
Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee:

I testify today in the name of the u.s. Catholic Conference

(USCC), the policy agency of the Catholic bishops of the United

States. On behalf of the USCC I wish to express our appreciation

f~r the opportunity to pres~nt our views on religious freedom as

a human right. In his address on human rights at the United Nations

(1979) Pope John Paul II said:

Respect for the dignity of the human person would
seem to demand that, when the exact tenor of the
exercise of religious freedom is being discussed
or determined with a view to national laws or
internat~onal conventions, the institutions that
are by their nature at the service of religion
should also be brought in. If this participation
is omitted, there is a danger of imposing, in so
intimate a field of man's life, rules or restric-
tions that are opposed to his true religious needs.

~he USCC believes that discussions at the national level about

zeligious freedom should include the institutions which represent

the religious bodies of our nation and we commend the idea of these

tearings.

This testimony will address three points: first, the relation-

~hip of religious freedom to other human rights; second, the content

(If the right of religious freedom; third, the relevance of the

l"ight of religious freedom in international politics today.

I. Religious Freedom as a Human Right

In Roman Catholic thought religious freedom is regarded as

both a unique human right and as closely connected with a spectrum

of other rights which protect the dignity of th~ human person.

Religious freedom is unique because of its object; all other
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hllman rights, whether pOlitical-civil rights or socio-economic

rights, have as their object the ordering of human relationships

in society. Religious freedom has as its object a person's

relationship with God, or to put it another way, the person's

quest for religious truth. Precisely because the right recognizes

that the human person is called to a relationship beyond the human

setting, religious freedom plays a unique role in protecting the

~erson from the claims of state power. To affirm the right of

religious liberty for a person is to deny any state the right

to claim absolute control of a person's life, the person has a

cestiny beyond the state, a call to a transcendent relationship

~'hich the state is not capable of assessihg. The state must provide

c. zone of freedom within which the person's right to religious

liberty can be exercised.

It is precisely when one examines the meaning of the zone

of freedom which religious freedom requires that its relationship

1~0 other human rights becomes clear. To exercise the right.of

religious liberty the person must also be guaranteed the right of

::reedom of conscience, freedom of speech and freedom of association.

~~hese other rights are distinct from religious liberty, each has

:_ts own basis, content and meaning; but each of them is connected

':0 the right of religious liberty. The relationship between religious

~ Ereedomand other human rights is a reciprocalone; the demand for

.~eligious freedom, understood in its full meaning, leads to a

demand for recognition of other rights; these other rights in turn

:?rotect and provide the means of exercising the right of religious

liberty. The consequence of this reciprocal relationship is that
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if a state denies the right'to religious freedom, it almost

certainly will deny other rights as well. If it acknowledges the

right to religious freedom, it will,be forced to respect other

rights also.

Two conclusions follow from this analysis of religious

freedom and other human rights. First, our understanding of the

neaning of religious freedom should not be isolated from our

c.efinition and understanding of other basic human rights; religious

liberty is part of the spectrum of fundamental rights which are

rooted in and designed to protect the dignity of the human person.

']'hisinterdependent view of human rights is the way contemporary

Catholic theology (as expressed in John XXIII's encyclical Peace

On Earth (1963), Vatican II's Declaration on Religious Liberty

11965) and John Paul II's Address at the United Nations (1979)

defines the meaning of religious freedom.

Second, religious freedom can have powerful political con-

~:equences, especially in situations where a totalitarian or

authoritarian state seeks to suppress the rights of the person.

Precisely because of its commitment to religious freedom in con-

:1unction with other human rights the Catholic, church today finds

:.tself in confrontation with governments of the right and left,

::rom Latin America to Eastern Europe. One ca,nnot understand the

church's role in these situations unless one has a clear sense of

':he full meaning of the right of religious liberty. I will now

outline the contents of the right and then look at its relevance

':0 selected cases.




