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“View from the Pew”    by George W. Reilly  
       What does religion say about justice? 
 
 
 
 
 
How do we build a better world, one in which justice forms the key?  Laurie Zoloth, a religious scholar and bioethi-
cist, has spent years helping scientists and policymakers around the world examine complex ethical dilemmas. 
   
In an recent article on the website www.vox.com, author Carol Kuruvilla posed the question to Zoloth about what 
responsibilities humans have in the face of climate change?  How can we address health care disparities?  How do 
we convince people to set aside their personal preferences and do the right thing for the common good?  And, 
above all, how do we make our world more fair? 
 
For Zoloth, a professor at the University of Chicago’s Divinity School, the coronavirus pandemic offered yet more 
proof that it is not enough to appeal to Americans’ feelings of patriotism or even to other secular ideas about work-
ing for the greater good of the greatest number of people.  
  
Tackling Covid-19 required every American to make personal sacrifices to protect society as a whole.  But there 
was still loud resistance from individuals who thought that the ask was too great — who did not want to be part of 
that mutual project or were opposed to submitting to the federal and state’s health regulations. 
 
The language people use to think through public health and justice issues has become deeply fractured and politi-
cized, Zoloth said.  That is why she believes religion, which offers a rich and complex set of metaphors capable of 
uniting a broad swath of people, is so important.  Particularly in a country where most people identify as belonging 
to a religion, Zoloth said, faith-based appeals for fairness can have resonance. 
 
“Religion has been a great historical source for people interested in reasons to love their neighbors and vulnerable 
people, because religion does not disregard the broken,” she said.  “In a culture that valorizes youth and fitness 
and health, religion still remains powerful in part because it understands the fragility of human life.” 
 
Many religious texts describe how ancient peoples struggled to achieve fairness and confront scarcity, and how 
they set standards to equitably divide resources and labor during periods of famine and plague.  Today, many reli-
gious leaders still are asking people to consider their neighbors’ plight, cultivate compassion, and envision a more 
equal world.  Isn’t that really what we do here on a local level at Our Lady of Grace parish under the leadership of 
our pastor? 
 
These religious and ethical leaders were asked to reflect on how their respective traditions approach the concept of 
fairness.  Several said that it is not enough that the good things in life — wealth, security, happiness — are distrib-
uted fairly.  They should also be distributed justly, in a way that redresses past wrongs and addresses systemic 
problems. 
 
As the United States now races toward subduing Covid-19 within its borders, Zoloth said religious perspectives on 
fairness and justice can help Americans realize the country’s obligations to the rest of the world, particularly to im-
poverished nations currently devastated by the virus.  How can we forger them?  “We have an obligation to our 
neighbor,” Zoloth said.  “Not only because it’s in our interests, but because it’s the right thing to do, the ethical 
thing to do.” 
 
Greg Epstein, Chaplain at Harvard University and MIT, says that what we should desire is a world in which there are 
no massive systemic gaps in the kinds of lives that some people get to have, based on their gender, race, birth-
place, sexual orientation, or when and how their ancestors got to the place where they live.  Epstein maintains that 
we should want a world that provides for a good and decent life for every person on it.  We have got to push back 
as hard as we can against a world that strips some people of their dignity. 
 
We really cannot continue to pass this situation on to the next generation.  Which generation will be the one to fi-
nally commit to more fairness and justice?  A lot of people want it to be this generation.  “I’m hopeful,” says Ep-
stein, “that it can be this one.  If we are going to have fairness, if we’re going to have justice, we have to recognize 
that it is in our own hands.” 
 
Many people in our society see justice as receiving what you have earned. The truth is that we all need more good-
ness than we have earned.  We all need second chances, the room to make mistakes and cause damage without 
losing the opportunity to grow and fulfill our dreams.  Let’s all raise a glass and toast to “Second Chances.”  Stay 
healthy. 
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