
 

A Human Rights Approach to Social Justice and Spirituality 

If Jesus had to comment on a human rights approach to social justice, what would he 

say?  After-all we do not hear this term in the Gospels as he never preached about 

them. Would he think Christians who work for Social Justice and use this phraseology 

have lost the plot? 

Perhaps not as there is a fundamental relationship between 

human rights and spirituality. Spirituality is something 

deeply rooted in a human being. It is a dynamic energy 

that enables people to experience more than a bodily 

encounter with the world in which they live. This power 

continually unfolds the essence of who a person is and 

draws them beyond themselves towards others and God.  

No one can impose spirituality on another person. They can 

impose religious practice and customs. However, it is true 

to say that our spirituality can indeed be shaped and 

informed by the events in, and circumstances of life, but ultimately “we must 

experience Spirit for ourselves as ourselves.”1 This implies two things, firstly, that 

human beings must be in a position to experience Spirit and secondly, to be able to 

experience this Spirit as a unique individual, endowed with human dignity. So, how can a 

person be themselves and how does a person experience „Spirit‟? 

A person can be themselves if they have the conditions necessary to live their life as 

they wish, if they experience dignity and safety so they can freely express themselves 

and their thoughts and if they have the freedom to follow their conscience. Human 

rights have been described as “the rights and freedoms that allow us to fully develop 

and use our human qualities, our intelligence, our talent and our conscience to satisfy 

our spiritual and other needs.” 2 They are the basis of what a person needs to be 

themselves thereby opening up the possibility of being open to the Spirit.  

There exists many conventions/covenants on human rights stemming from the Charter on 

Human Rights, and while they exist to help people to “be themselves” they are widely 

breached by governments and individuals. “When [people] are denied food, shelter, 

safety, or education, it is not only a violation of human rights. The far deeper violation 

is that their capacity to flourish as human beings is impaired”3 So why are human rights 

violated? Is it due to the gap between structures/institutions and ordinary people? Is it 

because individuals do not have, or lose the capacity to empathise with the sufferings 

of a fellow human being? What happens when people lose the willingness or ability to 

transcend themselves? 
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This is crucial in understanding the relationship between human rights and spirituality. 

What happens to us externally is fundamentally connected to our interior life. For a 

person to experience Spirit they must have more than the basic necessities of life. 

They must have the inner space to connect with or search out that inner, all sustaining 

source of life which seems beyond themselves and keeps them going amid life‟s 

hardships; the source of hope. This does not mean that people have to be living in 

opulence or idealistic surroundings, but have opportunities to experience joy, beauty and 

to dream dreams for their life. This also allows for people to reflect on their lived 

experience of the community and world in which they live.  

Greed and abuse of power smother possibilities of empathy and equal relationships.  As 

the gap between rich and poor grows, as transnational companies become more 

influential in how some countries are run and as the earth resources dwindle human right 

abuses are likely to increase. This can have serious consequences for the spiritual 

development of people.   

As it becomes more difficult in western society to work  for Social Justice on the basis 

of Christianity, a human rights approach may possibly be the best way of engaging more 

people. The challenge is not just to uphold the Charter on Human Rights, but to break 

down the gap between people. How do we enable the rich and the powerful, the people 

who work in state institutions and create unjust structures, and the abusers of human 

rights to see those exploited, socially excluded and those living in poverty as equal 

human beings? How do we nurture empathy in order for people to be given their human 

rights which will allow them the necessary space to experience Spirit?                                                                                                                               
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