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In the later Midule &ges where religious wars and disputes
came Lo dominate history there was a considerable develop-
1
ment in the area of freedom of conscience and religious tolerance

in responsée to the turmeoil of those crisfs® Tt was in the

late cighteenth century with the adwvent of republicanism

oF
and liberalism that full expression Jm the Wlweh rights

of v citizeny began to take political form. We have the

Bill of Rights of the State of Virginia in 1776 which makes
the m

a catalogue of b ; and In 1789 with the Frenhkh

Revol timn]the Declaration of the Rights of Mman was proclaimed

by the Freoch MNatignal Assembly with much emphasis on eguality

and frecdom. We all know the far-reaching consecuences of

that Declarationright up to our day as it became the guiding

light for the drafting of national constituticns and the

division of the State into the Judicial, Legislative and

L |
xecutive branches. 'ﬂﬁ#ﬁxmmytd.hemocratic government represented

a tlg advance in that its basis was censidered to be the
W Eci-nag 2

welWeiare of all citizens. LI\ oot el Sud—oe fehsa o

ANGREs , However its focus was very much an individualis=-

ane  with economica and social rights almost ignored and
right to life amd scarcely considereds in the sense that

death sentences could be meted out very easily.

e come then to the Universal Declaration which incorporates
rights ignored alsost up to that time. In thit sense, the
conztribution of the Soviet Union and other socialist countries
was to underscore precisely those rights such as work, education
nealth, The Western counitries enphhsised freedonm, property -
rights ' nd political perticipetion. The list of rights which

eclaration deals Hithjis - long one ywm, some twenty or nore
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spread over . he thirty psragraphs and they cover almost évery
aspect of life from the family te children, discrimination,
slavery , 2ll of course in a very sucintrbut cliéar wWay.

“The present Universal Declaration of Human Rights has a common

ideal which all peoples and nations should strive to sttain

so that bLoth individuals and institutions inspiring themselves
canstahtly by it , will promote through teaching and education

respect for these rights and liberties and secure through on-going
measures ot a national and international caracter , their recognitien &
with univ rsal and efective aplication both amoung the peoples

of member states(of the UN) and amoung the territories under its

jurisdiction. ™

This openine paragraph of the Declaration presents a hope and
a challenge which tragically has not been as yet met in our
world, tHuman rights are trampleé on without &ny scruples by
governments almost everywhere so their commitment to the cause

I [

is a mere formality. The dictates of power and grecd become

dominant.

The problem is that very little can be done to punish such offenders.
I1f we commit sn serious pflense we go to jail for it but gevern-

ments can brutally oporess their peoples and get away with it,

The only sanction is really public opinion.

The mowve then over the last years has been to make the yUniwversal
Declaration more binding on governments. That was one of the
reasons why the so-cealled International Pacts of Human Rights
were adopted and a tyoe of watch-uog group set up to observe
compliance with those commitments?:mm@ titled the
Unitee NatLions Commitiec [or Human Rights. Similiar measures

have been adopted in certain areass such as torture, racial -
discrimination and 1 #m partipating in a campaign organised

by the Latin American pederation of Families od the Disappeared(ﬁhfﬁ“‘[}
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to get the UN to apprave similiar zctien in the thamp of
disappearances, N

However we are a lonag way away ffrom the constitufon of a

world Criminal Court whereby any known torturer or violator o-f
human rights could be tried and condemned, Nmyﬁmpr.l—believe
Wrek decisive steps must be taken in that direction if human
rights are ever ta be implemented in the world, at all. Those

who abuse human rights must be made to pay the price.

= B

In the Church of uvourse it was Vatican II that really brought us

up to date on all of these guestiens. During many previous
generations such metters were regarded with a good deal asof
suspiéﬁoﬁ ds they seemed an integral part of moderBn humanism
which im many instances was also atheistic. To speak of men
and women having Aforefirfeaw™ed rights to comcience, freedom,
ecuality seemed to our ancestors as going on a collisien

course with the rights which God has over every human being.

Goling back to the sowrces of “hristian Theology, Vatlican IT :
unhesitatingly afirmed the dignity of the human pezrson as the
product of Divime Creation, The Creator could not be at wvariance
with the created so in honoring humanity we are honoring God.

s wetl
Thata works the other way araunﬁﬂin that we honor God we éignify
humanity. With this break~thrﬂuth there could be no more guestion-
ing of the validity of Christian Humanism in the Catholic
understanding of things.
Dur ing the (last twenty years this- basic teaching has been
enriched EE pastoral experience and theclogical rellection so

much that the struggle for justice and human rights were

considered in 1974 by the Synod of Bishops as a constitutive part
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af the Christian message.

Cbviously in afirming the transcendent and spiritual nature
of the human person we as Chrstians have even more reason o
endorse the message of the Universal Declarati on, It should
be unthinkable for any believer that a child of God could be
abused of in any way. 50 we Kknow that when we are defending
human life and dignity we are protecting Ged's Creation and
in a very real sense carrying out a redemptive role assigned
to us by Christ. The recent Synod &f Rome ¢en the Laity has,

I believe much to say on the importsnce of that work.

The greatest danger which I think we as Christians can fall into
in th% vhole area Qﬁkhun@ﬂznhﬁaﬂa is that we become 50 tied up

in a religious persmtive that we begin discriminaténg. Those
who are not like us kecause they are¢Jewish, ‘rabic, unk=] ievers

or have a diferent political ideoclogy or moral code become easily
Clessitled as sinners, atheists or inferior peaplel oOur ewn faith,
which should really lead us to censidcer all humankind our brothers
and SiStefS’bECDmES & selfish excuse for inflating our egos and
looking down on everyone else. Once that attitude settles ingit

can be very easy to condone any misfortune which may befall uﬁﬁ;;F
people and even go further and trample on their rights. Comunisii
can be shot in Latin America and Catholic o Protestants in
Northern Irelanﬁ, and some so-called Christians fee] Tood about

it. Certainly Christian FAith can never be invokeé to justify

the viclation of human rights and if t-here has been instances

where it has happended it has been a gross distottion of Christianity-
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ﬁorthurﬁ Ireland, lLatin éamerica, South Africa, United States
are all examnles ol where that is happening and certainly in
the area of discrimination the Chruches have still a lot of
cleaning-up to do. And even though we may pride ourselves of

C .
our defenke of the right to life , I often ask myself when I

see figures for violent deaths :"How many of the assallants

would claim s##x teo be good Christians 7™ I am of course referring
principally to members of the security forces in many Latin Américan
countries.

But all is not negative , the Universal Declaration peEesents ns
with a rositive challenge no matter what walk of life we may

have; Tducation, Health, Business, whatever area we may be most
active in., People should be educated not to get jobs but becuase
they have & right to literacy, knowledge, culture as indeed they
have to basic food, health-care, housing, work etc. We build up
humanity when we become aware and fully deve10p¥:our own rights

and those of others.

Salvadorean theologian Jon Sobrino wrote a very interesting
essay recently in a Peruvian theological journal speaking of
the 'sanctity' of the struggle for human rigohts. His thesis

M| o~
may seem exagerated tﬁﬁus bBut I do think that he is underlining
something very important and indeed as Father Sobrino himself
explaLnsJonﬂ of the reasons for his coming teo such a conclusion
Egitﬁstimony oL so many people who sacrificed eweh their own
lives in the cause of human rights. We reméber of course
Archbishop rscar Romere Lut he is not alone. We have Martin Luther
King, Bishop Enrique Anqwlellifﬂggentina}, Father Luis Espinal
(Belivie) and the list goes on, Thelir immense sacrifice '
represents a true case of martyrdom whose example should be known

and, 1 would add, followed,
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The Universal Declaration presents usdwith a challenge which

-one can ignore if we are concemBd about making the world: a
T
better place to live. 1In a nutshell’,to wnrk for human rightq

A
is to respond to Christ's ewn invitation whmah will be the wii

(xiingdom -

measuring-stiél on the rinal Daygior our own centribution to Hfb\\

'Come, vou blesed af my Father......

For I was hungry and you gave me tgo eat ...."

Patrick Rice




