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Abstract 

Recent research indicates that a low percentage of youth are participating in the Catholic Church, 

and those who are do not necessarily remain.  Two large, national studies have evaluated the 

behavior of youth in both Catholic Churches and other religious traditions and have cited various 

reasons for the large-scale departure of youth from the Catholic Church.  Despite the recent data 

available that show that youth are leaving the Catholic Church in large numbers, there is a lack 

of research on programming which may help them to stay.  This study sought to fill that gap by 

introducing a social justice program, JusticeWalking, into a large, suburban parish to see if that 

program increased religious participation and religious identity.  Through Using qualitative 

methods, this study inquired (a) What do adolescents understand about the term “social justice” 

and the seven principles of Catholic Social Teaching?  (b) What is the influence of a social 

justice oriented program on objective measures of religious participation, such as attendance at 

liturgical celebrations and participation in youth group activities? and (c) Does the same social 

justice program foster religious identity development?  Results were that participants in the 

intervention seemed to indicate a stronger Catholic identity, greater participation in church 

events and services, and an increased understanding and application of social justice. 

Implications for future research and youth workers in religious settings are discussed.  
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Social Justice, Catholic Participation, and Identity Development 

Recent research has indicated that adolescents and young adults are moving away from 

the Catholic Church in significantly high numbers (Smith & Denton, 2005; Smith, Longest, Hill 

& Christoffersen, 2014).  For instance, 48% of former Catholics who are now unaffiliated (no 

religious affiliation) left Catholicism before the age of 18; the same is true for approximately 1/3 

of former Catholics who are now Protestant (Pew Forum for Religion and Public Life, 2009). 

The authors of this study cite the changing demographic and organizational landscape that has 

been happening since the 20th century in the Catholic Church as possible factors influencing 

young people’s departure.  These changes include:  Catholics’ socioeconomic improvement, 

cultural assimilation, the varying implementation of the decrees of the Second Vatican Council, 

the decline in the number of priests, and, overall, the loss of faith in the Church as an authority 

on faith and morals.  In other words, people who were traditionally Catholic increasingly identify 

with other groups, do not see the Catholic Church as having final or even significant authority 

over moral issues, and the organization of the Church (reworked in 1965) has been inconsistent 

at best.  From this perspective, there is little reason to stay (Smith, et. al., 2014). The Center for 

Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), a Catholic research group based at Georgetown 

University, found recently that although 81.6 million people in the United States identify as 

Catholic, only 68.1 million are registered at a parish; another 25 million identify as "former 

Catholics" (CARA, 2015).  CARA further reports that among this population, only 24% of 

Catholic adults regularly attend Catholic Mass (religious services),which likely contributes to the 

increase in adolescents and young adults who are moving away from the Church.  
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For those who work for the Catholic Church, these numbers are discouraging.  These 

numbers lead me to believe that an increasing amount of students from the Catholic parish at 

which I work do not have a high likelihood of maintaining their faith lives into adulthood.  Smith 

and his colleagues found three factors that influence the religious lives of American youth (Smith 

et al., 2014).  These are: relationships to religious adults; internalized religious beliefs; and 

religious practices (Smith et. al., 2014). For instance, Smith and his colleagues found that though 

parents are the most influential adults in the lives of Catholic youth, non-parental adults such as 

youth ministers or religious education teachers who are supportive of youth also increase the 

level of religiosity among Catholic youth (2014).  Internalizing religious beliefs is also critical 

for youth:  by considering that faith is important to them leads Catholic youth to consider the 

world from a faith-based perspective.  Finally, regularly practicing one's religion, in addition to 

having close relationships with religious adults and internalizing religious beliefs, is a critical 

way in which Catholic youth maintain or achieve high levels of religious commitment. 

However, Catholic youth are not identifying with Catholic adults, they are not making the 

Catholic faith part of their own belief system, they are not having experiences with the Catholic 

faith which are their own, and they are not practicing their religion, either.  For example, 61% of 

high school youth have never attended a religious retreat, rally, conference, or mission trip, 

experiences which are among the most powerful in connecting youth with their faith (Smith & 

Denton, 2005).  

The question then becomes what experiences and people would help youth to integrate 

their faith into their own lives in meaningful and lasting ways.  While there are many options, 

one of the ways that has shown some success, according to research, has been through the 
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teaching and implementation of social justice.  Social justice is a key component to the Catholic 

faith (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2015). Social justice is comprehensive:  the 

Catholic Church believes that working on one social issue is vastly inferior to working towards 

the common good for all people (USCCB, 2016).  This notion of working toward the common 

good for all is at the root of the Catholic faith because Scripture shows that Jesus of Nazareth 

consistently worked for the betterment of the poor, vulnerable, and outcast.  The Catholic 

Church, therefore, strongly encourages its believers to do the same.  

Research has shown that social justice and its application in religious contexts is 

important in the religious lives of adolescents and young adults (Lough & Thomas, 2014). 

However, Catholic youth are not being immersed in the principles of social justice. Smith and his 

colleagues note that while most Catholic youth agree with Catholic Social Teaching, which 

provides an initial set of guidelines for the implementation of social justice, few follow its 

practices (2014).  It follows, then, that one of the possible interventions that may increase the 

tendency of youth to remain participants in the Catholic faith would be social justice work. 

To address the lack of youth participation in the Catholic Church, I investigated the 

effects of the implementation of a social justice program, JusticeWalking, on a youth group in a 

Midwestern Catholic parish. The goals of this study were to increase the knowledge base related 

to social justice interventions in religious education and maintain Catholic religious identity 

among this group in particular.  

My research questions were: (a) What do adolescents understand about the term “social 

justice” and the seven principles of Catholic Social Teaching?  (b) What is the influence of a 

social justice oriented program on objective measures of religious participation, such as 
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attendance at liturgical celebrations and participation in youth group activities? and (c) Does the 

same social justice program foster religious identity development? 

 

Review of Relevant Research and Theory 

The concept of social justice is broader than the Catholic application of the term; you do 

not need to be Catholic in order to believe in social justice.  However, Catholics have a 

responsibility to attend to and act on the Catholic interpretation of social justice and the seven 

principles of Catholic Social Teaching. There are numerous definitions of social justice, even 

within Catholicism.  For the purposes of this study, we will use the definition from the Modern 

Catholic Dictionary, where social justice is taken to mean “the virtue that inclines one to 

co-operate with others in order to help make the institutions of society better serve the common 

good,” (Fr. John Hardon, 2015).  In the Catholic Church, social justice is defined by Catholic 

Social Teaching, the 7 principles of which are: 1) Life and Dignity of the Human Person, 2) 

Solidarity, 3) the Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers, 4)Call to Family, Community, and 

Participation, 5) Care for Creation, 6) Rights and Responsibilities, and 7) the Option for the Poor 

and Vulnerable.  

This conceptual understanding of the Catholic meaning of social justice and of Catholic 

Social Teaching does not necessarily provide a picture of what following these principles would 

look like.  According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the teaching document for the 

Church, “social justice is both an attitude and a practical response…” (United States Conference 

of Catholic Bishops, 2008, 326), meaning that Catholics are called to live not only by thinking of 

ways in which they can help to achieve the common good, but by also always thinking of others. 
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This practical response is varied and can include actions as diverse as voting to prayer (USCCB, 

2008).  From a Catholic perspective, social justice permeates one’s life choices. It indicates how 

Catholics should think about slavery, racism, and the relationships between employers and 

employees. Furthermore, the Catholic meaning of social justice as set forth in the Catechism of 

the Catholic Church and documents issued by the Vatican gives direction for how to think about 

situations that the Catholic Church could not foresee. For instance, when the principles of 

Catholic Social Teaching were enumerated, stem cell research was not yet possible.  However, 

the principles of social justice set forth by the principles of Catholic Social Teaching guide 

Catholics in how to understand stem cell research in accordance with their faith. In terms of 

religious identity, the Catechism indicates that you would not see a Catholic deviating from the 

teachings of social justice and, beyond that, you would see such a faithful person acting 

according to the principles of Catholic Social Teaching.  In practice, however, this is not always 

the case, as indicated by Smith’s finding that few Catholic youth follow the social justice 

teachings (2005).  In other words, someone could identity as ‘Catholic’ without practicing social 

justice. 

 

Theories of Identity Development 

According to Peek, one’s identity is commonly used to define and give shape to one’s 

sense of self, group memberships, statuses and positions (Peek, 2005).  Theories of human 

development attempt to make sense of the individual understanding of the self and one’s 

participation and place in the larger world.  Although several theories of identity exist (Cerulo, 

1997; Frable,1997; Appiah & Gates, 1995, among others), Stryker’s (1980) concept of identity 
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salience is particularly applicable here.  This theory predicts that those who are forming their 

identities will order them hierarchically as they grow more committed to any given identity 

(Stryker, 1980).  A religious identity may be thusly ordered; in other words, the more committed 

you become to your religion, the greater a part of your identity it becomes. 

Unfortunately, the research on religious identity development has been largely neglected. 

Numerous authors who have written recently on identity have chosen not to include religion as a 

piece of one’s identity (see Cerulo, 1997; Frable, 1997; Appiah and Gates, 1995).  The research 

that has been conducted on religious identity has shown that it is manifested in three ways: 

religious attendance, religious imagery, and religious behaviors (Welch & Leege, 1988). 

Religious attendance (e.g., attendance at Catholic Mass or participation in church activities) 

demonstrates religious identity because it shows that a person is choosing to spend time engaged 

in their religion.  Religious imagery (e.g., religious art of Jesus of Nazareth on the cross, etc.) is 

thought to articulate the symbol systems that help to guide a person's life (for more on the 

importance of religious imagery to one's religious identity, see Yingr, 1969).  Finally, religious 

behaviors (e.g., praying the rosary at a wake, Eucharistic adoration, etc..) are the outward signs 

of inward belief.  For instance, Welch & Leege, using the Notre Dame Study of Catholic Parish 

Life, investigated how one's religious beliefs affected one's voting.  They examined participants' 

voting records compared to their religious imagery, religious attendance, religious behaviors, 

closeness to God, and devotional style (1988).  They found that these three outward signs 

(religious attendance, religious imagery, and religious behaviors) of Catholic identity also 

showed an individual’s connection between Catholicism and their social justice and political 

beliefs (Welch & Leege, 1988).  
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What does this mean for adolescents?  Adolescents have developed the ability to reason 

abstractly; this, combined with the considerable time spent forming their identities make the 

teenage years ideal for the exploration of religion and spirituality (Markstrom, 1999).   However, 

the process of forming a religious identity does not begin there.  In childhood, as their thinking 

becomes more concrete, children begin to see religion as an aspect of identity (Elkind, 1964; 

Johnstone, 2001).  By their teenage years, adolescents are ready and interested in delving into 

life’s big questions; religion falls into this category (Erikson, 1968).  

Erikson's theory of human development centered on eight stages; each of these stages 

focused on a “crisis,” or a process through which one developed adaptively or maladaptively. 

During the fifth stage, the stage of adolescence, the crisis was identity versus role confusion.  In 

other words, during adolescence, a person seeks to consolidate his or her identity by finding and 

choosing roles that are germane and authentic to each person's sense of self.  If they are 

successful, they have reached identity achievement (Marcia, 1980); if they are unsuccessful, they 

remain in role confusion.  Marcia explained the process through which adolescents explore their 

identity as “moratorium” (Marcia, 1980).  Moratorium is the adaptive process through which one 

tries on different identities to see if they fit:  if they do fit, one moves into identity achievement; 

if they do not fit, one continues through moratorium until one’s identity becomes solidified. 

Beyond the fact that conditions are ripe for the exploration of one’s attitudes towards and beliefs 

about many parts of one's identity including religion, Erikson (1968) argued that religion is the 

oldest and most lasting institution which promotes the development of fidelity and faith. 

Furthermore, he wrote that the process of becoming involved in religion and exploring one’s 
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spirituality confirmed one’s identity. Clearly, religious development is a key component of one’s 

overall identity development, particularly in adolescence (Erikson, 1965).  

 

Religious Participation 

Unfortunately, in recent history adolescents who belong to the Catholic faith tradition 

have become less active, to the point of leaving the Church entirely, in staggering numbers 

(Smith & Denton, 2005).  Smith and Denton reported that 23% of adolescents who were part of a 

nationwide study reported themselves to be Catholic; however, a third of those Catholic teens 

reported that they rarely or never attended services.  This finding, from the National Survey of 

Youth and Religion, was based on a self-report survey of 3,290 teens, which asked both Catholic 

and non-Catholic participants how often they attended religious services, religious Sunday 

School (Confraternity of Christian Doctrine (CCD) or similar), religious youth retreats, religious 

summer camp, and religious missions team/service project (answer choices were:  more than 

once a week, once a week, 2-3 times per month, once a month, many times a year, a few times a 

year, never).  These surveys were followed by semi-structured interviews with the participants 

(Smith & Denton, 2005).  

For the purposes of this study, I define religious participation according to the same terms 

used in the National Survey of Youth and Religion: service attendance, retreat attendance, 

Sunday School/CCD attendance, religious summer camp attendance, and religious mission 

team/service project attendance. As mentioned earlier, it is important to attend to adolescents’ 

religious participation,such as attendance in religious activities, as these are believed to be 

indicators of their religious identity (Welch & Leege, 1988). The authors also reported that 
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Catholic teens, as a whole, were far less religiously engaged that other Christian teenagers in the 

United States, stating “on most measures of religious faith, belief, experience, and practice, 

Catholic teens as a whole show up as weak” (Smith & Denton, p. 216).  While it may be 

impossible to truly evaluate someone’s faith, it is possible through survey and interview 

protocols to define their beliefs, experiences, and practices within their religion.   The authors 

argued that a likely explanation for the lower levels of Catholic religiosity among adolescents 

was the dearth of commitment (dedication by the youth to attend religious services and events) 

and investment (financial and human resources put into making youth welcome and to 

establishing programs for them) in youth ministry at the parish (local church) and diocesan 

(many churches in the same area under one leader) levels.  

New research is necessary because the results of two recent, national surveys have 

indicated that Catholic youth are, in large part, falling away from the Catholic faith much more 

frequently than youth in other religious traditions (Smith et. al., 2014; Smith & Denton, 2005). 

These studies conclude that Catholic youth are in a period when the way that “the organizational 

means that the Catholic Church historically employed…to accomplish its work with Catholic 

youth…[have been] rendered inadequate to serve as the primary vehicles for contemporary youth 

socialization, education, formation, and ministry”(Smith & Denton, 2005, p. 216).  In other 

words, the ways that the Catholic Church used to work with Catholic youth –Catholic Youth 

Organizations, dances, CCD– are no longer strategies which work with the youth of today. 

Catholic youth no longer need the Church for some of these functions because they have access 

to sports, dances, and other social gatherings through other venues.  Unfortunately, the Catholic 
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Church has not replaced these older concepts with newer events; there may be a link between 

this and the drop-off in youth religious participation (Smith & Denton, 2005). 

Most of the research on this phenomenon is relatively new and lacks concrete ideas for 

what should be done to keep youth in the Catholic Church.  The intervention proposed in this 

study is therefore new, though not entirely without the backing of research.  Lough & Thomas 

(2014) noticed a similar problem in the young Jewish community: people were leaving in record 

numbers.  Their intervention was an introductory program into Jewish social justice teachings. 

The program also included a service component so that participants could live out their 

learnings.  The authors found that the program was successful; people learned more about the 

social justice aspect of their faith, and they were more likely to attend religious services.  It is my 

hope that a similar program run with Catholic youth will yield similar effects.  This is a new 

approach, but one which is based on the participant having a religious connection, both to an 

adult and to an experience; these are two aspects of religious connection that Smith et al. (2014) 

see as lacking in the young Catholics who are leaving the church.  

 

Relationship between religious participation and religious identity 

Markstrom’s (1999) study used Erikson’s (1968) work to show that more frequent 

religious participation among adolescents is correlated with more evidence of adult faith. 

Markstrom’s study of low-income African-Americans and European-Americans found that 

greater religious involvement among the youth who participated in the study was correlated with 

a greater sense of hope; Erikson (1980) indicated that hope was a sign of adult faith.  It is 

possible to then extrapolate that the participants in this study who had greater religious 
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involvement (identified by frequent participation in religious services, attendance at Bible study 

groups, and attendance at youth group) were able to form the religious aspect of their identity, as 

evidenced by the fact that those participants displayed greater senses of adult faith (hope). 

 

Relationship between religious participation, identity and social justice understanding 

There are, of course, multiple ways in which lower participation by youth parishioners 

could be addressed; however, research in the Jewish tradition has shown some promise in the use 

of a social justice curriculum as a way to engage younger members of a faith tradition (Lough & 

Thomas, 2014).  Lough and Thomas indicated that as many as 66% of Jewish youth believe that 

“making the world a better place”is a crucial part of their Jewish identity (p. 248). Additional 

research has also shown that social justice and service are at the core of Jewish beliefs for liberal 

Jewish youth (Cohen & Liebman, 1997; Waxman, 2010).  

While Judaism and Catholicism are not the same, it is possible that there exist similar 

beliefs about and commitments to service and social justice among Catholic youth.  Yates and 

Youniss (1996) conducted a study in which youth participants in a social justice course were 

required to complete some service along with the course.  Students were instructed that it was 

their responsibility to carry on the work of the people they discussed in class (Gandhi, Martin 

Luther King Jr., and Dorothy Day) by helping people in need.  Students were then brought to a 

soup kitchen in Washington, DC where they were able to serve alongside people who talked with 

them about the root causes of hunger in the area.  Yates and Youniss evaluated the effects of this 

service on the youth by collecting essays and had discussions in small groups throughout the 
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academic year.  The youths’ work and conversations produced reflections that indicated that the 

course, the service, and the conversations fostered religious identity development. 

Taken together, this research indicates that there is still much work to be done; people, 

especially the young, are leaving the Catholic Church in high numbers.  For them and for those 

who remain in the Catholic Church, parishes need to find ways to engage, enliven, and foster 

faith in their parishioners.  Furthermore, the recent work by Smith and colleagues (2014) 

indicates that there is a need for Catholic parishes to find ways to foster religious identity in 

adolescents.  It seems hopeful that utilizing a service program which focuses on social justice 

would potentially have an impact on measures of church attendance and youth group 

participation.  The proposed study seeks to examine the effects of a social justice program on the 

religious identity development of adolescents in the Catholic faith tradition.  

 

Social Justice Education 

According to Bell (2016), social justice education is meant to teach analytical tools which 

can then be used in active, rather than passive or contemplative, ways; in other words, what 

someone learns from a social justice program is meant to encourage that someone to get involved 

and do something good.  Bell developed a framework which outlines the components of a social 

justice education.  This framework is broad and does not focus on only one topic; rather, it is 

applicable to educators who want to teach about social justice using any topic or issue as the 

content. 

According to Bell's framework, there are nine components which must be operative when 

using social justice education.  One aspect of social justice education is developing a critical 
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consciousness, which connects the personal with the context of a situation.    A second aspect is 

deconstructing binaries: things do not merely fall into one category or another without any 

overlap.  A third aspect of social justice education is drawing on counter-narratives; in other 

words, we must hear the stories of those who have been oppressed, victimized, or muted, as well 

as the stories of the majority.  

Connected to this, a fourth aspect of social justice education is the need to examine and 

analyze power, asking specifically, "in whose interests does this system operate?"  Another 

component is looking for interest convergence, which can be understood as conflicts of interest. 

Two other components are making global connections and building solidarity:  seeing things 

from other points of view and standing with those people and their perspectives.  The framework 

ends with two components:  following the leadership of oppressed people and being an 

accountable and responsible ally (Bell, 2016).  Taken together, all of these components require 

learner(s) in a social justice education setting to be open-minded to the stories of other people, to 

attempt to understand those stories as best they can, and to believe that there is value in having 

those stories hold equal weight with the stories that are of the majority or dominant group. 

Once this framework is in place, one must also develop a pedagogy:  how do we best 

teach social justice?  Again, the goal for social justice education is not merely knowledge, or 

even understanding, but action (Adams, 2016).  This perspective is grounded in the work of 

Paulo Freire, whose seminal book Pedagogy of the Oppressed taught that an educator must use 

the materials that are already part of people's lives in order to awaken them from oppression and 

prompt them to create change (Adams, 2016; Freire, 2000). From this perspective, the pedagogy 
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of social justice education must be different from that of traditional education, and so both 

Adams (2016) and Freire (2000) claim that it is praxis:  theory, reflection, and action. 

Because of this praxis orientation, social justice educators believe that their curricula 

should be taught experientially (Adams, 2016).  From the point of view that social justice 

education aims to take into account the experience of people who are not usually heard and 

moves those stories to the center of the conversation, it is likely that the people who are learning 

in that environment will experience strong emotions (Adams, 2016).  Further, the goal of social 

justice education is action; if that is the case, then being active ought to be modeled to the 

learners (Adams, 2016).  From an educational psychology perspective, Adams cites the work of 

Vygotsky and the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  Adams notes that through the use of 

experiential learning and more capable peers, those who are new to social justice or who are less 

familiar with what they are learning will learn more and feel safer doing so (2016).  

 

Methodology 

Setting 

As mentioned earlier, the research questions guiding this study were: (a) What do 

adolescents understand about the term “social justice” and the seven principles of Catholic Social 

Teaching?  (b) What is the influence of a social justice oriented program on objective measures 

of religious participation, such as attendance at liturgical celebrations and participation in youth 

group activities? and (c) Does the same social justice program foster religious identity 

development?  In order to attempt to answer these questions, a qualitative study was conducted. 

The study focused on one Catholic parish and utilized their youth parishioners for a study 
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implementing the JusticeWalking program.  The parish ran the JusticeWalking program 

according to the program’s materials (described below).  

The parish in West Michigan where this study was conducted is the largest in the diocese 

(local area of governance for Catholic churches).  It is neither racially nor socioeconomically 

diverse.  Most of the approximately 8000 parishioners are white, well-educated, and wealthy, 

(Fr. Len Sudlik, personal communication, 3 August 2015).  This study focused on the high 

school youth of the parish, who are also predominantly white and from wealthy families; they 

also largely attend local public schools.  

 

Participants 

Participants were drawn from a pool of approximately 800 9th - 12th grade youth who 

are registered in the parish (ParishSoft Parish Database).  Though there are that many youth who 

are formally registered in the parish, not all 800 youth come to parish events, including church 

services.  Though the invitation to participate in JusticeWalking went out to all 800 high school 

age parishioners through the church bulletin and emails to them and to their parents, only 7 

people decided to come forward and participate. (It should be noted that more than double this 

number wanted to participate after the program had begun).  

Although for this study I had initially planned that those who wanted to be participants in 

the program would apply and then go through a selection process, in the end I accepted all those 

who applied due to the lack of interest in the program.  The JusticeWalking program materials 

recommend that only 10 youth participate in any one group; because our numbers were even less 

than 10 when we began, we were not able to run two groups during the year. Once the team 
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members were selected, they filled out and signed informed consent forms to agree to participate 

in the study portion of the program.  6 out of the 7 participants filled out consent forms prior to 

the beginning of the study. 

For their participation, members of the group were each given 20 service hours, which 

are not required by the parish but which are required by the local high schools.  Though this 

number may seem high, considerable amounts of time was devoted to this project on the part of 

the participants.  Given that the program was new and that the time commitment was substantial, 

awarding 20 hours of service seemed appropriate.  Interestingly, only one of the participants 

asked for these service hours. 

 

JusticeWalking Program 

JusticeWalking is a youth program designed by JustFaith Ministries.  The 

JusticeWalking program is centered on social justice and aims to teach Catholic high school 

youth about the social justice tradition of the Catholic faith.  The curriculum, which is written by 

JustFaith ministries staff, includes several components of Bell's framework:  the curriculum aims 

to help participants to develop critical consciousness; to deconstruct not only boundaries and 

listen to counter-narratives but also to examine and analyze the power structures that exist in the 

world.  Further, it helps high school adolescents to build local and national, though not 

necessarily global, connections through its service component.  The JusticeWalking curriculum 

strongly emphasizes solidarity, and it encourages its participants to become accountable and 

responsible allies to those with whom they are in solidarity.  The last component of Bell's 

framework is that it requires those pursuing or teaching social justice education to follow 
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leadership of the oppressed.  JusticeWalking requires its participants to follow the leadership of 

Jesus of Nazareth.  Whether he was oppressed or not is not discussed in the JusticeWalking 

curriculum and is outside the scope of this paper. 

The JusticeWalking program is largely experiential:  from regular participation at service 

sites to interactive activities throughout the curriculum, JusticeWalking's pedagogical strategies 

are to get participants to make connections and to engage intellectually, spiritually, and 

emotionally with the material that is covered.  It explicitly seeks to develop the social justice 

aspect of one's religious identity by using these activities to teach participants that an aspect of 

the Catholic faith is to work for the common good, especially among the poor and vulnerable. 

Further, this work should be active; the program intends for its participants to continue to not 

only think and pray about social justice following the conclusion of the program, but also to 

actively work for the welfare of those who need help (JusticeWalking program materials, 2015). 

 

Procedures 

Upon the enrollment of the participants in the study, the parish started a JusticeWalking 

group.  JusticeWalking is a 12-week program which seeks to educate high-school age 

adolescents in the social justice teachings of the Catholic Church.  Over the course of the 

program, participants read, reflected, worked, walked, and dialogued with each other to learn 

more about themselves as Catholics, the social teachings of their faith, and the call from that 

faith to be servants to others. 

An important aspect of the program is that every other meeting (for a total of six 

sessions) is held at a local social service agency, where participants and coordinators interact 
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with guests of the social service agency and come to know their stories, rather than doing service 

in a more traditional way which focuses on work and not the individuals who will benefit from 

the service. The JusticeWalking curriculum calls for the service component to be held at the 

same social service agency throughout the program.  We chose to partner with Kids' Food 

Basket, an organization which makes and delivers sack lunches and dinners to children in a city 

near the area of the study who would not otherwise have lunch or dinner. This aspect of the 

program is called “Meeting at the Margins” and is meant to introduce participants to people who 

are at the margins:  those who are in a different place in their lives and who are in need of some 

sort of aid in order to live a life of dignity.  This aspect of the program is a critical component 

because it widens the participants’ circle of awareness to see the margins and boundaries which 

exist between people.  Table 1 indicates the different types of meetings which were a part of the 

JusticeWalking program and when they were held for this particular study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 

Meeting Date  Type of Meeting 

November 22, 2015  Family Meeting 

December 5, 2015  Opening Retreat 

December 20, 2015  JusticeWalking Session 1 

January 3, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 2 (Service activity) 

January 30, 2016  Justice Pilgrimage 

January 31, 2016  Justice Pilgrimage 

January 31, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 3 

February 7, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 4 (Service) 

February 14, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 5 

February 21, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 6 (Service) 

February 28, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 7 

March 6, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 8 (Service) 

March 13, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 9 

March 20, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 10 (Service) 

April 10, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 11  

April 17, 2016  JusticeWalking Session 12 (Service) 

May 7, 2016  Commissioning Retreat 

Table 1. JusticeWalking Schedule. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Initial survey. 

Prior to the beginning of the study, our intention was to assess Catholic engagement and 

identity through an adapted survey from Lough & Thomas (2014) to measure the level of 

engagement within the Catholic religious tradition as evidenced by the number of times in a 

given period that someone has attended services, youth group, or other church-related functions. 

Lough and Thomas’s survey assessed the impact of a Jewish social justice program on Jewish 

identity in youth and young adults and the items were changed to measure the impact of a 

Catholic social justice program on Catholic identity in youth and young adults.  The survey 

instrument can be found in the appendix of this paper.  

The survey was piloted with a small (n=4) group of students who had elected not to be 

part of JusticeWalking program but who agreed to take the survey and provide feedback on it. 

After they took the survey, I asked the pilot participants what they understood the questions to 

mean and how they chose to answer the questions. The pilot participants agreed that the survey 

made sense to them and that the wording did not need to be altered. It was clear from their 

responses that they were interpreting the survey questions in the ways I had intended. 

Invitations were sent to all high school age youth registered in the parish via email, postal 

mail, and through an open invitation in the church’s weekly bulletin.  Of the nearly 800 youth 

who fit this description, only 7 responded that they would like to participate in JusticeWalking. 

Only 6 of these participants and their parents completed consent forms, and thus the survey was 

given to 6 participants at the beginning (pre-survey) and end (post-survey) of their participation 
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in the program.  Therefore, only descriptive statistics from six respondents will be reported 

below to complement and triangulate interview data.  

 

Interviews. 

At the conclusion of the program, participants who consented to be in this study (n=6) 

were asked to sit for interviews about their experience with it.  These interviews took place in the 

church’s pastoral offices and were audio-recorded for accuracy.  The participants were told that 

the interviews would last between 45-60 minutes, though the times differed for each participant 

because of the length of responses.  The interview was semi-structured (Creswell, 1998) and was 

conducted by the author of this study. The purpose of the interview was to delve more deeply 

into the experience of the participants with social justice, religious identity, and religious 

participation.  The interview protocol can be found in the appendix of this paper.  For instance, 

because I was interested in how adolescents understand the term “social justice” and the seven 

principles of Catholic Social Teaching, I asked questions about what the participants understood 

social justice to be and how they could describe social justice in their own words.   Because I 

was interested in the influence of a social justice oriented program on young people’s religious 

participation, I asked questions about how they felt about their identity as Catholics, how long 

they had been Catholic, and how long they had been members of that particular church.  Finally, 

because I was interested in the frequency of religious participation at services and youth group 

activities, I asked the participants how often they were participating in Mass and other 

church-related activities, and if this frequency was a change from prior behavior.  Additionally, I 

also allowed young people’s own ideas and comments to emerge to be sure that the interviews 
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included opportunities for the participants to talk about their understanding and experience of the 

JusticeWalking program. 

After the interviews had been conducted and transcribed, I coded the data.  Iused an 

initial coding scheme developed from the research questions; additional codes were added upon 

reading through the transcripts three times each.  For instance, given that I was interested in the 

participants' understanding of social justice, I had a code for “social justice,” which referred to 

their reported conceptualizations of social justice in answer to my research question. 

Additionally, I had initial codes for each of the principles of Catholic Social Teaching.  I was 

also interested in religious participation, and therefore had codes for "Mass," “attendance," and 

"youth group activity.” Finally, as I was interested in religious identity, I also had a code for 

"identity."  Emergent codes included “community," “action," and “ownership.” The coded 

transcripts as well as significant quotes and ideas were pulled and inserted into a separate 

document (Creswell, 1998).  This document then served as the basis for the findings and 

discussion sections of this paper. 

All of the names were changed in order to protect the anonymity of the participants. 

 

Findings 

The participant group consisted of 1 male and 5 females, and they ranged in age from 15 

– 18 years old.  According to their responses on the survey, each participant said that they had 

been Catholic since birth.  The amount of time that they had spent as parishioners at this 

particular Catholic church varied from 7 years to their entire lives.  As the youth minister for this 

church, I knew that 2 of the participants were already highly active (Derek and Kaley) while 
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another 2 were completely new to the youth group (Clara and Sara).  The remaining two 

participants were low-mid activity level participants:  they showed up for some events and 

Masses, but not most (Eva and Morgan). 

My first research question inquired: What do adolescents understand about the term 

“social justice” and the seven principles of Catholic Social Teaching?  Participants reported an 

increase in scores from the pre-survey to the post-survey on all six questions which asked about 

social justice.As seen in Table 2 below, the post-survey averages on all social justice-related 

questions are higher than the pre-survey average.  According to the survey data, the participants 

understood the term "social justice" better after the completion of the JusticeWalking (JW) 

program than they had before it.  The participants also reported an increase in their knowledge 

about Catholic Social Teaching.  While the survey data did not describe what young people’s 

understanding of these terms were, the interviews proved to be helpful in answering this first 

research question. 

Question Pre-Survey Average Post-Survey Average 

I understand the term "social justice." 2.83 4.67 

I know about Catholic Social Teaching. 3.33 4.5 

I believe that advocating for human rights is an important part of 

practicing Catholicism. 

4.33 4.83 

Doing service is a key part of my Catholic life. 4.0 4.5 

My belief in social justice is rooted in Catholic values and teachings. 3 4.17 

When I think of social justice, I think of Catholicism. 2.5 4 

Table 2.Scores on survey questions related to social justice and Catholic Social Teaching 
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The interview data supported this finding that participants’ felt their understanding of 

social justice increased from the beginning to the end of the JW program.  Part of the interview 

protocol asked participants specifically about their understanding of social justice. Each 

participant was asked whether s/he knew more about social justice at the time of the interview 

than they had before the JW program had begun; interviewees agreed that they did know more 

about social justice than they had before. That said, I did not ask them to document their initial 

understandings of social justice and Catholic Social Teaching at the start of the JW program so I 

cannot actually verify these claims that their understanding increased. A follow-up question was 

asked, which was:  "can you describe social justice in your own words?"  Predictably, responses 

to this question varied, but the participants offered such rich explanations of social justice as 

"knowing, and seeing, when something is wrong and knowing you have to do something” 

(Kaley), and "It’s kinda like going out and fighting for the people who really don’t have a voice 

for themselves. Standing up for their rights” (Derek).  Other responses included: “like 

participating...like seeking to assist” (Clara); "Um, working for something that you feel is right, 

even though others don’t think it’s right” (Sara), and "Social Justice.  I guess just helping people 

out and like helping them with their needs, but also making sure that they have the rights they 

deserve and making sure that those rights aren’t taken away" (Morgan). (One person's response 

to this question was inaudible on the audio recording).  It was clear from what the participants 

said that they felt that they had grown in their understanding of social justice.  Beyond this, it 

was also clear that the participants understood social justice not merely as a concept but as 

something that ought to lead towards action. 
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However, in spite of this understanding of social justice, the participants did not mention 

the seven principles of Catholic Social Teaching in their descriptions of social justice.  Not one 

participant brought up one principle of Catholic Social Teaching in response to any of the 

interview questions or when asked if there was anything else they wanted to say at the end of the 

interview.  Though this contradicts to some degree the survey data which showed an increase in 

the understanding of the principles of Catholic Social Teaching, there was simply no evidence of 

that understanding in the interview data. 

When explicitly asked about what they learned from JW during the interviews, responses 

showed that the participants learned about social justice and about being in community with 

others.  Sara said, "I learned more about my Catholic faith, what we believe in.  I learned how to 

become a better Catholic and how to serve," and similarly Derek said he learned, "a lot about like 

the Catholic teachings on what to do for service.  Social justice, kind of." In response to the 

question of what she learned, Eva said,  

 

Oh my goodness, [I learned] so much.  In terms of social justice, I learned a lot  

about other peoples’ lives.  One of the most memorable things was going  

downtown to the [area of town which is greatly impoverished] and seeing how  

people live.  I learned a lot about other kids in the parish.  I learned a lot more 

about our responsibility as Catholics.  I saw a different side of the church that 

people don’t always see.  
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Kaley reported that, "I learned patience and how to listen to others.  I learned to let other people 

talk even when I disagreed with what they were saying," while Clara connected community and 

social justice when she said she learned, "probably a lot about social justice and Catholicism.  I 

grew a lot closer to the people in the group."  Similarly, Morgan said,  

 

I learned a lot about giving.  Uh, I guess how to connect with people is what I overall  

learned, because we had such a weird group of kids, and how to connect with them and 

figure out their personality types, just try to get along with them.  Which I think would 

help with social justice because if you’re trying to help people, you need to get along 

with them.  So I think that was one of them.  I think that’s like the biggest one because 

we all became really close friends. 

 

Next, I sought to investigate young people’s religious participation since religious 

participation has been linked to religious identity development. The second research question 

inquired: what is the influence of a social justice oriented program on objective measures of 

religious participation, such as attendance at liturgical celebrations and participation in youth 

group activities?  
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 Eva Derek Morgan Clara Sara Kaley 

I attend Catholic Mass: Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly 

I attend youth group: Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly 

I attend retreats: Occasionally Whenever 

Offered 

Occasionally Whenever 

Offered 

Whenever 

Offered 

Whenever 

Offered 

I engage in service: Regularly Monthly Occasionally Regularly Monthly Occasionally 

Sacraments I have received Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

I connect with my faith by: Mass, retreats, 

learning about 

the faith, youth 

group, 

sacraments, 

service 

Mass, retreats, 

service, learning 

about the faith, 

youth group, 

sacraments 

Mass, learning 

about the faith,  

Mass, retreats, 

service, learning 

about the faith, 

youth group 

Mass, retreats, 

service, learning 

about the faith, 

youth group, 

Mass, retreats, 

service, learning 

about the faith, 

youth group, 

sacraments 

Table 3. Pre-survey results from religious participation questions. 
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 Eva Derek Morgan Clara Sara Kaley 

I attend Catholic Mass: Weekly Weekly Monthly Weekly Weekly Weekly 

I attend youth group: Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly 

I attend retreats: Whenever 

Offered 

Whenever 

Offered 

Occasionally Occasionally Whenever 

Offered 

Whenever 

Offered 

I engage in service: Weekly Occasionally Monthly Monthly Monthly Occasionally 

Sacraments I have received Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

Baptism 

Eucharist 

Reconciliation 

Confirmation 

I connect with my faith by: Mass, retreats, 

learning about 

the faith, youth 

group, 

sacraments, 

service 

Mass, retreats, 

service, learning 

about the faith, 

youth group, 

sacraments 

Mass, learning 

about the faith, 

retreats, 

service, 

sacraments, 

youth group 

Mass, retreats, 

service, learning 

about the faith, 

youth group 

Mass, retreats, 

service, 

learning about 

the faith, youth 

group, 

sacraments 

Mass, retreats, 

service, 

learning about 

the faith, youth 

group, 

sacraments 

Table 4. Post-survey results from religious participation questions. 

 

The initial survey results indicated that all six participants said they attend Mass weekly; 

interestingly, the post-intervention survey showed that one participant reported that they had 

decreased their Mass attendance to monthly.  When asked about this, the participant (Morgan) 

said she "actually was participating less during the second half (last 6 sessions) of Justice 

Walking because of the time commitment to Justice Walking.”She also made a point, however, 

to say that she participated more often in other church-related activities.  The survey results were 
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less conclusive:  on the pre-survey, Morgan reported that she attended Mass and youth group 

weekly, and attended retreats and engaged in service monthly.  On the post-survey, Morgan 

stated that she attended Mass monthly, youth group weekly, retreats occasionally, and that she 

engaged in service monthly.  

The other 5 participants, who all reported on the survey no change in Mass attendance, 

varied in their interview responses.  In their interviews, Clara and Sara both felt that they were 

participating more often in Mass, while Derek, Eva, and Kaley felt that they were participating 

the same amount as before JusticeWalking. I did not have the opportunity to ask about this, as 

the surveys were given on the same day as the interviews and thus I had not examined the results 

of the survey prior to the interviews. 

When examining the interviews for themes in the relationship between the JW program 

and other forms of religious participation (beyond attendance at Mass), the data told a different 

story. In the interviews, participants told of their increased participation in church-related events 

and in service opportunities. Eva said that she was participating more often in parish-run retreats, 

Clara said she was participating more often in a program called Eat, Pray, Talk, which was a 

weekly program after Mass where the group who gathered prayed evening prayer, ate dinner, and 

discussed a pre-determined topic. Both Derek and Sara said that they were participating more 

often in other church-related activities, mentioning both Eat, Pray, Talk and the Manresa retreat 

(parish-run retreat for high school students) specifically.  When each of the participants was 

asked if this was a change from their previous behavior, 5 of the 6 reported that it was a change 

in their previous behavior.  Further, three of the participants connected the changes in their 

behavior to the community that had been built through JW.  For instance, Morgan articulated this 
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when she said, "I’ve been doing retreats, mainly because I feel more connected with the kids that 

are there, because a lot of the kids that go to the retreats are the kids that go to Justice Walking. 

So I felt more comfortable to go to retreats."  Clara reported something similar when she said, "I 

probably do it [Eat, Pray, Talk] a lot more, just because of the people from JusticeWalking." 

The survey data also supports the assertions that participation in church-related activities 

(retreats) and in service opportunities increased after JW.Though there was no increase in youth 

group attendance scores, there were increases in how often the participants attended retreats and 

engaged in service.  The exception to this was Derek, who reported that he engaged in service 

projects monthly on the pre-survey but only occasionally on the post-survey.  It is possible that 

he was not taking JW service into account and only thinking of other service opportunities in 

answering the survey. 

The third research question inquired: does the social justice program foster religious 

identity development? On six of the seven survey questions which pertained to religious identity 

(as seen in Table 5 below), participants reported an increase in scores between the pre-survey 

and the post-survey. 
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Survey Question Pre-Survey Average Post-Survey Average 

I feel strongly connected to my Catholic customs and traditions. 4.0 4.17 

I feel strongly connected to the national Catholic community. 3.17 3.5 

I feel proud of my Catholic heritage.  4.33 4.5 

I feel strongly connected to the local Catholic community. 4.83 4.5 

I feel strongly connected to the global Catholic community. 3.0 3.17 

I feel a strong connection to the Pope. 2.83 3.17 

When someone asks me to describe myself, I usually say I'm Catholic. 2.67 3.0 

Table 5. Scores on survey questions related to religious identity. 

 

Three interview questions directly pertained to this survey data:  "Do you think of 

yourself as a Catholic," "Is 'Catholic' one of the first words you would use to describe yourself?" 

and "As a result of participating in JW, do you feel more strongly Catholic?  Can you describe?" 

In response to the first question, "Do you think of yourself as a Catholic?" participants 

unanimously agreed that they did think of themselves as Catholics.  In response to the second 

question, "Is 'Catholic' one of the first words you would use to describe yourself?  Why or why 

not?" five of the six participants agreed that they would initially describe themselves as Catholic 

when meeting someone.  In a humorous example, Morgan replied to this question:  "I think so. 

It’s up there, along with blonde.  [laughter] I’m blonde, I’m a girl, I’m Catholic.  You know?" 

The one exception was Clara, who scored herself a 3 (sometimes true and sometimes not true) on 

the question "When someone asks me to describe myself, I usually say I'm Catholic” on the 

pre-survey, and yet reported a 1 (not true) on that question on the post-intervention survey. 
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Given what she said in the interview, Clara articulated that she didn't usually introduce herself 

that way, "because it's not what people do" (Clara), even though she thought of herself as 

Catholic.  

Four of the participants said that they felt more Catholic following the conclusion of the 

JW program in response to the third question, "As a result of participating in JusticeWalking, do 

you feel more strongly Catholic?  Can you describe?"  The range of positive answers included 

Derek who simply said, "I guess I feel more connected to the faith, yeah," to Eva's loud 

"YES!"Sara reported that she, too, “I feel more strongly connected to my faith."  One participant 

implied that she felt more connected to the Church’s beliefs because “a lot” of them seemed to 

overlap with her own beliefs:"I feel like I just learned a lot more like about Catholicism and what 

the Church believes in. And a lot of it I agree with” (Clara). 

Two people who did not feel this way were Kaley and Morgan.  These two women 

perhaps had entered the program with the strongest and deepest commitment to their religious 

identities and reported feeling very strongly Catholic from the beginning.  Morgan still reported, 

"I feel like I am a better person," (Morgan) after having completed the program, while Kaley said 

that she felt neither more strongly Catholic or more connected to her faith.  

In the process of addressing these three research questions, other interesting findings 

surfaced.  Chief among these was the idea that the participants had formed a community, which 

was important to them.  Two of the participants mentioned that they would not have chosen to 

befriend some of the people who were actually in JusticeWalking, but given the time that they 

spent together, they had become good friends.  Furthermore, as mentioned above, several 

participants (n=3) credited others in the JusticeWalking program with getting them to participate 



35 

in other church related activities. For instance, Morgan reported that she's "been doing retreats, 

mainly because I feel more connected with the kids that are there, because a lot of the kids that 

go to the retreats are the kids that go to Justice Walking.  So I felt more comfortable to go to 

retreats," while Clara mentioned that, "I probably do [Eat, Pray, Talk] a lot more, just because of 

the people from JusticeWalking." 

A second interesting finding was that most (n=5) of the study participants felt more 

empowered in their Catholic faith, rather than being either passive recipients of teaching or 

passive participants in church events.  One of the students even remarked, "I feel like I have 

more voice in my Catholic teaching, I guess” (Clara). This statement demonstrates both a sense 

of Clara's ownership over her learning as well as her need and desire to take an active role in that 

learning.  Other participants' remarks were similar, including one student, Morgan, who 

articulated a situation involving another church member for whom she was advocating.  Morgan 

cited JusticeWalking as the reason that she had become involved in this person's situation, and 

she had become very active in seeking justice (or what she saw as justice) for this person.  In her 

words, through JusticeWalking, she became, "more open to taking action.  And taking those 

teachings into real life” (Morgan). 

Discussion 

Each of the participants articulated that they understood the concept of social justice, 

particularly as it is understood within Catholicism to have an action component, and that they 

were intent on acting out their lives according to those social justice principles.  From Morgan's 

statements about actively advocating against a friend's unjust situation right on through the 

remainder of the participants’ responses, each subject stated that they knew more about social 



36 

justice than they previously had.  Beyond this, each participant was able to connect the concept 

of social justice with the need to act on the principles held therein.  It would be interesting and 

helpful to see, longitudinally, whether their future actions matched their current stated feelings 

about social justice and its importance in their lives.  This connects with the literature review in 

that social justice has an active component to its definition and requires that people engaged in 

social justice act on their beliefs.  

However, in spite of the participants' having an overarching understanding of social 

justice, claiming to understand it from a Catholic perspective, and understanding that there is an 

active component to it, not one of the participants mentioned "Catholic Social Teaching" in their 

interviews nor its underlying seven principles. However, several of the participants' comments 

seemed to be aligned with Catholic Social Teaching (CST) principles.  For instance, Morgan's 

descriptions of her work on behalf of her friend speaks to the CST concepts of solidarity and the 

call to family, community, and participation.  Derek spoke about standing up for people's rights, 

which aligns with the CST principle: Life and Dignity of the Human Person; he also spoke about 

people who are unable to stand up for themselves, which aligns with the CST principle: Option 

for the Poor and Vulnerable.  When asked about social justice, all six participants included others 

in their definitions; moreover, they each discussed the need to act as part of their understanding 

of social justice.  Taken together, while the participants did not name the seven principles of 

Catholic Social Teaching, it seems that the participants have assimilated the meanings of those 

teachings into their understanding of social justice.  

It is interesting to note that while the participants' scores to the question "my belief in 

social justice is rooted in Catholic values and teachings" increased from the pre-survey to the 
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post-survey, only one of the participants, Clara, in her interview directly indicated that she saw 

this relationship.  In discussing what was learned in the curriculum, Clara clearly connected it to 

Catholicism, saying,"I feel like I just learned a lot more like about Catholicism and what the 

Church believes in. And a lot of it I agree with."  Beyond Clara, though, none of the participants 

mentioned the connection between Catholicism and social justice.  It is possible, however, that it 

simply did not occur to the participants that they needed to make this connection explicit.  While 

the concept of social justice is not the purview of Catholicism alone, the way in which JW 

presents social justice is from a Catholic perspective.  Beyond that, the program and the 

interviews were both conducted in a Catholic Church.  The fact that most of the participants did 

not make the connection between Catholic Social Teaching and social justice in their interviews 

may have been because it was assumed the connection would be made without the need to voice 

it out loud.  

The second research question asked what the influence of JW might be on objective 

measures of religious participation, such as attendance at liturgical celebrations (Mass) and/or 

participation in youth group activities.  Though the survey data seemed to indicate little change 

(the only change from the surveys was that Morgan said she was attending Mass less frequently), 

the interview data told a different story.  There, each of the six participants mentioned that they 

had, in some way (retreats; Eat, Pray, Talk, etc.) increased their participation in the life of the 

church. Though the survey data did not bear this out, five of the six participants, and even the 

last (Morgan) to some extent, thought that their participation in Mass had increased.  This may 

have been because instead of only attending Mass, three of the participants had begun serving at 

Mass (as altar servers and Eucharistic Ministers).  
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In the areas of church participation outside of Mass, the overall level of engagement with 

church-related activities seems to have increased.  Based on the survey data, Eva seemed the 

most affected:  her attendance increased at retreats and in service activities.  However, she was 

not the only one whose participation increased.  The survey data indicate that four of the 

participants felt that their participation in service activities had increased from the initial survey. 

In their interviews, all of the participants except Clara reported that they felt that they were 

engaging more with church-related activities than they had before they had participated in the 

JW program.  Therefore, while Mass attendance did not increase for the six participants, it seems 

that their participation in other church-related activities did increase. 

A few things might be contributing to this:  first, several of the participants mentioned 

that they felt more like a community as a result of being a part of JW.  This sense of community 

could easily have made it more comfortable for any of the youth to attend other church-related 

events.  Secondly, Smith and his colleagues (2014) reported that having a relationship with an 

adult was important in terms of developing religious identity and remaining in the Church; I 

know from my participation in the program that each of the participants grew in relationship with 

me (and I with each of them).  This easily could have been a factor in their participation, also.  

In nearly all of the survey responses to the questions regarding religious identity 

development, the participants remained the same or increased in their feelings of connectedness 

to aspects of the Catholic faith.  Throughout the JW program, we as a group discussed social 

justice issues from a Catholic perspective. In the midst of the program and in the interviews, it 

seemed that some of the students were introduced to aspects of Catholicism of which they had 

not previously been aware.  For these students -- especially Clara, Sara, and Eva -- it seemed that 
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there was more of a connection to Catholicism for them than there had been previously.  In other 

words, they felt that they identified more with Catholicism than they had before JW.  It was as if 

the connection to social justice and the part of Catholicism that was introduced to them through 

that lens opened up an avenue to faith that had previously not been accessible to these young 

women.  

This resonates further when examining the other three participants:  Derek, who said that 

he "felt more connected to the faith, yeah," and Morgan and Kaley, who did not experience an 

increase in connection with their Catholic faith.  Though these three participants seemed to enjoy 

the experience, learned about social justice, and seemed committed to its practice at the 

conclusion of the program, their participation and interviews indicated that they already had a 

very strong connection to the Catholic faith prior to the start of JW.  Thus, it seems as though JW 

had the greatest impact on the religious identities of those who are still in the process of forming 

their religious identities. 

In examining this finding from an identity development perspective, the work of Marcia 

(1980) and Stryker (1980) apply.  Marcia would see Eva, Clara, and Sara as having experimented 

with an area of their religion -- social justice -- with which they were largely unfamiliar. 

Through that experimentation, those three participants came to see this aspect of Catholicism as 

germane and authentic to their identities.  These three participants are making Catholicism, or at 

least part of Catholicism, a component of their identities.  As Stryker (1980) predicted, the more 

committed one becomes to his/her religion, the greater a part of that person's identity religion 

becomes.  Thus, through the learning of and acting upon social justice teachings, Eva, Clara, and 

Sara were consolidating their religious identities.  
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Relationship Between Social Justice Understandings and Religious Participation  

The experiential nature of JusticeWalking may have made it easier to assimilate the 

teachings of the Catholic Church on social justice; Smith et al. (2014) point out, another 

important aspect of developing and maintaining one's religious beliefs is internalizing those 

beliefs.  As the study by Lough & Thomas suggests (2014), learning about and acting on social 

justice may influence one's religious beliefs and make one feel more connected to one's 

religion.A religion with a strong social justice component uses that social justice component as 

both a way of explaining the religion and as a way of explaining how people who follow it 

should act.  In other words, Catholicism's social justice orientation tells its followers some truths 

about God from that religion's perspective (God created all people in God's image; all people are 

worthy of God's love and care; etc.) and that the people who follow that religion should act from 

that set of beliefs.  Learning about the social justice component of Catholicism in an experiential 

fashion allows the learner to do the latter -- acting -- as a way of coming to better know God (the 

former).  

In the case of JusticeWalking, it also means that there was no explicit or direct instruction 

about the terms of Catholic Social Teaching; while we used the terms, the program was much 

more about the experience of the participants.  The fact that none of the participants could name 

any of the principles of Catholic Social Teaching does not mean they did not learn them, grow in 

their understanding of social justice, or grow in their religious identities.  While there was a great 

deal of thinking and praying as part of JW, it was oriented more towards action than academia, 

and as such, it does not surprise me that the terms of Catholic Social Teaching never came about 



41 

it in the interviews, but the meanings expressed in those interviews rightly captured the overall 

understanding of Catholic social justice.  

In sum, the fact that the participants learned about and acted on social justice principles 

makes it more likely that they were able to connect to their religious tradition and internalize 

religious beliefs (Lough & Thomas, 2014).  It seems that this is true even though the participants 

were unable to incorporate the principles of Catholic Social Teaching into their interviews.  It 

was still clear through the survey and interview data, even though JusticeWalking did not stress 

the terms of the principles of Catholic Social Teaching, that the participants learned about social 

justice and its relationship to Catholicism.  Thus, from the point of view of the initial problem, 

which was connecting adolescents with the Catholic Church in a way that encourages them to 

practice their religion, JusticeWalking was a success in this instance.  

 

Relationship Between Social Justice Understanding, Religious Participation, and Religious 

Identity  

Taken together, the findings of this study seem to indicate that the participants 

understood the concepts of social justice and Catholic Social Teaching; that they were able to 

begin to internalize those beliefs and to want to act on them; that they felt that they were more 

active at church, even when the survey results indicated that they were participating the same 

amount in Mass; that the places where involvement actually increased were in service and other, 

more church-community oriented events; and finally that those whose religious identities had not 

yet really been formed were the most impacted by the JW program.  
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It is clear from the interviews and the survey data that the participants understood the 

term "social justice."  Further, they saw this as not only a set of beliefs but also a way of living 

out one's life.  It was also clear that the choice that these participants made in wanting to act 

according to social justice principles was just that:  a choice.  Another aspect of this choice was 

the increased participation in church-related events, service opportunities, and the feeling that the 

participants were more involved at Mass.  It seems that on the whole the participants felt that 

they were more involved in church life and in service.  This was even true if the more objective 

measures of church attendance did not indicate that attendance had increased at Mass, as it is 

possible that serving at Mass made some of the participants feel as though they were more 

engaged.  Finally, it seems that the three participants whose interviews indicated that they had 

not yet completely formed their religious identities (Eva, Sara, and Clara) experienced the 

greatest impact from the JW program.  While Derek, Kaley, and Morgan enjoyed the program 

and seemed to benefit from it in other ways, the impact on their religious identities was less, 

perhaps because their identities were more coherently developed than that of the other three 

participants. 

That Eva, Sara, and Clara experienced the greatest growth in their religious identity 

development may well be because they were experiencing "identity confusion" initially (Erikson, 

1968).  In this case, their lower participation in religious activities reported at the start of the 

study reported could be explained by their ambivalence or lesser commitment to their religious 

identity.  Eva and Clara reported on the post-survey a greater level of participation in Mass 

(Eva), service (Eva, Clara) or retreats (Eva), and all three participants reported that they were 

more involved in Mass and other church-related events.  Also, all three participants reported 
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during the interviews that they felt more connected to their Catholic faith.  From these measures, 

it seems that Eva, Clara, and Sara were in the process of moving from "identity confusion" or 

"moratorium" to "identity achievement" (Marcia, 1980).  In contrast, Derek, Kaley, and Morgan 

were more highly active in the church prior to the beginning of JW, which research suggests is 

an indicator of religious identity development (Markstrom, 1999).  

 

Social Justice Pedagogy 

In reviewing the findings above, which include what students say they learned from the 

JW program, there are some parallels with what the students say they learned and the 

components that were embedded into the JW program.  The students’ responses provided 

evidence that some of the components believed to be important to social justice pedagogy(Bell, 

2016) were present in the JW program while others were not. 

The first of these components is the need to develop a critical consciousness, which the 

interviews indicated that the participants were able to do.  For instance, when Eva mentioned that 

she was more aware of the people who lived in the impoverished area of the city, she was 

demonstrating that she had developed a sense of awareness and sensitivity that she had not had 

before.  A second aspect is deconstructing binaries, which was an important part of the JW 

program.  The evidence that this was learned and internalized by the participants did not come 

through in the interviews, however.  The same is true for a third component of social justice 

education, which is drawing on counter-narratives; while JW also emphasized this, the evidence 

of its being learned did not appear in the interviews.The fourth component is the need to examine 

and analyze power.  While I believe that the students did learn this, given our conversations 
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during the program, only Morgan evidenced this in her discussion about the justice work she was 

doing for a friend.  

Another component is looking for interest convergence, which can be understood as 

identifying others’ points of view and possible conflicts of interest.  Two other components are 

making global connections and building solidarity;it was clear from the interviews that the 

participants were interested in seeing things from the point of view of others (e.g., Kaley's 

comments about being able to see things from someone else's point of view).  It was also clear 

that the connections that the participants were making were within the JW group primarily, and 

not making global connections. For instance,these connections can be seen when Clara 

mentioned that she was more involved because of the people in the JW group.However, it is 

possible to see how in either another iteration of JW or with further work with this group that a 

global awareness could take place.  It would be possible to incorporate stories, pictures, and 

videos of life in other parts of the world, so that the learning that takes place does not center on 

the local area but rather the global area.  The success of JW with the last two components of the 

framework are divided:following the leadership of oppressed people was not something that JW 

took on; it is not surprising that there was no evidence of the participants believing that this was 

important.  The last component of Bell's (2016) framework was being an accountable and 

responsible ally, and it is clear from the interview responses that the participants felt that they 

were accountable to others; what is unclear is their level of understanding about being a 

responsible ally.  While there seems to be a great deal of enthusiasm for social justice among this 

group of participants, that enthusiasm may be more exuberant than responsible. 
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Limitations 

This study has a number of limitations.  Firstly, the most significant limitation of this 

study is the small sample size, which not only limited the use of the survey but also limits the 

amount of data that was collected through the interviews.  Secondly, these findings are based on 

self-report inventories; there is inherent bias in the use of self-reports, and that bias is expected to 

be included in this study (Cook & Campbell, 1979).  It would have been possible to supplement 

the findings with other, more objective evidence of the participants' understandings of social 

justice and CST, such as written reflections based on the same questions week after week. 

Further, while taking attendance at Mass was not a regular occurrence at this particular parish, it 

could have been done to see how often each participant was attending.  The same could have 

been done for the youth group attendance.  

Thirdly, the sample is taken from one church which is not diverse in any way; this limits 

the population to which the results are generalizable.  Another limitation is that the 

JusticeWalking program has not been implemented in this parish before.  Given that it has no 

history, it is possible that few people will sign up to take part in it.  A fifth limitation is that this 

study is only using Catholic participants; given the interest of the author in the Catholic faith, it 

seems appropriate to begin a case study like this in that faith tradition.  Further, for this study we 

will not be examining other programs which may attempt to work towards the same goals of 

increased Catholic identity and engagement with the Catholic Church.  This is because of the 

research which indicated that in the Jewish religion, social justice played a role in the 

development of engagement and identity among participants (Lough & Thomas, 2014).  

 



46 

Conclusions 

The overall problem that this study sought to address was the departure of adolescent 

youth from the Catholic Church.  I turned to social justice education and specifically the 

JusticeWalking program as a method through which to engage part of my local youth population 

with an aspect of Catholicism that prior research had indicated was a way to engage this 

population within a faith community (Lough & Thomas, 2014).  The findings from the present 

study indicate that the participants felt that they were more involved in church-related activities 

following their participation in JW, particularly in their participation in youth group activities 

such as parish-led retreats and in service projects.Further, the participants formed a small 

community through the JW program, which provided some of them with the confidence and 

comfort to participate in other church-related activities.  Finally, as a result of these findings, 

there are some implications for theory, research, and practice. 

This study has several implications for theory. In terms of Bell’s (2016) framework, it 

would seem that this study shows that there is a community building aspect to social justice 

education.  I am curious if that is true across settings, program, and curricula.  The components 

of Bell's (2016) framework which were enacted in JW and which came up in the participants' 

interviews (critical consciousness, interest convergence, building solidarity, making [local] 

connections), seem to be critical to social justice pedagogy.  Specifically, these were the 

elements that the participants seemed to be aware of and indirectly referenced as evidence of 

their social justice learning.  Of the components of social justice pedagogy which seemed 

embedded in JW but which did manifest themselves in the participants' interviews, it would seem 

that being an accountable and responsible ally would be important since it is connected to the 
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idea that social justice education is meant to prompt people to action (Adams, 2016; Bell, 2016). 

This aspect would also be key to this adolescent population because the active part of the 

education is one of the ways in which their religious beliefs are internalized (Smith et al., 2014). 

Additionally, this community building aspect also may have ramifications for the theories 

of religious identity development:  to what extent does belonging to a community contribute to 

your sense of religious identity?  Beyond that, learning about social justice when your religious 

tradition places an emphasis on it seems to have an impact on religious identity development. 

Another area which was not theoretically explored in this study is the impact of learning about 

and doing service in conjunction with social justice education.  Is there an added level of impact 

to JusticeWalking because the education about social justice is not merely theoretical, but also 

practical?  Each of these should be explored through future research. 

This study also has several other implications for future research.  Firstly, it would be 

interesting to see if this particular JusticeWalking group remained in any way a community, 

especially given that the majority of the participants said that they found it to be important that 

they grew together as a community during the program.  Though the participants articulated that 

they were not friends prior to the beginning of the program, and that they would not have chosen 

to be in a group with some of the other people who were participants, they noted that they really 

enjoyed being with these other people in a group and that they had truly built a community. 

Though this was neither an anticipated nor expected outcome, by either researcher or 

participants, it is an interesting finding and should be the subject of further inquiry. For instance, 

how and why does ‘community’ form in the context of the JW program and what is the influence 

of community on participants’ religious participation and religious identity, if any? In a related 



48 

way, research ought to be conducted on whether the participants in a faith-based social justice 

education program become more engaged outside of their church environments.  For instance, it 

could be that contemporary definitions of religious participation are too narrow to capture the 

expanded ways that young people participate and conceive of their religious participation; 

conceptions of religious participation could include relevant activities or activities that embody 

CST principles even if they occur beyond formal church programming.In other words, does the 

learning that happens in the social justice program carry over to other arenas of the participants' 

lives?  

If this study were to be repeated, there are some things that should change.  Firstly, there 

should be additional objective measures, such as Mass and youth group attendance records, 

which corroborate the self-reported information by the participants.  Secondly, there should be 

some measure of the level of participation by the subjects prior to the beginning of the program 

that is more sensitive to the nuances of church attendance than this survey was (for instance, 

asking how many times per month students attend Mass, rather than giving them "weekly" and 

"monthly" as options).  Thirdly, I would collect the survey data in advance of the interviews so 

that the survey data could be used to ask questions in the interview sessions.  

Finally, this study indicates some implications for the practice of social justice education 

in similar religious contexts.  Firstly, social justice education is important.  This study shows that 

it has benefits to the participants, both individually and collectively, and also that it helps to build 

community among the people who are learning about it.  However, in a Catholic context, 

educators and ministers might view it as important to explicitly teach about Catholic Social 

Teaching.  JW clearly did not teach about CST in a way that led learners to think about those 
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topics clearly when asked about social justice, and yet, CST is an important part of the way in 

which Catholicism understands and lives out its social justice teaching.  Therefore, Catholic 

educators and youth ministers who seek to adopt the JW program may need to make the teaching 

of CST and its connections to the JW social justice curricula much more apparent to learners. 

Additionally, social justice education seems to bring benefits beyond just the information 

learned about social justice; it seems like this would be a good unit or element to include in 

CCD/Sunday School.  Another practical element is the manner in which social justice is taught: 

looking at Bell's (2016) framework, hardly any of our current religious education, about social 

justice or any other topic, uses that framework.  Here it proved to be effective, and that should 

get practitioners to consider using it as a way of thinking about designing lessons.Perhaps if the 

JW curriculum took more of Bell's (2016) framework into account, the program would be even 

stronger.  What remains to be seen is if such a program in a Catholic Church setting would be a 

more effective avenue for youth to develop religious identities than other expressions of 

Catholicity such as Eucharistic adoration, regular reconciliation, or praying the rosary.  
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Appendix 

Inventory of Catholic Religious Identity and Engagement 

Please provide answers for each of the following items in this survey.  Circle the number which 
corresponds to the degree with the following statements:  1=not at all true, 2=mostly untrue, 
3=sometimes true and sometimes not true, 4=mostly true, and 5=true all of the time. 
 
I understand the term “social justice”. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
I know about Catholic Social Teaching. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
I believe that advocating for human rights is an important aspect of practicing Catholicism. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Doing service is a key part of my Catholic life. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
My belief in social justice is rooted in Catholic values and teachings. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
When I think of social justice, I think of Catholicism. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
I feel strongly connected to my Catholic customs and traditions. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
I feel strongly connected to the national Catholic community.  
 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
I feel proud of my Catholic heritage. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
I feel strongly connected to the local Catholic community.  1 2 3 4 5 
 
I feel strongly connected to the global Catholic community. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
I feel a strong connection to the Pope. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
When someone asks me to describe myself, I usually say I’m Catholic. 
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1 2 3 4 5 
 
Select the answer which best describes you. 
 
I attend Catholic Mass: daily weekly monthly on holidays rarely 
 
I attend youth group: daily weekly monthly occasionally never 
 
I attend retreats: whenever they are offered occasionally never 
 
I engage in service: weekly monthly occasionally never 
 
Sacraments I have received:baptism Eucharist reconciliation confirmation  
 
anointing of the sick marriage holy orders 
 
I connect with my faith by (select all that apply): Mass retreats service  
 
learning about the faith Youth group sacraments 
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Interview Protocol 

 

This is a semi-structured interview.  Participants should be asked the following questions, but 
time should be permitted for open-ended responses and also for questions that arise during the 
course of the interview. 
 
How long have you been Catholic? 
 
 
How long have you attended this particular Catholic Church? 
 
 
What did you learn from JusticeWalking?  Can you cite specific examples of learning? 
 
 
Describe social justice in your own words. 
 
 
Do you think of yourself as a Catholic?  
Is “Catholic” one of the first words you would use to describe yourself?  Why or why not? 
 
 
As a result of participating in JusticeWalking, do you feel more strongly Catholic?  Can you 
describe? 
 
 
As a result of participating in JusticeWalking, do you feel more connected to social justice 
teachings and to Catholic Social Teaching?  Can you describe? 
 
 
Do you think that you have been participating more often, less often, or about the same amount 
of time in Mass during the period of JusticeWalking? 
 
 
Have you been participating in other church related activities (not including JusticeWalking) 
since you have been a part of the program?  Is that a change from your previous behavior? 
 
 
 
Is there anything that you would like to add about your experience with JusticeWalking? 
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