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Introduction

I was working in my office on a warm spring day in 2014 when I received 
a phone call from a friend who was working in Guatemala. There was 
urgency in her voice as she told me that a young woman named Ana was 
in trouble with gangs in Guatemala City.1 Ana’s family feared for her life. 
They had good reason to be fearful: they had firsthand experience with 
gang violence. They were reaching out to me, asking if we could take 
Ana to live with us because we, too, are part of their family.

I have two daughters whom I adopted from Guatemala. In 2013, after 
a highly complicated investigation, our birth family searcher was able to 
locate the girls’ families. As we got to know them and visited them, we 
learned more about the reasons they had relinquished their children for 
adoption. Our younger daughter, Malaya, comes from a family that is 
extremely indigent. At the time they conceived Malaya, they were living 
in a squatter settlement of shanty homes, patched together from sheets 
of corrugated tin. They constantly feared eviction, and they often did not 
have enough to feed their children. Malaya’s birth father told me that he 
worried that Malaya might starve to death. Her parents wanted her to 
have a life where she did not lack the basic necessities and could get an 
education that they are not able to provide.

Our older daughter, Linnea, was born in Guatemala City to a family 
of greater economic means. Yet, due to Guatemala’s unstable economy, 
the family still finds it difficult to make ends meet, despite the fact that 
her older siblings had advanced education and professional positions. 
However, the reason that Linnea was given up for adoption was be-
cause of the violent environment her birth family lives in— a section of 
Guatemala City that is deemed a “red zone,” denoting severe violence 
and crime. Even taxi drivers won’t take passengers into the neighbor-
hood. Just days before Linnea was born, her seventeen- year- old birth 
brother was shot and killed by local gang members. Now the family 
worried that Ana, Linnea’s birth sister, would meet a similar fate. They 
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asked if we would open our home to Ana if they could get her across 
the US border.

As it turned out, Ana did not come to live with us. But other chil-
dren and teenagers from Central America did make the journey that 
summer, traveling unaccompanied for thousands of miles to enter the 
United States. I watched in amazement during the summer of 2014 as 
they poured across the border. Within a few months, the US Border 
Patrol had detained nearly 60,000 children.

Quickly, these children became a political battlefield. Republicans 
blamed President Obama, claiming that his policy of not deporting 
“Dreamers” (i.e., individuals whose parents brought them illegally into 
the country as children) was encouraging this influx. Democrats also 
used the immigration crisis to court potential Hispanic constituents, 
promising reform but delivering few tangible changes. As political lead-
ers debated how this situation should be handled, numerous US Catho-
lic agencies went quietly to work, getting the children released from the 
detention centers and reuniting them with family members or placing 
them in foster care.

Catholic leaders and laypeople also began speaking out about the 
conditions that compelled so many people to risk everything by em-
barking on this journey north. Many people assumed these children left 
because of poverty. There is indeed significant poverty in the region. 
According to the World Bank, 66 percent of Hondurans subsist on less 
than $1.25 per day. About 53 percent of Guatemalans and 35 percent of 
Salvadorans share that fate.2 Yet generally the very poorest are not the 
ones to migrate, since traveling to the United States can be expensive, as 
most spend thousands of dollars to hire coyotes or guides to help them 
cross the border. One of the main factors driving these migrations is 
the chronic violence in Central America— much of it the result of gangs 
that emerged from the region’s brutal civil wars during the 1970s and 
1980s. Thus, while Catholics in the United States provided immediate 
assistance to these refugee children, they also tried to address the root 
problems that drove so many out of their homelands.

Many Americans may find it surprising that the US Catholic Church 
has taken such a progressive position on immigration and led the ef-
forts to help these Central American children. After all, many assume 
that the Catholic Church is inherently conservative, based on its stance 
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on contraception, abortion, homosexuality, and divorce. In reality, there 
is a long- standing tradition of progressive Catholic movements in the 
United States, which have addressed a variety of issues from labor, war, 
and environmental protection to human rights, exploitive development 
practices, women’s rights, and bellicose foreign policies. These Catholic 
social movements have helped to shift the church from an institution 
that had historically supported incumbent governments and politi-
cal elites to an institution that has sided with the oppressed and the 
vulnerable.

This book focuses on these progressive Catholic movements and how 
they have shaped the religious landscape of the United States. It pro-
vides an introduction to the movements but, more important, it shows 
how they have provoked controversy and stirred debate, often prompt-
ing Catholic leaders to take a stand and to articulate the theological 
bases for social justice. These theological and ethical views, known as 
Catholic Social Thought, have been developed in a variety of church 
documents.3 Yet, as I argue throughout the book, there is an iterative 
dynamic at play: progressive Catholic movements have shaped church 
teachings, while church teachings have inspired and motivated grass-
roots activism as well. This book introduces and explores both the social 
teachings and the movements that have shaped the progressive wing of 
US Catholicism.

Historical Development of Catholic Social Thought

Because the purpose of this book is to introduce Catholic Social Thought 
and examine how laypeople live out these principles, it is essential to 
briefly explain how these teachings developed. Although Catholics have 
articulated ethical principles in response to sociopolitical challenges 
since the church’s inception, such teachings were systematically devel-
oped in the nineteenth century in response to an unregulated form of 
industrial capitalism that generated suffering and poverty for many fac-
tory and mine workers. Since Europe was at the core of the industrial 
world at that time, it is no surprise that the early pioneers of socially 
engaged Catholicism were Europeans.

Yet the Catholic Church was not always concerned about workers. 
In the decades leading up to the release of the first papal encyclical, 
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Rerum Novarum, published in 1891, the European Catholic Church was 
still recovering from changes incurred by the French Revolution, which 
included loss of land, prestige, and various political privileges. Many 
Catholic leaders were in a reactive mode, suspicious of movements ori-
ented toward social equality and labor rights; instead, the European 
Catholic Church saw wealthy elites as its allies in a politically tumultu-
ous and unpredictable world.

What happened to change the conservative, perhaps even reactionary, 
Catholic Church in Europe? What shifted the church from an institution 
that clung to its medieval past to one that, by the end of the nineteenth 
century, advocated for social progress? Some key individuals helped to 
shift the church, denouncing the injustices that factory workers faced. 
Since there were virtually no labor laws in place to protect workers, they 
experienced low wages, a twelve- hour workday, child labor, unsafe work 
conditions, and the constant threat of industrial injuries. Moreover, the 
Industrial Revolution had not been kind to members of the working 
class: it forced them into overcrowded slums, where crime and unsani-
tary conditions were widespread, and it destroyed their family life as 
parents and children alike toiled for long hours in the factories. Earn-
ing subsistence wages, these families continually lived in survival mode, 
with little hope of ever improving their economic situation.

One of those who responded to these oppressive conditions was 
Archbishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler (1811– 1877) from Mainz, 
Germany. Ketteler insisted that this suffering was not God’s will or pun-
ishment for alleged sin. Instead, he argued that it was a reflection of 
an unjust and exploitive economic system. He asserted that improving 
labor conditions and establishing living wages could solve the major so-
cial ills of that era, including poverty, crime, violence, and family disrup-
tion. Toward that end, Archbishop Ketteler called upon the church to be 
the champion of the working class, and he encouraged his parishioners 
to organize labor unions.4 He even donated his own money to help es-
tablish worker associations.5

Other European Catholics were also advocating for workers’ rights 
during this period. In France, there were aristocratic laypeople, such 
as Charles de Montalembert (1810– 1870) and Albert de Mun (1841– 
1914), who believed that social justice and economic reform must be at 
the heart of the church’s agenda. Similarly, Frédérick Ozanam started 
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a Catholic charity called the St. Vincent de Paul Society, which served 
the immediate needs of the most destitute and continues to do so today. 
Yet Ozanam was adamant that charity was not enough: he insisted that 
Catholics should work to change the social and economic systems that 
produced this poverty. In England, Cardinal Henry Edward Manning 
(1808– 1892) became a leading advocate of socially engaged Catholicism. 
Because the church had previously ignored the suffering of factory work-
ers, he worried that the working class would embrace atheistic Marxism. 
In response, Cardinal Manning supported labor unions, workers’ rights, 
and state- sponsored social assistance programs. More significantly, he 
used his position within the church to support the indigent: in the 1860s, 
he canceled plans to build a new cathedral, instead using the funds to 
build twenty schools in impoverished neighborhoods.6

These leaders began to slowly shift the church away from its tradi-
tion of supporting the sociopolitical status quo. Yet laypeople played 
an important role in this process as well: between 1865 and 1870, they 
formed “Christian- social associations.” These groups operated inde-
pendently from the church and called for better wages, an end to child 
labor, reduced working hours, and the right to organize. Within a few 
years, the Christian- social associations in Germany had 22,000 mem-
bers, constituting the largest workers’ group in the entire country.7 Thus 
laypeople helped to highlight the links between religion and workers’ 
rights, ensuring that these issues were prominent within the minds of 
church leaders, including the pope.

All these efforts made a difference. In 1891, Pope Leo XIII released 
Rerum Novarum, literally translated as “Of New Things” but more com-
monly entitled “The Condition of Labor.” This encyclical affirmed the 
right to private property, thereby rejecting socialism as a solution, yet 
it prioritized laborers over capitalism. Pope Leo XIII insisted that em-
ployers have a moral obligation to pay a just wage, to ensure a safe work 
environment, and to allow workers the freedom of association. While 
this does not sound radical, it marked an important change for a church 
that had for many centuries endorsed systems of social inequality as 
God’s will.

The release of Rerum Novarum inspired workers and fostered a more 
politicized form of Social Catholicism in Europe and the United States. 
In Europe, Catholics such as Sicilian- born Luigi Sturzo (1871– 1959) em-
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bodied this new religious orientation. Sturzo, an ordained priest and 
sociologist, had seen firsthand the exploitation of his fellow Italians 
at the hands of local elites. Like other socially engaged Catholics, he 
encouraged the formation of worker and student associations. He also 
urged Catholics to get directly involved in electoral politics, translating 
religious principles into policy. Sturzo himself was elected mayor of his 
hometown, setting a new example of Catholic political action.8 In the 
United States, Monsignor John Ryan (1869– 1945) promoted workers’ 
rights through two notable books: The Living Wage, published in 1906, 
and Distributive Justice, published in 1916. Ryan encouraged political 
action, including collaboration with various secular reform groups. He 
served on the national board for the American Civil Liberties Union— 
the first priest to do so. And in 1913, he wrote legislation for a minimum 
wage for women and children, which was passed in the state of Min-
nesota.9 Both men set an example of taking Catholic Social Thought 
straight into the political arena by encouraging involvement in policy 
and legislation.10

Key Themes in Catholic Social Thought

Rerum Novarum marked the formal start of Catholic Social Teachings. 
As the previous discussion illustrates, such teachings emerged as a result 
of multiple forces, including grassroots action and pressure from Catho-
lic laity and leaders who were affected by these social issues. Many more 
encyclicals and official church documents followed, addressing prob-
lems such as the nuclear arms race, war, revolutionary movements, 
environmental concerns, and human rights. Although each document 
addresses a particular social concern, a number of common themes run 
through these teachings.11

One of the first and clearest themes within Catholic Social Thought is 
the dignity of humans. Because humans are created in the image and like-
ness of God, each person is to be treated with profound respect throughout 
the entire life course. For many Catholics, although not all, this emphasis 
on the inestimable worth of human life has led to a stance opposing abor-
tion, euthanasia, and capital punishment. Yet another central aspect of 
dignity is that all humans are to be treated equally. Thus all forms of social 
inequality— such as racism or class oppression— must be opposed.
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A second theme is the common good. Catholic Social Thought seeks to 
counter the rampant individualism that pervades much of Western cul-
ture, balancing individual rights with a concern for the well- being of the 
broader community. Each person has the obligation to improve the lives 
of others, including future generations, even if we personally receive no 
direct benefit from these improvements. Hence Catholics should sup-
port education programs, for example, even if they themselves do not 
have children, since education is foundational for the advancement of 
individuals as well as society as a whole.

The third theme of Catholic Social Teaching is solidarity. This concept 
recognizes that humans flourish in social relationships and in commu-
nity. Moreover, it is an acknowledgment that we are all highly inter-
dependent for our physical, social, and cultural needs. Solidarity often 
begins as an internal attitude, a sense of connection to others. At times, 
however, it may require external action on behalf of others. It reflects 
the idea so well articulated by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.: “An injustice 
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”12

A fourth theme is known as the option for the poor and the vulnerable. 
A test of any society’s ethics is how well its most vulnerable populations 
are faring. According to Catholic Social Thought, the church’s mission 
is one of service to the poor and the marginalized. This service includes 
meeting their spiritual and physical needs but also addressing the un-
derlying causes of their suffering. Where social, political, and economic 
structures are harming people, the faithful must side with the oppressed, 
working to change the exploitive systems.

Fifth, Catholic Social Thought affirms the rights of workers. The 
church takes the stance that the economy is to benefit workers, not the 
other way around. Moreover, it maintains that work should be more than 
simply a way to pay bills; it should be a meaningful way to contribute 
to society. To respect the dignity of work and workers, the church advo-
cates for fair wages, safe working conditions, and the right to organize.

Sixth, the theme of peace and reconciliation is also prominent within 
Catholic Social Thought. Peace means more than the absence of conflict; 
it means the presence of just relations and social institutions. Without 
security and stability, human communities cannot flourish. Hence the 
church calls upon its members to be peacemakers, seeking to transform 
conflicts nonviolently.
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The final theme deals with the preservation of creation. The environ-
mental crisis that the world currently faces is, at its core, a moral issue. 
The issue is about whether humans are being responsible stewards of 
the earth’s resources and whether they will protect the environment for 
future generations. The church teaches that caring for the earth is an es-
sential component of the Catholic faith.

Sources and Methods of Catholic Social Thought

In this book, I use the term “Catholic Social Thought” to refer to the 
Catholic Church’s ethical principles about human nature, purpose, and 
social justice— particularly in the realm of politics and the economy. 
These ethical principles have been formed from two streams of influ-
ence: (1) the body of official Catholic teachings, as articulated in papal 
encyclicals, statements by national and regional bishops’ councils, and 
so forth (which is called Catholic Social Teaching); and (2) unofficial 
contributions from Catholic thinkers, movements, and groups. Yet pre-
cisely how do Catholic leaders come to these views? How do Catholic 
movements generate positions on social, political, and economic prob-
lems? Catholic thinkers rely on four different sources to help them 
formulate their stances. These include scripture (or revelation), reason 
(also referred to as “natural law”), tradition, and experience.

Naturally, Catholic leaders turn to scripture as the basis for their 
ethical positions. For instance, justice is a major theme throughout the 
Judeo- Christian scriptures and the basis for Catholic social ethics. Yet 
the Hebrew and Greek terms for justice can be translated in multiple 
ways, including mercy, loving- kindness, fidelity, or legal justice. Fur-
thermore, the question arises regarding how to translate these ideas to 
current issues. Hence Catholic leaders focus on how the Hebrew (e.g., 
Old Testament) prophets denounced any practices that harmed the most 
vulnerable members of society, including widows, orphans, the socially 
outcast, and the poor; how Christ interacted with others, including no-
torious outcasts such as tax collectors and adulterers; and the acts of the 
apostles.13 The premise is that scripture reveals God’s intentions for the 
world and the godliest methods of responding to conflict and injustice.

An additional source of inspiration is human reason. We can derive 
a set of ethics by using human knowledge to assess the roots of complex 
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social problems. In particular, Catholic theologians rely on “natural law 
reasoning.” The basic premise is that God created humans with intelli-
gence and the capacity to engage in rational, thoughtful analysis. Using 
these skills, as well as the innate knowledge embedded in our hearts and 
minds, people can observe the world and make good judgments regard-
ing ethical responses to social problems.14 Theologian Thomas Massaro 
described natural law this way:

Normally, Christians think of God’s will as coming to us through Scrip-
ture, such as the contents of the Ten Commandments. A key claim of 
natural law theory is that nature is another path by which we learn God’s 
will in a less direct way than through revelation. By closely observing the 
structures of nature, including our own bodies and the healthy instincts 
and inclinations built into our minds, we gain knowledge of the natural 
order God intends. For example, our innate desire to preserve our lives 
suggests the divine prohibition against suicide and, by extension, murder 
and wanton destruction of wildlife. Our natural desire to live peacefully 
in society is cited as evidence to support all the rules of social order (to 
avoid stealing, lying, adultery, etc.) that contribute to social stability.15

A third source that Catholic leaders draw on is tradition, or all previ-
ous Christian teachings. This can include other papal encyclicals but 
also writings from earlier periods in church history.16 For example, some 
Catholic leaders have cited the writings of the church fathers, from the 
second through fifth centuries; these include figures such as Clement of 
Alexandria, Tertullian, Basil the Great, Ambrose of Milan, Augustine of 
Hippo, and Jerome. These individuals wrote about greed, private prop-
erty, and participation in war, among other matters, providing a histori-
cal basis for Catholic social ethics.17

The final source of inspiration comes from human experience. Catho-
lic social teaching encourages people to carefully observe a situation, 
make a judgment about what is occurring, and then take action. This 
process is sometimes referred to as the “circle of praxis” or the “herme-
neutical circle.” The process involves four steps. First, Christians gain ex-
perience by directly getting involved in the issue, becoming acquainted 
with those who suffer from a particular social ill. Second, people are to 
engage in social analysis— that is, they should ask about the causes of 
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these problems. This may require consultation with experts who have 
studied and gathered data on these issues. Third, the faithful should 
engage in theological reflection, determining a biblically appropriate 
response. Fourth, individuals should plan a course of action and im-
plement it. It is through such human experience that social ethics are 
clarified.

Lived Religion

Catholic laypeople have contributed to Catholic Social Thought through 
their experiences in progressive movements. Indeed, it has often been 
through their activism that they have formulated the biblical and theo-
logical bases for their social ethics. This type of religious action is the 
primary focus of this book. In other words, the book will not focus on 
whether various Catholic Social Teachings are accurate interpretations 
of scripture or theologically correct positions. Rather, it will focus on 
how lay Catholics in the United States have lived out their religious 
beliefs through daily acts, including engagement with various social, 
economic, and political issues.

Within academic circles, this is known as a lived religion approach. 
Sociologist Meredith McGuire defines lived religion as “how religion 
and spirituality are practiced, experienced, and expressed by ordinary 
people (rather than official spokespersons) in the context of their ev-
eryday lives.”18 This is not the same as popular religion or folk religion. 
The term  “popular religion” emerged among historians of the Protes-
tant Reformation who examined how the theology of Reformers was 
being translated into local congregations. These historians noted that 
there often was a gap or slippage between the official theology of Prot-
estant Reformers and the daily practices of Protestant church members. 
Within this gap, lay Protestants had a degree of autonomy to reconfigure 
religious beliefs and practices to suit local circumstances. Hence popu-
lar religion denotes the scope of practices beyond officially sanctioned 
religion; such popular religious practices may, in fact, resist and oppose 
official religion.19 The term “lived religion” is not synonymous with 
“popular religion.” Although scholars of lived religion also emphasize 
the autonomy of lay actors and activities that occur on the margins of 
ecclesial institutions, lived religion is simply a way of capturing the daily 
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experiences of the “person in the pew” and how such individuals act on 
their religious beliefs.

A lived religion approach requires attention to religious organiza-
tions as well as religious participants, to theology as well as practice, to 
texts as well as daily rituals.20 It examines how religious teachings are 
imagined and reimagined in the context of family, community, work, 
and politics. As religious studies scholar Robert Orsi put it, “The key 
questions [of lived religion] concern what people do with religious idi-
oms, how they use them, what they make of themselves and their worlds 
with them. . . . The study of lived religion focuses most intensely on . . . 
hot cultural moments— at the edges of life, in times of social upheaval, 
confusion, or transition, when old orders give way and what is ahead 
remains unclear— that [is where] we see what matters most in a religious 
world.”21

This book asks: How have American laypeople responded in such hot 
cultural moments, including moments of war, severe economic trouble, 
human rights abuses, and encounters with immigrants fleeing these 
problems? How have they interpreted official church documents and 
translated them into progressive political action? And how have their 
actions influenced religious leaders and official church teachings?

I must emphasize, however, that due to laypeople’s independent 
agency, American Catholics will interpret and act on Catholic Social 
Teachings in divergent ways. While the focus of this book is on Cath-
olics in progressive social movements, there are Catholics who have 
understood the same teachings as promoting conservative causes. To 
illustrate this point, we can look at two responses to the papal encyclical 
Quadragesimo Anno, also known by its English title Forty Years After: 
On Reconstructing the Social Order and Perfecting It Conformably to the 
Precepts of the Gospel. This encyclical, which was issued in 1931 by Pope 
Pius XI, reinforced the Catholic Church’s commitment to workers’ rights 
while underscoring the responsibilities of the rich. And, in the midst of 
the Great Depression, it condemned the huge gaps between the wealthy 
elites and the suffering masses. The document called for livable wages 
and the “uplifting” of the proletariat while simultaneously defending 
the right to private property. It argued that the world’s economic prob-
lems could only be solved through a reconstruction of the social order, 
grounded in the principles of justice.22 Pope Pius XI insisted that this 
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new social order must be an alternative to the political threats of that 
era: it must offer a path to economic improvement and social justice 
while avoiding the problems of communism and class warfare, preda-
tory liberal individualism, and fascism.23

Many American Catholics responded to the pope’s call, but their in-
terpretation of these ideas varied widely.24 On the progressive side, the 
Catholic Worker movement, founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin 
in 1933, took action by establishing farming communes. Maurin argued 
that there were several reasons why radical agrarianism could be a re-
alistic alternative. First, farm communes could address the immediate 
needs of people struggling through the Great Depression because the 
farms could provide food. Second, a radical agrarian life could ease 
the technological unemployment produced by industrial economies, 
thereby contributing to a more stable social order. Third, subsistence 
farming and craftwork centered the forces of production on need rather 
than desire. This could restore the values of cooperation while providing 
fulfilling and meaningful labor.25 Although the farming communes were 
largely a failure, they demonstrated a progressive interpretation and ap-
plication of Quadragesimo Anno.26

On the conservative side, other American Catholics had a different 
interpretation of this encyclical. Edward Keller— a priest in the order 
of the Holy Cross who taught economics at the University of Notre 
Dame— argued, “The encyclicals do not condemn our economic system 
of free enterprise, but instead give a strong moral foundation for such 
a system.”27 In his book Christianity and American Capitalism, Keller 
emphasized that the Catholic Church had rejected socialism, but noth-
ing in the church’s social teachings condemned the basic institutions of 
American capitalism: private property, freedom of competition, and free 
enterprise. The encyclicals only condemned unregulated and unlimited 
competition, which he argued did not exist in the United States.28 In 
fact, Keller maintained the belief that American capitalism was ethically 
admirable because it bestowed excess wealth to some, who could then 
use this wealth to establish new companies that would provide more 
jobs. Although he never called for an end to unions, he did argue that 
they were potentially dangerous since they had a monopoly of power 
that, through strikes and other forms of collective action, could paralyze 
industry, thereby hurting workers and their families.
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Building on the ideas of Keller in the mid- twentieth century, other 
Catholic thinkers promoted religious justifications of free- market capi-
talism. For example, in 1990, Father Robert Sirico and others founded 
the Acton Institute, which offers a moral defense of economic liberty 
and capitalism.29 Sirico and his supporters cite other encyclicals not cov-
ered in this book, such as the 1991 encyclical Centesimus Annus, which 
condemned Marxism and the dictatorial regimes that practiced it.

In short, while Catholic Workers aimed to fulfill the mandates of 
Quadragesimo Anno by re- creating an economic order rooted in small- 
scale sustainable agriculture, Edward Keller and Robert Sirico aimed to 
reconstruct the economic order by promoting large- scale capitalism. 
This underscores the importance of a lived religion approach, examin-
ing how a church’s ethical teachings are implemented in everyday life. It 
is clear that progressive Catholics do not have hegemonic control over 
these issues, and I encourage readers to also explore works on conserva-
tive Catholic social movements to gain a more holistic understanding 
of the American Catholic landscape. Nonetheless, covering all Catholic 
social movements in the United States is beyond the scope of this book. 
In this book, my aim is to challenge the assumption that religion is an 
inherently conservative, status quo– enforcing institution. In addition, 
I highlight the progressive and sometimes radical history of American 
Catholics, whose stories have for too long remained on the margins of 
public awareness.

It is these stories that are depicted in subsequent chapters, as captured 
in the experiences of laypeople who put into action their understand-
ing of Catholic social ethics. The focus is on American Catholic lived 
religion vis- à- vis six political issues in the twentieth and twenty- first 
centuries. Chapter 1 explores the Catholic Worker movement and the 
United Farm Workers union, which fought for workers’ rights. Chapter 
2 examines American Catholic peace activism to end war, particularly 
in Vietnam, and to stop the nuclear arms race. The focus of chapter 3 
is on Catholic feminist activism and the struggle for gender equality. 
Chapter 4 addresses poverty, political violence, and human rights abuses 
in Central America and the US movements in solidarity with those Ni-
caraguans, Salvadorans, and Guatemalans who were seeking liberation. 
Immigrant rights are the topic of chapter 5, which focuses on the US 
Sanctuary movement of the 1980s and the New Sanctuary Movement 
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that emerged at the start of the twenty- first century. Chapter 6 looks 
at Catholic activism for the preservation of the environment. These six 
issues— labor rights, militarism and war, women’s rights, poverty and 
political repression, immigration, and the environment— are indeed the 
hot points of contemporary times. Following Orsi’s lead, I believe that 
in exploring these moments of social upheaval, we gain new insight into 
the beliefs and practices of progressive US Catholics.
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