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Let me begin with the question: who is Luigi Tapparelli? Please raise your hand
if you have heard of Tapparelli.

Everyone in this room should recognize him. I was tempted to have his name
emblazoned on t-shirts for the conference because Luigi Tapparelli was a
nineteenth century Jesuit who coined the term “social justice” and introduced
the term into the vocabulary of the Catholic church and to the world. 15 years
after Tapparelli the English philosopher John Stuart mill used the term and mill
was its bridge into secular usage.

Tapparelli and his fellow Jesuit Matteo Liberatore helped developed La
Civilita Catolica —even today the extremely influential Jesuit Italian journal .
They had a profound impact on Leo XIII and his landmark social encyclical
rerum novarum. 1 would also call your attention to the German Jesuit
economist, Heinrich Pesch, around the same time as Tapparelli . It was one of
Pesch’s students, another German Jesuit , Oswald von Nell Breuning, who
secretly drafted for Pius XI his great social encyclical Quadragesimo anno in
1930 forty years after rerum novarum.

1 mention all this in order to explain that the Jesuit general congregation 32 in
the 1970s that produced the famous “faith doing justice™ theme. Did not spring
from a vacuum. The language of justice had long been established in Catholic
and Jesuit social thought. So we stand in this conference on the shoulders of
powerful Jesuit intellectuals in the area of social justice. The word social justice
is a Jesuit invention. The fact that contemporary Catholics are largely ignorant



of their work says a lot about the superficial way we teach Catholic social
thought today.

My talk today attempts to reconnect social justice to the broader arena of
Catholic social thought.

First some clarifications: you may hear me using three different terms
Catholic social teaching, Catholic social thought, and Catholic Social Doctrine.
I do not use these terms interchangeably. I subscribe to the position, not
original to me, that Catholic social doctrine refers to core principles of social
life that all Catholics must be expected to agree with. These principles are very
few: the most important being this that created in the image of god...all human
beings have an inherent dignity that must be respected; another is that god calls
us to live with each other as part of the human family where we should work
together for the common good of all.

If you don’t believe this — it becomes impossible to call yourself a Catholic.
That’s why it is called Catholic social doctrine.

Catholic social teaching —on the other hand tries to apply these doctrinal
positions — with more specification. The principle of subsidiarity. for example
( placing responsibility for actions on people who are closest to the problem.
local responsibility for local issues ) and solidarity (which recognizes our
dependence on each other and our responsibility to build up the bonds that
connect us as a human family). These principles are all strongly interconnected
which makes Catholic social teaching not only intellectual coherent but a fully
integrated social philosophy. It is a scandal to me that our students are so
poorly exposed to Catholic social teaching — one of the great treasures of our
intellectual tradition.

Finally Catholic social thought — which is really tries to apply Catholic Social
Teaching to very specific social problems such as the bishops pastoral on war
and peace or statements on immigration or the preferential option for the poor.
These are lines of thought that are still under debate and deliberation. Catholics
in good conscience can disagree with them but they are offered as serious on
going contributions to realization of a just society. Catholic social thought is
the exploratory edge of Catholic social teaching.



Many of the guiding principles that make up Catholic social teaching were
articulated by Jesuits such as Tapparelli. He is particularly associated with the
notion of subsidiarity. But really Tapparelli and the other Jesuits were distilling
Catholic reflection on social issues going back 2000 years and even further into
the old testament. Catholic social teaching does not begin with leo xiiis rerum
novarum and it should not be taught that way. Catholic Social Teaching is not
just a summary of encyclicals. Nowhere is this more true than in the area of
social justice.

Now i was trying to think if Tapparelli were here today, what he would say to
you about social justice;

First he would have to notice that the term is not without its problems. He
would see that the words social justice used in a million ways without ever
being defined. I sat through a long conference sponsored by Hilton foundation
on social justice and nobody once bothered to define the term. As a young Jesuit
I once sat at table with the famous Jesuit philosopher Bernard Lonergan where
he suddenly blurted out: “ what the hell is social justice anyway?”

Well Tapparelli would say to Lonergan that...following the thought of St
Thomas Aquinas —and the Catholic tradition rooted in Aristotle and the Greeks
that justice is a virtue

Meaning it is a habit acquired through practice. Social justice — what Aquinas
called general justice — is not concerned with justice between individuals what
we call commutative justice. Rather it is the deliberative act of an individual
toward the community as a whole. To develop the virtue of social justice you
need to practice until it becomes a habit.
Virtue vanishes if it is not regularly practiced. At a reception in Geneva
Switzerland I once met a woman wearing a stunning pearl necklace. I asked her
if she was not afraid that someone would snatch them from her neck. She said
father that 1s a risk 1 have to take because pearls lose their luster if u keep
them too long in a safe. Well like those pearls the virtue of social justice
weakens if not practiced. It has to become a habit of the heart and mind.



How do we practice social justice? We are used to thinking in terms of School
of Americas demonstration, petitions and marches. But practicing social justice
needs a much richer canvas of actions. Social justice directs a person or group
of persons toward the common good. It is individuals working together as a
group — collectively — for the good of the community. Practicing social justice
means doing things that contribute to the common good

And what is the common good? Well it’s all those conditions in a society that
allows for the full participation and development of human persons. The virtue
of social justice is getting into the habit of building the common good. In the
Catholic tradition social justice can not stand apart from the common good. The
common good depends on the virtue of social justice. So any act that
contributes to the building up of the common good is a part of social justice.
We are used to thinking of social justice in a much too narrow way. When we
talk social justice we tend to talk about structures of injustice and systemic
change and political revolution. Tapparelli talks about working together in
community for the good of others. Social justice is concerned with social
conditions and social structures but social justice is the product of virtuous
individuals not an abstract social goal that is imposed on society. The common
good demands less social justice talk and more social justice doing. and once
you start thinking of social justice as a virtue building community—social
justice loses its ideological and politically partisan edge. Both left and right can
find ways to practice the virtue of social justice.

You can see how the Catholic vision of social justice is much more inclusive
and expansive than we are used to. For example, someone practicing personal
humility can be part of social justice if that humility leads a person to put other
peoples interests ahead of his own in the community. Social justice binds a
person to the good of the community. Anything that binds a person to the good
of the community is social justice...especially acts of charity and love. In fact
the church would say that social justice always needs to be tempered by charity.
So let me address directly this issue of charity and justice. Both are considered
moral virtues but

.for well over a generation self styled progressive Catholics have downplayed
and demeaned the role of charity .even while Mother Teresa was revered as a
saint, her charitable approach to social problems was dismissed as superficial



and even dangerous because she simply helped make tolerable the oppression of
an unjust social order. I'm sure many in this room feel that social justice
narrowly defined should trump social charity. Not only does our current pope
disagree with that in deus caritas est but the older tradition of Catholic social
thought would back him up. Social charity not social justice was at the center
of Catholic social teaching in the early church which is why the term did not
really emerge until Tapparelli.

The Jesuits Tapparelli and Nell Bruening saw social charity as intimately linked
to social justice. Pius xi put it this way: “social justice can remove social
strife and bring a sense of fairness but social justice cannot bring about the
union of hearts and minds. Only acts of love can do that. *“ or

“ human relationships cannot be governed solely by the measure of justice. Even
the most just society requires caritas™

Social justice and social charity, you see, are both virtues linked to the common
good. And as virtues they should go hand in hand in practice. And sometimes
in all humility we have to recognize that charity is all we can practice in the
face of severe forms of social injustice.

There is another point that Tapparelli would inject into any discussion of social
justice. The need for what we would call today a spirituality of social justice.
The moral virtue of social justice benefits greatly from the support of prayer
and reflection. To practice social justice well you need spiritual grounding. It is
telling to me that Pius XI in his encyclical quadragesimo anno explicitly cites
St. Ignatius spiritual exercises as a school of the spirit and a means of personal
and social reform, the renewal of society.

Following Ignatius we have to live in the spirit to do the work of the spirit.
Social justice spirituality is not about applying Christian spirituality to a social
problem.

Doing social justice creates a spiritual window itself. Let me illustrate this from
an area I know best...immigration and refugees. When you work especially
with refugees you notice that migration becomes a theologizing experience.
They discover god more deeply through the experience of flight or migration..
Spirituality emerges from the experience. It is not a matter of applying
spirituality to the phenomenon of refugees. Those of us who work with refugees
find our own spiritual narrative changing.



I see the same potential in social justice — except that the narrative and
spirituality have to be more communal and less individualized.

Spirituality can play another role in developing the virtue of social justice. |
hope 1 don’t have to tell that, far from declining as modernization and
secularization theories predicted, religion is growing explosively around the
world. Doing social justice in the 21°*" century will require working across
different faith traditions. Spirituality can be a bridge between faiths. It can give
students the skills to see another religion — such as Islam — not as an object of
inquiry. The way an anthropologist or sociologist might look at religion but to
see religion from the inside as a lived experience. So building the common
good together becomes a real possibility of social justice collaboration.

What i am trying to do here is open up the concept of social justice --- in the
spirit of the Catholic tradition --- to include many social dimensions that are
often ignored and i particularly want to enrich the way we teach social justice
from the Catholic perspective. What are the implications of this approach for
teaching?

If social justice is a virtue — well we learned long ago from Plato that you
cannot teach virtue but we can help students cultivate it. We can offer them a
range of opportunities to join with others in the local and national and
international community to build the common good. To build the social good
requires many different skills. From many different people. Learning how to
work together with a diverse group of people collaborating on doing good in the
community is part of developing the virtue of social justice. This is really what
civic engagement is all about. Collective action focused on the good of others. .
I notice many of the concurrent sessions are offering splendid examples of how
to practice social justice.

Charity : social justice advocates are not known for their loving ways. But
learning to love the enemy is another way we can help students arrive at a fuller
understanding of social justice through charity. I think our students today are
particularly inclined toward charitable work . We should welcome that
inclination and treat it as part of social justice.



Spirituality: -- I said at the Fordham conference on faith and reason yesterday
that service is starting to replace faith in the minds of the students. As long as
they are doing good works in the community they think that they don’t need
spirituality or religion. This personal “church of good works™ is a dangerous
development. We need to help them understand that spirituality and faith are
essential components of doing social justice. Community service is not enough.
Religion matters!

Finally, Tapparelli in coining the phrase social justice thought he was updating
Thomas Aquinas for the new age. In fact the encyclical rerum novarum means
in English new things. The new things were the decline of religion, rise of
communism, and the industrial revolution. What are our new things today that
challenge the work of social justice? As i mentioned, instead of the decline of
religion we have its global resurgence and instead of the industrial revolution
we have globalization. And instead of the rise of communism we have its
collapse and irrelevance.

In light of these developments, the growing edge of the Catholic social thought
suggests the concept of the common good can no longer be restricted to the
local or national community as in Tapparelli’s time but must now take account
of the global common good. So we must orient our social justice activity more
globally. Helping our students make the psychological shift away from the north
Atlantic western European focus to an understanding of the global human family
becomes imperative. Globalization in particular poses a challenge to the work of
social justice. I think it is important for social justice to become generative, not
oppositional, when it comes to globalization — not trying to stop it anymore than
we could stop the industrial revolution. But finding ways to increase the
determinants within globalization that are in the service of the global common
good

So there you have it:.
Doing social justice as a virtue
Doing social justice in tandem with love and charity

Doing social justice while developing a spiritual life



Doing social justice in a global context

This to me is the prescription, the guidance that Catholic social teaching gives
to the work of justice. today. I think it provides a beautiful pathway to personal
and social transformation.



