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March 25, l968) 

THE CHURCHES AND THE STRUGGLE AGAINST PREJUDICE 

My task today is one of prescription rather than analysis, altL01.~gt 

within a single personal point of view and presentation it is difficult to 

prescribe a remedy without some indication of one 1 s own analytic jud.:_:::-:2.:1t 

of the malady. 

I should begin with a few disclaimers. I cannot, of course, s92ak 

for all of the Churches of the world, or even all of the Churches LJ. 

America. As a Catholic priest of some twenty-five years standing, I c.s.::i 

speak of rrry own observations and judgments, and to this extent one 

a voice from the side of the Churches. 

-~.a.~-,...,~ 
......................... •-> 

In the matter of prejudice, too, one could think of many different 

kinds. I tend to think of the legal categories embodied in the Civil rtights 

Act of 1957 - denial of equality of opportunity by reason of race, color, 

religion, or national origin. My observations in the matter of prejudice 

are largely colored by rrry personal experience as one of the two original 

members of the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights, established in 1957. iiere 

we have mainly dealt with prejudice of a racial rather than religious origin. 

Prejudice in the theological context is often ref erred to as rash 

judgment. Fundamentally, this means passing judgment, normally detrimental 

or negative, on some one or some group, without sufficient evidence to 

justify the judgment - hence rash judgment. In his classic book on the 
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nature of prejudice, Gordon Allport quotes Charles Lamb: "I confess that 

I do feel the differences of mankind, national and individual •••• I er,, 

in plainer words, a bundle of prejudices - made up of likings and dis­

likings - the veriest thrall to sympathies, apathies, antipathies". 

There is perhaps no nation on earth where it is easier to be a 

"bundle of prejudices" than our own America which is such an amalgam of 

religions, races, nationalities, and colors. There is no more noble human 

experiment in the world than the challenge of the motto on our coins: 

"E pluribus unum" - despite our vast ethnic mixture, our long history of 

black-white, Protestant-Catholic, Jewish-Gentile antipathies. 

What makes prejudice so spiritually dangerous is the rashness and 

irrationality of all that it brings in its train: fear, suspicion, dis­

like, disdain, revulsion, hatred - all unfounded, and all leading in­

evitably and irrationally to discrimination, social disunity, and t~e 

denial of human dignity. 

What makes prejudice difficult to understand, much less to cope 

with or to cure, is that it is a generalized feeling that goes beyond 

values, interests, and knowledge. A prejudiced person feels antipatty 

or hostility towards another or a whole group without any definable or 

sufficient reason, and then attempts to justify himself by saying he is 

just upholding his special values, or his interests, or even some imagined 

or presumed facts. This generalized feeling of prejudice easily encom­

passes a whole group, and then denigrates any single identifiable member 

of the group without any prior reference to the individual quality or 
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merit or value of the person discrimiLated against so automatically. 

Hence the theological categorizing of prejudice as rash judgment upon 

a person or a group. 

One should distinguish rash or prejudicial from erroneous judgrJerr~. 

Shown the factual error of our other judements, most of us will change 011r 

judgments willingly enough. Not so with prejudice. Demon0trate one 

erroneous base of prejudicial judgment, and the prejudiced person will 

quickly find two or three other bases. Shifting the base is no probles 

for prejudice because it puts out false roots in all directions. Destro~" 

one; there is always another. Demonstrate that Negroes are not biologically 

or genetically or humanly inferior, then they become conde1u~ed as lazy for 

not developing their talents. Prejudice, therefore, is not only faulty, 

but also inflexible judgment, characterized more by emotion than reason, 

and almost always accompanied by some degree of discriminatory action 

against the person or the group who is the object of personal prejudice. 

Prejudice is best described as the poison of personal relations, 

the most divisive element of our society, the most corrosive element of 

our human nature, since it goes against reason and falsifies our judgments 

of other persons, makes us and others the prey of irrational fears and 

hostilities. 

One of the most damning aspects of prejudice is that we are not 

born with it. We learn it; we develop it; and we pass it on to others. 

How does it all begin? Basically, because of a difference and a comparison. 

The difference ma:y be many things - color, language, religion, social or 

economic situation, physical appearance, even sex. Following the difference 
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is an evaluation and a comparison. Wnat we have is good or the best, 

therefore anything different is inferior or bad. Even historical circw1:-

stance - war, oppression, conquest, slavery - can be the condition for 

the birth or growth of prejudice against a whole group and each of its 

members, now and for all time: Jew and Arab, Western and Oriental, Irish 

and English, German and French, Northerner and Southerner in dozens of 

countries, Korea, Viet Nam, and our own - all these have seen prejudice 

against each other be born, and develop, and get passed on to each 

succeeding generation. 

How is this done? Allport outlines two main methods: Categoriza-

tion and stereotyping. We naturally categorize as we sort out our kr:.o' ... 'led.0e 

by generalization. Then we easily attribute unfavorable qualities to 

or that category of human beings, form senseless stereotypes that we 

irrationally and without evidence apply across the board, and prejudice is 

born: All Jews are sly, all Negroes are lazy, all Catholics are politically 

ambitious, all Chinese are cruel, and, of course, all our kind - whatever .. 
~ happen to be - a:re the best and to be preferred over all others of' what-

ever religion, race, nationality, or color - this last reality, positive 

prejudice for one's own group, which the theologian would call pride, being 

mainly ethnocentrism in the terminology of the sociologists. 

Now we begin to see prejudice as much more than an individual quality. 

It becomes an integral part of a religion, race, nationality, color, or . 

ultimately, culture. Prejudice in this sense gets passed on to all members 

of the society or culture, in the family, in the neighborhood, in the 

school, even alas, in the church. It is now apparent how virulent a reality 
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we are dealing with in prejudice. It is propagated in the very process 

of acculturation, education, and socialization within one's social grou;. 

No inside force, part of one's culture, opposes it. No outside force CU:l 

normally oppose it without seeming to be inimical to one's culture, 

nationality, religion, or race, a..~d we are all very touchy on these 

matters. I am, of course, overstating the case, but you will agree that 

unconsciously we are all in some fashion "bundles of prejudice", all of 

which we have acquired since birth, not from Martians, b"C.t f:..'om those 

with whom we have lived. In a very real sense, to divest ou:.."selves &rld 

our future generations from prejudice will require a profound cultural 

change in our attitudes, a change from within. Few forces can bring ·ch::.:: 

about. The Church is one such, albeit not the only one. 

Allow me to put this in context. The ultimate values of a soc:'..e"'c;/ 

are mostly expressed in the form of religious beliefs. Negatively, 

religion has been at the heart of much prejudice - the conflict of Jew 

and Christian, Orthodox and Roman Catholic, Protestant and Catholic, 

Mohammedan and Christian, just to mention some of our most basic historj_cal 

forms of prejudice and discrimination in the Western World. Ethnocentric 

pride has almost always had a religious base and has often focused on 

cultural practices relating to religion. Moreover, people have often 

portrayed religious differences in the worst possible light, or have used 

their own religious beliefs in defense of their most cherished secular 

values, even when these were largely economic or cultural or social, and 

not religious at all, such as the purity of their neighborhood, their 

church, or their union. 
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I think it must be said that until very recently the most segregated 

hour of the week in the South was eleven o'clock Sunday morning in chl<.rch. 

Parochial schools in the South, while perfectly free to desegregate, 

generally did so only shortly before, just with, or in a few cases, just 

after the public schools. I can recall being asked some years ago at 

Stellenbosch University in South Africa what I thought of the sto.nce of 

the Dutch Reformed Church there in support of Apartheid. I could only 

answer accurately with one word, blasphemous. 

Three years ago, the Commission on Civil Rights had a ten-day ~2a:­

ing in Jackson, !tdssissippi. At the end of several days of g:.'Uesor:1e 

testimony, I had the unenviable task of conducting, on television, a 

seminar of the religious leaders of the State. I reviewed for them w::iat 

horrible testimony we had heard regarding man's inhuma..i.~ity to man in 

Mississippi. "These acts of murder, arson, and brutality", I noted., 

"were committed by those who attend your churches and synagogues. Why 

cannot you get together and speak out together against this perversity?" 

One high churchman suggested that they would all be expelled from the 

State if they spoke out forcef'ully. Yet there was no alternative. Ethno­

centric pride and perversion must be combated from within the culture. 

Two great acts have made religious witness vital and forcef'ul in all ages: 

prophecy and martyrdom. Religious leaders must be perfectly clear in going 

against popular opinion when it is morally wrong - that is the essence of 

prophecy, to point out the blasphemy of prejudice before the tide has 

turned, not afterward, and to be willing to be a martyr for this most 

important religious truth. It calls for heroic courage at times, but if 
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relic;ion is to lead and not to follow, the:re is no other way than the 

courageous way of prophecy and martyrdom. 

There is a curious correlation between different kinds of religious 

cornmi trnent and prejudice. Those who have a vertical commi tmer.t, to Gci 

and the organization of the church, often show a high degree of prejuclice. 

Those who are more deeply spiritual, more directed to the love of God 

through the love of man in horizontal commitment, show little if any 

prejudice. Some have tried to demonst:rate the same truth by a different 

route, showing that authoritarian personality types, who a.re insecu:-e 

and threatened by religious differences, are the prejudiced ones. T::-:Cey 

are only secure themselves by being against others, who are religiously 

different. 

In our Notre Dame-Carnegie study of the attitudes of Catholic 

parochial school students, we found the following interesting variables: 

1) the students who attended Mass - the sacrament of unity - most frecr..i.ently 

were the least prejudiced. 2) A and B students were less prejudiced than .. 
"~ C and D students. (This confirmed(\{y earlier instinctive and unscientific 

belief that prejudice is the refuge of the stupid.) 3) The education of 

the parents, whether Catholic or not, had a direct relationship on the 

prejudice of their children towards Negroes and Jews, the more educated 

parents having the least prejudiced children. There was also the strong 

indication in these studies that Catholic students did not so much have 

prejudice against Jews as they really did not know many Jews and, there-

fore, were somewhat confused by current myths about Jews. What really 

seems important here is not more knowledge, but more personal contact. 

There was also an understandable variation in these studies depending on 



- 8 -

the percentage of minority groups present in the geographic areas studied. 

This variation went as high as 50%, destroying any idea of monolithic 

response from the Catholic group, even on so f'undamental a point of 

Catholic morality as prejudice. 

This may be as good a place as any to reiterate that there c.:ui 

be no real doubt about the position of the Christian Churches vis-a-vis 

prejudice towards any other human being. When queried about the most 

important of all moral laws, Jesus said, "Thou shalt love the Lord th;/ 

God with thy whole heart, with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mi:u.G., 

and with thy whole strength, and thou shalt love thy ne:Lghbor as thyself". 

(lfia.rk 12:30-31) This second aspect of the law is confirrned in the OlG. 

Testament, "You shall not bear false witness against you:r neighbor" • 

(Exod. 20:16) And in the New Testament, "Whatsoever you do for one of 

these rrry least brethren, you did it to Me". Jesus identifies Himself 

in our neighbor and in our treatment of our least brethren, especially 

if he should be hungry, thirsty, naked, or in prison. All men are equal 

as children of God, Our Father; all human beings have equal dignity and 

an equal eternal destiny; despite the differences of talent or grace, all 

deserve our interest, understanding, and help, especially the least brethren. 

The Son of God became man that all might have life and have it more abun­

dantly. Salvation and redemption are for all, not a chosen few. We will 

only be known as His disciples if we love one another as He has loved us. 

(John 13:35) 

The whole thread of Christian anthropology is one of equal spiritual 

and human dignity before God and men, a dignity that must be respected and 
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buttressed by the same love by which God loves us and we Him. As St. 

Paul says: We are one Body in Jesus Christ: He is the Head and we 

are the members. What we think and do for others, we think and do :fo:.· 

Him. If we despise and disregard them, His least brethren, we despise 

and disregard Him. There is no other alternative. Hurrian dignity is 

universal and so must be our respect for every human person made in tl1e 

image and likeness of God. 

The unity of the human race, as a..'l ideal and a r''undar.1ental beLcf, 

is central to all the Christian Churches. To think otherwise is tc cc; 

unchristian, even if the one or ones about whom one thir.i.irn otherwise be 

not·Christians. 

There was a day, not so distant, when there was much ambigui"~y 

in the actual practice of the Churches, especially as enunciated by their 

leaders. No more. There are, of course, pockets of resistance, but on 

balance never before has the testimony of the Christian leadership been 

clearer or more forceful. In some way, Christian leaders seem to be over­

compensating for the lack of leadership in the past. A Father Groppi asks 

to go to jail with the Negro youth of Milwaukee, and the Chaplain of Yale 

does go to jail in Baltimore with his wife and the mother of Massachusetts' 

Governor, Mrs • Peaboay. 

This change has come none too soon. There is still a gap in the 

followership - Catholics of earlier minorities throw stones at Father 

Groppi and even at the nuns marching with him who also teach their 

children. Even so, the corner has been turned. The question is no 

longer "whether to 11 , but "how" and "when" and "where" to"·testify on behalf 

of those who suffer prejudice and discrirrdnation. 

4 

, 



------- -- --

- 10 -

I should add a word here about the rhythm of the revolution of 

Civil Rights as I have perceived it here in America. Ten years ago, the 

U. S. Commission on Civil Rig.11ts was organized by Congress to study the 

denial of equal opportunity by reason of race, color, religioa, or 

national origin, to publish the facts of discrimination in voting, 

housing, employment, education, and in the administration of justice, 

and to propose remedial federal legislation. Some forty book-length 

reports a....'ld many hearings later, about 80% of the laws we recorrir.iend.eCi 

to three Presidents and the Congress have been enacted into federal le:.w. 

While law does not resolve the problem, it does express a national con­

sensus on where we should be going, what we should be doing to ma..~e the 

promises of our Constitution and Bill of Rights come true for all our 

people. 

Now that our national consensus has been proclaimed in the Civil 

Rights laws of the past ten years, the next problem is to make this 

national conscience effective on the local level. This is Phase 2 of 

the Civil Rights revolution, a much more difficult phase than the first 

move towards national consensus. Just as the churches, and the statements 

of church leaders, and the actions of church followers helped to achieve 

Phase 1, the passage of these import~t Federal Civil Rights laws, all, 

the churches are even more necessary and important for the Phase 2 action 

on the local level where the church lives and has its being and its 

members. Here the law will be realized or forgotten - here locally we 

deliver the promise of equality, dignity, and opportunity, or deny them 

all effectively. 

.. 

, 



- 11 -

How does the church do it? Many ways. 

It all begins by education - preachment if you will, but this is 

just a beginning. Today, more than ever before, the word must be joined 

to the act, an act of all religious persons in the local community, wo1·t­

ing together to end prejudice and the fruits of prejudice. There is r.o 

limit to the scope of this collaboration for justice a..~d charity and 

social unity and peace. Note that after Vatican Council Il there was 

not just a Secretariat for Christian Unity established by the Catholic 

Church, but another Secretariat for Non-Christian Religions, and yet 

another for Non-Believers of good will. Here is ecu.~enism on the llidest 

level for the broadest impact. It is a good pattern for total collabora­

tion in the area of Civil Rights. 

Our manner of preachment and our collaboration in community action 

for interracial justice must be equally broad on the local level today. 

In this matter of social justice, all religious leaders, all religious 

people, and even non-religious leaders of good will, can and should speak 

together with one voice, and should devise all manner of programs for 

working together for social justice, for all people, in neighborhoods, 

in cities and villages, in sections and states, all across the country. 

The battle against prejudice may indeed be nationwide, but the point of 

contact is local. 

If, as the recent Report of the Riot Commission commented, the 

root cause of disturbance in our cities is white racism and all the sad 

effects that derive from it, poor housing, poor education, poor employment, 

hopelessness and frustration for most American Negroes, then each local 
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community must do its own work of local diagnosis: how strong is white 

racism in this particular neighborhood, or section, or city? How is it 

practically manifested in the area of housing, education, jobs, adnin­

istration of justice, and public services? How then does one get at 

the roots of white racism? 

Certainly everything we have said of prejudice o,pplies to white 

racism which judges rashly every single Negro, man, woman, ancl chilC.., 

and judges him or her badly, irrationally, emotionally, blindly, and 

inflexibly just because of his or her color. Personal and social 

injustice is wider spread and more immediate here because of the 

visibility of color - a factor most often not present in other earlier 

types of Arnerican prejudice based on religion or nationality. 

If love of God and love of neighbor are inseparably joined as 

the sum of the Christian message, then this matter of racial prejudice 

which induces hatred, hostility, and blind discrimination towards our 

Negro neighbors becomes the No. 1 sin of Christians in our day and a 

matter of highest priority for all who call themselves Christians, both 

leaders and members of the church, all being bound eq,ually by the sa..'Tie 

supreme law, all presumably heading towards the same unsegregated goal 

of eternal glory. 

Here the solution must transcend words and even attitudes. Each 

person must personalize the solution by his individual contribution to 

it. No one can insulate or separate himself from this national problem. 

No man is an island, as John Donne said. All must work together with 

those against whom the prejudice is mainly directed. A solution here 
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cannot come from on high .!£! Negroes - it must be worked out, on the 

local level, with Negroes. Prejudice only really disappears when it 

is supplanted by personal respect and friendship, which grow out of 

working and living together, engaged in a comrnon cause, at times in­

spired by the same religious conviction. I would suspect any white 

person who just spoke well of Negroes without ever having lived or 

worked with Negroes, had Negro friends and associates. The same, of 

course, could be said of other groups we have mentioned in the context 

of mutual prejudice - Protesta..~ts and Catholics, Jews and Gentiles, 

Spanish-speaking Americans and Anglos. The Protestants a.~d Catholics 

of war-time Germany really found fellowship and friendship and a true 

ecumenical spirit for the first time in some 400 years when they suffered 

together under Hitler and died together for a common cause, bore a common 

shame for what the Nazis did to· the Jews. 

It is true that many organizations assist this process of getting 

diverse groups working together in America - NAACP, NCc.r, and others, but 

I suspect that personal religious conviction can reach more deeply into 

individual lives, attitudes, and actions, than simple membership in such 

organizations, good though they be. I have seen too many people who speak 

one wa:y in public, on the platform, and quite another wa:y in the back 

room, in their kitchens and clubs. 

I would like to conclude on a note of modest and moderate optimism. 

Whatever the past poor performance of religion in the struggle against 

prejudice in its many forms, I deeply believe that there are many good 

signs at work for the future elimination of much prejudice in the United 
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States. First of all, in the matter of religious prejudice, this see;ns 

to be diminishing greatly, if not disappearing, in this country between 

large groupings of Catholics and Protestants. The Jewish-Gentile 

tension seems to dissolve more slowly, particularly in certain areas 

of hieher Jewish concentration. However, I find very few people proud 

or easy with their anti-Semitism a-ny more. Maybe the Nazis unwittingly 

did us that service - who could possibly want to be associated with them. 

Helpfully, a key attitude in ecumenism today is to try to under­

stand everyone else's religious values, even though they may differ in 

form or expression from one's own. Moreover, there has aJJnost disappeared 

the isolated religious approach to secular problems of interracial justice 

and human development. We all accept today the idea that each religious 

group must, together with all other religious groups, and even with tnose 

who profess no religion, bring the best of its spiritual and moral strength 

to bear upon this conunon problem that faces us and threatens to destroy 

the vitals of our civil society and civic peace. 

When one goes beyond religious prejudice, ;per ~' to racial 

prejudice, a larger problem in modern America, here too there are many 

reasons for hope. First of all, never before have religious leaders and 

religious people been more concerned with what forces they can specifical:cy' 

bring to bear on the problem 1 s solution. No respectable religious body 

declares itself on moral problems today without saying strong words on 

the problem of racial prejudice. Moreover, all religious bodies have new 

and growing programs that are directly concerned with achieving inter­

racial justice. 
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I believe that these religious programs are having their impact 

on local legislation, such as open housing, and local services, such 

as police protection and welfare and educational prograr;,s. The necessary 

inner cultural and ci vie changes are slowly and often almost impercepti.bl.y 

beginning to take place, despite the age-long and massive 1·esistance o:;:~ 

white racism compounded by black power. But sor.i.ething is happening, <:i.nd. 

religion is involved as never before as a growing integrative force in 

our society. 

One might query, is it too little or too late? I do not know. 

I hope not. 
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