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Human dignity is forever  
 

October is designated as Respect Life Month by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB).The 

Respect Life Program begins anew each year on Respect Life Sunday, the first Sunday in October (Oct. 4 this year). 

The program is highlighted in liturgies and marked by special events. The USCCB Secretariat of Pro-Life Activities 

publishes new materials each year to call attention to numerous human life issues. These materials are especially 

helpful for priests, parish groups, schools, and other organizations, and can be found on the USCCB Web site. 

 

The theme for the 2015-2016 Respect Life Program cycle is “Every Life is Worth Living.” Of course, this theme 

means human life. Every human life is worth living, no matter how small, weak, or feeble. 

 

Cardinal Sean P. O’Malley, chairman of the USCCB Committee on Pro-Life Activities, puts it very well when he 

writes: “Our worth is based not on our skills or levels of productivity. Rather, we discover our worth when we 

discover our true identity found in the unchangeable, permanent fact that we are created in God’s image and 

likeness, and called to an eternal destiny with him. 

 

“Because of this, absolutely nothing can diminish our God-given dignity, and therefore, nothing can diminish the 

immeasurable worth of our lives. Others may fail to respect that dignity – may even try to undermine it – but in 

doing so, they only distance themselves from God’s loving embrace. Human dignity is forever.” 

 

Today there is a disrespect for human life at the beginning, at the end, and everywhere in between. Little ones’ lives 

are taken in the womb.The elderly are increasingly put at risk by the right-to-die movement. In some states, 

euthanasia is already permitted and practiced.There was even a euthanasia bill introduced in the last legislative 

session here in Minnesota.The sufferings of refugees, immigrants, and victims of war and terrorism are on the news 

every day. Individuals and families suffer terribly throughout the world. Still, “absolutely nothing can diminish our 

God-given dignity.” 

 

Pope Francis’ most recent encyclical, “Laudato Si’,” calls us to understand ecology in an integral way. An integral 

ecology links the care for others and care for God’s creation. If we do not care for others, we will not be able to 

solve the ecological crisis.This is because human beings have an “immeasurable worth” as Cardinal O’Malley puts 

it. If we do not respect human life, which possesses immeasurable worth, how can we be expected to respect the 

remainder of God’s creation, which has a measurable worth? 

 

In a powerful statement pregnant with meaning, Pope Francis writes: “We cannot presume to heal our relationship 

with nature and the environment without healing all fundamental human relationships. Christian thought sees human 

beings as possessing a particular dignity above other creatures; it thus inculcates esteem for each person and respect 



for others. Our openness to others, each of whom is a ‘thou’ capable of knowing, loving, and entering into dialogue, 

remains the source of our nobility as human persons. A correct relationship with the created world demands that we 

not weaken this social dimension of openness to others, much less the transcendent dimension of our openness to the 

‘Thou’ of God. Our relationship with the environment can never be isolated from our relationship with others and 

with God. Otherwise, it would be nothing more than romantic individualism dressed up in ecological garb, locking 

us into a stifling immanence” (“Laudato Si’,” no. 119). 

 

Every life is worth living. No life is useless and without meaning. “Those who are committed to defending human 

dignity can find in the Christian faith the deepest reasons for this commitment. How wonderful is the certainty that 

each human life is not adrift in the midst of hopeless chaos, in a world ruled by pure chance or endlessly recurring 

cycles! The Creator can say to each one of us: ‘Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you’ (Jer.1:5). We were 

conceived in the heart of God, and for this reason ‘each of us is the result of a thought of God. Each of us is willed, 

each of us is loved, each of us is necessary’” (“Laudato Si’,” no. 65). 

 

In so many venues, Pope Francis has spoken of the “throw-away culture” that has developed in our world.We use 

things and then throw them away.We also use people and then throw them away. As Pope Francis said in a speech 

on Sept. 22, 2013: “To defend this idolatrous economic system, the ‘culture of waste’ has become established; 

grandparents are thrown away and young people are thrown away. And we must say ‘no’ to this ‘culture of waste.’” 

 

Every life is worth living. Every life has a purpose. Each of us is “conceived in the heart of God.” Let us strive to 

respect all human life from conception to natural death. Be not afraid to confront the throw-away culture with 

respectful dialogue and political action. Above all, pray. The sidebar contains a prayer from “Laudato Si’” for all 

creation. Let us join Pope Francis in praying this prayer often. 


