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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 Cathol ic 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 
r er um novar um.   I   would also call your attention to the German Jesuit 
economist,  Heinrich Pesch,  around the same time as Tapparelli .  I t  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 r er um novar um.   
 
 i  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 



 3 

of  thei r work says a l ot about the superf i ci al  way we teach Cathol i c social  
thought today. 
 
 
M y tal k today attempts to reconnect social  j usti ce to the broader arena of  
Cathol i c social  thought.   
 
Fi rst some cl ari f i cati ons:    you may hear me using three di f f erent terms 
Cathol i c social  teaching, Cathol i c social  thought, and Cathol i c Social  Doctri ne. 
I  do not use these terms i nterchangeabl y. I  subscri be to the posi ti on, not 
ori gi nal  to me,  that Cathol i c soci al  doctri ne ref ers to core pri nci pl es of   soci al  
l i f e that al l  Cathol i cs must be expected to agree wi th. These pri nci pl es are very 
f ew:  the most important being thi s that created i n the image of  godÉ al l  human 
beings have an i nherent di gni ty that must be respected; another i s that god cal l s 
us to l i ve wi th each other as part of  the human f ami l y where we should work 
together f or the common good of  al l . 
I f  you donÕt bel i eve thi s Ð i t becomes impossibl e to cal l  yoursel f  a Cathol i c. 
ThatÕs why i t i s cal l ed Cathol i c soci al  doctri ne. 
Cathol i c social  teaching Ðon the other hand  tr i es to appl y these doctri nal  
posi ti ons Ð wi th more speci f i cati on.  The pri nci pl e of  subsidi ari ty. f or example  
( pl aci ng responsibi l i ty f or acti ons on people who are cl osest to the probl em. 
l ocal  responsibi l i ty f or l ocal  i ssues ) and sol i dari ty (whi ch recogni zes our 
dependence on each other and our responsibi l i ty to bui l d up the bonds that 
connect us as a human f ami l y). These pri nci pl es are al l  strongl y i nterconnected 
whi ch makes Cathol i c soci al  teaching not onl y i ntel l ectual  coherent but a f ul l y 
i ntegrated social  phi l osophy.  I t i s a scandal  to me that our students are so 
poorl y exposed to Cathol i c social  teaching Ð one of  the great treasures of  our 
i ntel l ectual  tradi t i on.  
 
 
Fi nal l y Cathol i c soci al  thought Ð whi ch i s real l y tr i es to appl y Cathol i c Soci al  
Teaching to very speci f i c social  probl ems  such as the bi shops pastoral  on war 
and peace or statements on immigrat i on or the pref erenti al  opti on f or the poor.  
These are l i nes of  thought that are sti l l  under debate and del i berati on. Cathol i cs 
i n good conscience can di sagree wi th them but they are of f ered as seri ous on 
going contri but i ons to real i zati on of  a j ust society. Cathol i c social  thought i s 
the exploratory edge of  Cathol i c soci al  teaching. 
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M any of  the guidi ng pri nci pl es that make up Cathol i c social  teaching were 
arti cul ated by Jesui ts such as Tapparel l i . He i s parti cul arl y associated wi th the 
noti on of  subsidi ari ty. But real l y Tapparel l i  and the other Jesui ts were di sti l l i ng 
Cathol i c ref l ecti on on social  i ssues going back 2000 years and even f urther i nto 
the ol d testament.  Cathol i c soci al  teaching does not begin wi th l eo xi i i s rerum 
novarum  and i t should not be taught that way. Cathol i c Soci al  Teaching i s not 
j ust a summary of  encycl i cal s. Nowhere i s thi s more true than i n the area of  
soci al  j usti ce. 
 
Now i  was tryi ng to thi nk i f  Tapparel l i   were here today, what he would say to 
you about social  j usti ce; 
 
 
 
Fi rst he would have to noti ce  that the term i s not wi thout i ts problems. He 
would see that the words soci al  j usti ce  used i n a mi l l i on ways wi thout ever 
being def i ned. I  sat through a l ong conf erence sponsored by Hi l ton f oundati on 
on social  j usti ce and nobody once bothered to def i ne the term. As a young Jesui t 
I  once sat at table wi th the f amous Jesui t phi l osopher Bernard L onergan where 
he suddenl y bl urted out: Ò what the hel l  i s social  j usti ce anyway?Ó  
 
Wel l  Tapparel l i  would say to L onergan thatÉ f ol l owing the thought of  St 
Thomas Aquinas Ðand the Cathol i c tradi ti on rooted i n A ri stotl e and the Greeks 
that j usti ce i s a vi rtue 
   M eaning i t i s a habi t acqui red through practi ce. Soci al  j usti ce Ð what Aquinas 
cal l ed general  j usti ce Ð i s not concerned wi th j usti ce between i ndi vi dual s what 
we cal l  commutati ve j usti ce. Rather  i t i s the del i berati ve act of  an i ndi vi dual  
toward the communi ty as a whol e. To develop the vi rtue of  social  j usti ce you 
need to practi ce unti l  i t  becomes a habi t. 
V i rtue vani shes i f  i t  i s not regularl y pract i ced.  A t a recepti on i n Geneva 
Swi tzerl and I  once met a woman weari ng a stunning pearl  necklace. I  asked her 
i f  she was not af rai d that someone would snatch them f rom her neck. She sai d 
f ather that i s a ri sk i  have to take because   pearl s l ose thei r l uster i f  u keep 
them too l ong i n a saf e.  Wel l  l i ke those pearl s the vi rtue of  social  j usti ce 
weakens i f  not practi ced. I t has to become a habi t of  the heart and mind. 
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How do we practi ce soci al  j usti ce?  We are used to thi nki ng i n terms of  School  
of  Ameri cas demonstrati on, peti t i ons and marches.  But practi ci ng soci al  j usti ce 
needs a much ri cher canvas of  acti ons.   Social  j usti ce di rects a person or group 
of  persons toward the common good.   I t i s i ndi vi dual s worki ng together as a 
group Ð col l ect i vel y Ð f or the good of  the communi ty. Practi ci ng social  j usti ce 
means doing thi ngs that contri bute to the common good 
 
 
And what i s the common good?  Wel l  i tÕs al l  those condi ti ons i n a soci ety that 
al l ows f or the f ul l  parti ci pati on and devel opment of  human persons. The vi rtue 
of  soci al  j usti ce i s getti ng i nto the habi t of  bui l di ng the common good. I n the 
Cathol i c tradi ti on soci al  j usti ce can not stand apart f rom the common good. The 
common good depends on the vi rtue of  social  j usti ce.  So any act that 
contri butes to the bui l di ng up of  the common good i s a part of  social  j usti ce.  
We are used to thi nki ng of  soci al  j usti ce i n a much too narrow way. When we 
tal k social  j usti ce we tend to tal k about structures of  i nj usti ce and systemic 
change and pol i t i cal  revoluti on. Tapparel l i  tal ks about worki ng together i n 
communi ty f or the good of  others. Social  j usti ce i s concerned wi th social  
condi ti ons and soci al  structures but social  j usti ce i s the product of  vi rtuous 
i ndi vi dual s  not an abstract social  goal  that i s imposed on soci ety.  The common 
good demands l ess social  j usti ce tal k and more social  j usti ce doing. and once 
you start thi nki ng of  social  j usti ce as a vi rtue bui l di ng communi tyÑ soci al  
j usti ce l oses i ts i deologi cal  and pol i t i cal l y parti san edge. Both l ef t and ri ght can 
f i nd ways to practi ce the vi rtue of  soci al  j usti ce. 
 
 
You can see how the Cathol i c vi si on of  soci al  j usti ce i s much more i ncl usi ve 
and expansi ve than we are used to.  For example, someone practi ci ng personal  
humi l i ty can be part of  soci al  j usti ce i f  that humi l i ty l eads a person to put other 
peoples i nterests ahead of  hi s own i n the communi ty.  Social  j usti ce bi nds a 
person to the good of  the communi ty. Anything that bi nds a person to the good 
of  the communi ty i s soci al  j usti ceÉ especi al l y acts of  chari ty and l ove. I n f act 
the church would say that soci al  j usti ce al ways needs to be tempered by chari ty. 
So l et me address di rectl y thi s i ssue of  chari ty and j usti ce. Both are considered 
moral  vi rtues but 
 .f or wel l  over a generati on sel f  styl ed progressi ve Cathol i cs have downplayed 
and demeaned the rol e of  chari ty .even whi l e M other Teresa was revered as a 
sai nt, her chari table approach to soci al  problems was di smissed as superf i ci al  
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and even dangerous because she simpl y helped make tol erabl e the oppressi on of  
an unjust soci al  order. IÕm sure many i n thi s room feel  that soci al  j usti ce 
narrowly def i ned should trump social  chari ty.  Not onl y does our current pope 
di sagree wi th that i n deus cari tas est but the ol der tradi ti on of  Cathol i c social  
thought woul d back him up.  Social  chari ty not social  j usti ce was at the center 
of  Cathol i c social  teaching i n the earl y church whi ch i s why the term did not 
real l y emerge unti l  Tapparel l i . 
 
The Jesui ts Tapparel l i  and Nel l  Bruening saw soci al  chari ty as i ntimatel y l i nked 
to soci al  j usti ce.   Pi us xi  put i t thi s way:  Òsocial  j usti ce can remove soci al  
str i f e and bri ng a sense of  f ai rness  but social  j usti ce cannot bri ng about the 
union of  hearts and minds.  Onl y acts of  l ove can do that. Ò  or  
Ò human relati onships cannot be governed solel y by the measure of  j usti ce. Even 
the most j ust soci ety requi res cari tasÓ  
 
Social  j usti ce and social  chari ty, you see, are both vi rtues l i nked to the common 
good.   And as vi rtues they should go hand i n hand i n practi ce. And sometimes 
i n al l  humi l i ty we have to recogni ze that chari ty i s al l  we can practi ce i n the 
f ace of  severe f orms of  soci al  i nj usti ce. 
 
There i s another point that Tapparel l i  would i nj ect i nto any di scussi on of  soci al  
j usti ce. The need f or what we would cal l  today a spi ri tual i ty of  soci al  j usti ce.  
The moral  vi rtue of  social  j usti ce benef i ts greatl y f rom the support of  prayer 
and ref l ecti on. To practi ce social  j usti ce wel l  you need spi r i tual  grounding. I t i s 
tel l i ng to me that Pius X I  i n hi s encycl i cal  quadragesimo anno expl i ci t l y ci tes 
St. I gnati us spi r i tual  exerci ses as a school  of  the spi r i t and a means of  personal  
and soci al  ref orm, the renewal  of  soci ety.  
 
Fol l owing I gnati us we have to l i ve i n the spi ri t to do the work of  the spi ri t.  
Social  j usti ce spi r i tual i ty i s not about appl yi ng Chri sti an spi r i tual i ty to a social  
problem. 
Doing social  j usti ce creates a spi r i tual  window i tsel f . L et me i l l ustrate thi s f rom 
an area I  know bestÉ immi grati on and ref ugees.   When you work especi al l y 
wi th ref ugees you noti ce that migrati on becomes a theologi zi ng experi ence. 
They di scover god more deepl y through the experi ence of  f l i ght or migrati on.. 
Spi ri tual i ty emerges f rom the experi ence.  I t i s not a matter of  appl yi ng 
spi ri tual i ty to the phenomenon of  refugees. Those of  us who work wi th refugees 
f i nd our own spi r i tual  narrati ve changing.   
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I  see the same potenti al  i n soci al  j usti ce Ð except that the narrati ve and 
spi ri tual i ty have to be more communal  and l ess i ndi vi dual i zed. 
 
Spi ri tual i ty can pl ay another rol e i n devel oping the vi rtue of  soci al  j usti ce. I  
hope i  donÕt have to tel l  that, f ar f rom decl i ni ng as moderni zati on and 
seculari zati on theori es predi cted, rel i gi on i s growing explosi vel y around the 
worl d.  Doing soci al  j usti ce i n the 21st century wi l l  requi re worki ng across 
di f f erent f ai th tradi t i ons. Spi ri tual i ty can be a bri dge between f ai ths. I t can gi ve 
students the ski l l s to see another rel i gi on Ð such as I sl am Ð not as an object of  
i nqui ry. The way an anthropologi st or sociol ogi st might l ook at rel i gi on but to 
see rel i gi on f rom the i nsi de as a l i ved experi ence.  So bui l di ng the common 
good together becomes a real  possi bi l i ty of  social  j usti ce col l aborati on. 
 
 
 
What i  am tryi ng to do here i s open up the concept of  soci al  j usti ce --- i n the 
spi ri t  of  the Cathol i c tradi t i on --- to i ncl ude many soci al  dimensi ons that are 
of ten i gnored and i  parti cularl y want to enri ch the way we teach soci al  j usti ce 
f rom the Cathol i c perspecti ve.    What are the impl i cati ons of  thi s approach f or 
teachi ng? 
 
I f  social  j usti ce i s a vi rtue Ð wel l  we l earned l ong ago f rom Plato that you 
cannot teach vi rtue  but we can help students cul ti vate i t.  We can of f er them a 
range of  opportuni ti es to j oi n wi th others i n the l ocal  and nati onal  and 
i nternati onal  communi ty to bui l d the common good. To bui l d the social  good 
requi res many di f f erent ski l l s. From many di f f erent people. L earni ng how to 
work together wi th a di verse group of  people col l aborati ng on doi ng good i n the 
communi ty i s part of  developing the vi rtue of  soci al  j usti ce. Thi s i s real l y what 
ci vi c engagement i s al l  about.  Col l ecti ve acti on f ocused on the good of  others. . 
I  noti ce many of  the concurrent sessi ons are of f eri ng splendid examples of  how 
to practi ce soci al  j usti ce.  
 
Chari ty :  social  j usti ce advocates are not known f or thei r l ovi ng ways. But 
l earning to l ove the enemy i s another way we can help students arri ve at a f ul l er 
understanding of  social  j usti ce  through chari ty.   I  thi nk our students today are 
parti cularl y i ncl i ned toward chari tabl e work . We should wel come that 
i ncl i nati on and treat i t as part of  soci al  j usti ce. 
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Spi ri tual i ty:   --  I  sai d at the Fordham conference on f ai th and reason yesterday 
that servi ce i s starti ng to replace f ai th i n the minds of  the students. As l ong as 
they are doing good works i n the communi ty they thi nk that they donÕt need 
spi r i tual i ty or rel i gi on.  Thi s personal  Òchurch of  good worksÓ  i s a dangerous 
development.   We need to hel p them understand that spi r i tual i ty and f ai th are 
essenti al  components of  doing social  j usti ce. Communi ty servi ce  i s not enough. 
Rel i gi on matters!  
 
Fi nal l y, Tapparel l i  i n coini ng the phrase social  j usti ce thought he was updati ng 
Thomas Aquinas f or the  new age. I n f act the encycl i cal  rerum novarum means 
i n Engl i sh new thi ngs.  The new thi ngs were the decl i ne of  rel i gi on, r i se of  
communism, and the i ndustri al  revoluti on.    What are our new thi ngs today that 
chal l enge  the work of  soci al  j usti ce?   As i  menti oned, i nstead of  the decl i ne of  
rel i gi on we have i ts gl obal  resurgence and i nstead of  the i ndustri al  revoluti on 
we have global i zati on. And i nstead of  the ri se of  communism we have i ts 
col l apse and i rrel evance.  
 
I n l i ght of  these developments,  the growing edge of  the Cathol i c soci al  thought 
suggests the concept of  the common good can no l onger be restr i cted to the 
l ocal  or nati onal  communi ty as i n Tapparel l iÕs time but must now take account 
of  the gl obal  common good.  So we must ori ent our social  j usti ce acti vi ty more 
gl obal l y. Helpi ng our students make the psychologi cal  shi f t away f rom the north 
A tl anti c western European f ocus to an understanding of  the gl obal  human f ami l y 
becomes imperati ve. Global i zati on i n part i cul ar poses a chal l enge to the work of  
soci al  j usti ce. I  thi nk i t i s important f or soci al  j usti ce to become generat i ve, not 
opposi ti onal , when i t comes to gl obal i zati on Ð not tryi ng to stop i t anymore than 
we could stop the i ndustri al  revoluti on. But f i nding ways to i ncrease the 
determinants wi thi n gl obal i zati on that are i n the servi ce of  the gl obal  common 
good 
 
So  there you have i t:.    
 
Doing soci al  j usti ce as a vi rtue 
 
Doing soci al  j usti ce i n tandem wi th l ove and chari ty 
 
Doing soci al  j usti ce whi l e developi ng a spi ri tual  l i f e 
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Doing soci al  j usti ce i n a gl obal  context 
 
Thi s to me i s the prescri pti on, the guidance that Cathol i c soci al  teaching gi ves 
to the work of  j usti ce. today. I  thi nk i t provides a beauti f ul  pathway to personal  
and social  transf ormati on. 


