
July 5, 2015 – The Principles of Catholic Social Teaching – Part III 
 
January 27, 2015 marked the 70th anniversary of the liberation of the death camp at Auschwitz. 
The Holocaust or Shoah lasted for six long years. Six million Jews perished simply because they 
had Jewish blood in their veins. Conversion to Christianity or to the Nazi party could not save 
them. For most Jews, before they were murdered they were debased and utterly humiliated in the 
concentration camps with every shred of human dignity stripped from them.    “Under conditions 
of hunger and cold, the body, we learned in the camps, is liable to lose its divine qualities. That 
too was part of the wickedness of the murderer….” (a camp survivor) 
 
     The terrible darkness of the Holocaust has haunted theology, both Christian and Jewish, ever 
since the ovens were extinguished in 1945. How could any human being inflict this hellacious 
evil on another? Was it made possible by a Nazi belief that Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, 
Slavs…were less than human? Was the presence of God felt in the camps, or in their liberation 
and its aftermath? 
 
     The foundation of Judeo-Christian social teaching is the principle of human dignity. Every 
human being, simply because they are human, is worthy of respect and has an inherent 
dignity that can never be taken away or forfeited. This dignity is God given. We cannot 
surrender it. And we may never treat another human being in a manner that violates their 
humanity. “In the divine image He created them, male and female He created them.” 
 
      Our sins are relational. How am I relating to other human beings - the image of God? 
The history of the human race is a sad history of revenge, retaliation, war and conflict. 
Millions of human beings have parish on battlefields and millions more civilian deaths in 
the cities of Europe and Japan. Dictators like Hitler, Stalin and Pol Pot have continued the 
bloodletting. 
      40% of the world’s population goes to bed hungry at night and a good percentage of 
them lack daily nutrition. Is there any wonder why frustration and anger lead wounded 
people to violence against those who have more? 
      In spite of the civil rights movement and the Civil Rights Act in the 1960s in our 
country racism persists. The abuse of power by whites over blacks that enslaved African 
Americans for hundreds of years, has been mitigated, but not banished. It was a court of 
law that brought freedom and racial equality, and sadly not the Sermon on the Mount. 
War, and poverty and racism are not evils that begin out there somewhere. They begin in 
the human heart. I am sure you join me in asking for the grace of brutal honesty to see if 
the seeds of war and poverty and racism are within. And when I recognize those evil 
inclinations - cry out in prayer for the transforming power of the Holy Spirit to melt my 
heart and give me a pure heart; the heart of Christ himself.  
“You have heard that it was said to people of old, “You shall not kill, and whoever kills shall 
be liable to judgment.” But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother shall be liable 
to judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council; and whoever says ‘you 
fool!’ shall be liable to the hell of fire.” (Matthew 5. 21-22) 
 
      
Peace, Father Bruce 


