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USCMA 2014 Opening Prayer Ritural 
 

Led by the Franciscan Action Network  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 24, 2014 
 
As we enter into this time of reflection on and discussion of justice-making, we listen to voices that praise God for gifts 
of Creation and call us to act on behalf of our sisters and brothers whether across the world or here at home.  Let us 
listen to Jesus, the prophet Isaiah, the psalmist, the apostles, Francis of Assisi, and our rich tradition of Catholic Social 
Teaching.   
 

Reading:  
 
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his 
glorious throne, and all the nations will be assembled before him...Then the king will 
say…“Come, you who are blessed by my Father.  Inherit the kingdom prepared for you 
from the foundation of the world.  For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty 
and you gave me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill 
and you cared for me, in prison and you visited me.”  Then the righteous will answer him 
and say, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you a drink?  
When did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you?  When did we 
see you ill or in prison and visit you?” And the king will say to them in reply, “Amen, I say to 
you, whatever you did for one of these least brothers and sisters of mine, you did for 
me.” (excerpts from Matthew 25) 
 
Jesus says to us, his brothers and sisters in mission, “Whatever you do, now, today, for one 

of my sisters or brothers in need of compassion and justice, you do it for me, your Brother Jesus.” 
 
After each symbol is brought forward, please respond with me in singing:  

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
 
 
Light: 

 
Be praised my Lord, through all your creatures, especially through Brother Sun, who 
brings the day and you give light through him.   And he is beautiful and radiant in all his 
splendor!  Of You Most High, he bears the likeness. We praise you, Lord, for Sister Moon 
and the stars; in the heavens you have made them, precious and beautiful.   (Canticle of 
the Creatures) 
 
You are the light of the world.  A city set on a mountain cannot be hidden.  Nor do they 
light a lamp and then put it under a bushel basket; it is set on a lampstand where it gives 
light to all in the house.  Just so, your light must shine before others, that they may see 
your good deeds and glorify your heavenly Father.  (Mt 5:14-17) 
 

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
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Food 
 
On this mountain the Lord of hosts will provide for all peoples a feast of rich food and 
choice wines, juicy rich food and pure, choice wines. . . (Is. 25:6) 
 
It is clear that some nations have surpluses in food-stuffs, particularly farm products, while 
elsewhere large masses of people experience want and hunger.  Now justice and humanity 
require that these richer countries come to the aid of those in need.  (Mater et Magistra, 
161, Pope John XXIII) 
 

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
 

 

 

 

Water 
 
As the deer longs for streams of water, so my soul longs for you, O God.  My being thirsts 
for God, the living God.  (Psalm 42:2-3) 
 
With joy you will draw water at the fountain of the salvation, and say on that day: Give 
thanks to the Lord, acclaim God’s name; among the nations make known God’s deeds, 
proclaim how exalted in God’s name.  (Is 12:3-4) 
 
Be praised my Lord through Sister Water, so useful, humble, precious and pure.  (Canticle) 
 

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
 

 

 

Clothing 
 

Can any of you by worrying add a single moment to your life span?  Why are you anxious 
about clothes?  Learn from the way the wild flowers grow.  They do not work or spin.  But I 
tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was clothed like one of them.  If God so 
clothes the grass of the field. . .will God not much more provide for you. . .?   (Mt 6:27-30) 
 
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?  
Can that faith save you?  If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and has no food for the 
day, and you  say to them, “Go in peace, keep warm and eat well,” but you do not give 
them the necessities of the body, what good is it?  So also faith of itself, if it does not have 
works, is dead.   (James 2:14-17) 
 

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
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Tools 
 

The people said, “Where did this man get all this?  What kind of wisdom has been given 
him?  What mighty deeds are wrought by his hands!  Is he not the carpenter, the son of 
Mary…” and they took offense at him.  (Mk 6:2-3) 
 
As the Church solemnly reaffirmed in the recent Council, ‘the beginning, the subject and 
goal of all social institutions is and must be the human person.’ Every person has the 
right to work, to a chance to develop his (or her) qualities and personality in the exercise 
of his (or her) profession, to equitable remuneration which will enable the worker and his 
(or her) family ‘to lead a worthy life on the material, social cultural and spiritual lev-
el...’ (Octogesima Adveniens, 1971 Pope Paul VI) 
 

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
 

Earth 
 
God said: “See, I give you every seed-bearing plant all over the earth and every tree that 
has seed-bearing fruit on it to be your food; and to all the animals of the land, all the birds 
of the air, and all the living creatures that crawl on the ground, I give all the green plants 
for food.”  And so it happened.  God looked at everything God had made and found it very 
good.   (Gen. 1: 29-31) 
 
Be praised my Lord, through our sister Mother Earth, who feeds us and rules us, and pro-
duces various fruits with colored flowers and herbs. . . .  Praise and bless my Lord, and give 
thanks, and serve him with great humility.   (Canticle) 
 

Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
 
 
 
Closing prayer: (Pope Francis, The Joy of the Gospel) 
 
Spirit-filled evangelizers means evangelizers fearlessly open to the work-
ing of the Holy Spirit.  At Pentecost, the Spirit made the apostles go forth 
from themselves and turned them into heralds of God’s wondrous deeds, 
capable of speaking to each person in his or her own language.  The Holy 
Spirit also grants the courage to proclaim the newness of the Gospel with 
boldness (parrhesia) in every time and place, even when it meets with 
opposition.  Let us call upon him today, firmly rooted in prayer, for with-
out prayer all our activity risks being fruitless and our message empty.  
Jesus wants evangelizers who proclaim the good news not only with 
words, but above all by a life transfigured by God’s presence. 

 
Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae!   

 
Be praised my Lord, Lauda, Laudae! 
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JUSTICE: THE CALL OF THE GOSPEL 
 

Given by Rev. Donald Senior, CP, during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 24, 2014 
 

Introduction 
 
At the very outset I want to thank you for the invitation to be part of this gathering of the 
United States Catholic Mission Association. You know well that the mission of the church is 
of absolutely vital importance to the life of our world, particularly at this moment in histo-
ry, and I feel privileged to offer my reflections with you. I remember at times like these the 
reflection of Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his book, Life Together, a work written for a clandestine 
seminary of the confessing church in the darkest days of the Third Reich. He noted that the 
physical presence of other Christians is a great grace, never to be taken for granted. 
 
Gathering as we do, at such a challenging period in world history, can only give increased 
urgency to the issues we consider here today. The still lingering pain of a worldwide eco-
nomic crisis; the explosion of violence in the Middle East and in other parts of the world; 

the deep-down tensions between the west and the Muslim world; the intolerable economic disparities between the 
northern and southern hemispheres; the specter of the violation of our environment and the eerie, the coarse nature 
of our national political discourse; the heart sickening plague of violence in so many features of American life--the list 
could go on.   
 
Can we say it? Can we suggest that at no time in recent history have the issues of justice and peace been so urgent and 
so linked to the future destiny of humankind? I congratulate you for reflecting on this essential dimension of our Gospel 
mission and am grateful for the opportunity to think through with you its implications as we begin our assembly. 
 

Biblical Definitions of Justice 
 
I have been asked to address what the gospels themselves say about the meaning of justice; other keynotes and work-
shops will probe other dimensions of this fundamental reality. Preparing for this moment, I must confess, has been a 
challenge. 
 
Justice is one of those fundamental, pervasive concepts in the Bible that seems to seep into every moment of the bibli-
cal epic. Like the concept of holiness or redemption or love or peace it is so comprehensive, so foundational, so much a 
part of the biblical world view, that one has to almost step off the scaffold all together to view the canvas. Let me try as 
best I can to invoke the flavor of the biblical vision of justice, a vision I realize is already familiar to you.  I will not be 
taking up in any detail specific issues but attempting to capture the broad sweep of the biblical message and the place 
of peace and justice within it. My intent is not so much to inform as to refresh that vision for you, to trace its biblical 
roots, and to make it a starting point for the considerations of the work of justice that will follow in this conference. 
 
The Hebrew term for "justice" illustrates the challenge of capturing the biblical meaning.  The Hebrew word seddeq 
(just) or seddeqah, (justice or righteousness) ranges throughout the biblical literature, the root word appearing more 
than 500 times, used in a wide variety of contexts and applied to a broad spectrum of experience. Scholars debate its 
ultimate origin and the precise nuances of how to define it--not because it is obscure but because it is so inclusive and 
wide-ranging.  Without doubt the notion of seddeqah (justice) has some foundation in the view that many Middle East-
ern civilizations took of the cosmos itself, the basic order and right harmonious relationships that by necessity were to 
rule the divinely created world. What is "just", therefore, is what is as it should be: a path that leads you home, weights 

© 2014 Rev. Arthur Carillo, CP 
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that give a true measure, someone whose word is trustworthy, a judgment of law that treats everyone fairly. These 
acts of justice reflect the divine justice, a God one can count on, one who holds the world in its primal order. 
 
But within the raging epic of the biblical story, this somewhat abstract notion of seddeqah or justice takes on more per-
sonal and communal dimensions.  As the New Testament scholar John Donahue has noted, "The biblical idea of justice 
can be described as fidelity to the demands of a relationship." God is just 
because God is faithful to Israel, particularly towards those whom seem to 
be without resources and are defenseless; the Israelite is just because he or 
she is true to God and responsive to the obligations of the covenant. 
 
Here the fire of biblical passion begins to ignite what otherwise could seem an abstract and somewhat bloodless no-
tion. As is often the case in exploring the Bible, the heart of the matter is found not simply in tracing the footprints of a 
particular word like justice as if thumbing through some musty card catalogue, but in catching the surging currents that 
pulsate through the biblical narrative as a whole. If the biblical story is any story at all, it is a story of justice and a 
yearning for peace. And it is the great features of that story I want to invoke for a few minutes. 
 
Israel's conscious history as a people begins with God's primal act of justice, that is, with the story of Exodus. When the 
people languish in slavery and endure violence, the God of Israel emboldens Moses, confounds Pharaoh and leads a 
people from oppression to freedom. This liberating event is considered by the Bible as a fundamental act of God's jus-
tice.  As the words of Exodus 3 state:  

The Lord chooses Moses and will stir the people because "I have observed the misery of my people who are in 
Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters.  Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come 
down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey..." (Exodus 3:7-8).   

God abhors oppression; God restores right relationships. 
 
One could explore all of the major contours of Israel's history from this point of view. It strikes me as an indication of 
the Bible's maturity and realism that the biblical epic does not chart an easy movement from oppression to unalloyed 
freedom and peace. No, first comes the trek through the wilderness, the fatigue and trial of forging a people with a 
sense of destiny, fighting off the temptation to exchange freedom in return for the leeks and garlic and onions of the 
land of slavery they had fled. In the midst of this desert purification, God forges with Israel a covenant, a charter of jus-
tice spelling out the demands of fidelity in the relationship between God and Israel, the impulse of law and justice, the 
sense of equity and compassion toward those in need that would become the heart of the Jewish heritage and be an 
essential feature of their destiny as a people. 
 
No doubt the actual history of the formation of the people Israel was far more complex, far more subject to social and 
cultural forces, and far more diffused than the familiar biblical drama suggests. But the biblical text is not meant as a 
mere historical chronicle; it distills from the complexity of history those moments of grace and tragedy that ultimately 
define the peoplehood of Israel. So moments such as taking possession of the gift of land; the groping for a right form 
of governance under the judges and the early stages of the monarchy; the tragedies of betrayal and invasion and loss 
that mark most of Israel's subsequent history; the ecstasy of return and restoration after the exile; the visions of future 
hope and triumph--these are the turning points within the biblical story as it moves from the days of Moses through 
the conquest and the establishment on the land, into the monarchy with its fierce hopes and abysmal failures, through 
the dark moments of exile and dispersal, on to the renewal of hope in the return and restoration as Israel gathers its 
remnants on the brink of the new age. 
 

For Israel each of these turning points was entwined 
with the call to justice and the longing for peace.  Be-
ing chosen by God in the exodus also meant a call to 
be holy and just, as God is holy and just. God would be 
bound to Israel in the covenant; but, so too, the Israel-
ites would be bound to God and to each other. Just as 
God's heart and compassionate eye were inclined to 
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those who experienced injustice, so fidelity to the covenant could be measured in proportion to Israel's care for the 
widow, the orphan, the sojourner--the classic exemplars of the defenseless within a clan society. 
 
So if Israel, after its desert test and the wrenching struggle of the conquest, was given the gift of the land, then it could 
not forget, as the exhortations of Deuteronomy made clear, the God who chose them and brought them up and gave 
them their land. The land was not a birthright but a gift from God and therefore to be used in that spirit. Moses tells 
the people:  

For the Lord, your God, is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not 
partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, 
providing them food and clothing.  You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 
You shall fear the Lord your God; God alone you shall worship; to God you shall hold fast, and by God's name you 
shall swear.  God is your praise; he is the one who has done for you these great and awesome things that your 
own eyes have seen.  Your ancestors went down to Egypt seventy persons; and now the Lord your God has made 
you as numerous as the stars in heaven. (Deut 10:17-22) 

 
So as time endured and Israel's world would prosper and become more complex and need a more enduring social and 
political structure like the monarchy, then the king who ruled in Israel in God's stead would have to be the guardian of 
justice. And so the psalmist will pray in an enthronement psalm:  

Give the king your justice, O God, and your righteousness to a king's son. May he judge your people with right-
eousness and your poor with justice. May the mountains yield prosperity for the people, and the hills, in right-
eousness. May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the needy, and crush the op-
pressor. (Psalm 72:1-4)  

 
As the roster of Israel's and Judah's kings would grow from Saul to David to Solomon 
and on to a dismal line with few bright lights, and as they became not the defenders of 
justice but its violators, prophets such as Amos, shepherd of Tekoa, would become fire-
brands of God's word--shaking the conscience of Israel with searing indictments of in-
justice and violence and with a call to repentance:  

"Thus says the Lord: for three transgression of Israel and for four, I will not revoke 
the punishment; because they sell the innocent for silver and the needy for a pair of 
sandals--they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and 
push the afflicted out of the way; father and son go into the same girl, so that my 
holy name is profaned; they lay themselves down beside every altar on garments 
taken in pledge; and in the house of their God they drink wine bought with fines 
they themselves imposed..." (Amos 2:6-8)   

 
"I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies...Take away from me the noise of your 
songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever 
flowing stream" (Amos 5:21-24). You remember how Martin Luther King would recite that text with such force on the 
steps of the Lincoln Memorial! 
 
In its attempts to understand the tortuous path of its history; in its deepest moments of prayer; in its most sober state-
ments of wisdom--Israel kept in mind its call to justice. Even the primal story of creation and the sagas of the patriarchs
--all reaching back before history to the dimmest recesses of Israel's memory--are told in terms of justice and peace. 
God's first act establishes the world in an order of justice and Adam is commissioned as steward of creation to insure 
harmony. Through God's creative spirit disorder and chaos are quelled by life and order and fertility and abundance for 
all. Sin, from the Bible's vantage point, is injustice, violating right relationship to God, bringing violence and treachery 
into the human drama.   
 
The primal calls to faith extended to Abraham and the patriarchs are also calls to justice. After God had forged a cove-
nant with Abraham at the sanctuary of Schechem and mysteriously appeared to the patriarch under the oaks of 
Mamre, God is grieved to have to deal harshly with the sins of the people of Sodom. A touching soliloquy of God fol-
lows:  

Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, seeing that Abraham shall become a great and mighty nation, 
and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him? No, for I have chosen him, that he may charge his children 
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and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice; so that the Lord may 
bring about for Abraham what he has promised. (Genesis 18:17-19) 

 
Fidelity to God was expressed in fidelity to the covenant of justice and peace--this is the remarkable center of the bibli-
cal heritage. Once again the prophets, the conscience of Israel, drive the message home. Isaiah challenges Israel at the 
very heart of its self-identity where politics and religion merged--the beauty and order of its worship of the living God 
within the temple of Jerusalem:  

Trample my courts no more; bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to me.  New moon and Sabbath 
and calling of the assembly--I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. Your new moon and your appointed 
festivals my soul hates...Your hands are full of blood. Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean...cease to do evil, 
learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. (Is 1: 13-17) 

 
Deutero-Isaiah, despite a deep love for Israel and its piety, bores in on one of the most revered acts of that piety, 
fasting:  

Is such the fast I choose...to bow down the head like a bulrush and to lie in sackcloth and ashes? Is not this the 
fast I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to 
break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin? (Is 58:5-7) 

 
If Israel's dreamlike remembrance of its origins was of a call to justice, so, too, its vision of the future was a vision of a 
world where God's justice would rule and peace would abound. When its own political freedom had been taken away 
under the Greeks and the Romans; when its people were scattered all over the Mediterranean world and into the re-
cesses of the East; while it still tasted the bitterness of its own failures and divisions, Israel never lost its capacity to 
dream and to hope. God would renew Israel and bring it the justice and peace it could never achieve on its own. Listen 
to this wondrous vision of justice and peace from Isaiah 65: 

For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to 
mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its 
people as a delight...no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress. No more shall there 
be in it an infant that lives but a few days, or an old person who does not live out a lifetime...They shall build 
houses and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. They shall not build and another inhabit; 
they shall not plant and another eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, and my chosen 
shall long enjoy the work of their hands. They shall not labor in vain, or bear children for calamity; for they shall 
be offspring blessed by the Lord--and their descendants as well. Before they call I will answer, while they are yet 
speaking I will hear. The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox...they shall not 

hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says the Lord. (Is 65: 17-25) 
 
The "new heavens and the new earth" would be a world of justice, of right relationships, a place where the vulnerable 
and the defenseless would be secure, a place of peace, without violence or oppression or tears. Here is a vision carried 
by a people who knew pain and suffering yet were also a people whose faith in God kept their sense of hope alive. 
 
Although much more could be said and said more eloquently about the Old Testament notion of justice, this much at 
least gives some sense of the breadth, depth and power of the Old Testament traditions: 
 

1) Justice is vital because it reflects the very being of God. God is 
just and all justice finds its origin and ultimate exemplar in God's 
faithful, compassionate and tenacious fidelity to Israel. God's jus-
tice is a gift lavished on the people God calls his own. Because God 
is God and God is just, the Lord cares for those who are most vul-
nerable, those most likely to be without resources. 
2) Israel, created in God's image and sustained by God's mercy, is 
called to live a life of justice and peace. This is the meaning of the 
covenant; this is the reason why the prophets hold the king and 
people to a rigorous standard of justice; this is why the law codes 
and institutions of Israel were meant to protect and foster justice, 
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even when the people who enacted them were flawed. 
3) Biblical justice is a comprehensive virtue, not opposed or necessarily distinct from love and mercy. We 

are plagued by the distinction between justice and love. God's love for Israel is equivalent to God's jus-
tice toward Israel; one is the expression of the other. Peace is the sign and fruit of justice.   

4) And, finally, biblical justice understood as fidelity to the demands of a relationship is by necessity a com-
munal virtue, worked out not in individual isolation but in faithful commitment to a community. One 
cannot be "just" in the biblical sense and be solitary. 

 
This was the heritage of the Old Testament. This was the memory they brought to their sense of responsibility; this was 
the memory that gave them conscience and fired their sense of repentance when they failed; this was the dream that 
gave shape to their hope and sustained them in times of loss and violence. 
 

The Gospel of Luke and the Mission of Justice 
 
We must remember that this was not only the heritage of ancient Israel but of Jesus himself and of the early church. 
For us as Christians no recital of the biblical foundations for a ministry of jus-
tice could be complete without considering the major role of justice and peace 
in the New Testament. 
 
But precisely because the canvas is vast here, too, I would like to make a selec-
tion. As you know, no New Testament author excels Luke in proclaiming the 
call to justice. His portrayal of Jesus in the Gospel and his vision of the early 
community in the Book of Acts provide an excellent summation of the New Testament view of justice and, indeed, 
catches up the entire horizon of the biblical notion. 
 
The overall structure or plot of Luke's two volume narrative is itself instructive. Luke writes, as he notes in the prologue 
to his gospel, to give perspective to Theophilus, his real or fictional reader. A perspective he gives by showing how the 
Gospel finds its roots in the deepest and most powerful instincts of Israel, is embodied in the prophetic ministry of Je-
sus the Liberator, and breaks out in to the world through the Spirit filled mission of the church. God's justice is the con-
tinuing theme that binds this great saga together. 
 
Jesus' roots are in Israel. Luke insists, Jesus is Jewish. Great Jewish characters such as Zachary and Elizabeth, Anna and 
Simeon, Joseph and Mary are the stock from which Jesus comes. They are moved by the power of God's spirit and 
therefore imbued with a sense of God's justice and empowered to enact it. The canticles of the Infancy narrative are 
filled with the justice theology of Israel: 
 

 Mary sings her Magnificat, like a great Maccabean warrior woman, recalling that God is faithful from genera-
tion to generation, showing strength with outstretched arm, scattering the proud in the conceit of their 
hearts, bringing down the mighty from their thrones, lifting up the lowly and filling the hungry with good 
things.   

 
 Zechariah, breaks his God-imposed silence to thank God for fidelity to the promises made to Israel's ancestors, 

for remembering the people's quest for peace and justice in raising up a mighty savior, for staying true to the 
covenant so that Israel could serve God in holiness and justice. 

 
 Simeon, the temple prophet praises God for keeping his word, for allowing him to see the salvation of Israel 

and a light of revelation for the Gentile embodied in the child Jesus who is brought to him for a blessing in the 
Temple. Anna, a temple prophetess, also gives praise to God when she catches hold of this child of her 
dreams. 

Each of these canticles evokes biblical themes of justice; each remembers gratefully God's fidelity to Israel, God's care 
for the oppressed and defenseless. 
 
Jesus, too, born in Israel and of Israel, filled with God's Spirit at the Jordan, begins his messianic mission in his 
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hometown synagogue of Nazareth by remembering the prophetic vision of Isaiah 61, a vision of justice: "The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release 
to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, the let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's fa-
vor" (Lk 4:18-19).   
 
What a powerful scene!  "This text is fulfilled in your hearing," Jesus proclaims--evoking the powerful, inclusive ministry 
that will race across the pages of Luke's gospel. That liberating mission of justice is both proclaimed by Jesus and enact-
ed by him. He does nothing less than inaugurate the very reign of God, a kingdom whose basic characteristics are that 
of justice and reconciliation and peace. His word is truth, recalling God's incomprehensible compassion, challenging the 
people to repentance, giving new hope, daring to ask the people to love their enemies, to be compassionate as God is 
compassionate. 
 
Jesus associates with the tax collectors, the sinners, the prostitutes, the Gentiles; breaks bread with them and makes 
them part of his community--a dangerous series of alliances that evoke God's own gracious justice and fidelity to the 
most vulnerable, modeling a community of inclusion and gracious peace, but at the same time risking affront to the 
religious leaders who have forgotten their own heritage and are in danger of losing their very souls. Even in death the 
Lucan Jesus would associate with the malefactors, bringing with him into glory an executed thief. 
 
Jesus is a healer, exhibiting vigorous compassion and a fierce sense of commitment to eradicating pain and to drawing 
into the community of the living those who had been excluded by taboo or ignorance or fear. The extraordinary care 
for the sick and the disabled exhibited by Jesus in this Gospel is itself an important illustration of what biblical justice 
means. Those who bear serious illness--then as now--often experience isolation and exclusion from the community of 
the "healthy". They are denied access.  Jesus touches them, draws them in.    
 
Body issues are often at the heart of justice issues: food, clothing, work, participation, shelter, violence and peace. All 
of these affect us as bodily beings. The Jesus of the Gospel, and particularly the Gospel of Luke, is committed to healing 
the human body; to feeding it; to upholding its sacred dignity. So the leper is touched and cleansed, despite taboo. The 
paralyzed man whose friends have to lower him through the roof because the able-bodied block the door is restored to 
health of mind and spirit; a woman bent double is liberated from her bonds and declared to be a "daughter of Abra-
ham"--over the protests of the synagogue manager; the Roman centurion's slave is healed despite the distance of cul-
ture and status; the widow's son is returned to her alive and well; the blind men see in a new way and a woman with a 
hemorrhage has her courageous boldness in daring to touch him rewarded; the confused and hungry crowds are fed 
bread on the hillside. The Gospel roster continues to unfold as the healing touch of the Spirit-filled Jesus expresses 
God's compassion for those in need and God's faithful commitment to those most vulnerable to injustice. 
 
Jesus is a fierce and consistent opponent of evil. Excoriating the religious leaders for their lack of justice and compas-

sion; daring to defend from the warped righteousness of his host the repent-
ant woman in Simeon's house, a woman of the city, as the Gospel identifies 
her, a woman with abundant and provocative love who anoints his feet and 
wipes them clean with her hair; wrestling with the raw and mysterious power 
of evil as he draws the Gadarene from the grip of death among the tombs. 
 
Luke presents Jesus' entire mission as one of justice, a life poured out on be-
half of the defenseless, a teacher reminding Israel of its own dreams and in-
viting it to repentance and liberation, a healer bringing liberation from pain 

and restoration of dignity to the daughters and sons of Abraham. So deep was his commitment, so fierce the opposi-
tion of evil, that Jesus the prophet of justice would himself experience rejection, suffering, and death. At a crucial mo-
ment in his journey to Jerusalem, some Pharisees come to warn Jesus about Herod's threats. He replies: "Go and tell 
that fox, 'Behold, I cast out demons and I perform healings today and tomorrow, and on the third day I accomplish my 
purpose.  Yet I must continue on my way today, tomorrow, and the following day, for it is impossible that a prophet 
should die outside of Jerusalem.'" (Lk 13:31-33). In Luke's dramatic portrayal, as Jesus encounters death, the centurion 
who had struck him down realizes at last who he is: "Truly this man was just." 
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The story, of course, does not end with the crucifixion. God is faithful, so God draws the crucified Jesus, the just one, 
back from the chasm of death, filling his crucified and spent body with the Risen Life of the Spirit. The triumphant Risen 
Jesus would once more gather his community, entrust to them his own dream, fill them with the surging power of the 
Spirit and send them out as witnesses into the world to proclaim the gospel of forgiveness, of justice, of peace. 
 
Through the Acts of the Apostles, Luke is able to illustrate the ultimate intent and meaning of Jesus' ministry of justice.  
Quite clearly the small community that is born on Pentecost is the embodiment of all of Israel's great dreams of justice 
and peace. They are filled with the Spirit, praying daily in the temple and breaking bread together peacefully in their 
homes; they are of one mind and one heart; no one is in need; the disabled man at the gate called beautiful is touched 
by them and leaps like the hart as he enters God's house, evoking the dream of Isaiah 35 when the desert would bloom 
and the disabled would leap like the hart on the royal highway to Jerusalem. The wicked are struck to their hearts and 
called to repentance and the joy of forgiveness; drawn into the life of Israel are peoples of every tongue and every na-
tion, as God's liberating spirit pushes over boundaries of culture and race and ancient animosity to establish the cove-
nant among all peoples. 
 
It is a vigorous, hope-filled dream--one that meets the reality of 
opposition and death both within the community and without, but 
one that through the preaching of Peter, Paul and Barnabas and a 
host of future disciples, including Aquila and Priscilla and Lydia, 
would reach to the ends of the earth. 
 
As the preface to the Gospel and Acts makes clear, all of this Luke 
tells to Theophilus to remind him of his heritage, to inform his disci-
pleship, to fire his hope. In fact, within the story line of the Gospel 
and of Acts, the disciples are key characters. Jesus calls them to be 
with him and to follow him in his mission of liberating people; they 
are the beneficiaries of his parables and his teaching; they witness his prophetic courage; they stand by in awe as he 
heals and casts out evil; they are baffled by the conflict that rages around him and are thoroughly disheartened and 
broken by his suffering and death. But as Luke's Jesus states to Peter at the Last Supper—“I have prayed for you so you 
will not fail.” So the disciples are bent and scattered but still redeemable. Through the ministry of the women at the 
tomb, they are brought the message of resurrection and gather on the Mount of Olives to be once again taught by Je-
sus. Following his instruction, they wait in the Holy City until the bright power of the Spirit pours into their hearts and 
minds and gives them a sense of mission and the courage to enact it. Now they are to carry Jesus' message of justice to 
the world. They, too, are now anointed with the Spirit and called to a ministry of witness and action on behalf of God's 
justice and God's peace. 
 
Through his portrayal of Jesus' ministry, through his fashioning of the call to the disciples, and in his tracing of the con-
tinuity between Israel and Jesus and the early community, a continuity sealed by God's own Spirit, Luke affirms that the 
mission of justice and peace is the church's primal responsibility, one that defines its meaning and insures its fidelity to 
the call of Jesus. 
 
The affinity between our summary of the Old Testament notion of justice and that proclaimed by Luke in his Gospel 
and Acts should be evident. As was the case with the Old Testament, justice reflects the very holiness and compassion 
of God. What is distinct about Luke's presentation and, indeed, of the entire New Testament is that God's rule of jus-
tice is not only proclaimed by Jesus with urgency but embodied in Jesus. His preaching, his relationships, his teaching, 
his healing, his association with outcasts, his death for others--all definitively illustrate what justice means. 
 
It is also clear that biblical justice in both Old and New Testaments remains "fidelity to the demands of a relationship", 
that is, a virtue that is communal and reflects what is to be the order of life in God's reign. 
 
Perhaps a new note or at least new urgency is found in the Luke's presentation of the mission of justice. Jesus is pre-
sented as a restless apostle of the spirit, a tireless liberator who moves from Galilee to Jerusalem in the pursuit of his 
mission. His disciples are called to do the same--"you are to be my witness," the Risen Christ tells his disciples--and the 
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story of Acts traces that dynamic mission of the apostles as they are driven by the Spirit of the Risen Christ to proclaim 
and enact justice from Jerusalem, Samaria, and to the ends of the Earth. The community understood that in the final 
age, its God-given mission was to proclaim the good news of God's liberating justice and peace to the world. 
 

To be able to follow Jesus in freedom, the disciples are asked to put aside inordinate 
attachment to possessions or even to family ties: the dead are to bury the dead; the 
person who puts their hand to the plow and looks back is not worthy; like some setting 
out to build a building or a king setting out to make war on his enemies, the disciples 
are to calculate the cost of discipleship and see if they have the personal resources that 
are needed. Throughout his gospel Luke exhorts those who have an abundance of pos-
sessions not only to insure they have the freedom to move without such a burden but 
they are willing to share their resources with those in desperate need: thus the story of 
the man who seals up his abundance in his barns on the very night he will be called to 
judgment; the story of the rich man who steps over the figure of poor Lazarus starving 
and covered with sores on his own doorstep; the story of the banquet where the well-

to-do invitees lose their places to the poor scattered in the highways and byways. 
 
To be a witness of the Risen Christ is take up the mission of justice in the same spirit and with the same freedom that 
Jesus himself had engaged the work of the kingdom of God. 
 

Concluding Reflections 
 
Allow me to conclude with some brief reflections on what we might take away from this review of the biblical founda-
tions for the work of justice and peace: 
 

1. It should be clear from this rapid survey of the biblical materials that Pope Paul VI's famous declaration that "justice 
is constitutive of the Gospel" and the renewal of that call to a mission of justice in Pope Francis’ “The Joy of the Gospel” 
are neither novel innovations nor a modern trend, but a restatement of the Christian heritage as old as the biblical wit-
ness.  The social mission of the Church is not one topic among many; it strikes at the heart of the Christian witness; it is 
essential to an understanding of the very nature of the Gospel.  To believe this and to be committed to it calls for con-
stant conversion of heart.  Indeed, the Catholic Church is blessed with an incredible and powerful heritage of social 
teaching—teaching eloquently affirmed from the time of Pope Leo XXIII down to the most recent encyclicals of Pope 
Benedict XVI and Pope Francis’ exhortation, “The Joy of the Gospel.”  The source and inspiration for that social teach-
ing—even when it is not stated in biblical terms—is rooted in our Scriptures.  
 
I am sure this rings true for all of us as a statement of fact.  Sometimes, retrieving 
the biblical witness can help shake off the fatigue and pull aside the cobwebs of 
truths often repeated--a liability that goes with being religious people. The testi-
mony of the biblical tradition is that the mission of justice is not peripheral to, or 
simply one part of, the Christian mission.  Instead, justice is at the core of the 
Christian mission in the world. 
 

2. As a church, as a community of believers, there may be something else that the Bible can tell us about the mission of 
Justice and that has to do with sustaining our God-given memories and dreams as a religious people.  To cite Bon-
hoeffer once again--he notes in Life Together that Christian life is often lived among hostile forces; we are as a people 
scattered in the far places, bound together only by our memory of Jesus. 
 
As you know well, the Bible does not claim to be a comprehensive history of the Israel or the Early Church.  Rather the 
Bible selects from the heart of Israel and the living witness of the early community, searing memories that embody its 
faith.  The epic story of Israel in the desert and in possession of its land; the eloquent and earthy prayers of the Psalms; 
the distillation of human wisdom in Proverbs and Sirach; the numbing failures chronicled about the monarchy; the 
probing indictments and soaring dreams of the prophets--all of these biblical traditions kept alive for Israel its under-
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standing of who God is and what it meant to be God's people.  The same is true for the Gospels or the letters of Paul or 
the apocalyptic drama of the Book of Revelation.  These New Testament books also expressed the living memory of 
Jesus and his mission, brought to mind what the Risen Christ meant to the church. 
 
True to God's spirit the biblical peoples never forgot that fidelity to the God of Israel and the God of Jesus meant living 
justly and striving for peace--even in those moments of failure or betrayal when this memory was not matched by the 
actual life of the people. 
 
We ourselves may live in a time when the prospect of dwindling resources, the demands of the environment, and the 
challenge to share resources frightens many people--especially in our own country.  The temptations to isolationism in 
our international obligations, the attempts to cosmetically remove the homeless from our public eye, our inclination to 
jingoism and excessive patriotism, the tendency to ignore the violations of the environment when doing something 
about it might endanger our style of living--these and other symptoms suggest that the call to justice is not a welcome 
call in the contemporary world and perhaps even in the contemporary church.  Even deeply religious people often have 
a hard time remembering that following Jesus and drawing near to the biblical God means a commitment to be just as 
God is just.   
 
In a world filled with violence can any reasonable person hope for peace?  Violence in our cities, killing our children, 
wanton violence in our workplace; violence against women; terrorist bombings on the sacred soil of the Holy land; trib-
al violence and slaughter in Africa--what a terrible, soul numbing litany all this makes.  Might not the vocation of reli-
gious people be not only to strive to live justly and to pursue a mission of justice, but to be a community in which the 
priority of justice is not allowed to be forgotten?  In a world and a society in which violence is such an assumption, we 
need to be a community that remembers we are called to peace--and a people with the religious imagination to think 
of possibilities of reconciliation?  If the world laced with injustice and soul sick from violence forgets the God given 
dream of justice and peace planted deep within the human heart, we must not forget. 
 
This is a subtle lesson of a work like Luke's two volume narrative: he links his communi-
ty's memory to the dynamic memory of the Bible; reminding them that the origin of Je-
sus was in the faithful people of Israel and their proclamation of justice.  In the Hebrew 
language the idioms for speaking of the past and the future are the exact opposite of 
English.  In English we say the future is in front of us and the past is behind us.  In He-
brew it is the opposite: the past is in front of me and the future is behind me!  The He-
brew thinks visually: I can only see the past; the future is "behind me" - out of sight.  It is 
like a person rowing across a lake--all I can see is where I have been; the future--my goal
--is behind me.  This is how the Bible functions: one looks to the past to detect the foot-
prints of God, to see those vital signs of sacred history that define our being, to remem-
ber our origin and our most basic, God-given hopes--not out of nostalgia but in order to 
draw direction and energy for a future we cannot see.  The ability to sustain a ministry 
of peace and justice is in direct proportion to our ability to sustain the virtue of hope, 
not allowing our dreams of justice and peace to be eroded or destroyed. 
 

3. Finally, in preparing this talk I was struck once again by the passion and power of biblical language and symbols. 
Here is a lesson for proclaiming the Word.   Amos'  blunt indictment of selling the poor for a pair of sandals; Isaiah's 
vision of a renewed city in which there are no more tears; Jesus' dramatic healing touch of the ear of the man whom 
his disciple had struck; the story of the man at the gate called beautiful leaping like a stag as he experiences God's fidel-
ity; the pointed force of the  parables, stories as varied as Nathan's confrontation with David's use of violence to win 
Bathsheba in the story of the ewe lamb or Jesus' parable of the rich man and Lazarus to starkly challenge the con-
science of his people. Vivid language, an eye for genuine human experience, a capacity for imagination and passion, 
the ability to dream of what might be--this is the muscle of the biblical heritage and one we should not forget as we 
consider a fundamental dimension of the Gospel that calls for fresh and challenging proclamation to a world both 
afraid and hopeful about what it might hear.  Justice issues need to be presented with a human face and in a manner 
that touches our hearts and our conscience; the vast and often numbing statistics generated by social analysis call for 
authentic interpretation capable of moving the human heart.  Our biblical heritage reminds us of the power of lan-
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guage, of the evocative and passionate images and symbols that belong to us as a religious people.  The biblical writers 
might indeed inspire us not simply by their message but by the boldness and imaginative force of their medium. 
 

Here is a fundamental challenge for those who preach and teach the 
Word of God in whatever setting that might be: the homily; the class-
room; a conversation; a liturgy.  We cannot afford to interpret the bibli-
cal message only in relation to inner healing and the interior life or the 
solitary conscience.  The Biblical Word is directed first and foremost to a 
community of disciples, a community that is committed to witness and 
action in the world.  The vivid language and potent symbols of the Bible 
can be preached with power and force when they are proclaimed by 
people committed to justice and by people who dream of peace--and by 
those who have taken the time and the chance to immerse themselves 

prayerfully and thoughtfully in the heritage of the Bible. 
 
I hope these reflections on the biblical foundations of the ministry of justice and peace have been helpful.  I know they 
are partial and inadequate but if they stir any embers in our hearts and minds and imaginations, the time is worth-
while.  The Bible is entrusted to us, the church.  We are to be a community that draws its life and spirit from this Word, 
a "community of salt and light."  In a time of many challenges for our church and our world, allow me to conclude with 
the words of Pope Francis, words that I think radiate his great hopeful spirit:  “Challenges exist to be overcome!  Let us 
be realists, but without losing our joy, our boldness and our hope-filled commitment.  Let us not allow ourselves to be 
robbed of missionary vigor!”   Amen to that! 
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Scenes From Around the Conference 
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Saturday Morning Prayer 
 

Led by the Columban Center for Advocacy and Outreach  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 25, 2014 
 

Adapted from the Four Directions Invocation 

By the Brothers of Weston Priory 

 

At the beginning of the Eucharistic liturgy during Ordinary Time, the Brothers of Weston Priory center themselves in 
the four directions of the earth. They invite the Spirit of Jesus to breathe over the congregation so that they may BE 
God’s peace in the world. 

 
NORTH (left side) 
At every moment 
You draw this beautiful world to Yourself, 
 O God of all creation – 
Sharing Your life with all that you have made. 
You love your creation like a mother her children – 
 Even the sparrow is secure in your embrace. 
Now we open our arms to you 
 Who come to us from the North –  
 
Reaching out to welcome your tenderness, 
 Amazed by your mercy! 
Come, breath into us the breath of life 
 That our hands may touch this world with blessing, 
 O giver and fountain of life. 
 
EAST (women) 
At every moment, 
You draw this broken world into your heart, 
 O God of compassion – 
Tending the wounds of all who suffer. 
You are not far from us, 
 But come to meet us on the roads of life. 
The poor and the weak are your special care. 
Now we open our arms to you 
 Who come to us from the East – 
 
Reaching out to welcome your compassion, 
 In awe of your closeness! 
Come, breathe into us your loving kindness, 
 That our hands may mend what is broken, 
 O healer of all life. 
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SOUTH (men) 
At every moment, 
You are drawing this fruitful world into your love, 
 O God of bounty –  
So that people everywhere may flourish, 
 And savor the joys of life. 
You have prepared a rich table, with places for all, 
 Only asking that we share the gifts you provide. 
Now we open our arms to you 
 Who come to us from the South – 
 
 Grateful for your unending hospitality. 
We place the bread of our lives into your hands. 
Take our few loaves and fish, and bless them, 
 So that we may fill the hungry with good things, 
 O generous, gifting God! 

 
WEST (right side) 
At every moment, 
You are drawing our diverse world into your love, 
 O God of all people. 
The color of each face reflects your glory, 
 And every culture is graced by your spirit, 
 All languages sing your praise. 
Yet so often, your children are divided, 
 Unable to recognize the dignity of one another. 
Whenever there is war and strife, 
 You plant the seeds of hope 
 And call us to your unending work of peace. 
Now we open our arms to you 
 Who come to us from the West –  
 
 Reaching out to receive the gift of your peace. 
Gather us together as one human family 
 In this house of prayer for all people. 
Come, breathe over us the Spirit of Jesus, 
 So that we too may be your peace in this world, 
 O God of all people. 
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The Challenge of Living Gospel Justice  

from the Heart 
 

Given by Marie Dennis during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 25, 2014 
  

For weeks, as I thought about what I could possibly say to all of you, 
whose deep, rich experience at the margins of our world surely surpasses 
my own, I found myself sorting through the hundreds of powerful stories 
that have become part of my soul in the past 30 plus years – reliving in 
many ways the great gift of a passion for justice that I have received from 
thousands of people struggling to survive, to heal, to live with dignity, to 
contribute in real ways to the transformation of the world in extremely 
difficult circumstances: in extreme poverty; in the midst of war; in the 
context of deteriorating environmental conditions.  
 
This country too is mission territory where our hearts are often broken 
and the call to do justice is strong (think of the turmoil currently happen-
ing in Ferguson, MO; migrant farmworkers in Ohio; Nogales, AZ).  I was 
quite literally invited to do justice by specific people along the way – I suspect it has been the same for you.  In my life, 
the invitation came from the West family who lived in the shadows in one of the most affluent counties in the country; 
from Frances Russell, whose little house in the foothills of the Appalachian mountains looked like it belonged in a favela 
of Sao Paulo or in Kibera, Nairobi; from Virginia Johnson and Catherine Harris, who live in the inner city of our nation’s 
capital. All of these women whose friendship has blessed my life, for different reasons, live in poverty surrounded by 
wealth and overconsumption, some with great dignity, others with frustration and dehumanization. Forty years ago, 
the presence of endemic, dehumanizing poverty in the backyard of our fairly affluent neighborhood reset the funda-
mental direction of my life.  And living fairly close to the margins at Assisi Community in Washington D.C. for 28 years 
has helped me understand the deep and ugly roots of racism and economic injustice in our own country.   
 
But my heart has most often been broken in other parts of the world – in circumstances that were not my own. Unlike 
many of you who have lived and worked in communities long enough to call them home, my own journey overseas has 
been most often as guest.   Thanks to Maryknoll and to Pax Christi International I have been blessed with the oppor-
tunity to visit (though much too briefly) hundreds of communities where the reality of daily life set ones heart to aching 
and created a collage of memories that were always painful, often hopeful, and regularly demanded action for justice. 
 
Perhaps better than anyone else – at least in my own life, the example of Archbishop Oscar Romero sets the stage for 
this conversation. He is surely not alone – but his witness is powerful and his story is clear. He simply encountered the 
Gospel in living color as he accompanied individuals and communities who were impoverished and brutally violated in 
El Salvador during the years of horrific political violence there. Romero was evangelized by those experiences; his heart 
was broken open by the people who came to him day after day to tell of loved ones disappeared, tortured, brutally 
killed.   
 
With this people it is not hard to be a good shepherd, he said – words that speak directly to our topic today. They are a 
people, he continued, that impel to their service us who have been called to defend their rights and to be their voice. 
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Justice, the Heart Says... 
 
Romero came to see life through the eyes of the people he accompanied so faithfully.  
He was drawn into their stories and walked in their shoes. “He examined and judged the 
systems and structures of Salvadoran society according to what they did to, and what 
they did or did not do for, these communities. He found the system in El Salvador to be 
sorely lacking in justice and in need of transformation. And he clearly challenged the 
powerful people – even very good friends – who maintained and/or benefitted from that 
system.” (Spirituality of Archbishop Oscar Romero) 
   
Romero cried out for an end to the repression, an end to the horrific intersection of bru-
tal violence and socio-economic injustice that was structural and systemic in his country 
at that time. With Archbishop Romero, the heart says … poverty and repression, death 
itself, will not have the last word.  To give witness to the power of life we are called to 
work for justice.  
 

If You Want Peace, Work For Justice 
 
Like many of you my heart is pressed up against, reaching out to, broken by so much of what is happening in the world 
right now. In Africa and throughout the Middle East the reality is exceedingly painful and very urgent. From Israel and 
Palestine (particularly Gaza), to Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan to Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey – horrific violence 
seems to be spreading like a tsunami. The edge to this violence takes ones breath away. It makes me think of Sendero 
Luminoso in Peru 20 years ago, but it has much greater access to weapons and money, and a deeply disturbing driving 
ideology that is attractive to young would-be warriors from around the world.  
 
In Africa, the tsunami of violence is likewise devastating. Sudan and South Sudan are trapped in a web of bloody con-
flict and political greed that are devouring the hope that was recently so new and fresh. The Central African Republic, 
Mali, Nigeria, the DR Congo, Yemen, Somalia, Egypt – all seem bent on utter destruction. The scenes and stories are 
heart-wrenching, literally … … a Dominican sister from Mosul searching for her lost family … a mother in Gaza holding 
the body of her one year old child … the parents of the journalists beheaded by ISIS … the Syrian refugees crowded into 
a Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut …thousands of Ysidi women kidnapped.  
 
Justice, the heart says. What is justice in the context of such violence?  What is justice for the Christians in Mosul and 
Qaraqosh; what is justice for the Ysidis? What is justice for the Syrian refugees? Once our hearts are broken open by 
the stories we hear and the reality we see or live, a fair question, I think, is how do we get our arms around the chal-
lenges we face?  Where do we begin? 

 
The heart says … every human life has dignity and value in spite of over-
whelming evidence to the contrary. To honor the value of every human life 
we are called to work for a just peace – for holistic, inclusive peace that is 
rooted in justice.  
 
We all know missioners – some of them sitting in this room – whose hearts 
are full of compassion; whose lives bear witness to the power of love. You 
have served in Cambodia and El Salvador, Bosnia and Colombia, Guatemala, 
South Africa, Peru and Rwanda– where atrocities and suffering do not, will 

not have the last word – where ordinary people often led by people of faith insisted that justice be done and where 
slow, often painful processes have, with mixed success, begun to birth a just peace.  
 
It is a great challenge to wrap our arms around both the stories and the roots … the local and the global …the human 
and the whole earth community. 
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At this point in history, war and violent conflict seem to be claiming the headlines, but violence and war are intrinsically 
interconnected with poverty and threats to the survival of our planet.  Wherever you begin, as you approach the root 
causes of a given injustice, you will encounter the other two. War and unrelenting violence are major contributors to 
poverty and social dislocation, as well as to environmental destruction and climate change.  Extreme poverty, huge 
gaps between the rich world and those who are excluded or impoverished help set the stage for violent conflict and 
war, as does the fact that millions of young people – including those who are well educated – cannot find a decent job 
and have no sense that they will have a meaningful future. I know it is simplistic to say this, but I don’t think it is irrele-
vant: If you assume you will be killed by a rival gang before you are 20 years old or that you and your family, guilty or 
not, will be forever in danger of being killed by a drone strike out of the blue – why not join ISIS and go out in a blaze of 
glory?  To date something like 300 young people from Flanders alone (that’s half of the tiny country of Belgium) have 
gone to Syria or Iraq to join ISIS. 
 

Hearts Crying Out For Justice and Charity 
 
Why do those in power, even good people in power - seem unable to listen to 
their own hearts crying out for justice when they see the devastation and the 
danger? Your experience - the stories that you share - can help them under-
stand that only social justice and right relationships with the rest of creation – 
not more war – can pave the way to peace. 
 
Let me turn for a few minutes to the devastation of the current Ebola outbreak.  Some of you may live and work in the 
affected countries. In many ways the pain there seems beyond human endurance.  To have lost a loved one suddenly 
and then to be told that you could not touch their body to prepare it for burial is unimaginable. At the same time, we 
have been witness to amazing courage and love.  I cannot stop thinking about the doctors and nurses and especially 
the burial boys – young men who risk their lives to bury the bodies safely. Many have been ostracized by family and are 
unable to find a place to live because people are afraid that they carry the virus. 
 
In response to the ebola crisis, the heart surely says justice. Protracted wars and violent conflict, extreme poverty and 
public sectors weakened by debt and structural adjustment left Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea, the countries most 
seriously affected by ebola, extremely vulnerable without an adequate health care system to meet such a serious chal-
lenge.  
 
Charity and justice demand that we respond by shoring up the international capacity to help in times of crisis – but also 
by addressing the root causes of poverty and violence that exacerbated the crisis. 
 
The world learned a lot about justice in relation to health care through the HIV and AIDS pandemic. Many of you 
brought the lessons home over and over again – insisting that every human life is valuable, that every person has a 
right to access essential life-saving medicines and that their right supersedes the right to profits of pharmaceutical 
companies.  That there is a social mortgage on private property became very clear. Because you knew and loved so 
many who were dying of AIDS you insisted that international trade agreements and aid programs be more just. You 
demanded that governments – our own included – invest in research and in effective programs for treating those living 
with HIV and AIDS. You held UNAIDS and WHO and other multilateral agencies to account. That work is not over, but it 
was a beautiful example of Justice, the heart says … 
 

Faced with deep suffering, our hearts first feel empathy, compassion, hurt, anger, frus-
tration. Our hearts then rightly ask … Why is this happening? How can this be? How can 
people do this to each other? What can I do?  
 
Empathy, compassion, hurt, anger, frustration is enriched by accompaniment – people 
and communities who are suffering become our friends and we can see that they are 
subjects of their own lives, with all the hopes and fears the journey of life entails.  Then 
compassion and frustration become hope, solidarity, love.  What you who have given 
your lives to accompanying people at the margins of life know is that the first movement 

© 2014 Monica Lauzurique 

© 2014 Monica Lauzurique 



23 

of the heart when we begin to see (as Jon Sobrino says) the “real,” has to be sustained and transformed by efforts to 
see that reality through the eyes and the experience of those harmed by injustice. 
 
We have to keep moving to the margins, crossing borders to know, to feel what reality is like there.  Empathy, compas-
sion, hurt, anger, frustration enriched by accompaniment, can then become hope, solidarity and active love.   
 

Justice Springs Forth From Our Hearts 
 
From that place of hope, solidarity and active love comes the impetus to do justice, but that instinct has to be nur-
tured, deepened and trained to identify the root causes of specific situations of injustice, of poverty, of war, of ecologi-
cal destruction.  And for those of us who are called by faith to do justice, I believe that the work for justice also has to 
be informed by faith and tested in community.  If the impetus to do justice is not challenged and enriched in these 
ways, we may be busy; we may even be well informed, but we are much less likely to find answers or contribute to 
lasting solutions.  
 
We are called to be faithful (as Mother Teresa said), but we also are called to be as effective as we possibly can be in 
our work for justice, peace and respect for the integrity of creation.  That, I think, is the kind of “long haul” commit-

ment for which you missioners are particularly well suited in this age with its instant 
communications and short term, inadequate solutions that fall far short of doing justice.   
 
In recent months I have spent more time in Central and Eastern Europe than I had previ-
ously.  As Pax Christi we visited Vukovar, a Croatian town utterly devastated by Serb 
forces in November 1991. We gathered for prayer in an open field near Vukovar at the 
site of a massacre  where Yugoslav army and Serb paramilitary forces executed 260 of  
400  people who had sought refuge in the town's hospital, hoping that they would be 
evacuated in the presence of neutral observers.  
 
In Bosnia-Herzogovina we visited Srebrenica, to commemorate the slaying of more than 
7,000 Bosniak (Bosnian Muslim) boys and men -- a massacre perpetrated by Bosnian 

Serb forces in July 1995. In addition to the killings, more than 20,000 civilians were expelled from the area in yet anoth-
er example of ethnic cleansing.  
 
In Warsaw and Auschwitz we heard heart-breaking accounts of the holocaust from survivors of that diabolical crusade 
and we saw powerful evidence of incredible courage, including acts of resistance by hundreds or thousands of prison-
ers.  We know the names of only a few, including Maximilian Kolbe and Roza Robota. 
 
What was most shocking to me as I listened to heart-wrenching story after story, was the deep animosity simmering 
just under the surface in a region of the world that I thought had found peace. Many were still 
working their way through the horrific wounds of World War II and deep divisions of the Soviet 
era.  When people present at the Pax Christi meeting in Warsaw talked about difficulties in 
Ukraine and Belarus, I had no sense that an outbreak of war was possible. In Bosnia-
Herzogovina it was crystal clear that anger and resentment between the Serbs and Bosniaks 
that survived the Dayton Accords could reignite conflict, even war, in the former Yugoslavia.  
 

The Journey of Justice 

 
Justice, the heart says … without justice there is no peace.  Almost always, the road to sustainable and inclusive justice 
is long and circuitous, but I still believe it is possible.   
 
In many countries, impunity has slowly given way to truth and accountability. Each step on the journey has been ex-
ceedingly difficult. Truth has been elusive, doggedly pursued most often by women – the co-Madres in El Salvador; the 
Mothers and Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina; Mothers of the Disappeared in Guatemala; the Women 
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in Black in the former Yugoslavia; the Soldiers’ Mothers in Russia.  Bosnians, Serbs and Croats are coming together to 
insist that the truth be told, that justice be done for those who were killed – that the long process of reconciliation 
begin.  Almost always the road to justice and reconciliation has been long and very hard.  
 
What’s more, we live in a time that is breathtakingly complex. We are just begin-
ning to understand the immense beauty, order, and diversity of the universe in 
which we live.  Even as we struggle to respond with integrity to the heart 
wrenching realities we encounter every day, we are increasingly aware that the 
struggles of the human community for justice and peace are intrinsically inter-
connected with the struggles of the earth community for survival.  
 
It is easy for me to be captured by the big picture – the new cosmology, the mega-threats, the policy debate. So I owe 
all of you a huge debt of gratitude.  The grounding that you who are in mission bring is essential – whether from the 
margins here or overseas.  The challenge before all of us is to connect the two – the stories rooted in realities at the 
margins of life and the most at risk places on the planet – and the big picture theological reflection and deep socio-
political-economic-ecological analysis that enables us to grasp the possibility of transformation and potential routes to 
making transformation a reality. 
 
You have listened to and yourself lived the stories inside and underneath -- at the very heart of the news that floods 
out and permeates the warp and woof of life every minute of every day. You bring home those stories – stories of vio-
lence and courage, horrific suffering and hope, creativity and determination. You bring the stories home because you 
have been forever changed by your experience in mission and your heart impels you to do something about the pov-
erty, war, environmental destruction you saw.  
 

The heart Says Justice … 
 

For over 30 years I have been standing in this space where the heart is deeply touched 
and we are impelled to ask  - given this experience or that story or this amazing rela-
tionship with someone living on the margins of survival, what can I do? How do I work 
for justice? And what is justice in this context or that situation? 
 
Like you I am still asking the questions. That, in fact, is my most honest conclusion. As 
we have been challenged to do by every thoughtful theologian, social analyst and com-
munity organizer – ask why. Tell the stories that burn in your hearts over and over and 
every time ask “why?” Why is there poverty and war and ecological devastation? 

Where are decisions being made that will make a difference? And how can I tell this story that is burning in my heart 
where it will touch another’s heart, help another understand, move our world to a more just and sustainable place? 

 
There is a tremendous gulf between what ordinary people in the US think about and the great needs of our times. 
There is a crying need for stories, but not ONLY for stories.  Thoughtful questions have to accompany the stories -- 
questions guided by faith, by Scripture, by the best of our Catholic tradition of rich social analysis and by reality itself 
that help us see what we must do.  
 
Years ago in The Soul of Politics, my friend Jim Wallis wrote: 

At times I think the truest image of God today is a black inner-city grandmother in the United States or a moth-
er of the disappeared in Argentina or the women who wake up early to make tortillas in refugee camps. They 
all weep for their children, and in their compassionate tears arises the political action that changes the world. 
The mothers show us that it is the experience of touching the pain of others that is the key to change. 

 
Day after day, year after year, you who have given your lives to mission touch the pain of others – the pain of the hu-
man community and the earth community that is the key to deep and lasting change toward a more just and peaceful 
world. As one who has so often been guest in the sacred places you regularly inhabit, all I really can say is thank you 
and adelante! 
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The Vigil for Peace and Justice 
If you want Peace, work for justice.—Pope Bl. Paul VI 

 

Led by USCMA  Executive Directors and Presidents, during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 25, 2014 
Introduction  

 
Opening Song: We Are Called, David Haas 

 

The Samaritan Woman:  Mentor for Mission and Justice 
 

Reading 1: He had to pass through Samaria. So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the plot of land that 
Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there. Jesus, tired from 
his journey, sat down there at the well. It was about noon. A woman of Sa-
maria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” His disci-
ples had gone into the town to buy food. The Samaritan woman said to 
him, “How can you, a Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” (For 
Jews use nothing in common with Samaritans.) Jesus answered and said to 
her, “If you knew the gift of God and who is saying to you, ‘Give me a 
drink,’ you would have asked him and he would have given you living wa-
ter.” [The woman] said to him, “Sir, you do not even have a bucket and the 
cistern is deep; where then can you get this living water? (Jn 4:4-11) 

 
Reflection: A natural thirst brought Jesus and the Samaritan woman together, and led to an insightful dialogue. Jesus 
didn’t let the pre-existing cultural hatred between Jews and Samaritans stop him from approaching and dialoging 
with the Samaritan woman.  Even her reproach – you have no bucket; we don’t use common vessels – did not deter 
him from opening for her a route to a deeper life.  
 

 How do I understand the “culture of encounter” about which Pope Francis speaks so often?  
 How does this challenge me to be open to “people” – to their lives, hardships, joys, hurts and dreams – ra-

ther than to prejudices that kill the spirit? 
 What made this a missionary encounter?  
 Jesus has a special concern for people at the periphery, or the edges of society. 
 Jesus takes the initiative in every encounter. 
  Jesus crossed the borders of religion, ethnicity, gender. 
 Jesus always brings us to truth.  He always calls us to conversion. 
 Jesus empowers us for mission.  If we accept the invitation we become sharers in God’s mission in the world. 

 
Reading 2: Jesus answered and said to her, “Everyone who drinks this 
water will be thirsty again; but whoever drinks the water I shall give will 
never thirst; the water I shall give will become in him a spring of water 
welling up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this wa-
ter, so that I may not be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw wa-
ter.” But the hour is coming, and is now here, when true worshipers will 
worship the Father in Spirit and truth; and indeed the Father seeks such 
people to worship him. God is Spirit, and those who worship him must 
worship in Spirit and truth.” The woman said to him, “I know that the 
Messiah is coming, the one called the Anointed; when he comes, he will 
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tell us everything.” Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is speaking with you.” The woman left her water jar and 
went into the town and said to the people, “Come see a man who told me everything I have done. Could he possibly be 
the Messiah?” (Jn 4:13-15, 23-26, 28-29) 

 
Reflection: The Samaritan woman recognized her own thirst, and re-
sponsibly accepted an invitation to look for a more fulfilling way of life. 
And in her haste to bring the good news to others, she even “left her 
water jar” at the well.  
 Having listened to the Gospel call for justice in the keynote 

presentations, do I recognize any urgency to bring the good news 
to others?  

 What am I willing to leave behind to do the work of the Spirit?   
 What might you ask the Samaritan Women about her experience 

of Jesus? 
 

Reading 3: Many of the Samaritans of that town began to believe in him because of the word of the woman* who tes-
tified, “He told me everything I have done.” When the Samaritans came to him, they invited him to stay with them; and 
he stayed there two days. Many more began to believe in him because of his word, and they said to the woman, “We 
no longer believe because of your word; for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the savior of 
the world.” After the two days, he left there for Galilee.  (Jn 4:39-43)  
 
Reflection: The message is greater than the messenger! We do our part, but God gives growth (see also 1 Cor 3:6). 
Consider also the change that took place in the Samaritan woman, in her fellow Samaritans, and in Jesus’ disciples.  

 Will I allow the Spirit to change me as a consequence of the personal action steps I write on my Cross Card? 
In so doing we are “ambassadors” of the Spirit (see Eph 6:19-20), who alone can transform our efforts into 
something much more relevant. 

 A take home thought to ponder: 
This presence of the Risen One in the Church makes it possible for us to encounter him, thanks to the 
invisible working of his life-giving Spirit…to encounter the Risen Christ is to adhere freely to his per-
son and his plan which consists of proclaiming and in bringing about the Kingdom of God (Ecclesia in 
America 68). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2014 Monica Lauzurique 

© 2014 Monica Lauzurique 

© 2014 Monica Lauzurique 

© 2014 Rev. Ron Gagne, MS 

© 2014 Rev. Arthur Carillo, CP 



27 

O God, we pray for all those in our world 
who are suffering from injustice: 
 
For those who are discriminated against 
because of their race, color, or religion; 
 

For the migrants who see "home"  
and all it means disappear behind them;  

 
For those who, not by choice but by force of necessity, 
 cannot see a home in the days ahead of them; 

 
For all those who are weary 
and without a safe place to rest their heads; 

 
For those imprisoned because they 
work for the relief of oppression; 
 

For those who are hounded 
for speaking the inconvenient truth; 

 
 

For those who dwell in insecurity, tempted to violence 
as a cry against overwhelming hardship; 
 

For families suffering from hunger and famine,  
and deprived of reasonable health and education; 

 
For children growing up without their mothers' care, 
experiencing the void of loneliness in their lives. 
 

For those too weak to help themselves 
and who have no one else to help them; 

 
For the unemployed who cry out for work  
but do not find it. 
 

We pray for anyone of our acquaintance 
who is personally affected by injustice. 

 
Forgive us, Lord, if we unwittingly share in the conditions 
or in a system that perpetuates injustice. 
Knowing that our hands and feet are yours, 
show us how we can serve your children. Amen. 
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Sunday Morning Prayer 
 

Led by Bro. Bernie Spitzley, SVD and Fr. Robert Kelley, SVD during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 26, 2014 
 

Leader: Let us remember that we are in the Holy Presence of God 

and gather ourselves with a brief silence. 
  
 Bless us Lord, as we go to work this morning. Look down 

upon our efforts to honor your name through work and fel-
lowship. And help us be fruitful, for only in your power do 
we live and move and in your being alone we find our Mis-
sionary identity. 

 
All: Oh God, you have called each of us to special tasks, purpos-

es and vocations, equipping us with the skills and energy to perform them. Always, there is that first 
call from you, God of Mission, working through our work to help, heal, change, feed, shelter and care 
for a needful world. 

 

Leader: Bless our Missionary work, Lord of vineyards and seas! We long to leave a mark as visible as a bridge, 

even though our mark may be one that no one can see now except us. Your harvest comes in your 
own sweet time. 

 

All: Come, let us sing to the Lord, and let us shout aloud to 
the Rock of Our Salvation! Let us come before Him with thanks-
giving and exalt him with music and song! For the Lord is the 
great God, the great King above of gods. In His hand are the 
depths of the earth! 
 

Leader: We plow the fields and scatter the good seed on 

the land, but it is fed and watered by God’s almighty hand. God 
sends the snow in winter, the warmth to swell the grain, the 
breezes and the sunshine, and soft refreshing rain. All good gifts 
around us are sent from heaven above: Then thank the Lord, O 
thank the Lord this morning, for all His love. 
 

All: AMEN. 
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The Algebra of Mission: CSM+CST = CSL 
Christian Scripture Meditating + Catholic Social Teaching = Church Social Living 

 

Given by Rev. James J. Greenfield, OSFS, during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 26, 2014 
 
As we conclude our time together for this annual mission conference, I trust we all know by 
now the overall theme of this conference: “Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge to the Church in 
Mission.”  In my presentation this morning, I develop three topics that constitute—what I am 
calling—an “algebra of mission,” namely that meditating on and praying with Scripture, com-
plemented by an understanding and personal integration of Catholic Social Teaching, gives us 
a clear road map for living together as Church, a true People of God.  Or, more simply, if you 
throw a Bible and the Church’s Compendium of Social Teaching into a blender, out would pop 
a missioner with a game plan for Christian living.  
 

CSM: Christian Scripture Meditating 
 
The Holy Spirit is the God of justice and has been breathing on suspecting and unsuspecting 
disciples from the dawn of creation, from when Jesus handed over his Spirit from the cross, 
and at the first Pentecost, to name just a few mo-
ments. 

 
We see, especially, in the early chapters of the Acts of the Apostles, which 
some Scripture scholars say should actually be called the Acts of the Holy Spirit, 
that the Spirit of God breathes life and energy into the early disciples to help 
them address immediate needs: taking care of widows, healing the sick, and 
sharing all in common.  The Holy Spirit inspired those disciples as they went 
from being fearful and pusillanimous to becoming mature women and men 
who were heroic—thinking and acting in magnanimous ways—all of this com-
ing from the radical inspiration of Jesus in his paschal mystery, into which we 
are all baptized! 
 
This first of my three-part conversation with you this morning invites us to look always to the Scriptures to discover the 
meaning of Gospel justice.  And, specifically as missioners, when we do, we discover that the Holy Spirit does not really 
solve the problems we face each day, but as the song goes, stirs and troubles the waters we wade in from the moment 
of our baptism.  What do I mean? Listen to the poetry, “When We Let the Spirit Lead Us,” by Alice Walker: 

When we let Spirit lead us 
it is impossible to know 
where we are being led. 
All we know 
all we can believe 
all we can hope  
is that we are going home 
that wherever Spirit takes us is where we live. 

 
We cannot choose when to be alive.  We are born and live in this time and place, and as both Don Senior and Marie 
Dennis stated in their talks, it is a rather uncertain era.  I especially loved Marie’s description that we live in a time that 
is “breath-takingly” complex – how true! 
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We know global crisis, institutional decline, and some very peculiar dynamics in the U.S. 
including political ineffectiveness, as well as a variety of challenges within our church. The 
deep-down tensions between the west and the Muslim world and the alarming economic 
disparities between the northern and southern hemispheres, as Don Senior put it.  We also 
know the destruction of peoples’ lives by poverty and violence and all the stressors of living 
in our world today.  
 
But this moment is our time, the only time we have.  And, the Holy Spirit stirred and trou-
bled the waters of our baptisms to leave us with a sense that we need to do something – 
not everything, but something!  This is the problem that I suggest we all wrestle with – 
what am I to do in this vast universe of ours?  How do I bring the justice of God to the zip 
code I live or mission in?  Yes, the Holy Spirit takes us to places near and far and wide. 
 
Let’s take a look at Acts 2:1-13, and even meditate on it, as I think it is a superb text to conclude this weekend of en-
gagement on living the challenge of gospel justice as a Church in mission.  As I do so, I will rely heavily on the scholar-
ship of Dr. Laurie Brink, a Dominican sister and professor of Scripture at Catholic Theological Union in Chicago. 

Acts 2:1-13 
When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together. And suddenly there came from the 
sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were. Then there appeared to 
them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Ho-
ly Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit enabled them to proclaim. 
 
Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in Jerusalem. At this sound, they gathered 
in a large crowd, but they were confused because each one heard them speaking in his own language. They were 
astounded, and in amazement they asked, "Are not all these people who are speaking Galileans? Then how does 
each of us hear them in his own native language? We are Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, inhabitants of Meso-
potamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya near 
Cyrene, as well as travelers from Rome, both Jews and converts to Judaism, Cretans and Arabs, yet we hear them 
speaking in our own tongues of the mighty acts of God." They were all astounded and bewildered, and said to 
one another, "What does this mean?" But others said, scoffing, "They have had too much new wine." 

 
Note that as Acts opens, the disciples were huddled in that upper room, and as I said 
earlier, they were at prayer – not playing BINGO or some other Catholic activity that 
sometimes can trump contemplative prayer in church gatherings!  They were fearful in 
their outlook on the future.  In Acts 1, Jesus had appeared to them and promised that 
they would receive the gift of the Holy Spirit to become witnesses of the resurrection in 
Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and even to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 
1:8).  As St. Paul reminds us, our true citizenship is in heaven, not in the country that our 
passport announces. 
 

We’re all loving Pope Francis – how many days since March 13, 2013 has someone NOT asked you what do you think of 
this new Pope?  But, “there is no leadership-training program for popes-to-be. I don’t think he got a New Pope Hand-
book or Pontificate for Dummies as soon as white smoke started pumping into the Vatican sky.  His fellow cardinals ap-
plauded his election, sent him to the Room of Tears to vest himself in white and to give him some prayerful privacy to 
recollect himself, parted the red curtains and then pushed (well, escorted) him onto the loggia of St. Peter’s Basilica to 
assume leadership of 1.2 billion Catholics” (C. Lowney, Pope Francis: Why He Leads the Way He Leads, 2013). 
 
And, like the pope, we sometimes find ourselves thrust onto that metaphorical balcony: step up, it’s time to lead this 
parish, this mission, this diocese, or, as the case may be, the whole Catholic Church.  The Pope wants a church bruised 

and dirty and he says to us in Italian, avanti, meaning let’s go! 
 
Looking at the experience of those early disciples after the resurrection is instructive for us. They had nothing, not a 
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body to cling to, not a creed to profess, not a Catechism to consult, not liturgical rubrics by which to pray, nor 2000 
years of tradition to reflect on.  
 
No, they had their web of relationships centered in Jesus, their memories of life with him, and the Spirit calling them to 
life amid death. We are called to reclaim this post-resurrection pneumatology. It is relational and creative.  
 

In that section from Acts, some time has gone by and the disciples are back in the 
upper room.  St. Luke tells us they were “all together in the same place.”  But, if eve-
ryone is together, aren't they in the same place?  
 
One can see that the Acts of the Apostles is not really about a group-hugging set of 
disciples who are in the same place geographically; rather, it is a window into fervent 
and prayerful disciples who do not always agree (cf. Brink).  And, I believe the same 
can be said of us—as we, missioners from many locales, we are gathered here in this 
same place but we do not always agree.  Think of the Synod on Family and Evangeli-
zation which concluded in late October 2014! 

Listen to Pope Francis: 
[This Synod] has been “a journey” – and like every journey there were moments of running fast, as if wanting 
to conquer time and reach the goal as soon as possible; other moments of fatigue, as if wanting to say 
“enough”; other moments of enthusiasm and ardor. There were moments of profound consolation listening to 
the testimony of true pastors, who wisely carry in their hearts the joys and the tears of their faithful people. 
Moments of consolation and grace and comfort hearing the testimonies of the families who have participated 
in the Synod and have shared with us the beauty and the joy of their married life. A journey where the stronger 
feel compelled to help the less strong, where the more experienced are led to serve others, even through con-
frontations. And since it is a journey of human beings, with the consolations there were also moments of deso-
lation, of tensions and temptations. 

 
Back to Luke --- he also uses the word suddenly when referring to the noise that came from the sky.  “Suddenly” is a 
word that means without warning or unexpectedly.  Brink points out that when we hear this word we usually think of a 
heart attack, a stroke, a car accident.  But, in this text, there is a rushing wind coming down from heaven that fills the 
entire room.  And, in this scene, there are the tongues of fire that rested on everyone in the room.  Each one of them in 
that room received the gift of the Spirit, not just the Apostles, but everyone in the room is filled with the Spirit.  Even 
St. Peter quotes the Prophet Joel as saying that God “will pour out a portion of my spirit upon all flesh” (Acts 2:17).  
Upon ALL flesh – no stratification here.  God’s largess meets the fear of those gathered.  Brink states, “this motley crew 
from Galilee, a rag-tag group of fishermen and peasants, suddenly, unexpectedly, can speak other languages.” 
 
And, the “Holy Spirit gave the Apostles and disciples the ability to speak multiple languages,” (Brink) but those gathered 
outside did not receive a gift to hear in those many languages.  Thus, “the responsibility for translating the Word of God 
is not upon the hearers but upon the preachers.  We are called through the gifts of the Holy Spirit to be missionaries for 
God’s word, to inculturate it, so that it may be heard” (Brink). 
 
This past summer I listened to Sherry Weddell who discussed her newest book, Forming Intentional Disciples (2012).  
One thesis of her book is that forming intentional disciples is not forming a spiritual elite but to create a spiritual cul-
ture that openly honors both the inward and outward dimensions of sacraments and liturgy.  She posits that so many 
Catholics are sacramentalized but not evangelized.  This is another way of saying that as missionaries of God’s word, it 
is incumbent up on us that we create that spiritual culture so that God’s word may be heard.   
 
Brink, rather humorously, says the list of nations from where the pious Jews have assembled reads like a drop-down 
window for Expedia.com.  And, how often have we sat through a Liturgy of the Word when the lector strangles the pro-
nunciation of these places.  But the list demonstrates that holiness is to be found even in the most remote corners of 
the Roman Empire – the world. Many traveled great distances to be present for the Festival of Pentecost, and they are 
utterly amazed that so far from home, they find someone speaking their language.  The same for us – we come here 
from the Washington Metro area, Wilmington DE and NC, Virginia Beach, Philadelphia, etc. to listen to one another – 



32 

through prayer and the breaking of the bread. 
 
“In a real sense, then, Pentecost was not, contrary to what is usually called the ‘birthday of the church’; rather, the 
church is born only as the disciples of Jesus gradually and painfully realize that they are called beyond themselves to all 
peoples” (Brink).  This essential, baptism-impelled call to go beyond the self to others is grounded in the fundamental 
dignity inherent in all of God’s creation, which brings us to our second movement, Catholic Social Teaching. 
 

Catholic Social Teaching 
 

The phrase, “Catholic Social Teaching,” is usually applied to a limited body of literature written in the modern era deal-
ing primarily with issues of life in modern society.  The moral theologian and Franciscan priest, Ken Himes, says it best 
when it comes to the foci for CST:  “Human beings are made in the image of God and that the God who is Creator of all 
entered into history through the Son and became human.  In other words, the doctrines of creation and incarnation, 
central affirmations of our creed, lead us to affirm the dignity of each person” (K. Himes. 101 Questions & Answers on 
Catholic Social Teaching, 2nd ed., 2013). 
 
Himes says no official list of documents exists, but Rerum novarum is on everyone’s list which is Leo XIII’s 1891 encycli-
cal.  In it, Leo attempted to persuade Catholics to concentrate less on politics and more on the social question.  He in-
sisted that wages be determined not by economic considerations alone, but by taking into account the basic needs of 
the individual – introducing the notion of human rights in the economic order.  
 
Some say CST is the Church’s best-kept secret, but I am not sure that is apt today.  I suggest that the list of teachings is 
more elastic and many Catholics really do intuit these teachings. 

 
Again, Ken Himes states that “the Church does not take up social issues because it is 
driven by some partisan agenda, but as a result of the theological claim that human be-
ings are creatures of dignity and worth.  If that claim is not to be reduced to pious senti-
mentality, then it must lead its adherents to work for the promotion of people’s dignity 
and protection from whatever threatens that dignity.”  So, this is the story of the devel-
opment of CST. 
 
And it is so important to avoid pious sentimentality.  Nathan Mitchel who writes for 

Worship, in his Amen Corner says it bluntly:  “Perhaps the greatest threat to Christian Eucharist is precisely a moral 
numbness that prevents our seeing God’s presence in the least and littlest, that prevents our seeing the Risen One 
among the most vulnerable citizens of our chaotic world.  The greatest threat to Eucharist is world hunger.  It is not for 
nothing that the great Indian teacher of nonviolence, Mohandas K. Ghandi, once said that ‘if Christ ever comes to India, 
he’s better come as bread’” (Nathan Mitchell, Vol. 86, 3, 2012). 
 
Flowing naturally from all of this is the belief that our God is a God of justice who always acts in 
history to set relationships right, defend the poor, the weak, the widow, the wanderer, and the 
oppressed—and is still acting in this fashion.  And, since God acts this way, we believe that certain 
human rights emerge as a result of our human dignity.  It was St. John XXIII who first attempted to 
list the human rights endorsed by the Church in his classic Pacem in Terris; and St. John Paul II who 
provided an updated roster of some of the most important human rights in 1979 before the Unit-
ed Nations General Assembly:  life, liberty, and security of the person, right to food, clothing, 
housing, sufficient health care, rest, leisure, right to freedom of expression, education and culture; 
the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, etc. 
 
Again, John XXIII wrote in that same encyclical that “in our time the common good is chiefly guaranteed when personal 
rights and duties are maintained.”  Himes comments that human rights spell out the standards of personal well being 
that any conception of the common good must embrace.  
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Just a few weeks ago, retired Bishop Howard Hubbard of Albany, New York, writing 
on the beatification of Pope Paul VI, said that Pope Paul uniquely understood that 
Vatican II was largely a European and North American dominated agenda.  Paul 
knew the social question must become worldwide.  Thus, he was on the side of any 
effort for the development of poor nations—and poor peoples.  What an honor 
that Pope Benedict XVI referred to Paul’s encyclical Populorum Progressio as the 
“Rerum novarum of the present age” of globalization. And, we know globalization 
may make us neighbors – but does it really make us brothers and sisters?  Further-
more, Pope Benedict XVI heaped high praise on Pope Paul in what he said, as Pope 
Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum, issued in 1891, launched the modern period of papal social teaching. In Popu-
lorum Progressio, Paul VI underlined the indispensable importance of the Gospel for building a society according to 
peace and justice. 
 
Paul VI’s vision communicated two important truths: 

 Promoting human development is integral to the Church’s mission, not something added or peripheral. 
 Authentic human development concerns the whole person in every dimension (personal, social, political, eco-

nomic, and spiritual). 
 
These two truths are not only foundational to our lives as disciples, Christians, and 
thoughtful citizens of the world.  I would suggest that they are essential elements 
of the very Kingdom of God and certainly constitutive dimensions—of the highest 
order—the personality of the missioner. 
 
On a lighthearted note, I recall an Al Smith dinner in New York a few years ago 
which featured Stephen Colbert. Knowing there is a lot of ribbing at this annual 
event, Colbert commented on Cardinal Dolan’s vestiture by saying, “I have great 
respect for you, Cardinal Dolan, though I do have to say, sir, it is not easy when you 
are wearing that outfit.” The cardinal, in his house cassock, gave a broad grin. “In 

that cape and red sash, you look like a matador who’s really let himself go,” Colbert said.  
 
The dinner welcomed President Obama and Governor Romney, one of only four face-to-face encounters they had be-
fore the 2012 election; and, this was with the Catholic Church for a Catholic Charities dinner! Quips abounded, and my 
favorite was that Cardinal Dolan would have preferred Governor Christy to be there instead of Romney so he would 
look thin.  
 
Concluding the evening, Cardinal Dolan described the church as a big tent encompassing lots of people, ideas, 
thoughts, and beauty. He spoke of the Catholic Church in the public square as being concerned with the “uns”:  unem-
ployed, uninsured, unwanted child, unwed mother, unborn baby in mother’s womb, un-housed, undocumented, un-
healthy, unfed, under-educated.  Yes, we are a church of the “uns,” and whether it is our work on behalf of immigration 
reform, eradicating poverty, stopping war, or dealing with the environmental destruction all around us, we need, as 
Marie Dennis challenged us yesterday, to engage our hearts and ask not only WHY but WHAT can we do? 
 
As one way of answering the WHAT question, a part of my process for developing this talk was to view websites of col-
leges who feature CST.  I wanted to see what is being done to involve young adults in this arena.  On Fordham Universi-
ty’s webpage I noted The Francis and Ann Curran’s Center for American Catholic Studies which states: 

2016 will mark the 125th anniversary of Pope Leo XIII’s groundbreaking encyclical, Rerum novarum, “On the Conditions of 
Labor.” This document initiated a new era of public dialogue and engagement between the Catholic Church and the mod-
ern “social question”—the opportunities, problems, and dangers wrought by the industrial revolution. Leo used the Catho-
lic tradition to engage and evaluate the modern economy’s nature and purposes, as well as the roles of states and citizens, 
businesses and workers, and civic associations and families in addressing economies’ capacity to generate reasonable lev-
els of material well-being and flourishing for all. Recognizing the vast differentials of power across a complex, internation-
al, and increasingly global economic system, Leo focused particular attention on the plight of the poor and workers strug-
gling to eke out basic livings for themselves and their families.  
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Thus, since the time of Pope Leo and Rerum novarum, the Church has continued to reflect on and to promote this en-
gagement and dialogue.  And a defining feature of CST has been its confidence in all people’s capacity to understand, 
embrace, and collaborate toward the common good in its cultural, political, economic, and ecological aspects. 
 
I conclude this second part of my conversation placing Pope Francis in our view.  In his  apostolic exhortation, Evangelii 
Gaudium, he says that the economy should serve the human person and not the other way around, and that profit is 
not the highest motive in economic activity: 

The Church which goes forth is a community of missionary disciples who take the first step, who are involved and sup-
portive, who bear fruit and rejoice.  An evangelizing community gets involved by word and deed in people’s daily lives; it 
bridges distances; it is willing to abase itself, if necessary; and it embraces human life, touching the suffering flesh of Christ 
in others (EG #24, p. 13). 

 
A great talk by a church ecclesiologist, Dr. Richard Gaillardetz of Boston College, titled “A Missionary Council has in-
spired a Missionary Pope to Create a Missionary Church” is worth some consideration here: 

It’s interesting, if you were to go back and look at the corpus of Pope John Paul II’s writings, the passage that John Paul I I 
quoted more than any other was Gaudium et Spes §22, which is a Christological text about how Jesus Christ comes to re-
veal humanity to itself.  It’s a beautiful passage.   
 
I suspect that when we get to the end of Francis’ pontificate and people look back and say, “What passage from Vatican II 
did Francis cite more often?”  The early returns suggest that it will be Ad Gentes §2.   
 
Ad Gentes is the Decree on the Missionary Life of the Church is the most profound ecclesiological text of the Council, ap-
proved at the end, and so, in some ways, it takes in a lot of the Council’s teaching.   
 
And Ad Gentes §2 makes a very bold statement.  It says, “The Church is missionary by its very nature.”  And Francis has 
already quoted that on a number of occasions.  Now that might seem to you to be a rather tame, or abstract, or even, in 
some ways, traditional statement, because, of course, we think of mission in terms of “The Missions.”  And many of us 
grew up as Catholics, supporting the missions, always prefaced by “The Foreign Missions.”  Mission work is what you do 
somewhere else.  And it’s largely about two things: winning souls to Christ; and what was called the plantatio ecclesiae, 
planting of new churches in unchurched countries.   

 
Gaillardetz continues: 

But Ad Gentes §2 is recovering a much more profound biblical insight that per-
haps, as Steven Bevens has put it, “It is not so accurate to say Christ founded the 
Church and gave it a mission; but rather, Christ called forth disciples, sent them in 
mission, and consented for there to be a Church in service of the mission.”  

 
So, Pope Francis is direct in saying the Church needs to be reformed in light of 
mission – but listen to his clarity: 

We don’t reform the Church just to make it more administratively efficient.  In 
fact, one of my real concerns about the reform of the curia is there is going to be a mighty temptation on the part of the 
Council of Cardinals to think of reform precisely an organizational flow chart.  I have a real concern that some of those 
reforms of the curia are going to be about efficiency, better communication, overcoming silos in the Vatican. 

 
Pope Francis is blunt:  what leads to a change of heart in Christians, is precisely missionary spirit.” 
 

Church Social Living 
 
Here we get to the heart of the matter.  All of the aforementioned can seem an intellectual conversation—it needs to 
become a personal transformation.  Now, here’s where we get to the heart of the matter.  Roger Bergman, a professor 
at Creighton University, published a book titled Catholic Social Learning: Educating the Faith that does Justice.  He ar-
gues that the canon for Catholic social teaching spreads to six hundred pages, yet fewer than two pages are devoted to 
Catholic social learning or pedagogy.  How do we correct this gross imbalance?  How do we educate the faith that does 
justice? How is commitment to social justice provoked and sustained over a lifetime? Bergman raises these incredibly 
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provocative questions, and I hope this third and final part of my conversation with you is a response to some of these 
worthwhile questions. 
 
Transformation happens in the presence of images and relation-
ships—not concepts.  If we want to inspire others to change the 
world we need to transform them – not change ideas in their 
heads!  We need to see others in mission to come to love being 
in mission ourselves.  As an Oblate of St. Francis de Sales, I have 
heard people say that Salesian spirituality is “better caught than 
taught,” because it is such an interior spirituality.  And, as I pre-
pared this talk, I thought of how I have come to appropriate 
what it means to be a Salesian through role models of men I 
have lived with over the past 30 years who all model it in different ways. 
 
Picking up again on Sherry Weddell whom I mentioned in Part 1, Archbishop Diarmud Martin of Dublin says something 
similar:  Ireland is the most catechized country in Europe, but the least evangelized.” 
 
Pope Francis: 

I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment, to a renewed personal encounter with Jesus Christ, or at least an 
openness to letting him encounter them; I ask all of you to do this unfailingly each day.  No one should think that this invi-
tation is not meant for him or her; since no one is excluded from the joy brought by the Lord (EG 3). 

 
Gabriel Marcel, the French existentialist philosopher who turned to religion late in life explained the roots of his radical 
shift:  “It happened though personal encounters.  Nothing else ever changes anyone in an important way.” 

 
This is why encounter experiences are so important to help people see and touch 
an issue rather than just read about it.  As Greg Boyle, SJ says in Tattoos on the 
Heart, “You can’t demonize someone you know.” 
 
Professor of ethics at Boston College, Jesuit priest Tom Massaro, wrote that the 
guild of Catholic social ethicists and teachers of CST could stand to profit from the 
reminder that there is no substitute for attention to personal encounter in social 
justice education and ministry.  Ideas are valuable, but right thinking must be com-
plemented with direct human experience.    

 
Go back to that Pentecost text that I discussed earlier:  Steve Bevans of Catholic Theological Union says, “In a real 
sense, then, Pentecost was not, contrary to what is usually said, the ‘birthday of the church;’ rather, the church is born 
only as the disciples of Jesus gradually and painfully realize that they are called beyond themselves to all.  This suggests 
that mission is the essence of life.  Bevans even goes on to say that mission is God’s job-description!  Pointedly, as we 
may have heard before, but we need to hear it more frequently—the mission has a Church … the Church does not have 
a mission.  
 
We are graced with a desire to be missioners, proclaiming the Good News with renewed enthusiasm and commitment. 
Anything less is unworthy of our baptism.  And, again, it is our baptism that missions us for mission. 
 
I heard once that if you had to explain the entirety of the proceedings at Vatican Council II you could simply use one 
word – BAPTISM. 
 
In his excellent book, Ecclesiology for a Global Church, Richard Gaillardetz discusses the recovery of the priority of bap-
tism, discipleship, and mission at Vatican II.  He suggests that “even though the Council tried to deal with the second-
class status of the laity, it still had not done so as they prepared the document on the Church.  The early drafts dis-
cussed “States of Evangelical Perfection” and those who pursued the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity, and obe-
dience were presumed to achieve the highest level of holiness.  But, there was virtually no consideration of the 99+ 
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percent of the church who were not called to religious life or ordination.  But, 
as we know, that tenor change dramatically.  The consistent theme of the coun-
cil was that any adequate reflection on the universal call to holiness must begin 
with Christian baptism” (p. 186). 
 
So, let’s look at the Rite of Baptism itself.  I will highlight briefly the five rituals 
at the center of the rite and illustrate how this primary sacrament of initiation 
is, at its core, a sacrament of mission.  I consider the baptism of a child, named 
Meghan, in this instance.   
 
There is deep, deep value in explicating, in ritual fashion, the mission-based elements implicit in this sacrament and the 
Christian life which it initiates.  As we may recall after the renewal of baptismal vows, there are five key moments.   
 
First, there is the baptizing of the child with the Trinitarian formula.  However, this is preceded with a question; in fact, 
it is a repeated question to the parents: “Is it your will that Meghan should be baptized in the faith of the Church, 
which we have all professed with you?”  When they affirm it, the child is baptized.  I think that the question is telling.  
Parents are reminded that their child is entering into a vast and infinite network of relationships at whose foundation is 
mutual responsibility.  Like a family takes care of each other, this vast family of faith will take care of each other.  This is 
where the basic theme of solidarity emerges from CST! 

 
Second, the anointing with chrism.  As the child’s head is anointed with sacred 
chrism the following prayer is prayed:  

God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has freed you from sin, given you a new 
birth by water and the Holy Spirit, and welcomed you into his holy people.  He 
now anoints you with the chrism of salvation.  As Christ was anointed Priest, 
Prophet, and King, so may you live always as a member of his body, sharing ever-
lasting life.  Amen. 

 
Note the relational words again: welcomed you into his holy people and may you 
live always as a member of his body, sharing everlasting life.  This is a significant 

assertion: We baptized are eternally related.  Nothing will ever undo our eternal interconnections.  Not our denials, 
sins, even death.  We belong to God—and one another!—forever.  Furthermore, we will always, always have royal dig-
nity, which must be respected, honored, and advanced at all times.  This in itself is a mission! 
 
Third, clothing with the white garment.  Again, the prayer: 

Meghan, you have become a new creation, and have clothed yourself in Christ.  See in this white garment the 
outward sign of your Christian dignity.  With your family and friends to help you by word and example, bring 
that dignity unstained into the everlasting life of heave.  Amen. 

 
Indeed, this is not just about the white garment.  Recall Paul’s letter to the local Church at Colossae:  

Put on, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, heartfelt compassion, 
kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience, bearing with one another 
and forgiving one another, if one has a grievance against another, as the 
Lord has forgiven you, so must you also do.  And over all these put on 
love, that is the bond of perfection.  And let the peace of Christ control 
your hearts, the peace into which you were also called in on Body (3:12-
14). 

 
Once again, sound qualifications and excellent exhortations for missioners 
whether in Colossae or the cities and towns where we are missioned more 
than 2,000 years later. 
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Fourth, the lightened candle.  Usually the task of tallest godparent, lighting the 
baptismal candle to the words “Receive the light of Christ” is a clear commission-
ing within the missioning that is baptism.  The parents and godparents are 
charged, if you will, with keeping the flame of faith alive. 
 
And, finally, the last movement of the explicatory rites, is the Ephphetha or the 
Prayer over Ears and Mouth.  This marks the end of the actual baptism ceremony, 
for only the Lord’s Prayer and Blessing remain.  In this simple prayer with the cele-
brant touching the child’s ears and mouth, we see the deliberate missioning in 
which we now participate: 

The Lord Jesus made the deaf hear and the mute speak.  May he soon touch your ears to receive his word, and 
your mouth to proclaim his faith, to the praise and glory of God the Father. 

 
“To proclaim his faith”—no wonder these words conclude the Rite of Baptism.  This is the mission.  This is God’s mis-
sion, and it is given to us.  It is the punctuation mark on the ceremony, and it is the exclamation point for the Christian 
mission! 

 
Earlier this morning, I mentioned that Jesus handed over his Spirit from the cross.  
It is this cross and the resurrection into which we are baptized and through which 
we grow into our vocations, that countless array of charisms in the church to 
bless the world and advance the mission given to us in baptism.  St. Francis de 
Sales tells us that “the Church is a garden patterned with unlimited flowers.”  This 
beautiful image from this doctor of the Church illustrates the vast diversity that is 
both available and necessary in the loving, fulfilling work enabled through the 
grace of the Holy Spirit.  As missioners, we all cooperate in and through the grace 
of God. 
 

I conclude with how I began, with the algebra of mission.  I think it is fair to offer here a full disclosure: I am not a math-
ematician.  In fact, I am really not that good in math.  But I do like most basic elements of algebra: Something, usually 
letters, represent something else.  A friend of mine once quipped, “I loved math until they threw in the letters.”  Yes, it 
is important to have the ability for one thing to be represented by something else.  On one hand, letters are wholly 
different from numbers.  Yet, on another, they are so related that they actually equal—share full identity with—what 
they are representing.   
 
We are like that with our God and with God’s mission.  Yes, we are wholly different from our Triune God.  Yet, made in 
God’s image, we are so related that we, through our creation expressed in baptism, share an identity with God that is 
loving, Christic, and creative.  This is both a divine esteeming and a sacred trusting given to us by the Trinity.  Imagine, 
we have been entrusted with the mission of God!  Our response continues to unfold, for God is counting on us to get 
the job done.  And, so are our brothers and sisters: Fellow missioners, let’s get to work! 
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Ants Carrying an Elephant 
Closing Reflection 

 

Given by Sr. Janice McLaughlin, MM, during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 26, 2014 
 
Let me preface my remarks with some words of appreciation for USCMA. Perhaps it’s more 
than a happy coincidence that I was invited to address the previous Mission Congress just as I 
was beginning my six year term in leadership with the Maryknoll Sisters. That Congress, hold 
in 2010 in Albuquerque, New Mexico, introduced me to this network of people like myself – 
kindred spirits who shared a common experience of mission and a worldwide vision. I had on-
ly recently returned from Zimbabwe where I had spent almost 30 years and felt like a stranger 
in the United States. I’m sure that most of you can identify with that feeling. USCMA became a 
safe harbor for me and it was a pleasure and privilege to serve on the Board. I looked forward 
to these annual conferences as a way to recharge my batteries and to get ideas and inspira-
tion to propel me through the year. As I conclude my time with you, I wish to thank you all 
most sincerely for the encouragement and support that I have received. I hope all of you here 
feel equally committed and will go back to your communities to share what you experienced 
and to recruit more members to join USCMA. 
 
As I wrap up this conference on a topic very close to my heart (Gospel Justice), I’m reminded of a proverb that I learned 
from a Sister from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in Central Africa. The proverb says: “It is only by uniting 
together that ants can carry an elephant.” Let me repeat – It’s only by uniting together that ants can carry an elephant. 
During this Conference we have heard about the many elephants in our society, our church and our world that are 
weighing us down. 
 
The proverb reminds us that we can bring change if we join with others; it reminds us that it’s not enough to know 
scripture and the social teachings of the Church but that we must put them into practice in our lives and in our society 
if we want to make a difference. That was Fr. Greenfield’s message to us this morning – our reflection and prayer must 
lead to social living. We did so at this Conference when we approved a resolution on “Just and Compassionate Immigra-
tion Reform.”  There are many other elephants that we can carry if we come together and work for a common cause. 
 
I am struck by the skillful blending of all the different pieces of this gathering to create a coherent and meaningful 
whole. The prophetic message of Gospel Justice was woven into the prayers, keynote presentations, dialog sessions 
and home community meetings to form a pattern that catches the eye, touches the heart and opens the mind. 
 
Like this colorful piece of cloth from East Africa (unfold and drape a kitenge over the podium), it grabs our attention and 
helps us to focus on what is essential; to see rightly. Perhaps our eyes were opened wider to recognize that our call to 
mission is also a call to put justice at the front and center of our ministry – to carry those elephants of unjust structures, 
policies and practices that weigh people down, those modern day crosses that so many people on our planet are forced 
to bear. 
 
Donald Senior’s comprehensive overview of the vision of justice in scripture, both Old and New Testaments, provided a 
solid framework or foundation for understanding this ministry in the light of the Gospel. He told us that the Hebrew 
term for justice or righteousness appears more than 500 times and is not an abstract term but is very personal and 
rooted in the history of Israel. Social mission, Fr. Senior stated, is at the heart of the Church’s mission and is rooted in 
God’s vision for Israel and in Jesus’ ministry. 
 

©
 2

0
1

4
 M

o
n

ic
a 

La
u

zu
ri

q
u

e
 



39 

Closing that first evening with the Mission Award to the Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR), we cele-
brated a courageous and steadfast commitment to justice, even in the face of opposition. We honored women reli-
gious for their fidelity to the Gospel call to hear and respond to the cry of the poor. The LCWR has surely shown us how 
to carry the elephants in our midst in prophetic and effective ways. 
 
Yesterday, Marie Dennis moved us to the level of the heart, sharing examples that she had witnessed in various crisis 
situations; places where the wounds of war are still raw and even bleeding. She challenged us to keep going to the 
margins and crossing borders in order to know and feel the reality there. Letting our hearts be broken, she reminded 
us, opens us to see life through the eyes of the people we accompany in mission; to be evangelized, as was Archbishop 
Romero, by these experiences so that we are ready to witness to the need for transformation, regardless of the cost. 
 
Martyrdom is very much a reality in our world today. Recently three Xavierian Missionaries of Mary were murdered in 
Burundi, for example, and three Dominican Sisters in Iraq died after they were forced to flee when the town in which 
they lived was attacked by ISIS forces. No, martyrdom is not a relic of the past but is visible today. Marie told us of the 
courage and love of aid workers, doctors, nurses and the ‘burial boys’ who risk their lives to care for those with the 
Ebola virus. Quoting Jim Wallis, Marie concluded that touching the pain of others is the key to change.  
 
In our home communities, we exchanged stories of pain, compassion, empathy, anger and frustration that were trans-
formed into acts of solidarity, love and hope. In our dialog sessions we learned skills and information to help us better 
practice Gospel justice. In our prayers we affirmed the need to share our gifts, to be inclusive in our relations, to be 
open to missionary encounters and to reach out to the excluded, despised and neglected. 
 
Today we added another thread to our colorful pattern as Fr. Greenfield creatively depicted the relationship between 
the various elements of our justice ministry, making my task easier. The intriguing and puzzling title of his presentation 
“The Algebra of Mission” unfolded to reveal a clear description of our call as messengers of the Gospel.  
 
As we leave today, I am reminded of some words of wisdom from two modern day prophets. The first is from Pope 
Francis in The Joy of the Gospel. It sums up what we’ve been hearing and sharing: 

Sometimes we are tempted to be that kind of Christian who keeps the Lord’s wounds at arm’s length. Yet Jesus wants us 
to touch human misery, to touch the suffering flesh of others. He hopes that we will stop looking for those personal or 
communal niches which shelter us from the maelstrom of human misfortune and instead enter into the reality of other 
people’s lives and know the power of tenderness. Whenever we do so, our lives become wonderfully complicated and we 
experience intensely what it is to be a people, to be part of a people. (#270) 

 
We who have been missioners know so well those wonderful complications that we experience in our new homes 
where we become one with the people who so generously open their homes and their hearts to welcome us in our 
adopted lands. 
 
Let me conclude with more words of wisdom and hope from one of my favorite men-
tors and guides - Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa, who knows how to unite 
with others to achieve a difficult goal – like ending apartheid in South Africa. That was 
truly a huge elephant to carry! Tutu reminds us that we are meant to be God’s part-
ners in creating a more human and just world: 

God is transfiguring the world right this very moment through us because God be-
lieves in us and because God loves us…. And as we share God’s love with our brothers 
and sisters, there is no tyrant that can resist us, no oppression that cannot be ended, 
no hunger that cannot be fed, no wound that cannot be healed, no hatred that can-
not be turned to love, no dream that cannot be fulfilled. (God Has a Dream, A Vision 
of Hope for Our Time) 

 
Let us go forth with courage and steadfast love, resolved to be both faithful and effec-
tive. Let us continue to dream of a better life for all and work together to make it hap-
pen. Truly, we can carry many elephants! 
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Commissioning Prayer Ritual 
 

Led by the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns, during the  

2014 United States Catholic Mission Association Annual Conference 

Gospel Justice: A Living Challenge for the Church in Mission 

Alexandria, VA 

October 26, 2014 
Introduction  

 
Opening Song: We Are Called, David Haas 

 
Opening Reflection: (based on Pax Christi USA’s Our Prayers Rise Like In-
cense: Liturgies for Peace)  
 
“I have called you by name, you are mine.” We have come together to renew 
our commitment to God’s call to each of us to work for justice and peace in 
our world and for creation, to be bearers of the light, singers of a new song. 
We have been called by a loving God – in different ways, at different times, in 
different places – prompted by the many beautiful, faith-filled people we 
have met along the way and by the many events that have touched us, some 
earth-shattering, some as gentle as the still small voice which Elijah heard.  
 

Reading: (Lk: 10)  
 
“[Jesus] appointed 72 others and sent them out ahead of him in pairs, to all the towns and places he himself would be 
visiting. And he said to them, ‘The harvest is rich but the laborers are few, so ask the Lord of the harvest to send labor-
ers to do his harvesting... ‘Start off now, but look, I am sending you out like lambs among wolves. Take no purse with 
you, no haversack, no sandals. Salute no one on the road…‘Whatever house you enter, let your first words be, “Peace 
to this house!” And if people of peace live there, your peace will go and rest on them; if not, it will come back to 
you...‘Stay in the same house, taking what food and drink they have to offer, for the laborer deserves his wages; do not 
move from house to house...‘Whenever you go into a town where they make you welcome, eat what is put before you. 
Cure those in it who are sick, and say, “The kingdom of God is very near to you.”’ 
 
Litany of the Cloud of Witnesses: (Reclaiming commitments to mission. Litany based on Our Prayers Rise Like In-
cense: Liturgies for Peace. Everyone respond with phrase in bold.) 
 

God, creator of the universe, author of our covenant of peace, empower us. 

God, redeemer of the world, our way of peace, empower us. 

God, sanctifier of conscience, gift of peace, empower us. 

 

Mary, wellspring of reconciliation, mother of peacemakers, pray for us. 

Michael, our defender in the spiritual battle with forces of our own self-
destruction, pray for us.  

Heavenly hosts, angelic warriors for universal peace, pray for us.  

Moses and Miriam, nonviolent liberators, architects and singers of the 
covenant of justice, pray for us.  

Isaiah, critic of militarism, prophet of peace, pray for us. 

Esther, intercessor for the powerless, emissary of peace, pray for us.  

Amos and Micah and Hosea, voices for the oppressed, pray for us. 
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Closing ritual 

 

Opening song: “We are called,” David Haas 
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Magdalene, faithful witness of Christ’s execution, first witness of his resurrection, pray for us.  

Peter and Paul, prisoners of conscience, pray for us. 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, evangelists of the peaceable reign 
of God, pray for us. 

Felicity and Perpetua, midwives and mothers, sacrificed in the 
sport of a military empire, pray for us. 

Martin of Tours, conscientious objector, pray for us. 

Francis of Assisi, lover of creation, poor man with nothing to 
fight for, pray for us. 

Clare of Assisi, pacifier of armies with the power of the Eucha-
rist, pray for us. 

Gandhi, the Mahatma, nonviolent warrior, pray for us.  

Ben Salmon and Franz Jagerstatter, conscientious objectors for Christ, pray for us. 

Thomas Merton, contemplative critic, mentor of peacemakers, pray for us. 

Pope John XXIII, herald of peace, pray for us. 

Pope Paul VI, apostle and teacher of peace, pray for us. 

Pope John Paul II, who connected care for the earth with efforts for peace, pray for us. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., prophet and dreamer of the Beloved Community, pray for us. 

Dorothy Day, lady poverty, mother of courage, witness to the radical gospel of peace, pray for us. 

Oscar Romero, shepherd of the poor, martyr for justice, pray for us. 

Maura, Ita, Jean, Dorothy, martyrs for Central America, handmaids of justice, pray for us. 

Ken Saro-Wiwa, Nigerian activist martyred for protests against crude oil exploitation, pray for us. 

Dorothy Stang, martyr for the Brazilian rainforest, pray for us. 

John Kaiser, who was killed for efforts to expose truth in Kenya, pray for us. 

Wangari Maathai, whose tree-planting campaign has inspired millions, pray for us. 

Tissa Balasuriya, who worked for interreligious and interracial action for justice and peace, pray for us. 

Children of light, transfigured in the fire-storms of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, pray for us.  

Children of darkness, transfigured in the night of torture and disappearance, pray for us.  

All you holy peacemakers, living and more living, pray for us. 

 
Jesus, Messiah, Prince of Peace, pray for us. 

 
 
Intercessions: (Source: World Student Christian Federation) 
 

Leader: On their journey, oh God, 
 Be with the women trafficked from their homes for sex, 
 Who like Dinah are seen only as objects to be used and discarded.  
 Enable us, your body to stand for those without their dignity 
 That Your Kin-dom come. 
 
All: Your will be done 
 
Leader: On their journey, oh God 
 Be with those who are trafficked from their homes for cheap labor, 
 Who like Joseph are slaves, seen as nothing more than property. 
 Enable us, your body to stand for those without a voice  
 That Your Kin-dom come. 
 
All: Your will be done 
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Leader: On their journey, oh God 
 Be with those whose lives have been turned upside down by natural disaster, 
 Who like Noah have no option but to find new lives elsewhere. 
 Enable us, your body to stand for those without a place 
 That Your Kin-dom come. 
 
All: Your will be done 
 
Leader:  On their journey, oh God 
 Be with those who look for better lives, 
 Who like Moses strive for a promised land. 
 Enable us, your body to stand for those without 
 hope, that Your Kin-dom come. 
 
All:  Your will be done 
 

Psalm of Commissioning for Mission 
by Miriam Therese Winter 
Woman Word, c. 1990, Crossroad Publishing 

 
Reader: The harvest is ready. Whom shall I send? 
MEN: Send us, we are ready to serve You, all the days of our lives. 
 
All: Go into the workplace and into the streets and reveal God’s saving Spirit through the quality of your lives. 
 
Reader: The world is waiting. Whom shall I send? 
WOMEN: Send us, we are ready to speak of You, all the days of our lives. 
 
All: Preach the Good News by your actions: heal, help, teach, touch, be of good spirit, and live the glory of 
 God. 
 
Reader: The world is hungry. Whom shall I send? 

MEN:  Send us, we are ready to nourish, all the days of our lives. 
 
All: Feed the hungry of body and spirit, break the bread of 
 compassion, distribute the fragments of hope, and  be fed 
 by the Word within you. 
 
Reader: The vineyard is ready. Whom shall I send? 

WOMEN: Send us, we are ready to work for You, all the days of our 
 lives. 
 
All: Enter into and love the mission and your ministries, labor 
 for justice, lobby for peace, and may you find contentment in the wages of commitment when the long 
 hard day is done. 

 

Closing Song:  Siyahamba (We Are Marching in the Light of God) -  South African hymn 
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