
Well known retreat master, the late Fr.

John Fullenbach, points out that we

must distinguish between charity, and a

social development apostolate. Charity

is caring for the victims of society.

Christian concern for others, or social

development, is geared to work for the

removal of the unjust causes of victims.

Both are important, but different. The

ministry of St. Mother Theresa of

Calcutta, helping victims of poverty and

injustice, is not the same as that of

Dorothy Day, who not only helped

victims of poverty, but also tried to

address the causes of poverty and

injustice, which tends to disturb the

status quo even within the Church

(making them a bit harder to canonize).

In Jewish theology, two activities

embody these two differing theologies

and their ensuing ministry: devekut,

which means “clinging to God” or

contemplation, and tikkun o’lam which

means “repair of the world” or the work

of justice.
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“Clinging to God” and “repair of the

world” are two sides of the same coin.

Having an integrated spirituality

without either element is impossible.

The mystic St. Hildegard of Bingen

understood the need for this balance.

She saw the world as charged with

God’s glory and human beings as

entrusted with special responsibility for

its wellbeing.

 

In the light of these insights, and given

the practical need for housing in our

society, as well as our Vincentian

interest in and involvement with social

justice, former school principal and

Oblate lay associate Dan Freidt, shared

with me a helpful schema that might

serve as a backdrop for us. Written by

Constance Fouré, it is entitled Moving

From Charity to Justice and lays out

five steps on a continuum. 

excerpt, by Archbishop Emeritus Sylvain Lavoie, OMI, Spiritual
Advisor of the SSVP National Council of Canada.

WHEN JUSTICE AND
PEACE SHALL KISS

While there is a natural hesitancy on

the part of many to embark on this

journey, as planning a Christmas meal

is much more rewarding and less

challenging than meeting on welfare

reform, these five stages form a natural

growth pattern for individuals,

organizations such as ours, schools and

parishes. Each of them carries its own

possibilities and challenges. 
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The first stage focuses on collections: Christmas food

baskets, monetary contributions for distant countries,

gathering clothes and food for a thrift store or community.

Collections bring real relief of immediate needs, and serve

a very practical purpose. Our North of 60 project would fit

into this category. However, collections usually offer

minimal opportunity to form a bond with recipients, even

as we strive to make that happen. This stage also can lead

to “compassion fatigue” and the need to monitor

developments as we become more known and new needs

emerge. 

Direct service is the familiar work of sandbagging during

a flood, serving meals at a soup kitchen, or providing

child care at a shelter. It generally involves volunteers

going out to a community and directly addressing needs. 

These activities push people out of their comfort zones,

and often put participants in close contact with people

whose world is different from their own. In some

instances, these experiences can be life-changing, as

when a group of high-school students spend time helping

build a home in a country like Haiti. For many, ongoing

service opportunities can be grounding experiences that

renew an awareness of their relative privilege and

strengthen the commitment to help. Direct service can

break down stereotypes and widen one’s circle of

compassion. Structured reflection can greatly enrich

these experiences and provide a bridge to make the

activity a truly Catholic experience.

Sustained programs involving consistent sessions over a

period of time can increase the participants familiarity

with and commitment to a particular community or

agency. Developing an on-going relationship with

selected populations or agencies improves the likelihood

of personal investment. 

STAGE TWO: DIRECT SERVICE

THE FIVE STAGES
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This stage engages volunteers in actions that empowers its recipients by offering them

new skills and experiences. Participants may provide tutoring in English as a second

language, computer or GRE skills. They can coach a team of developmentally challenged

adults or be mentors for children who lack positive role models in their lives. The Oblates

in Kenya began a water project to bring water down a mountain to needy villagers in the

valley, but did this in collaboration with the local people, who now run the project on their

own. 

 Service geared toward empowerment enables people to take greater charge of and pride in

their lives, and has a natural impetus towards breaking down the distinction between

“giver” and “receiver.” Action toward empowerment involves a greater level of

commitment and engagement on the part of volunteers, and usually requires a higher level

of skills. Although it brings about more lasting change, it does not yet risk controversy, nor

does it tackle the structures that create the inequality in our world. 

Though limited, these first three stages are both valid and necessary, as urgent needs

cannot wait for structures to change, and they provide the path of conversion most people

need towards commitment to social justice. Generally, an awareness of the need for action

comes from some kind of experience among people in need, and then awareness grows of

the causes behind that need. 

Service has much more power to change hearts if it moves into providing structured

reflection and analysis for the participants. Structured reflection also serves to build a

bridge towards a justice perspective. 

Journaling is a helpful tool, helping participants focus on their emotional response to

their experiences, and toward developing social, organizational and problem-solving

skills. Developing a justice perspective requires a more penetrating type of reflection

which seeks an understanding of the structures creating the need for this on-going

service – not just rescuing bodies floating down a river, but unearthing the reasons why

there are bodies floating down a river. 

This fourth stage involves teaching participants to analyze the situations they

encounter through direct experience or through the media, and to discover the causes

of the inequities they observe. It is a complex process, demanding mentors with the

skill and knowledge to guide the conversation. It begins to make the shift toward an

awareness that may challenge participants’ way of life and assumptions. It should be

undertaken with care. 

STAGE FOUR: REFLECTION AND ANALYSIS
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This fifth stage takes the brave step of engaging in political action. It includes

actions like writing letters, mounting information campaigns, protesting and

meeting with legislators. 

Advocacy is a natural outgrowth of the first four stages, and many of us are just

beginning to explore this stage. The first four stages provide the inspiration and

new awareness which prompts political action. Organizations cannot deliver the

complete message of Catholic social thought without somehow addressing the

issue of advocacy. This territory is new and demands competence and the

appropriate spirit. 

The challenge for us as Vincentians, who excel at the first stages, would be to use

this schema as an invitation to little by little move towards the last two stages of

reflection, analysis and advocacy for structural change with regard to the pressing

issue of inadequate housing for all. What is it in our society, government and

church that needs to be addressed to help us all move in that direction? 

As a way of concluding this reflection, I would like to share with you a strategy for

the long haul. Unfortunately, I cannot remember where this list comes from, or

how it came my way, or if part of it is my own thinking: 

1. Restore the role of the humanities in the field of higher

education 

2. Practice the principle of non-violence and

reconciliation 

3. Pressure governments to work for the common good 

4. Foster dialogue, not exclusion 

5. Reach out to the marginalized (the widows, orphans

and foreigners of our day)

6. Be prophetic – speak your truth to power 

7. Try to balance economy and ecology

8. Live Matthew 25 to the full

9. Balance action with contemplation 

10. Resist the false gods of possession, prestige and power 
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