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The splendor of the human person and the inherent dignity of the individual 

has been at the center of the pontificate of John Paul IL Although there are 

considerable theological and pastoral contributions by the Holy Father in regard to the 

promotion of human dignity, his message of the importance of human labor and the 

respect due to workers has been one of truly great significance. Through relentless 

preaching, public addresses and, principally, the encyclical, L a b o r e m Exercens, John 

Paul II has consistently championed the dignity of workers and the fundamental right 

of individuals to meaningful employment. 

T h e man w h o w o r k s honest ly, as a f ree and intel l igent being, cont inues 
the w o r k of c rea t ion , achieving c o m m u n i o n w i th G o d , becoming a 
par t ic ipant in r edemp t i on unti l ar r iv ing at the gradual and full 
par t ic ipat ion in div ine life.^"^ 

T h e sp lendo r of the human pe rson and the inherent dignity o f the 
individual has been at the cen te r o f the pont i f icate of John Paul II. Liv ing th rough 
an e p o c h that has been w i tness t o an egregious c o n t e m p t fo r human life and 
to tragic abuses of the intr insic dignity o f the human p e r s o n , the H o l y Father 
has se rved as a p rophe t t o the w o r l d . W i t h cons is ten t ef fort , he has a t tempted 
to reach the ends of the ear th w i th a message of hope fo r humani ty .This hope 
is based in the pe rson of C h r i s t w h o reveals t o all peop le the i r dignity and 
w o r t h . In un ion w i t h Dignitatis Humanae, John Paul II re f lected that the 
consc iousness o f human dignity and the p r o m o t i o n of human rights are 
becom ing m o r e prevalent in the m o d e r n w o r l d : 

T h e first posi t ive no te is the full awareness a m o n g large numbers of 

m e n and w o m e n of the i r o w n dignity and of that of every human being. 

Th is awareness is exp ressed , f o r examp le in the m o r e lively c o n c e r n 

that human rights be respec ted , and in the m o r e v igorous re ject ion of 

the i r violat ion.^^ 
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A l t h o u g h the re are cons iderab le theo log ica l and pastora l con t r i bu t i ons 

by the H o l y Father in regard t o the p r o m o t i o n o f human dignity, his message 

of the impo r t ance o f human labor and the respec t due t o w o r k e r s has been 

o n e o f t ru ly great signif icance. T h r o u g h re lent less preaching, publ ic addresses 

and , principal ly, the encyc l ica l , Laborem Exercens, John Paul II has cons is ten t ly 

c h a m p i o n e d the dignity o f w o r k e r s and the fundamenta l r ight o f individuals t o 

meaningful emp loymen t . In prec ise t e r m s , as the H o l y Father p roc la imed t o 

Po r tuguese laborers , " In the Encyc l ica l , Laborem Exercens, I w a n t e d t o exa l t t he 

p reem inen t f igure of the ^work ing man.' Th is is the essent ial key f o r the 

in te rp re ta t ion and so lu t ion o f socia l problems."^^ 

John Paul ll's t heo logy o f human w o r k and the rights o f labore rs has its 

basis in the dignity o f the human p e r s o n and in the c o n c e p t o f a "c iv i l i za t ion o f 

love."^^ O n l y w i th in a c iv i l izat ion of love can w o r k be awarded its val id honor , 

w o r k e r s be l iberated f r o m manipu la t ion and the human p e r s o n reach his o r 

he r full potent ia l in C h r i s t . Add i t iona l ly , the rights o f w o r k e r s have been 

p r o m o t e d th rough an accoun t o f the dignity o f w o r k based o n a re f lec t ion o f 

the G e n e s i s s t o r y and the w o r k of Jesus. In o r d e r t o c o m e t o a c o n s u m m a t e 

c o m p r e h e n s i o n of the Pope's c o n c e p t o f the dignity o f human w o r k and the 

r ights o f t he w o r k e r , o n e must cons ide r initially his theo log ica l an th ropo logy . 

T h u s , the full unders tand ing o f the authent ic human p e r s o n , w h o an indiv idual 

is, his o r he r p r o p e r end and the t r ue meaning of that person 's ex is tence wi l l 

be p rope r l y i l l us t ra ted .Wh i le s tudying these subjects, it is imperat ive t o inc lude 

the Pont i f f 's unders tand ing of the pos i t i on of individuals w i th in society. It is 

because o f the respec t o f the t r ue " e n d " o f the human p e r s o n and an 

unders tand ing o f the human voca t i on t o live in c o m m u n i t y and t o love and be 

loved that the C h u r c h insists that " w o r k is a fundamenta l d imens ion o f an 

individual 's ex is tence o n earth."^® 

In his f i rst encycl ica l letter, Redemptor Hominis, t he H o l y Father 

i l lust rated the impo r t ance o f the issue o f human dignity w h e n he a f f i rmed, "She 

[the C h u r c h ] is at o n c e a sign and a safeguard of the t ranscendence o f the 

human p e r s o n . Accord ing ly , w h a t is in ques t ion here is man in all his t r u th and 

all his magni tude. "^^The miss ion t o p r o m o t e endlessly the g o o d of the p e r s o n 

has been imperat ive t o the Pope because he cons ide rs that "pe rhaps o n e o f t he 

m o s t glar ing weaknesses o f o u r p resen t c iv i l izat ion is an inadequate v i e w o f the 

human being."^° T h e r e f o r e , t o c o m b a t the fo rces of w h a t he calls the " cu l t u re 

o f death,"^ ' John Paul II bel ieves that: 

W h a t had t o be salvaged and reconst i tu ted. . . was the full t r u th o f the 

human person. . . . T h e t ru th that is splendid. . . is the t ru th abou t the 

human pe rson .Th i s is a t ru th revealed by G o d in C h r i s t w h o no t on ly 

reveals t o us the mys te ry o f the m ind and hear t o f G o d , but a lso, and 

at the same t ime , reveals t o us the t ru th abou t ourselves.^^ 
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A c o n c e p t integral t o John Paul ITs thought o n the value of w o r k and 
the dignity o f the individual w o r k e r is the " fundamenta l value o f human life."^^ 
T h e sacredness of human life is the c o n c e p t that John Paul II w ishes t o 
constant ly re i tera te t o the w o r l d . It is also wha t under l ies the Chu rch ' s pursu i t 
o f authent ic human deve lopmen t and, ult imately, human salvat ion: " M a n is the 
p r imary rou te the C h u r c h must t ravel in fulfil l ing her miss ion , he is the p r imary 
and fundamenta l way fo r the Church..."^"^ P r o m o t i o n of the authent ic dignity o f 
the human pe rson is the " r o u t e " o f the C h u r c h due t o the real i ty that each 
pe rson is c rea ted by G o d in the imago Dei, is loved by G o d and is r e d e e m e d by 
C h r i s t . In the w o r d s o f John Paul II: 

L a b o r is a great th ing. Man h o w e v e r is incomparab ly greater. Man is 
sacred .Th is sacredness needs t o be recogn ized and pro fessed in every 
c i r cumstance , even w h e n the individual subject has made himself 
unwo r t hy o f it. T h e sacredness of the human pe rson is inviolable and 
i r revocab le . Th is sacredness is the r o o t f r o m wh i ch all human 
prerogat ives are born. . . . A n y under tak ing that desi res t o have a sound 
mora l basis canno t take o n a conf igurat ion foreign t o this hinge o r 
d ivergent f r o m it o r in con t ras t t o it.^^ 

T h e r e f o r e , acco rd ing t o the Pope , the c o r n e r s t o n e o f the rights and dignity o f 
w o r k e r s p roceeds f r o m the inherent sacredness and inviolabi l i ty of the rat ional 
f ree human subject. It is impor tan t t o remark that the Pope h o n o r s the human 
pe rson as the " sub jec t " of w o r k . Th is is the e lement bes tow ing the mora l o r 
ethical value upon labor : " T h i s c i rcumstance. . . [shows] that the basis fo r 
de te rm in ing the value of human w o r k is no t pr imar i ly the w o r k being done , but 
the fact that the o n e do ing it is a person."^^ T h e pe rson as the "sub jec t " of 
w o r k is impo r tan t t o accentuate . It establ ishes the dignity of the individual 
w o r k e r regardless of the en te rp r i se in w h i c h he is engaged, by asser t ing that 
the human pe rson is m o r e impor tan t than the w o r k being done by that pe rson . 
In the w o r d s of John Paul II, " H o w e v e r t r ue it may be that man is dest ined t o 
w o r k , and cal led t o it, in the f irst place w o r k is *for man ' and no t *man fo r 
work'. . . . In the final analysis it is always man w h o is the pu rpose of the work."^'^ 
T h e H o l y Father conc ludes that a l though the re may be m o r e o r less mer i t 
assoc ia ted w i th d iverse occupa t ions , the dignity belonging t o the w o r k and the 
w o r k e r p roceeds no t f r o m the product iv i ty o r admi ra t ion of a pro fess ion , 
ra ther "each s o r t is judged above all by the measure of the dignity of the 
subject o f the w o r k , that is t o say, the p e r s o n , the individual w h o carr ies it 

T h e C h u r c h , because she travails f o r the g o o d of the human pe rson 
and cons ide rs hersel f "an e x p e r t in humanity,"^^ w o r k s t o serve each individual 
in the real izat ion o f the i r final e n d : " G o d , w h o a lone is goodness , ful lness o f life, 
the final end of human activity, and per fec t happiness.'"^^ In this capacity, the 
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C h u r c h has dec la red that w o r k is m o r e than a right, a gift o r s imply a duty. 
Rather, acco rd ing t o the P o p e , w o r k "...is a fundamenta l d imens ion o f man's 
existence'"^ ' and "...is man's fundamenta l voca t i on o n earth.'"^^ T h e in terest o f 
the C h u r c h in the dignity o f human labor is c o n c e r n e d w i t h the g o o d of the 
human agents, w h o s e potent ia l t o w a r d the t ranscenden t can on ly be rea l ized 
as they are uni ted t o C h r i s t by l iving o u t the i r vocat ion. '^^The C h u r c h t he re fo re 
cons ide rs itself b o u n d "a lways t o call a t ten t ion t o the dignity and r ights o f t h o s e 
w h o w o r k , and t o c o n d e m n s i tuat ions in w h i c h that dignity and t h o s e r ights are 
violated."^^ 

O n e ' s " v o c a t i o n " as a w o r k e r un i ted t o C h r i s t is e x p e r i e n c e d in 
c o m m u n i t y s ince the human p e r s o n is no t cal led t o live in iso la t ion f r o m 
others."^^ F r o m the c r e a t o r " c o m e s the soc ia l cha rac te r o f human asp i ra t ions, 
the need t o jo in t oge the r and t o uni te t o o n e another.'"^^ In this sphere , human 
w o r k is the foundat ion o f family, socia l and human life."^^ T h r o u g h the i r t o i l , 
individuals bui ld up a m o r e human society, beginning w i t h the smal lest soc ia l 
s t ruc tu re , the family, and ex tend ing t o the i r nat ion and w o r l d . In the w o r d s of 
the H o l y Father : " H u m a n w o r k really is at the hear t o f all socia l life, t h rough it 
just ice and socia l love are formed.'"^^ 

T h e c iv i l izat ion of love c o m e s abou t as the c i t izens of the k i ngdom 
th rough the i r labor have a "par t i c ipa t ion in G o d ' s activity...by the i r l abor they 
are unfo ld ing the C r e a t o r ' s work, . . .and contr ibut ing. . . to the rea l izat ion in 
h i s to ry o f the div ine plan.'^^^This d iv ine plan is c o n c e r n e d w i t h creat ing a soc ia l 
o r d e r based o n char i ty in w h i c h the dignity and rights of the human subject are 
p r o t e c t e d and p r o m o t e d . In this cu l tu re , the asp i ra t ion is f o r au thent ic human 
deve lopmen t , w h i c h is based o n the t r ue nature of the individual.^^ In t e r m s o f 
the impo r t ance o f the dut ies and rights o f the subjects w h o s e labor 
par t ic ipates in the div ine plan f o r the family, nat ion and w o r l d , John Paul II 
s ta ted: 

Etymolog ica l ly , the w o r d " c i v i l i za t i on " is der ived f r o m " c i v i s " ( "c i t i zen" ) , 

and it emphas izes the civ ic o r pol i t ical d imens ion o f the life o f every 

indiv idual . Bu t the m o s t p ro found meaning o f the t e r m "c i v i l i za t i on " is 

no t mere ly pol i t ica l , but ra ther per ta ins t o human cu l tu re . C iv i l i za t ion 

belongs t o human h is to ry because it answers man's spir i tual and m o r a l 

needs. C r e a t e d in the image and l ikeness o f G o d , man has rece ived the 

w o r l d f r o m the hands o f the C r e a t o r , t oge the r w i t h the task o f shaping 

it in his o w n image and l i keness .The ful f i l lment o f this task gives r ise t o 

c iv i l izat ion, w h i c h in the final analysis is no th ing else than the 

"human iza t i on o f the wor ld . " ^ ' 

T h u s , the socia l o r d e r is f ounded o n the f ree response of the indiv idual , the 

civis, t o the call o f G o d t o live in commun i t y . Each human p e r s o n con t r i bu tes 

t o the "c iv i l i za t ion of l o v e " th rough his labor, w h i c h must be d i rec ted t o the 
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authentic deve lopmen t of the soc ie ty " Because peop le f ind an aspect o f the i r 
ful f i l lment in w o r k , advancing the g o o d o f themselves and the i r neighbor, the 
dignity o f the i r e m p l o y m e n t is evident . In this layout, the value o f human w o r k 
is apprec ia ted as a m e t h o d used t o o r i en t one's life t o G o d , t o p r o m o t e 
authent ic human deve lopmen t and t o advance the dignity o f human c iv i l izat ion. 

T h e r e f o r e , 
Man comb ines his deepes t human ident i ty w i th membersh ip of a 

nat ion, and intends his w o r k also t o increase the c o m m o n g o o d 

deve loped t oge the r w i th his compa t r i o t s , thus real iz ing that in this way 

w o r k serves t o add t o the heri tage o f the w h o l e human fami ly . " 

A s re fe r red t o above, the rights due t o w o r k e r s because of the i r 
human dignity is f u r the r advanced by John Paul II th rough a ref lect ion o n the 
human duty t o w o r k as cons ide red in the Genes i s accoun t and par t icu lar ly in 
the life o f C h r i s t . In this re f lec t ion, the c o m m a n d that humans "fil l the ear th and 
subdue i t" ( G n 1:28), bes tows a high value t o human labor by giving it a spir i tual 
value. F u r t h e r m o r e , C h r i s t as a w o r k e r teaches that : " ln the sign of C h r i s t , w o r k 
is the way of per fec t ion and supernatura l e levat ion, the vehic le of hol iness. It 
never loses its p r o p e r significance."^"^ 

In his re f lec t ion o n the signif icance of the Genes i s s t o r y t o human 
w o r k , John Paul II states that th rough w o r k m e n and w o m e n share in the very 
w o r k of G o d . In wha t he refers t o as the f i rst "gospe l o f work,"^^ the c reat ion 
s t o r y in Genes i s teaches humani ty that th rough o u r to i l , w e share in the 
creat ive w o r k of G o d s ince " m a n in a sense cont inues t o deve lop that activi ty 
and per fects it as he advances fu r the r and fu r the r in the d iscovery of the 
resources and values con ta ined in the w h o l e of creat ion."^^ Th is asser t ion is 
based o n the p remise that human beings are c rea ted in the image and l ikeness 
of G o d , and because of this unique character is t ic (i.e., bear ing the div ine image 
and l ikeness) human w o r k takes o n a spir i tual va lue .Thus , w o r k is an imi tat ion 
of G o d w h o w o r k e d fo r six days (Cf. G n . 2:2; Ex. 20:8-1 I), and a cont inuat ion 
of G o d ' s w o r k . Th is fact, that human labor is o rda ined so that th rough it 
humans are enabled t o con t inue the creat ive of w o r k of G o d , is an 
e n d o r s e m e n t o f the t r e m e n d o u s dignity awarded t o it. By the i r par t ic ipat ion in 
the con t inua t ion of the C r e a t o r ' s act ivi ty all peop le "a re unfold ing the C r e a t o r ' s 
work . . . and con t r ibu t ing by the i r persona l indust ry t o the real izat ion in h is to ry 
of the divine plan."^^ In re ference t o this great c o m m i s s i o n , the Pope exc la ims, 
" H o w nob le is this miss ion that on ly man, by his w o r k can real ize!"^^ 

T h e re lat ionship of spir i tual i ty t o w o r k is fu r the r p r o m o t e d by the 
pe rson o f C h r i s t and his humble e m p l o y m e n t as a cra f tsman. Fur ther , the 
rel ig ious value o f w o r k is emphas ized by the gospels s ince, " T h e house at 
N a z a r e t h is the hear t , and , at the same t ime , the summi t o f the "gospe l o f 
labor."^^ T h e life long e m p l o y m e n t o f Jesus is a w i tness t o the dignity o f 
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e m p l o y m e n t and it enables human w o r k t o go beyond itself and reach in to the 
scope of the t ranscendenta l . W o r k is e levated o u t o f the c o m m o n a l i t y and 
d rudge ry f requent ly assoc ia ted w i t h it in to a sphere of a redempt i ve 
magni tude. In the theo logy o f John Paul II, human w o r k shares in Ch r i s t ' s 
mys te ry o f r e d e m p t i o n . A c c o r d i n g t o the H o l y Father, 

W h e n the t ru th that w o r k was d o n e by the human hands o f the ve r y 

Son o f G o d in the l itt le w o r k s h o p o f N a z a r e t h is e m b r a c e d , the e f for t 

t o t r ans fo rm the w o r l d b e c o m e s l iberat ion f r o m m o r a l evil and 

inser t ion in a n e w long-range pro jec t , ex tend ing beyond the conf ines 

o f h istory. W i t h faith in C h r i s t , man par t ic ipates in the p ro jec t w h i c h is 

in the p rocess of being rea l ized: the salvat ion of the w h o l e man.^^ 

H u m a n labor is a way o f par t ic ipat ing in the miss ion o f C h r i s t . A s 
prev ious ly m e n t i o n e d , th is par t ic ipat ion takes place as humani ty ref lects the 
image o f G o d in the i r l abor and con t inues the creat ive aspect o f the d i v ine .The 
w o r k of G o d is fu r the r pe rpe tua ted th rough labor as humans share in the 
mys te ry o f the c ross o f C h r i s t in t he i r daily to i l . It is impo r t an t t o no te that 
e x p e r i e n c e d isc loses t o us that w o r k is no t always fulfi l l ing and grat i fy ing. A s 
ind icated in the G e n e s i s narrat ive, w o r k has been affected by human sin,"In to i l 
y o u shall eat its y ie ld . . . .Thorns and thist les it shall br ing fo r th t o y o u , as y o u eat 
the plants o f the field. By the sweat o f y o u r face shall y o u get b read t o ea t " 
( G e n 3:17-19). T h e to i l and sweat involved w i t h labor are u n d e r s t o o d on ly 
w h e n the perspec t ive of the c ross is at hand .As w e share in the pass ion of Jesus 
by uni t ing o u r to i l and sweat w i t h the c ross o f C h r i s t , " w e help br ing abou t the 
n e w ear th w h e r e just ice dwel ls , and w e con t r i bu te mighti ly t o the c o m i n g o f 
the K i n g d o m of G o d . " ^ ' 

A s individuals accep t the suffer ing assoc ia ted w i th the i r l abor and jo in 
the i r hardships t o the c ross of C h r i s t , they co l labora te obed ien t l y w i t h C h r i s t 
w h o was obed ien t un to death (Phil 2:8). Shar ing in the c ross o f C h r i s t is 
invariably a par t ic ipat ion in the resu r rec t i on . C h r i s t , because o f his o b e d i e n c e , 
was glor i f ied," I g lor i f ied y o u o n ear th by accompl ish ing the w o r k y o u gave m e 
t o do . N o w glor i fy me . Father, w i th y o u , w i t h the g lo ry that I had w i t h y o u 
be fore the w o r l d began" (Jn 17:4-5). T h u s all w o r k e r s are c o m m i s s i o n e d t o 
share in the w o r k o f C h r i s t and d o so by mak ing the death and resu r rec t i on o f 
C h r i s t p resen t t o the w o r l d th rough the i r labor. A s John Paul II a r t i cu la ted in 
Laborem Exercens: 

T h e Ch r i s t i an finds in human w o r k a smal l par t o f the c ross o f C h r i s t 

and accepts it in the same spir i t o f r e d e m p t i o n in w h i c h C h r i s t 

accep ted the c ross fo r us. In w o r k , thanks t o the light that penet ra tes 

us f r o m the resu r rec t i on of C h r i s t , w e always find a g l i m m e r o f n e w 

life,... in w h i c h man and the w o r l d par t ic ipate prec ise ly th rough the to i l 
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that goes w i th w o r k . T h r o u g h to i l and never w i t h o u t it. O n the one 
hand this con f i rms the indispensabi l i ty o f the c ross in the spir i tual i ty o f 
human w o r k ; o n the o t h e r hand the c ross wh i ch this to i l const i tu tes 
reveals a n e w g o o d spr inging f r o m w o r k itself, f r o m w o r k u n d e r s t o o d 
in dep th and in all its aspects and never apar t f r o m work.^^ 

T h e "gospe l o f w o r k " w h i c h is based o n the human pe rson being 

impr in ted w i th G o d ' s o w n image and l ikeness and o u r necessi ty t o imitate 

G o d ' s w o r k , has been radical ly advanced by C h r i s t w h o to i led himsel f as a man 

of w o r k . T h e r e f o r e , each individual w o r k e r has the i r inest imable dignity 

establ ished in these pr inc ip les. T h e rights o f w o r k e r s are g rounded in the 

dignity o f the human pe rson w h o labors in o r d e r t o fulfill his voca t ion as a 

human being. Each pe rson b e c o m e s w h o l e th rough his w o r k , ref lect ing the 

creat ive w o r k of G o d and part ic ipat ing in the redempt ive miss ion of Jesus the 

wo rke r . 

P roceed ing f r o m the inherent dignity o f each w o r k e r w e aspire t o John 
Paul ll's a x i o m that," . . . the man w h o w o r k s is much m o r e impor tan t than the 
p r o d u c t o f his w o r k . H u m a n w o r k c o m e s f r o m man; it is in tended t o benefi t 
man, t o p r o m o t e his G o d - g i v e n dignity"^^ and thus the re are specif ic rights due 
t o w o r k i n g men and w o m e n . So that the H o l y Father 's theo logy of the dignity 
and rights o f w o r k e r s may be fully rev iewed, the par t icu lar rights of w o r k e r s 
ought t o be c o n s i d e r e d . T h e mot iva t ion fo r his p romulga t ion of definit ive rights 
o f w o r k e r s is t o p r o m o t e the t rue g o o d of the human pe rson and encourage 
authent ic human deve lopment . A c c o r d i n g t o John Paul II, " M a n b e c o m e s m o r e 
fully man by means o f w o r k freely under taken and p e r f o r m e d . W o r k is no t 
pun ishment , but an honor."^"^ Th is t ru i sm stated by the Pont i f f is cer ta in ly no t 
achieved t o the ful lest ex ten t poss ib le . Many w o r k e r s are no t af forded the 
oppo r t un i t y t o expe r i ence this h o n o r and b e c o m e m o r e fully human, since 
they can be "o f t en t rea ted as a mere ins t rument of p roduc t i on , l ike a mater ia l 
tool . . . . In these cases the w o r k e r is no t respec ted as a t r ue co l l abo ra to r of the 
Creator . "^^ T h e r e f o r e , in o r d e r t o heighten consc iousness and advance the 
cond i t i ons of w o r k e r s , John Paul II has dec la red definit ive rights fo r w o r k e r s 
requis i te t o the i r dignity. 

T h e H o l y Father begins his expos i t i on of the rights o f w o r k e r s by 
drawing a t ten t ion t o the responsib i l i ty that all peop le share, h o w e v e r involved 
in the n e t w o r k of human emp loymen t , t o be consc ious of the rights of the 
individual. John Paul II r ightly po ints ou t that the re is a great i n te rdependence 
of w o r k e r s , g roups , governments and nat ions brought t oge the r in "mutua l 
dependence,"^^ by par t ic ipat ion in the i r e c o n o m i c ambit . Because o f the i r 
ac t ion w i th in this sphere o f human re lat ions and dependence , each individual, 
g roup o r nat ion is held accountab le t o p r o m o t e the dignity o f w o r k e r s and 
bui ld up a just socia l order.^^ F o r examp le , the Pope states that it is unjust and 
exp lo i ta t ive fo r t hose w i th the means o f p roduc t i on t o cond i t i on the e c o n o m i c 

W O O D A R D 271 



sys tem in a way that the w o r k i n g env i ronmen t of t hose dependen t is " b e l o w 
the ob ject ive requ i remen t o f workers . "^^ T h e e c o n o m i c f r a m e w o r k in w h i c h 
humans to i l is ve ry comp l i ca ted and thus it is imperat ive that individuals o r 
g roups o c c u p i e d w i t h labor ho ld in high es teem the dignity o f the p e r s o n as 
they c o n d u c t the i r affairs, s ince " the rights o f the human p e r s o n are the key 
e lemen t o f the w h o l e socia l o rder "^^ A c c o r d i n g t o John Paul II, the rud imen ta ry 
fac to r in advancing the rights o f w o r k e r s is acknowledg ing that all w o r k and 
e c o n o m i c progress and deve lopmen t is t o prof i t the g o o d of humanity. 
Bel iev ing this t o be t r ue , John Paul II s ta ted: 

Even the biggest city, the m o s t comp l i ca ted compu te r , the greatest 

na t ion , is on ly someth ing made by man and is mean t t o se rve man , t o 

benef i t man. N e v e r the o t h e r way around. . . . Just ice a lso requ i res that 

the w o r k e r s themse lves benef i t f r o m the success o f the en te rp r i se in 

w h i c h they w o r k , and that they have the sat isfact ion o f k n o w i n g that 

t h r o u g h . . . w o r k t hey a re t h e r e b y c o n t r i b u t i n g t o t h e soc ia l 

deve lopmen t o f the i r coun t ry^^ 

T h e r e f o r e , the f i rst p remise o f the r ights o f w o r k e r s , is the recogn i t i on that the 
advancemen t o f each individual human agent is the mot i va t ion f o r the indus t ry 
at hand. A l l pe rsons are t o be v iewed as an end in themse lves ra ther than an 
i ns t rumen t o r means of revenue. 

John Paul II asser ts that the r ight t o sui table e m p l o y m e n t f o r t h o s e 
capable is the s e c o n d basic pr inc ip le necessary f o r the p r o m o t i o n o f the just 
s o c i o e c o n o m i c o rder . In fu r ther ing this idea, the P o p e encourages t h o s e w h o 
are respons ib le f o r organiz ing human labor t o str ive fo r this human right. Since 
w o r k is a fundamenta l voca t i on o f the human p e r s o n , u n e m p l o y m e n t o f able 
w o r k e r s is "par t i cu la r ly painful,"^' "an evi l , and... an o p e n sore."^^ In this ve in , 
John Paul II s tated,"Provid ing emp loyment must no t be taken lightly, o r c o n s i d e r e d 
a s e c o n d a r y aspect o f the e c o n o m i c o r d e r and of deve lopment . It shou ld be a 
cent ra l e lemen t in the aims o f e c o n o m i c t h e o r y and practice."^^ T h e r ight o f 
capable pe rsons t o w o r k is a basic and fundamenta l g o o d f o r the p e r s o n and 
f o r t he i r society. W i t h o u t this right, individuals are unable t o take par t in an 
ac t ion const i tu t ive o f t he i r humani ty s ince, " f r o m the v i ewpo in t o f fai th, w o r k 
c o r r e s p o n d s t o the wi l l o f G o d the C r e a t o r . It is a par t o f G o d ' s plan f o r man 
and f o r the ful f i l lment o f the human person."^"^ 

T h e H o l y Father also addresses the impo r t ance o f just and l ivable 
wages as a r ight o f w o r k e r s . T h e impo r tance and de te rm ina t i on o f a just salary 
f o r the w o r k i n g individual is based w i th in the rea lm of family life. Cer ta in ly , the 
P o p e recogn izes that fairness dictates that the w o r k e r s receive a " rea l and just 
share in the wea l th that they help t o produce,"'^^ but the m o r e cons ide rab le 
reason f o r a just wage is p red ica ted upon an individual's abi l i ty t o s u p p o r t the 
we l l being o f the family. A n individual w h o unfairly compensa tes his w o r k e r s is 
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act ing c o n t r a r y t o G o d ' s plan. A c c o r d i n g t o John Paul II, " T o be so p o o r l y paid 
that you can hardly s u p p o r t yourse lves and y o u r famil ies, that you b e c o m e 
slaves ra ther than f ree and respons ib le v^^orkers, this t o o is no t just .This is no t 
the wi l l o f G o d . " ^ ^ T h e earnings of the w o r k e r ought t o suffice t o mee t the 
needs o f raising a family and car ing fo r the future of the househo ld . 

John Paul II places great emphasis o n the impor tance that w o r k e r s earn 
wha t he calls a " fami ly wage."'^^ Th is deno tes compensa t i on w h i c h a l lows the 
head of the family t o s u p p o r t the househo ld w i t h o u t the i r spouse having t o find 
emp loymen t . T h e family wage may be a h igher i ncome , o r may be of fered 
th rough socia l benef i ts. In Laborem Exercens, John Paul specif ies "grants and 
family a l lowances t o m o t h e r s devot ing themse lves exc lus ive ly t o the i r 
famil ies"^^ as examples of aid necessary fo r the g o o d o f the family. T h e 
impo r tance of the m o t h e r having the oppo r tun i t y t o be at h o m e ful l - t ime is 
c lear in his t hough t .The g o o d of the family is a p r imary c o n c e r n fo r the Pope . 
Thus , he places great reverence and h o n o r o n the miss ion o f the mother , and 
emphas izes he r impo r tance in the h o m e w h e n it is poss ib le . It is unfor tunate 
fo r the family and soc ie ty w h e n , because o f unjust wages, w o m e n are fo rced t o 
leave the h o m e against the i r wi l l in o r d e r t o s u p p o r t the i r family ou ts ide of the 
h o m e . In John Paul ll's thought the concep t is devo ted t o the g o o d of the family 
and t o the dignity o f the m o t h e r as wo rke r . Fur ther , it is impor tan t t o 
accentuate his asser t ion that w o m e n wa r ran t abso lu te equal i ty in all domains 
relat ing t o e m p l o y m e n t men t i oned above w h e n they are coun ted among the 
w o r k f o r c e . H is c o n c e r n is that the r ight and possibi l i ty o f w o m e n t o be in the 
h o m e t o care fo r young ch i ld ren is p ro tec ted and fos te red . Th is v iew is no t 
based o n a denial o f the abil i ty o f w o m e n t o succeed in the w o r k f o r c e o r a 
judgment that men are supe r i o r in s o m e manner. Rather, it is founded upon 
the p r imacy o f the g o o d of the family wh i ch is p r o m o t e d as one of the spouses 
recognizes p a r e n t h o o d as min is t ry .The Pope thus asser ted . 

T h e t rue advancement of w o m e n requi res that labor shou ld be 
s t ruc tu red in such a way that w o m e n d o no t have t o pay fo r the i r 
advancement by abandoning wha t is specif ic t o t h e m and at the 
expense o f family, in w h i c h m o t h e r s have an i r rep laceable role.^^ 

In o r d e r t o secure the dignity and health of the human pe rson , it is 
essent ial that w o r k e r s are a f forded p r o p e r rest as a fundamenta l right. Just as 
the voca t ion t o w o r k c o m e s f r o m the imi ta t ion of G o d ' s w o r k and the call t o 
par t ic ipate in G o d ' s creat ive labor, so t o o does the c o m m a n d t o rest c o m e 
f r o m G o d : " M a n ought t o imitate G o d bo th in w o r k i n g and also in rest ing, s ince 
G o d himsel f w i shed t o p resent his o w n creat ive act ivi ty under the f o r m of 
w o r k and rest."®° Bear ing the image and l ikeness of G o d , humans must rest 
f r o m the i r labor and exerc ise the i r rel igious dut ies, namely shar ing in the day 
o f rest and blessing that G o d has sanct i f ied (Ex 20:1 I). H u m a n dignity requi res 
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that w o r k no t dehuman ize o r e n c u m b e r spir i tual g row th .Thus , a week l y day of 

rest and spir i tual renewa l are essent ia l . A l t h o u g h w o r k is a duty o f the human 

p e r s o n , rest cul t ivates w i th in the individual a spir i tual i ty o f w o r k , a l lowing one's 

dut ies t o be l ived "...as love, as a sou rce o f honor , and as prayer."®' A l s o 

i m p o r t a n t is a pe r i od each year longer in dura t ion , in w h i c h the l abo re r may 

e x p e r i e n c e holy rec rea t ion . Specif ically, this means that an e m p l o y e r ought t o 

p rov ide an appropr ia te a m o u n t o f t ime year ly f o r emp loyees t o e x p e r i e n c e rest 

s ince G o d wi l ls t h e m t o be re f reshed and rec rea ted . T h e s e rights are 

fundamenta l t o w o r k e r s fo r spir i tual as we l l as emo t i ona l renewa l , a l low ing o n e 

t o l abor as a servant o f G o d . A s John Paul II no ted , ".. .man's w o r k no t on ly 

requ i res a rest every seventh day, but also,... it must leave r o o m fo r man t o 

p repare himself, by b e c o m i n g m o r e and m o r e w h a t in the wi l l o f G o d he ough t 

t o be."®^ 

F u r t h e r regarded as essent ial r ights o f w o r k e r s are speci f ic socia l 

benef i ts, viz., af fordable health care and a pens ion f o r w o r k re la ted acc idents 

and re t i rement . A l t h o u g h the Pope does no t devo te much t ime in p rov id ing a 

p r o f o u n d expos i t i on o n the par t icu lars o f these r ights, they are d iscussed as 

fundamenta l r ights because they are necessary fo r the g o o d o f the p e r s o n and 

in part icular , the family. John Paul II encourages emp loye rs t o of fer medica l 

benef i ts " c h e a p o r even f ree o f charge"®^ t o laborers w h o are in jured wh i le 

w o r k i n g . In add i t ion , the pens ion fo r re t i rees is necessary f o r famil ies t o assist 

and care f o r t he i r e lders . A s he s ta tes , "These mus t be s t ruc tu red in such a way 

that the voca t i on o f the family is effect ively assisted and that t h o s e w h o have 

c o m p l e t e d t h e i r c o n t r i b u t i o n a re g u a r a n t e e d a d e c e n t and peace fu l 

existence."®"^ 

T h e H o l y Father praises labor un ions and ex to ls the i r i m p o r t a n c e as 

an assoc ia t ion that p r o m o t e s the dignity and rights o f w o r k e r s . T h u s , he asser ts , 

" T h e expe r i ence o f h i s to ry tel ls us that organ izat ions o f th is type are an 

ind ispensable e lemen t o f soc ia l life.... Representa t ives o f every p ro fess ion can 

use t h e m t o ensure the i r o w n rights."®^ U n i o n s are able t o speak f o r w o r k e r s 

and advance the i r basic r ights in a manne r no t poss ib le f o r an indiv idual . T h e 

w o r k of these g roups is no t given abso lu te l icense, rather, they are encou raged 

t o act in so l idar i ty w i th the C h u r c h by fulfi l l ing the i r task o f defending " t he 

ex is tent ia l in terests o f w o r k e r s in all sec to rs in w h i c h the i r r ights are 

concerned."®^ U n i o n s are a lso cal led t o exerc ise p rudence and d isc re t ion w h e n 

d iscern ing a s t r ike, and they are a lso adv ised that they shou ld f u r the r 

encourage loyal se rv i ce f r o m the i r m e m b e r s t o the i r emp loye rs . T h e r ight o f 

w o r k e r s t o f o r m and par t ic ipate in un ions is thus p r o m o t e d and de fended by 

John Paul II. In the f o rma t i on o f w o r k e r ' s un ions, individuals jo in in so l idar i ty 

w i t h fe l l ow w o r k e r s in o r d e r t o c o m b a t the s i tuat ions of d is turb ing injust ice 

and el ic i t s u p p o r t f o r the i r c o m m o n dignity and f o r the g o o d o f t he i r family life. 

Lastly, the H o l y Father speaks of t w o genera l insights o n w o r k e r r ights 

as addi t iona l s u p p o r t o f the dignity o f laborers and in o r d e r t o c o m m u n i c a t e a 
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unity and basis f o r the rights o f w o r k e r s . A s he s tated, " . . . there shou ld never 

be o v e r l o o k e d the r ight t o a w o r k i n g env i ronmen t and t o manufactur ing 

p rocesses w h i c h are no t harmful t o the w o r k e r s ' physical health o r the i r mora l 

integrity."®^ First , John Paul II addresses the necessi ty f o r w o r k e r s t o enjoy an 

a tmosphe re that is conduc ive t o the i r physical we l l being. Th is may seem 

apparent t o an individual w h o is pr iv i leged t o w o r k in posi t ive cond i t i ons that 

fos te r human g r o w t h , but t o many this issue is exceeding ly p rob lemat ic . 

Secondly , the spir i tual and t ranscenden t nature of the human pe rson is 

re i te ra ted. T h e H o l y Father asser ts that opt imal ly, w o r k ought t o dignify the 

w o r k e r and be an aspect of his spir i tual life; and w h e n this is no t conce ivab le , 

the re ought t o be at the ve ry least noth ing that h inders the labore r f r o m his 

t rue end . A c c o r d i n g t o John Paul II, " T h e y [workers ] must have possibi l i t ies o f 

'being m o r e ' a man and, at the same t ime , o f being t rea ted in keeping w i th the i r 

human dignity."^® Thus , the theo log ica l foundat ion of the rights and dignity of 

w o r k e r s has p r o c e e d e d full c i rc le f o r the H o l y Father .The human pe rson finds 

his o r her voca t i on t o w o r k founded in the i r integri ty as ch i ld ren o f G o d and 

in re lat ion t o the living and loving G o d . 

T h e w o r k o f John Paul II o n the dignity and rights of laborers has t ru ly 

been a monumen ta l con t r i bu t i on t o C a t h o l i c theo logy and t o the humanizat ion 

of peop le e v e r y w h e r e . T h e p ro found signif icance he has a t t r ibu ted t o each and 

every w o r k e r by his o r he r ve ry nature as human persons has p r o m o t e d the 

dignity and human rights o f laborers t h roughou t the w o r l d . T h e t rue spir i tual i ty 

o f w o r k has been ar t icu la ted, w h i c h has advanced the g o o d of each and every 

human pe rson . John Paul II has p rov ided a v is ion that encourages men and 

w o m e n t o seek G o d and par take in the ve ry miss ion of G o d daily as they travail 

f o r the i r daily b read . In this way, hol iness is a reali ty t o be sought in the 

everyday events o f life, w o r k and family, no t a compar tmen ta l i zed aspect o f life 

belonging sole ly t o an h o u r o n Sundays. A s John Paul II has said: 

Since C h r i s t assumed and prac t i ced w o r k , he t r ans fo rmed it in to a 

real i ty that is bo th r e d e e m e d and redempt ive. . . . W o r k , t he re fo re , is no t 

someth ing that peop le d o fo r the so le pu rpose of earn ing a living; it is 

a human d imens ion that can and must be sanct i f ied, in o r d e r t o br ing 

peop le t o the to ta l ful f i l lment o f the i r voca t ion as c reatures made in 

the image and l ikeness of G o d . By means of w o r k the pe rson fulfills 

himself, obta ins the resources necessary t o suppo r t the family, and 

con t r ibu tes t o the be t te rmen t o f soc ie ty in w h i c h he lives. Every w o r k 

is a w i tness t o human dignity, of humanity 's d o m i n i o n ove r c rea t ion and 

all hones t w o r k is w o r t h y of respect.®^ 
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