
Church's words just don't work 
By Fattier Richard P. McBrien f 

Syndicated columnist 

As Labor Day rolls around each 
year in the United States, politicians, 
union leaders and church officials 
crank out a generous helping of 
empty, boiler-plate rhetoric about 
work's dignity and the contribution 
of workers to the well-being of the 
nation and die world. 

No pro-worker words are emptier, 
however, than those of a faith com
munity that fails to practice what it 
preaches about social justice and 
human rights. 

"While the Church is bound to give 
witness to justice," the 1971 World 
Synod of Bishops declared, "it recog
nizes that anyone who ventures to 
speak to people about justice must 
first be just in their eyes. Hence we 
must undertake an examination of the 
modes of acting and of the posses
sions and life style found within the 
Church itself . 

"Within the Church," the document 
continued, "rights must be preserved. 
No one should be deprived of his or 
her ordinary rights because he or she 
is associated with the Church in one 

,way or another." 
Yet how often are those who work 

for'the church told that, because the 
church is a "faith community," they 
cannot expect the same measure of 
justice that the church urges upon 
governments, businesses, and other 

olumnists 

HEOLOGY 
public and private organizations? 

Church employees are told, in 
effect, that becaiise the church "can't 
afford" to do mote, they should expect 
to work for less, with less job security, 
and with less say about their working 
conditions than dp people in compara
ble positions outside the church. 

But the synodal statement insisted 
that lay people "should be given fair 
wages and a system for promotion." 
And it made explicit reference to 
women (who constitute more man 80 
percent of the church's entire ministe
rial work force), urging that they 
"should have :heir own share of 
responsibility and participation in the 

of society and like-community life 

wise of the Church." 
The U.S. Catholic bishops' 1986 

pastoral letter, "Economic Justice for 
All," boldly applied the synodal 
teaching to the American scene. 

The bishops called upon Catholics 
to increase their voluntary contribu
tions to the church so mat it can pro
vide just wages and benefits for those 
it employs. 

They also addressed the issue of 
unionization. "All church institutions 
must also fully recognize the rights of 
employees to organize and bargain 
collectively with the institution 
through whatever association or orga
nization they freely choose" (n.353). 

This principle is violated by bish
ops who deliberately thwart the right 
of their schoolteachers to unionize 
(sometimes employing anti-union law 
firms to do their dirty work), and the 
right of their religious educators to 
form diocesan associations. 

Likewise, such bishops violate the 
spirit, if not the letter, of the principle 
when they discourage — or even for
bid — the granting of contracts to 
church employees or, what is worse, 
.when they fail to honor contracts that 
have already been entered into. 

The principle is also flagrantly vio
lated by those women religious who 
administer hospitals in a manner 
worthy of the worst anti-union busi
nessmen of the 1930s and 1940s. 

With too few exceptions, the scan
dalous behavior of these hospital 

administrators seems to have escaped 
public criticism from other women 
religious who are otherwise sensitive 
to justice issues in the church. Perhaps 
some of them have forgotten that 
most of those working in Catholic 
hospitals in menial, low-paying jobs 
are women struggling to make a liv
ing for themselves and their children. 

Indeed, the bishops call upon us to 
be "particularly alert to the continu
ing discrimination against women 
throughout church and society, espe
cially reflected in both the inequities 
of salaries between women and men 
and in the concentration of women in 
jobs at the lower end of the wage 
scale" (n.353). 

But for many church employees, 
these are nice-sounding but hollow 
words because they have never been 
enforced. And they have never been 
enforced because of the bishops' 
unwritten code that each bishop, in 
his own diocese, is a law unto himself, 
subject only to the Vatican. 

The code is wrong at its very core. 
Each bishop, like every other Christ
ian, is subject first, last, and always to 
the Gospel. When an injustice is com
mitted against church employees, 
diocesan boundaries are of no 
account. Conscience alone matters. 

In the end, if s all a matter of sacra-
mentality. The church has to practice 
what it preaches. 

Labor Day is as good a time as any 
to remind ourselves of that. 
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EXCITING MATINEE & 
EVENING GAME SPECIALS! 
DOORS OPEN IOIO 

"Last night when 1 visited my mother, she couldn't stop telling me 
how happy she is about living at the Gables. She's laughing again • 
and feeling in control of her life." 

FEET HURT? 
E-'ARTHRTTIS H'BUNIQNS 
HDIABETES B'EDEMA 

SPARROW/WIDE FEET 

WE SPECIALIZE IN 
ORTHOPEDIC SHOES 

& CORRECTIONS 

<m 

Men's Size Range 6 to 15/Wldthe A to SE 
Women's Size Range 3 to 12/WMths 4A to 5E 

LOTEMPIO 
SHOE STORE 

790 Ridge Rd.. Webster 
(West of 5 Mile Line Rd ) 

Mon-Fri 9-6: Sat 9-5 

UPCOMING TRIPS 
BRANSON MISSOURI 
Son., Sept. 19-Mbn., Sept 27 
We had a last minute cancellation and have 6 

. CMXTODUUnil 

SHOWBOAT The Musical in 
T o r o n t o Saturday, October 9 
$129-Includes: transportation, orchestra seats and din
ner, limited space-RESEKVE NOW 

ATLANTIC CITY 
Sun., Nov. 14-Tues., Nov 16 
$178pp./dbl.: $168pp./trpl. Includes: 
transportation, accomodations at the 
Taj Mahal Hotel & Casino, plus bonus 
package. $50 Deposit due upon making 
reservations 

NEW YORK CITY 
Shopping ft Theatre Trip 
Fri., Nov. 26-Sun.. Nov 28 
$368pp./dbl.; $342pp./trpl.: $326pp./quad. 
Includes: transportation, shopping, hotel. 2 
Dinners, 2 Contnental Breakfasts. Radio 
City Music Hall Christmas Show, and one 
Broadway Show. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION OR TO MAKE 
RESERVATIONS, CALL OR WRITE TODAY! 

MILDRED MATfflS 
P.O. Box 243, Geneva, New York 14456 

Phone (315) 789-5612 or 
Bonnie Flagg (716) 424-3470 or 

Beverly Hadee (after 7pm) (716) 288-2877 

Experience a lifestyle that includes the convenience of housekeeping, ttie comfort of a 
24-hour staff, elegant dining service, the privacy of your own apartmenj, the security 
of personal care and the warmth of home. 

• • A T BRIGH BRIGHTON 

Rochester's Prerrtier Luxury 
Rental Retirement Community 

2001 Clinton Avie. South 
461-1880 Rochester, NY 14618 

Dr. Louis J. Tallo 
Dr. John C. Rizzo 

PODIATRISTS 

A re pleased to announce 
their association 

office at: 
1081 Long Pond Road 

Rochester, New York 14626 

(716) 723-3630 
(corner of Long Pond Road and Maiden Lane) 

Now accepting appointments . 

MEDICARE & ALL LOCAL 
INSURANCES A C C E P T E D 
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