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The heart of a Christian spirituality of human rights is the following of Jesus. Challenging the civil and religious authorities of his country, he came out strongly on the side of people who were poor, sick, disabled, economic migrants, or political refugees, as well as women engaged in prostitution, and the hated agents of the revenue collectors. He defended the fundamental right of all such people to be assured by the religious authorities that they are loved and treasured by God. He paid a heavy price for this defence of the rights of marginalized people. Those who were in power deprived him of his right to a fair trial, his right not to be tortured, and even his right to life. It is true that he was eventually vindicated when the one he called Abba raised him from the dead. But we who aim to follow Jesus must remind ourselves that his vindication came about only three days after his death.
It is important that we Christians should develop a spirituality centered on human rights because the issue of rights touches a deep chord in the people of today’s world. Millions of people find their hearts moved and their sense of outrage provoked by shocking abuses of fundamental human rights which they hear of every day. Some examples of the horror we feel in the face of shocking abuses: (1) Boy soldiers in the Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo taught and encouraged to use indiscriminate Rape as an instrument of war. (2) Rachel Moran’s account (in her book, Paid For) of the actual reality of what happens in prostitution. (3) Accounts of the way trafficked women and girls are treated by those who enslave them—rape, beatings, drugs, frightful oaths, treats to family, etc. 

The key word in relation to rights is the word ‘respect’. When people speak about ‘respecting human rights’, they usually mean ‘not interfering with’ the legal rights of others. This is, of course, essential. But ‘not interfering with’ is a negative conception which covers only a basic minimum of what is involved in respect. A proper spirituality of human rights requires that we go much further. 


The Catholic approach always links human rights with human dignity and in fact finds the very basis for human rights in the dignity of the person. This invites us to see the word ‘respect’ as more or less equivalent to ‘reverence.’ Instead of just seeing others as people whom we should not hurt or obstruct, our spirituality invites us to empathize with them, to be aware of their fragility and vulnerability, and to develop an attitude of tenderness towards them. It even inspires us to go so far as to treasure other people and other communities. Ideally we should be able to see each person as a sacred being, a mystery before whom we feel like bowing in awe and veneration. The Christian belief that every single person has been created in the image of God underpins and supports our commitment to respect his or her dignity and human rights. This means, as Rowan Williams suggests, that when we see a person’s rights being grossly abused we have ‘a sense almost of blasphemy.’
 


How can we live up to this ideal? Only by nurturing the empathetic aspect of ourselves, so that we begin ‘to walk in the other person’s shoes.’ We then become fully sensitive to their needs. In this way we become spontaneously disposed to respect the rights of other people and of the community. This may come about only through a quite radical conversion on our part. One aspect of it is a moral conversion, where we become unreservedly committed to ‘loving our neighbour as ourselves.’ There is, however, another vital aspect of it which is a conversion of our affectivity. This means enabling our spontaneous feelings to come into line with our moral commitment. We may perhaps be able to bring this about in the way Pope Francis has succeeded in transforming his peremptory and authoritarian temperament into a truly humble approach, by very long hours of prayer in the Ignatian tradition of aiming to conform to the attitude of Jesus (See Paul Vallely, Pope Francis: Untying the Knots, p. 144). For many of us it is quite likely to require a serious commitment to personal development work—perhaps even to some counselling or therapy in order to heal the wounds of the past. We can bring the moral and affective conversions together by focusing on the gifts of people who irritate us, and by praying for them.

A CULTURE OF RESPECT


A crucial element in a spirituality of human rights is the fostering of a culture of respect for fundamental rights at all levels—local, national, international, and in the Church. Those who live out an authentic spirituality of human rights pose a radical challenge to the individualism, exploitation, and abuse of authority which are rampant in our world. Following the guideline put forward by Jesus (Mt 18:15-16), those who are defending people’s human rights aim to have constructive dialogue with politicians, governments, and Church leaders, and also to influence public opinion in society and in the Church. 

Where authorities are not open to dialogue or where it has broken down, a spirituality of human rights may at times require that we protest publicly against the unaccountable and unchecked exercise of authority or other abuses by officials of governments or institutions, including the Churches. In many situations the protest is costly and risky because those who are challenged become defensive and aggressive. In today’s world people are being martyred every day because of their commitment to the defence of human rights. In our Church those who pose a challenge are sometimes dealt with harshly by procedures which are structurally unjust. The courage and fortitude of those who protest publicly is an inspiration and source of energy to the rest of us—and also a challenge to ask ourselves whether we should follow in their footsteps. 

A fully effective spirituality of human rights normally has to be lived out by a community of people. Ideally, it should be a local community, one which links up with other local communities in the same country and in the wider world. However, the reality today is that we may often have to settle for what might be called ‘a virtual community’—a widely scattered group of like-minded people linked together by email, Facebook, or Twitter. Obvious examples are the RENATE network, Amnesty International, and AVAAZ. 

Campaigning for human rights may at times be an exciting activity, but it is generally a demanding and stressful one. Consequently, it can easily happen that if we become campaigners we may get so caught up in the struggle that we begin to lose touch with that deep place within ourselves where our spirituality is nurtured. So we must remember that the struggle for human rights is only one part of a fully rounded spirituality. We may occasionally need to take some ‘time out’ to replenish our energies and allow ourselves to be touched more deeply and differently by the Spirit whose power and love provide the heartbeat of any authentic spirituality. 

FOUR PRACTICAL EXAMPLES

In order to illustrate what is involved in practice in addressing issues at a structural level I could refer to many examples, including such current issues as the rights of people with disabilities or mental health difficulties, or the treatment of asylum seekers or prisoners. But I focus here on just four topics which may be of current concern to those of you listening to this talk.
(1) Work by RENATE-linked members in ‘Source Countries’ to warn women and girls and to help resettle those who have been rescued. 

(2). Presentations in schools and to Church groups, women’s or men’s groups etc. on the reality of prostitution and trafficking (and pornography). It is very important to educate boys to respect women.
(3) The trafficking of women and children for sexual exploitation is a human rights issue which requires a fairly radical change in the legislation of different countries. One part of what is needed is the adoption by countries of what is sometimes called the Swedish or Nordic approach which criminalizes the buying of sex rather than the selling of sex, combined with adequate support for those who are trying to get out of prostitution. By way of example I mention the ‘Turn Off the Red Light’ which is a campaign in which more than sixty organizations in Ireland have come together to put the case for this change of legislation. Our parliament committee has recently unanimously recommended the enactment of new legislation in line with the Swedish approach. 
(4) There are also the reports made by United Nations teams who come to look at individual countries. These come under the heading: ‘Universal Periodic Review of Human Rights.’ We can campaign to ensure our governments do not disguise their failures to protect the rights of marginalized people, especially trafficked people.

CONCLUSION


I draw these reflections on a spirituality of human rights to a close by recalling again some of the key words I have mentioned already: respect for human dignity, compassion, reverence, tenderness, empowerment, a sense of solidarity with humans and with the rest of creation, concern for the common good, and the right to participate in decision-making. 


If we situate our spirituality of human rights in this ecological context then we may find that not only are we defending the rights of the poorest, but we can also be spiritually nourished by a sense of awe before the wonder and mystery of creation and of evolution, enriched by a vivid insight into what is called ‘The New Story,’ and inspired by the Holy Spirit to cry out with Jesus in gratitude and praise to the Creator.
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