led by the Holy Spirit, according to “kairos, the time of Spirit-filled opportunities” (Walsh, 59). It also leads to a turning away from dogmatic certainty towards a search for the whole truth that is comfortable with ambiguity and obscurity. What is highlighted here is the need in justice ministry, for spiritual discernment in the concrete.


The next mediator of encounter is the Church, seen as “a process of Easter and Pentecost” (Walsh, 69). This serves to call to mind the eschatological aspects of Church. Such an experience of Church will require a respect for “a pluriformity of theologies and a pluriformity of organizational flow charts (of power)… Each local church must challenge and be challenged by every other local church” (Walsh, 75). Further, there must also be a commitment to religious justice, or justice within the church. Finally, “the process culminates in the Eucharistic action, the Great Coming Together,’ (where) our lives and the lives of those in need of justice ministry come together. From the intimacy of the Eucharistic event flows justice action” (Walsh, 90).


Walsh ends his treatise with a consideration of “structures of sin,” for “Christians ready to commit themselves to justice ministry must understand the relationship between the systems in which they live and the values that give birth to those systems” (Walsh, 94). Systemic or structural sin grows out of personal sin and flawed systems in which there is a disjunction between morality and legality, between power and authority.

Further Scope for Developmenttc "Further Scope for Development"

Both Dorr and Walsh provide us with possible alternatives for a systematic approach to a spirituality of justice and a way in which to cultivate such a spirituality among the Christian faithful. Obviously neither has said the last word. There is still scope for development, both in terms of coming up with alternative frameworks and also in terms of developing particular elements within them. For example, thus far we have been speaking of spirituality in terms of its personal, interpersonal and political aspects. However, there has not been much attention paid to the more communal aspects of spirituality, apart from Walsh’s discussion of Church and Eucharist. In Octogesima Adveniens, Paul VI reminds us that “Christian organizations, under their different forms, have a responsibility for collective action” (OA, 285). One might question whether or not there should be a spirituality of justice for organizations and if so what form it should take.


Further, the relationship between spirituality, liturgy and justice bears further exploration. David Hollenbach, for instance, has underscored the importance of the sacramental imagination as having the possibility of outrunning the rigors of social, political and theological analysis and leading “the Church to corporate prophetic action which cannot strictly be ‘proven’ to be the only Christian response” (Hollenbach, 259).
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