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Time is right for encyclical on justice 
EDITORS' NOTE: The following col­

umn was written before Pope John Paul 
ITs encyclical "Evangelium Vitae" ("The 
Gospel of Life") was released publicly. 

By Richard P. McBrien 
Syndica ted columnis t 

Perhaps by the t ime this co lumn ap­
p e a r s P o p e J o h n Paul II 's n e w en­
cyclical on sexual mora l i ty will have 
appea red . If so t h e m e d i a shou ld b e 
abuzz abou t it. T h e r e will be glowing 
q u o t e s f rom s o m e in p r a i s e of t h e 
Holy Fa ther ' s coun te rcu l tu ra l t r um­
pe t call to fidelity to God ' s law, a n d 
there will undoubtedly be q u o t e s j r o m 
o thers — all the way from g u a r d e d to 
a n g r y — a b o u t t h e p o p e ' s " int ransi ­
gence" o r his being "out of s tep" with 
the m o d e r n world. 

T h e advance word all a round is that 
t h e encyclical will take a t ough , un­
c o m p r o m i s i n g m o r a l l ine o n issues 
such as abo r t ion , con t r acep t ion a n d 
homosexual i ty . 

T h e d o c u m e n t may even b e 
couched in the same "definit ive" lan­
guage as last year's papa l let ter to the 
bishops o n women 's ordinat ion. W h a t 
makes t h e use of tha t w o r d "defini­
tive" so significant — a n d so trouble- • 
s o m e — is that it has ord inar i ly b e e n 
u n d e r s t o o d by t h e o l o g i a n s as t h e 
equivalent of "infallible." 

T h e r e could be ugly, r ec r imina to ry 
exchanges b e t w e e n Ca tho l ics a t t h e 
two e x t r e m e s : t h e o n e t a u n t i n g t h e 
encyclical's critics to leave the church; 
the o ther hurling intemperate epithets 
a b o u t t h e Holy Father , t h e Vat ican, 
the all-male h ierarchy — you n a m e it. 

SSAYS 
IN 
THEOLOGY 

O n l y t h e t a b l o i d m e d i a c o u l d t ake 
genuine del ight in so unhappy a spec­
tacle. 

But as I wr i te t he se l ines, t h e en­
cyclical has no t yet b e e n released, so 
we a r e r e d u c e d to specu la t ion . T h e 
p r i m a r y intent of this week's co lumn, 
however, is n o t to specula te abou t a n 
encyclical tha t is clearly abou t to h a p 
p e n , b u t r a t h e r to r u m i n a t e abou t an 
encyclical tha t hasn ' t as yet even b e e n 
conceived. 

I should like to p ropose to the Holy 
Fa the r a n d his closest advisers tha t , 
now tha t the i r two encyclicals o n sex­
ua l m o r a l i t y have b e e n c o m p l e t e d 
(Veritatis Splendor b e i n g t h e first of 
t h e two) , t hey s h o u l d t u r n t he i r at­
t e n t i o n to a n o t h e r t op i c of a t leas t 
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t ance — namely, jus t i ce . 
Unlike chastity, jus t ice is o n e of the 

"cardinal" virtues, literally a vir tue o n 
which many o ther subordina te virtues 
a re "h inged" (Lat in , cardo). It is t h e 
cardinal v i r tue that regula tes h u m a n 
relationships in accordance with rights 
a n d dut ies . 

In Sacred Scr ipture , jus t ice ' s v i r tue 
is l inked with t h e idea of r ighteous­
ness a n d is intimately connec t ed with 
the Covenant between G o d a n d Israel, 
first, a n d t h e n be tween G o d a n d the 
w h o l e h u m a n c o m m u n i t y in J e s u s 
Chris t . 

Chr is t ian r ighteousness requires of 
Chr i s t i ans tha t we live in fidelity to 
t h e New Covenan t , specifically in a 
way t h a t is c o n s i s t e n t w i th C h r i s t ' s 
dea th a n d re su r rec t ion a n d with the 
new life in t h e Holy Spir i t tha t flows 
from Chris t ' s saving work o n o u r be­
half. 

T h e cardinal v i r tue of jus t i ce regu­
lates the m a n n e r in which we seek to 
live in fidelity to the New Covenant, as 
it applies to our relationships with oth­
ers: with o t h e r individuals , with com­
muni t ies a n d within communi t i e s , in­
cluding the church, with the state, and 
with society at large. 

A n encyclical o n jus t ice , therefore , 
would b e abou t r ights a n d dut ies . It 
would emphas ize those h u m a n rights 
tha t a re m o s t direct ly u n d e r assault 
today: t h e r ight , for e x a m p l e , to re­
spec t for o n e ' s p e r s o n regard less of 
race or gender or sexual orientation; 
t h e r i gh t to b e i n f o r m e d t ru th fu l ly 
a b o u t ma t t e r s of c o n c e r n ; t h e r ight 
to gainful e m p l o y m e n t ancPf le rcn t 
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sembly a n d of associat ion; t h e r ight 
of e m i g r a t i o n a n d immigra t ion ; the 
right to life across the whole spec t rum 
of h u m a n deve lopment , from the un­
b o r n to the elderly. 

T h e encyclical would also challenge 
the thinking and practice of those, in­
c luding Catholics of wealth a n d pow­
er, who fail in the i r dut ies in jus t i ce , 
tha t is, w h o o p p o s e a n d thwar t t h e 
r ights of o the r s , especially the right 
of worke r s t o u n i o n i z e (even in 
C a t h o l i c hosp i t a l s a n d C a t h o l i c 
schools) the rights of immigrants (one 
thinks of California's Proposit ion 187, 
the r ight to protect ion from discrim­
inat ion based on race, gender , o r sex­
ual o r i e n t a t i o n , t h e r i gh t to bas ic 
hea l th care, e m p l o y m e n t shel ter be­
fitting a h u m a n being, and on and on. 

But this encyclical would have n o 
real t ee th — n o r m o r a l credibil i ty — 
if it d id no t also apply its teaching o n 
jus t i ce to t h e church itself, taking its 
lead from the 1971 World Synod of 
B i s h o p s ' e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y p r o p h e t i c 
document , "Justice in the World," and 
from t h e lengthy, bu t courageous ly 
hones t , 1986 pastora l letter of the U. 
S. Cathol ic b ishops o n t h e U.S. econ­
omy. 

As of today, these are the only two 
official p r o n o u n c e m e n t s of t h e 
Cathol ic Church that touch u p o n t h e 
ques t ion of jus t ice inside the church . 
In m o r e t h a n 100 years of Ca tho l i c 
social teachings, beg inn ing with Pope 
L e o Xl l l ' s encyclical Rerum Novarum 
in 1891 , that isn't very much>—.,.. 

W h o is be t te r able to correct that 
g l a r i n g de f i c i ency t h a n P o p e J o h n 
Paul 11 himself? 

After the thorns came the throne 
By Father A l b e r t Shamon 
C o u r i e r co lumnis t 

S u n d a y ' s R e a d i n g s : (R3) Luke 
22:14-23:56; ( R l ) Isaiah 50:4-7; (R2) 
Phi l ippians 2:6-11. 

Passion o r Palm Sunday is the final 
S u n d a y of t h e L e n t e n s ea son . T h e 
Palms m e a n two things. 

First, they c o m m e m o r a t e a histori­
cal event: J e s u s ' t r i u m p h a l en t ry into 
Je rusa lem when people met H im with 
pa lm b r a n c h e s (Jn. 12:12-13). 

In o u r Lord ' s t ime, t h e p a l m t ree 
was always considered a "kingly" tree, 
because of its lofty he igh t a n d majes­
tic a p p e a r a n c e : its t r u n k is s l e n d e r 
a n d graceful a n d rises h igh in t h e air 
a n d its t o p is c r o w n e d wi th g r e e n 
branches . Thus the pa lm tree became 
the symbol of royalty a n d victory. 

R o m a n so ld ie rs c a r r i e d p a l m 
b r a n c h e s in their victory p a r a d e s in 
Rome. In public games, the winners of 
these g a m e s received p a l m b r a n c h e s 
as a sign of their victories. W h e n Jesus 
was g r e e t e d by peop le as H e en te red 
J e ru sa l em, it was like a ticker-tape pa­
rade — a sign of t r i u m p h a n d joy, geB-
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eral ly g iven to v ic to r ious kings a n d 
a rmies . J e sus was given this accolade 
because j u s t a shor t while before H e 
h a d ra ised Lazarus from the dead . 

T h e s e c o n d m e a n i n g of p a l m 
b r a n c h e s is a s ign of v ic tory . Pa lm 
Sunday recalls J e sus ' victory over sin 
a n d d e a t h — a v i c to ry won only 
t h r o u g h His suf fe r ings a n d d e a t h . 

Therefore on Palm Sunday the Gospel 
is t h e na r ra t ive of t h e J e s u s ' Passion 
a n d d e a t h . D u r i n g th i s week , t h e 
church a n d t h e whole Cathol ic com­
munity will celebrate the paschal mys­
tery: t h e even t s of Ho ly T h u r s d a y , 
G o o d Friday a n d Easter Sunday. Tha t 
is why we take t h e p a l m s h o m e a n d 
en twine t h e m in o u r crucifixes. They 
r e m i n d us that t h r o u g h o u r bapt i sm, 
penance , a n d Eucharist , we can share 
in J e sus ' victory t h r o u g h His cross. 

T h a t victory will be ours if, like Je­
sus, we learn to accept the crosses of 
ou r daily lives, as H e d id His — to ac­
cept t h e m in a t o n e m e n t for o u r sins, 
for the p o o r souls in purga to ry , and 
the convers ion of s inners . T h e pa lms 
say "Per crucem ad lucem, Per aspera ad 
astra" (" through the cross to the light; 
th rough bit ter pa ths to the stars." )No 
pa in , n o p a l m ; n o cross , n o c r o w n . 
We n e e d never fear the G o o d Fridays 
of life, for after the thorns , the throne; 
after t h e gall, t h e glory. 

C o n s t a n t i u s , t h e f a t h e r of Con -
s tant ine t h e Great , was a pagan . But 
his wife was the g rea t St. He l en . Con­
s tant ius k n e w m a n y Chr i s t i ans he ld 

impor t an t j o b s in government a n d in 
cour t so h e o r d e r e d all Chr is t ians to 
"give u p Christ o r give u p your jobs . " 
T h e majority gave u p the i r posi t ions 
r a t h e r t han give u p Christ . But a few 
cowards betrayed Christ for theii jobs . 

C o n s t a n t i u s t u r n e d a r o u n d a n d 
gave their j o b s to those who had been 
faithful to Christ and dismissed those 
who had given up Christ for their jobs , 
saying: "If you will n o t b e t r u e to 
Chris t , you will not be t rue to me ." 

We have the same choice today. Will 
we b e t rue to Christ this week? Will 
we make this week a "holy" week — 
this T h u r s d a y holy, this Friday good , 
and this Saturday holy? O r will we pre­
fer ou r convenience, ou r comfort, ou r 
shopping , our work, to this week's ex­
pressive ce remon ies that p r e p a r e us 
a n d lead us to Easter 's t r i umph? 

O u r faithfulness to Christ this week 
will b e a b a r o m e t e r of o u r faithful­
ness to H im at o the r t imes du r ing the 
year. Fidelity to Chris t was rewarded 
by Constantius; yet a greater O n e than 
Constant ius promised; "If you confess 
m e before men , I shall confess you be­
fore my Father in heaven." 

Schauman-Sulewski 
introduces 

JTEll A Video 
Presentation Of A 
Life Remembered 

Together with Tribute Programs, Schauman-
Sulewski offers a beautiful and tasteful keep­

sake video tape of your loved ones. 

Schauman-Sulewski 
Funeral Home, Inc. 

342-3400 • 2100 St. Paul Street 

® Holland America Line 

ALASKA CRUISE 
July 11-18,1995 
Special discounts 

end soon! 
call Bernard Travel 

381-3600 

Let Itt VJirow 
• Let us care for your loved 

one's cemetery site 
• Order your fresh cut Easter 

^ , flowers 
'*""/• Free delivery to all local cemeteries, 

homes and offices 
• We offer flower bouquets, potted 

blooming plants, interior/exterior 
maintenance, cemetery site 
maintenance • Reasonable rates 

Call Chris and Karolyn Shea • 458-0180 

DiPonzio Funeral 
Home Inc. 

Across from St. Theodore's Church 
Dominic A. DiPonzio - Lit.Mgr. 

^Christopher B. DiPonzio - L. F. D. 
Joseph D. DiPonzio - L.F. D. 

2l9SpencerportRd. • Rochester 

429-6700 


