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As Jesus was about to leave his Apostles He said: “Go and teach all nations teaching them to observe 
that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19-20). “I will not leave you orphans but will send the Holy 
Spirit, the Advocate, who will lead you into all truth” (John 14:16-17; 16-13). 
 
We Catholics believe that when the Bishops of the Church and the Pope as their head solemnly 
proclaim teaching in the name of Christ, they are under the special guidance of the Holy Spirit. Such 
teaching, we believe, is not to be pushed aside lightly as private opinion, but is worthy of the most 
serious consideration. 
 
The most recent gathering of the Bishops of the whole of the Catholic Church (over 2000 in number) 
was the Second Vatican Council, held from 1963 to 1965. This Council considered all aspects of the 
life of the Church and the teaching of Christ, including the application of Christ’s teaching on various 
aspects of the situation today, is to be found in the document “THE CHURCH IN THE MODERN 
WORLD”. 
 
The Church and Politics 
Paragraph 76 of the Document “The Church in the Modern World” states it is highly important, 
especially in pluralistic societies, that a proper view exists of the relation between the political 
community and the Church. The role of the Church being what it is, she must in no way be confused 
with the political community, nor bound to any political system. In their proper spheres, the political 
community and the Church are mutually independent and autonomous. Yet by different titles, each 
serves the personal and social vocation of the same human beings. The more they co-operate 
reasonably, the more effectively they will perform this service to everybody’s advantage. Man is not 
confined to the temporal order. The Church, rooted in the Redeemers love, helps to make justice and 
charity flourish more vigorously within nations and between nations. She preaches the gospel truth and 
brings the light of her teaching to bear on every province of human affairs with the witness of her 
faithful. Thus she respects and promotes political liberty and responsibility. Always and everywhere 
the Church must be allowed to preach the faith with true freedom, teach her social doctrine, carry out 
her task among men unhampered and pass moral judgements even on matters concerning politics when 
fundamental rights or the salvation of souls require it. 
 
The Church has also been urged by the great sons of Africa to fulfil this role, to keep the state faithful 
to the law of God. The late Jomo Kenyatta speaking to the Catholic Bishops of East Africa said: “One 
of the services you give to others is to help them keep going in the right direction. We need constantly 
to be put back on it again; we may not even know that we are going astray, that we are taking the 
wrong direction. That is why we need the Church in our midst to tell us when we are making a mistake. 
The Church is the conscience of society, and today society needs a conscience. Do not be afraid to 
speak. If we go wrong and you keep quiet, one day you may have to answer for our mistakes.” (The 
Church in the Modern World, par. 76.) 
 
The Bishops of Africa 
Recently the bishops of the whole of Africa at their general assembly reviewed the situation on our 
continent. “We have good reasons”, they said, “to be glad and hopeful in considering the many efforts 
made by the sons and daughters of this continent in general and by our leaders in particular to promote 
and rehabilitate fundamental African values. We are particularly happy about the recognition given to 
the fundamental rights of the human person in the Constitutions of our various countries. It must, 
however, be admitted, alas, that it is for other reasons that Africa finds herself at the centre of the world 
scene. We would be betraying our mission, we would be seriously failing in our love and duty which 
we owe to the men of this land if we were to remain silent. 
 
“We denounce all that which constitutes a violation of human integrity and everything that offends 
human dignity, such as sub human conditions of life, arbitrary imprisonments and deportations. We 



condemn all crimes committed in the name of security of the state, as if the state were absolute and not 
at the service of the citizen, that is to say the human person.” 
 
Teaching of the Church 
In this statement of the Bishops of Africa are re-echoing and applying to the present situation the social 
teaching of the Church and its head, the Pope. Despite the time that has elapsed, the message of Pope 
Pius XII to the world (Christmas 1942) retains its validity and even reflects our situation today: 
“Never”, he said, “has it been so capitally important to understand clearly the true foundations of all 
social life as in the days when humanity, diseased by the poison of social errors and tossed by a fewer 
of conflicting desires, doctrines and aims, has become the unhappy prey of disorder created by itself, 
and is experiencing the disruptive effects of false social theories that neglect and contravene the laws of 
God. The original and essential purpose of social life is to preserve, and perfect the human 
person…Reason enlightened by faith assigns to each person and to each particular association in the 
social organism a definite and noble place. Above all, it tells us that the purpose of the whole of the 
State’s activity, political and economic, is the permanent realisation of the common good: that is to say, 
the provision of those external conditions which are needful to citizens as a whole for the development 
of their qualities and the fulfilment of their duties in every sphere of life, material, intellectual and 
religious. 
 
“If social life, such as God wills it, is to attain its end, it needs a juridical constitution for its support, 
defence and protection. Such a constitution, in order to secure the balance, the security and the concord 
of society has also the right of coercion against those who cannot in any other way be restrained within 
the honourable discipline of life. But no authority worthy of the name can fail to feel, in the just 
exercise of this right, an anxious sense of responsibility in the sight of the Eternal Judge, before whose 
tribunal any unjust sentence, and especially any reversal of divinely established principles will receive 
inevitable punishment and condemnation. 
 
“The ultimate, deep-rooted principles which lie at the foundation of society cannot be abolished by any 
effort of human ingenuity; they may be denied, ignored, disregarded or disobeyed, but they can never 
be deprived of their juridical validity” (Radio Message in Acta Apostolica Sedis, January, 1943). 
 
The Second Vatican Council 
The second Vatican Council in its document “The Church in the Modern World”, observed that a 
keener sense of human dignity has aroused in various parts of the world an eagerness to build a 
juridical-political order in which personal rights affecting public life are better protected. Such are the 
rights of free assembly, free association, free expression. Men are voicing disapproval of any kind of 
government which blocks civil or religious liberty, multiplies the victims of ambition and political 
crimes, and wrenches the exercise of authority from pursuing the common good to serving the 
advantage of a certain faction or of the rulers themselves. 
 
“the exercise of political authority, whether in a community as such or in representative institutions, 
must always be carried out within the framework of the moral order, in pursuit of the common good 
dynamically understood and according to a lawfully established juridical system. The citizens are then 
bound in conscience to obedience. 
 
“Where citizens are oppressed by a public authority which exceeds its competence, they should not on 
that account refuse what is objectively required of them for the common good, but it is allowable for 
them, within the limits of the law of nature and the Gospel, to defend their rights and those of their 
fellow citizens against this abuse. of authority”. 
 
“When the exercise of rights is temporarily curtailed on behalf of the common good, it should be 
restored as quickly as possible after the emergency passes.” (The Church in the Modern World, par. 73, 
74 and 75) 
 
Human Rights 
The most recent formulation of the teaching of the Church on human rights is that contained in the 
encyclical letter of Pope John “Peace on Earth”. In it the Pope enumerates and explains the rights and 
duties of individuals and the state. Dealing with the individual and the political community he states: 
“Man has a right to freedom in investigating the truth and, provided no harm is done to the moral order 



or the common good, also a freedom of speech and publication. He has likewise the right to be 
accurately informed about public events. 
 
“Man’s personal dignity involves his right to take an active part in public life, and to make his own 
contribution to the common welfare of his fellow citizens. As a human person he is entitled to the legal 
protection of his rights and such protection must be affective, unbiased and strictly just. In consequence 
of the juridical order willed by God man has his own inalienable right to juridical security. To him is 
assigned a certain, well defined sphere of law, immune from arbitrary attack. 
 
“Those who have authority in the State must exercise that authority in a way which is not only morally 
irreproachable but also best calculated to ensure or promote the State’s welfare. The attainment of the 
common good is the sole reason for the existence of the State rulers. Hence, every civil authority must 
strive to promote the common good in the interest of all, without favouring any individual or group. 
 
“The chief concern of civil authorities must therefore be to ensure that the rights of the individual are 
recognised, co-ordinated, defended and promoted. Thus any government which refused to recognise 
human rights or acted in violation of them would not only fail in its duty; its decrees would be wholly 
lacking in binding force.” (Peace on Earth, par. 12, 26, 27, 53, 54, 56, 60 and 61). 
 
Pope Paul VI and the Synod of Bishops 1971 
Representatives of all the Catholic Bishops of the world met again in 1971 to review in the light of the 
consultation made throughout the Catholic Church the application of the teaching of Christ and His 
Church to the actual situation in the world today. His Holiness Pope Paul VI confirmed and published 
their conclusion in the document Justice in the World. “We see in the world”, the Bishops wrote, “a 
set of injustices which constitute the nucleus of today’s problems and whose solution requires the 
undertaking of tasks and functions in every sector of society. Therefore, we must be prepared to take on 
new functions and new duties in every sector of human activity. Our action is to be directed above all 
at those men and nations which because of various forms of oppression and because of the present 
character of our society are silent, indeed voiceless victims of injustice”. Among these, mention is 
made of migrants, refugees, those persecuted for their faith. “Justice is also violated, by forms of 
oppression both old and new, springing from restrictions of the rights of individuals. This is occurring 
both in the form of repression by the political power and violence on the part of private sector. 
 
“The Church has received from Christ the mission of preaching the Gospel message which contains a 
call to man to turn away from sin to the love of the Father, universal brotherhood, and a consequent 
demand for justice in the world. This is the reason why the Church has the right, indeed the duty to 
proclaim justice on the social, national, and international level, and to denounce instances of injustice, 
when the fundamental rights of man and his very salvation demand it”. Her mission involves the 
defending and promoting the dignity and fundamental rights of the human person. (Justice in the 
World, Synod of Bishops, Rome 1971). 
 
Our present Pope 
In a letter to the Secretary General of the United Nations on the 30th anniversary of the Universal 
Declaration of the Rights of Man, our present Pope, John Paul II wrote: “If a review of the past thirty 
years give us all reason for real satisfaction at the many advances that have been made in this field, still 
we cannot ignore that the world we live in today offers to many examples of situations of injustice and 
oppression. One is bound to observe a seemingly growing divergence between the meaningful 
declarations of the United Nations and the sometimes massive increase of human rights violations in all 
parts of society and of the world. 
 
“Who can deny that today the individual persons and civil powers violate the basic rights of the human 
person with impunity – the right to freedom and social justice, the right participate in the decisions that 
affect people and nations. The list grows when we turn to the instances of the sequestration of persons 
for political reasons and look at the acts of kidnapping for material gain, which attack so dramatically 
the family and the social fabric. 
 
“In the world as we find it today what criteria can we use to see that the rights of all persons are 
protected. What basis can offer as the soil in which individual and social rights might grow? 
Unquestionably that basis is the dignity of the human person. Pope John XXII explained this in his 
encyclical letter “Peace on Earth”: “Any well regulated and profitable association of men in society 



demands the acceptance of One Fundamental Principle: that each individual is truly a person. As 
such, he has rights and duties which together flow as a direct consequence from his nature. These rights 
and duties are universal and inviolable and therefore altogether inalienable”. 
 
Quite similar is the preamble of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights itself when it says: “the 
recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human 
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.” 
 
“It is in the dignity of the person that human rights find their immediate source. It is respect for this 
dignity that gives birth to their effective protection. The human person, even when he or she , always 
maintains inherent dignity and never forfeits his or her dignity.” (Letter to the Secretary General of the 
United Nations organisation, printed in the Weekly English Edition of the Osservatore Romano”, 
December 21 1978, Page 5) 
 
In June this year, the Pope made a visit to his native Poland. Speaking at Auschwitz, that tragic 
reminder of the extent to which man can disregard human rights, Pope John Paul II referred to his first 
official letter to the Church, the encyclical letter Redemptor Hominis (“The Redeemer of Man”). 
 
“This letter”, he said, “deals with the origin of man, the dignity of man, the threats against him and 
finally his inalienable rights which can so often be trampled underfoot and denied him by fellow men. 
An external change, access to power, a false ideology in which the rights of man are subservient to the 
system of government and betray the rights of man, can become so secondary as to disappear 
altogether.” 
 
We would like to add the words pope John Paul addressed to the world from Drogheda (Ireland) where 
he spoke at length on justice and peace. “Every human being”, he said, “has inalienable rights that must 
be respected. Each human community – ethnic, historical, cultural or religious – has rights, which must 
be respected. Peace is threatened every time one of these rights are violated. The moral law guardian of 
human rights, protector of the dignity of man, cannot be set aside by any person or group, or by the 
State itself for any cause, not even for security or in the interests of law and order. The law of God 
stands in judgement over all reasons of State.” 
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