
1 
 

Address of Bishop John McAreavey to the Conference of the Irish 

Human Rights and Equality Commission Designate and Northern 

Ireland Human Rights Commission 
  

Human Rights and Catholic Social Teaching, nourishing and inspiring each other 

 

I appreciate the opportunity to address this important meeting and offer a 

reflection from the experience of the Catholic Church and the values of Catholic 

Social Teaching. Concern for social justice and human rights is central to the 

life and mission of the Catholic Church. Indeed, the development of Catholic 

Social Teaching in the 20
th

 century has taken place in parallel with the evolution 

of thinking and practice in the field of human rights. Over the years the two 

have nourished and inspired each other.  

The canonisation of Popes John XXIII and John Paul II last month reminds us 

of critical moments on that journey. In the 1963 Encyclical Pacem in Terris, 

Saint John XXIII outlined a detailed programme of human rights as the 

foundation for peace in the world; this was influenced by the European 

Convention on Human Rights drafted in 1950 as European nations reacted to 

the horrendous human rights abuses experienced during in the Second World 

War. In the case of Saint John Paul II, we can see that his convictions on human 

rights were profoundly shaped by his experience of growing up in a totalitarian 

state. During his Papacy, his powerful elaboration of the principles of human 

dignity, solidarity and the common good was a source of empowerment to those 

struggling against oppression. 

Today, Pope Francis is recognised around the world as a powerful advocate for 

social justice. For his first visit outside Rome he chose to visit people on the 

margins of European society: the migrants from North Africa stranded on the 

island of Lampedusa. Faced with the injustice of policies that prevent these 

people from finding work, establishing a home and making a life for 

themselves, Pope Francis recalled some of the earliest expressions from the 

Bible of our responsibility to be protectors of one another: ‘Adam, where are 

you?’ ‘Cain, where is your brother?’ In this way he reminded us of the need to 

be outraged at injustices that cause suffering to others. 
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Policies that reflect our values 

 

At a local level, churches are often to the forefront in responding to social 

justice issues. Those in pastoral ministry experience first-hand the mental 

anguish and isolation of those who are struggling to maintain an acceptable 

standard of living. Responding to the proposed welfare reform in Northern 

Ireland and the austerity budgets of recent years in the Republic, churches have 

consistently emphasised that our social policy needs to reflect our values, in 

particular our commitment to the dignity of the human person, and our concern 

for solidarity and the common good. These values are evident in the continued 

support for the work of charities like the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, even in 

difficult times; but this generosity is not adequately reflected in contemporary 

political discourse. 

It must be acknowledged that political leaders in Ireland, North and South, 

recognise and value the contribution of churches in matters of social justice. 

This has been evident, for example, in the Church-State dialogue of the Irish 

Government and in the recent address from Northern Ireland Secretary of State 

to church leaders. We are concerned, however, that there can be an over-

reliance on Churches to provide a safety net when people are failed by 

inadequate social welfare provision. No one wants to see a situation where 

people are trapped in benefit dependency, but there must be adequate safeguards 

in place to ensure that people can achieve an acceptable standard of living, in 

which their basic human rights are protected. 

A powerful illustration of urgent social need can be seen in the spread of food 

banks across this country, many of which have been established by churches 

and faith-based groups. The spirit of giving that inspires such initiatives is a 

powerful example of solidarity at work. The individuals and organisations who 

are running them are to be commended for taking action to address injustice. 

However I would want to stress that their existence is an indictment of our 

society; individuals and families should not have to rely on charity for food. 

Food banks cannot be allowed to become a long-term institution. 

 

Education and social equality 
 

Education will necessarily be central to any attempts to address the structural 

injustices that perpetuate cycles of poverty and social exclusion in families and 

communities throughout Ireland. It is a source of particular regret that, in 
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Northern Ireland, the divisive system of academic selection is still failing so 

many of our young people, as well as schools and teachers. We need to realise 

that what is happening here is not only academic selection but also a social 

selection that exempts some schools from the responsibility to support those 

with the greatest economic, social and educational needs. Other schools face the 

challenge of supporting pupils whose sense of self-esteem will often have been 

seriously damaged by a process that brands them as failures at such a young 

age.  

Another effect of academic selection is to skew the teaching in our primary 

schools: since schools and teachers are often judged by the number of their 

pupils who gain access to Grammar Schools; this leads to the best resources 

being given to those likely to succeed and the educational neglect of the rest. It 

is not a coincidence that those communities that put the highest value on 

academic selection are also those where illiteracy rates are highest.  This is why 

the Catholic Bishops in Northern Ireland have made a commitment to moving 

away from academic selection as the basis of entry to post-primary schools – as 

a matter of justice. 

 

Supporting families 

In a recent address to UN representatives, Pope Francis emphasised that the 

protection of the family “is an essential element in sustainable human and social 

development” (Address of Pope Francis to the UN System Chief Executives 

Board for Coordination, 9 May 2014). We will never address the unacceptable 

levels of child poverty in this country without taking account of the fact that 

these children are part of a family and their life chances are profoundly 

influenced by the circumstances of their parents.  

Requests for counselling from Accord, the Church’s marriage support service, 

have increased significantly since 2008. This is not a coincidence. The pressures 

of struggling to pay the bills, support children through school and keep a roof 

over the family’s head are taking their toll on the relationship of many couples. 

A particularly cruel consequence of this situation is that, when family 

breakdown occurs, the emotional suffering is compounded by further financial 

hardship as inadequate assets now have to be divided. And so the vicious cycle 

continues, with family breakdown being a major factor in poverty and 

homelessness. 
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The family home is undeniably central to wellbeing and yet, North and South, 

we tolerate a situation where the home is a source of anxiety and suffering for 

many – whether it is those who are homeless or on waiting lists for social 

housing, those who feel trapped in unsuitable accommodation, or those who are 

living every day with the threat of losing their home to the banks. We urgently 

need joined up thinking across society to give us a housing policy that 

recognises that a family home is much more than a property or a financial asset.  

At the same time, it takes more than a cluster of houses to build a community. 

Without adequate investment in the services and supports required to address 

poverty and social exclusion, communities can become dominated by 

criminality with residents, particularly older people, living in fear. In our 

ongoing discussions with the PSNI and An Garda Síochána on these issues, the 

clear priority which emerges is the need to reach young people before they end 

up in the criminal justice system. Viewed in this light, community leisure, 

educational and recreational facilities are an essential requirement for the 

common good. To give a local example, cooperation between Sports NI, Newry 

and Mourne District Council and the Trustees of St Colman’s College made it 

possible to develop the school’s sports facilities and make them available to the 

local community. We all have a role to play here in working to shape the safe 

and inclusive communities we want. 

 

Protecting the Human Rights of Migrants 

 

An approach to poverty founded on human rights standards, similarly to 

Catholic Social Teaching, is universal: it knows no borders and excludes no 

one. The impact of migration on our society in recent years is a powerful 

reminder that we cannot address poverty and social exclusion in Ireland without 

taking into account the wider global context. Solidarity with the poor and 

suffering throughout the world is still strong, as we have seen in the generous 

responses to Trócaire campaigns for rebuilding communities in the Philippines 

or sending aid to refugees in Syria, as well as support for the Lenten Campaign 

that underpins the wide range of projects supported by Trócaire around the 

world. I welcome the decision of the British Department for International 

Development (DFID) to match pound-for-pound contributions to NGOs, such as 

Trócaire, for this year’s Lenten Campaign. This applies to funds collected for 

Trócaire in N Ireland. 
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The emigration of so many of our young people in search of employment and 

better opportunities can be very difficult for families. The Bishops’ Council for 

Emigrants now publishes an information pack to help prospective emigrants 

prepare and keep safe. We endeavour to provide pastoral support to emigrants 

through the global network of Irish emigrant chaplains. Another important area 

of work is the support provided by the Irish Council for Prisoners Overseas, 

especially for those detained in countries where prison conditions are poor.  

This experience of emigration should make us sensitive to the needs of 

immigrants in our community and yet we still have a long way to go before 

policy in this area conforms to the highest human rights standards. Migrants 

will always be among those hardest hit at times of economic crisis as they can 

face additional obstacles when seeking employment or access to social welfare. 

Crucially, they may also lack the support of their families and find language and 

cultural differences significant barriers to building relationships. It is a 

particular source of regret that migrants in recent times have suffered increasing 

instances of hate crime and racial abuse. We welcome the commitment of both 

police and political leaders to address this injustice as a matter of urgency. 

As a church we are conscious that our parish communities can be an important 

point of contact for migrants. During the Holy Week ceremonies in Newry 

Cathedral this year, I was struck by the fact that of four Mass servers one was 

Irish, one was Polish and two were Pakistani – a good example of how diversity 

is enriching our parishes. 

A major area of concern for churches at present is the situation of those who 

come to Ireland seeking asylum. Individuals and families going through the 

asylum process can find their lives put on hold. Deprived of the opportunity to 

work, their self-esteem and relationships are often seriously undermined. These 

are often people who have escaped violence, suffering and great hardship to 

come here. Like Pope Francis in his visit to Lampedusa, we need to be asking 

ourselves who is living on the margins of our society and what is our 

responsibility to these brothers and sisters in need. 

 

Conclusion 

 

I want to conclude with a quote from the recently published Apostolic 

Exhortation of Pope Francis, The Joy of the Gospel (Evangelii gaudium). This 

publication appeared on the best-seller lists for non-fiction in Ireland earlier this 

year. After the social and economic crises of recent years, people are ready for a 
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message of hope and empowerment, but also a new challenge to work for a 

more just society.  

Pope Francis is unequivocal in telling us that we cannot afford to be complacent 

about social inequality. He writes: “Demands involving the distribution of 

wealth, concern for the poor and human rights cannot be suppressed under the 

guise of creating a consensus on paper or a transient peace for a contented 

minority. The dignity of the human person and the common good rank higher 

than the comfort of those who refuse to renounce their privileges” (par. 218).  

Working for social justice is central to the life and mission of the Church and 

we recognise the value of addressing these issues in partnership with human 

rights organisations. There can sometimes be important differences in 

understanding and approach between churches and secular human rights 

organisations on certain issues, such as our understanding of the nature of 

marriage and the duty to protect the right to life from conception until natural 

death. This should not, however, cause us to lose sight of the fact that there are 

many issues on which we can make common cause. This is particularly the case 

in the areas of poverty and social inequality. Through what we bring from our 

respective fields of expertise and experience, we compliment, support and 

enrich one another. We have a common interest in working to transform hearts 

and minds so that our social structures protect the dignity and human rights of 

every member of our society. 


