
Ed Cortas and the Apostle Thomas have some-
thing in common. They both placed their hands
in Jesus’ side and were forever transformed. A

former systems analyst for General Electric, Cortas was
one of the first of seven thousand Catholics to experience
JustFaith, a thirty-week small-group reading expedi-
tion into the church’s social mission, promoted first by
Catholic Charities, USA, and now joined by Catholic
Relief Services and the Catholic Campaign for Human
Development. When reflecting on his JustFaith experi-
ence, Cortas says that, like the blind man, he had his
eyes opened by Jesus “to the poverty and violence that
make up the lives of so many of my sisters and broth-
ers. Like the rich young man, I have heard Jesus' call
to live radically and am frustrated and saddened by
my inability to shed wealth and power.”

Like the Pharisee, Cortas says, his ears ring with
Jesus' condemnation “of my deadly adherence to empty
spirituality,” and he says that Jesus has called him, like
Lazarus, “out of the tomb of my lifeless faith into the
light of new life in him.” Each JustFaith graduate de-
scribes her or his experience differently, but most Just-
Faith graduates echo Cortas’s sentiments, employing
language like “transformation,” “radical change,” and
even “conversion.” To the uninitiated, it can be per-
plexing. What are these people so excited about, and
why? What exactly happened in these groups? 

Simply put, JustFaith graduates have seen Christ
face to face, in the eyes of the hungry, the homeless,
the broken. Like Thomas, these followers of Christ have
cried out, “My Lord and my God!” no longer doubt-
ing, beliefs, priorities, and behaviors transformed.

Compassion and Conve r s i o n
So what happens in a JustFaith group? Over thirty
weeks, Justfaith participants typically read thirteen
books and watch sixteen videos on poverty, race, con-
sumerism, and peace, framed by the church’s teaching

Spring 2007 • CHURCH • 15

The Ju s t Faith 
P H E N O M E N O N

Jeffry Odell Korgen

Jeffry Odell Korgen is director of social ministries at the
National Pastoral Life Center and secretary of The Roundtable
Association of Diocesan Social Action Directors.

This article is an edited excerpt from his book, My Lord
and My God: Engaging Catholics in Social Ministry
(Paulist Press, 2007). Used with permission.

In Ju s t Faith I met Je s u s . In the faces of the
p o o r, I met Je s u s . In the lives of courage o u s
women and men fighting for peace and jus-
t i c e,I met Je s u s . In the struggles of my com-
panion classmates, I met Je s u s . A n d , l i ke
eve ryone who ever met Je s u s , I am change d
n ow. Ed Cortas, JustFaith Graduate, London, KY 



on these issues. They meet weekly for two-and-a-half
hours to discuss the readings and video. They also par-
ticipate in two retreats and four “border crossings” in
which they meet people living in poverty face-to-face.

Who in their right mind would sign up for such a
grueling reflection on human misery? Over seven thou-
sand Catholics nationwide have completed JustFaith,
and that number continues to grow.

According to JustFaith facilitators, some enlist be-
cause a person they trust recommends the program;
others join after attending an information session with
Jack Jezreel, founder of JustFaith, whose provocative re-
flections provide a taste of what’s to come. A few ap-
pear out of nowhere, responding to church bulletin
notices. A small number attend with spouses, drawn by
the appeal of a church activity that couples can share.
The result is diverse groups of middle- and upper-in-
come Catholics, neither “social justice nuts” nor “the
same old people. ”

JustFaith founder and director Jezreel explains that
significant numbers of Catholics sign up for this
demanding formation program because:
God has made us with an appetite or an incli-

nation to be connected to each other. When we
talk about the work of social ministry or social
action, essentially what we are
talking about is how we are
about each other’s care. What we
call social ministry or social ac-
tion or justice or charity are ex-
pressions of what it means to be
connected to each other, and
that’s how we are made. My
claim is that we have a script in
our cells crafted by God that
says, “I am making you in a way
that you will be most satisfied
and most fulfilled when you are
a part of a community that takes
very seriously its commonness
and its solidarity.
Jezreel believes in a natural-law

hypothesis: that humans are “hard-
wired” to seek communities of care,
compassion, and solidarity. This no-
tion provides the philosophical un-
derpinnings for the entire project.
Jezreel suggests that this drive for
compassion and solidarity motivates
us because we are images of God.
We are drawn into the lives of the

suffering just as God is drawn to respond to the suf-
fering of the Jews in Exodus.

A D U LT FORMAT I O N
Lucio Caruso, diocesan peace and justice director for
the Diocese of Grand Rapids, understands JustFaith
through the lens of adult formation:

What I saw was truly formation, more than just
education about issues or information. It involved
a certain amount of information gathering, a cer-
tain amount of reading that brings awareness, but
also personalization through the real stories in the
books and the videos. You can’t leave an image of
children with a parent searching through garbage
with all the dangers inherent in that without say-
ing “Omigosh, this is not something just out there
somewhere!” That happened to everyone. The
other part of this “aha” or awareness was realiz-
ing that conversion was happening among oth-
ers in the group. When questions of justice are
engaged in a small community setting, that’s some
of the best stuff of formation.
Caruso insists that the length of the JustFaith process

helps bring about these conversions and life changes.
Thirty weeks provides enough time to understand in-
formation about issues, process feelings, reflect on the

readings, and raise and answer
tough questions. 

Many pastoral ministers have
questioned whether a single per-
son, let alone a group of fifteen peo-
ple in their parish would sign up
for such a demanding program.
Catholics are simply too busy, they
reason, especially overscheduled
middle- and upper-income Catholics.
Jezreel disagrees:

There has been an assumption
on the part of a lot of parish cler-
gy and ministers that people are
very busy. Therefore, if we are
going to do anything in parishes,
it has to be abbreviated, short,
and not very demanding.  The
thinking is, “If we are going to
get people to our event, it can’t
be very big because people don’t
have that kind of time.” I would
call all of this “the tyranny of
small expectations.” When you
dig a little deeper underneath
how busy people are, you learn
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“If you want
to draw new
leaders into
your parish’s
social 
ministries,
read this
book!...”



drawing in 300 new leaders. The following year, 250
additional parishioners signed up. As a result, Colecchi
has seen significant increases in the number of leaders
involved in diocesan social justice activities, including
a doubling of attendance at Catholic Advocacy Day at
the state capitol.

As counter-intuitive as it might seem to pastoral min-
isters accustomed to asking less of busy parish-

ioners, Jezreel’s axiom of “If you ask
more, you get more” holds up. In

diocese after diocese across the
country, social action directors

who promote JustFaith have
noted significant increases in
the numbers of new leaders

involved in both parish and
diocesan social justice activi-
ties. 

Four Varieties of
Conversion

Each participant comes to
JustFaith with a different

story, a particular
worldview, a unique
faith journey. But
JustFaith graduates

utilize a common vo-
c abulary of conversion

to describe their ex-
perience. Extensive
interviews with Just-
Faith par t i c i p a n t s ,

f a c i l i t a t o r s ,  a n d  s t a f f
throughout the country

suggest four categories of
JustFaith conversions.

First, there is the Catholic
with no previous involvement in social
ministry who transforms into a social
justice dynamo. Second is the disciple

who has been active in direct service ministries (food
pantries, clothes closets, etc.) but not social change min-
istries (legislative advocacy, community organizing,
and the like), who finds a new calling in social action.
Third is the tired or discouraged social activist who be-
comes re-energized by participating in JustFaith. Fourth
is possibly the most intriguing type: a small number of
Catholics enlist who are suspicious of or hostile to the
church’s social mission. Much to their surprise, they
too find themselves transformed.

Clarice Stuart, a JustFaith participant from Lafayette,

that part of the busyness is ten hours of watching
television each week, two videos, and golf twice a
week.  Yes, people live busy lives, but they also pri-
oritize. In addition, many Catholics have an intuitive
sense that what God is drawing us into is not “small
potatoes,” not an insignificant commitment.
Jezreel notes that commitments of time and energy

may not be for everyone, but they have always been
part of the church, through religious communities
and lay movements such as Focolare, Opus Dei,
and the Jesuit Volunteer Corps.

SteveColecchi, former Office
for Justice and Peace director for
the Diocese of Richmond, was
an initial skeptic who came to 
believe in Jezreel’s view of the

“tyranny of small expectations.”
When leaders of the diocese’s
Sowers of Justice organization
in Tidewater, Virginia,
approached him in 2000
about sponsoring Just-
Faith in the diocese, he re-
sponded cautiously:

I  a s ked
them, “Do you
real ly th ink
people will do an
every-week com-
mitment, two
retreats  per
year, several
immersion ex-
periences, and r ead ten
or twelve books over
the course of the year?”
But they were per-
sistent. You always
want to trust local leaders and
honor their initiative, so my final
judgment was that if they really
wanted to try this, I owed it to them. I agreed to
support JustFaith financially and get involved in
the promotion. We agreed to do JustFaith in the
Tidewater area as a pilot to see if it could work.

Colecchi recalls that eighty-three people in seven groups
signed up in that pilot year. Eighty completed the
process. “I was amazed at the amount of energy that
was generated, and I was amazed at how JustFaith ex-
panded the numbers of people involved in Tidewater
Sowers of Justice that year.”

In 2001, JustFaith became a diocesan-wide program,
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Louisiana, experienced a conversion of the first vari-
ety, the previously uninvolved Catholic:

A year and a half ago, if you would have told
me, “Clarice, you’re going to be involved in all of
t hese social justice activities,” I would have said,
“There’s no way! I don’t have the time or the ener-
gy!” What’s different in me now is the commitment.
I view things differently. I see the poor and the vul-
nerable and their needs in a different light. I had a
conversion. Before, I always thought that I didn’t
have the time. Now we go to Baton Rouge to meet
with our legislators and voice our opinions. I never
would have done that before.
Never! I’m not political.

O thers, like Tim Mc-
Carthy, a counselor in
Virginia Beach, Vir-

ginia, expand their direct serv-
ice commitments to embrace
social action after completing
J u s t F a i t h :

JustFaith made me step
into the justice realm. I still
run a family-counseling cen-
ter, but I see myself letting go
of more and more of that work
and giving my time to efforts
for justice. I am now very active in our local com-
munity action group, working on affordable hous-
ing. I’d say that there’s not a day that passes when
I ’ m not involved in that endeavor in some way.

Through my participation in JustFaith, I’ve also
made the decision to go to Haiti to be connected
to parishes twinning with ours and become an
a d vocate for the people in Haiti. The group of
us who traveled to Haiti went to the U.S. Em-
bassy to advocate for the concerns that we had.
We ended up going to the State Department and
meeting with the person in charge of Caribbean
affairs. It’s not like I wasn’t on this journey before,
but JustFaith has added more of a focus, more
of an intentionality.
Maxine Hake of Winona, Minnesota, offers a story

concerning the refueling of her commitment to social
justice. A Catholic drawn to the social mission but
frustrated with her parish’s moribund social concerns
committee, she signed up for JustFaith when some-
one she trusted recommended the experience. She re-
c a l l s ,

JustFaith gave me a sense of optimism and en-
ergy. I think that there is an energy that is gen-

erated by a community built by people who come
together to study and pray about justice. And
that’s what was lacking for me. More than the
information, I was lacking the energy. And in
that sense of connection within your group and
with all of the other JustFaith groups, you feel
that you’re not alone.
The fourth type of JustFaith conversion is the indi-

vidual who joins a group with a skeptical or even hos-
tile attitude toward the church’s social mission. The
Rev. Tim Taugher of Binghamton, New York, relates a
not uncommon story: “A couple signed up, Francis an d

June Clark. I knew Francis’s sis-
ter Marion from her work here
with Citizen Action. Marion and
Francis are like night and day on
social action and justice issues.
Francis thought that Marion was
really ‘out there.’ And she could-
n’t believe that her brother was in
this group. He stuck with it.

“Francis and June and I met
after Christmas, and June said
that they had just gone to buy
sneakers. They usually just went
into the store, bought the sneak-
ers, and came out. This time,
Francis was looking at all of the

labels, wondering if he should buy any. He never had
that kind of struggle of conscience. That was in De-
cember. When we finished with JustFaith, he was work-
ing with Marion at Citizen Action on a municipal living
wage campaign. He volunteered to write the living
wage proposal.”

Each of these stories represents hundreds of people who
have completed JustFaith. Some move from little or no ac-
tivity in social ministry to action on behalf of justice, oth-
ers from direct service work or an experience of burnout
to a passion for justice, others from suspicion to embrac-
ing the church’s social mission. JustFaith facilitators esti-
mate that between three-quarters and 100 percent of
JustFaith participants experience one of these varieties of
conversion. Christine Breu, associate director of JustFaith,
puts the figure at 85 perc e n t .

Lessons of JustFa i t h
If you wish to draw new leaders into the social min-
istries of your parish, an obvious lesson of the pro-
gram is simply, “Try JustFaith.” That said, other
lessons can be drawn from the JustFaith phenomenon.
Seven emerge as p r i m a r y :
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tunities for action should inte-
grate formation elements in-
spired by JustFaith into each of
these vehicles.

Challenge Consumerism
Many affluent Catholics find
the promises of our consumer
society to be quite empty in-
deed. JustFaith helps them sim-
plify their lives, becoming
“poor in spirit,” and finding
comfort in a simpler lifestyle.
But reflecting on one’s own
lifestyle and relationship to con-

sumerism remains an underdeveloped area of Catholic
social ministry. JustFaith has proven that many
Catholics find these reflections “exhilarating,” and not
simply an opportunity to experience guilt.

Travel in Packs
Sociologists are fond of asking if an individual can
make a difference in society. Perhaps not, but an in-
dividual in community can. Once participants com-
plete the program and enter the action phase, they
often refuse to stop meeting. Others find new com-
munities of support and agitation through the social
change activities they take on. Put simply, JustFaith re-
minds us once again that the support of a communi-
ty of disciples is essential to the success of Catholic
social action.

Invite People to Write their Own Stories
When observers try to explain why JustFaith works,
they often focus entirely on the content of the books
and videos. But the program would not work quite so
well without the “bookend” retreats that focus on the
faith development of the participants and the discus-
sions about personal faith development that come up in
the weekly meetings. The questions driving the retreats
are simple: “What has been your faith journey before en-
tering JustFaith?” and “How is your faith life different
now?” Good social ministry needs reflective moments.
If we are to promote encounters with Jesus, we must
also invest in helping disciples understand those en-
counters and their effect on the spiritual life. !

Maintain High Expectations 
of Parish Leaders
Jesus had high expectations of his
disciples; you should too. In truth,
many Catholics in the pews are
hungry for a challenge. To re-
peat Jezreel’s analysis, “They
have an intuitive sense that what
God is drawing us into is not
‘small potatoes,’ not an insignif-
icant commitment.” To not in-
vite these disciples into a deeper
relationship with Jesus through
the church’s social ministries be-
cause y o u think that they may be
too busy is to sell both Christ and your fellow disci-
ples short.

It’s All About Jesus
You’ve got to love the relentlessness of the JustFaith
process. Again and again, JustFaith brings disciples face
to face with the Christ of Matthew 25. (“When did we see
you, Lord?”) Ed Cortas suggested in the first lines of
this article that every encounter with Jesus is life-chang-
ing. One might miss Jesus the first time, even  the second
or third time, but thirty times? Good social ministry
should borrow this healthy repetition, introducing
Catholics to the wounded Christ again and again (just in
case you didn’t recognize him the first time), within the
context of reflection on Scripture and church teaching.

Solidarity Precedes Compassion
The sequencing of JustFaith is no accident. First, par-
ticipants attend an introspective retreat, sharing their
faith journey, building group solidarity, and creating
an openness and vulnerability for the discussions to
come. Second, meditations on compassion, readings
about real people living in poverty, videos that show the
faces of the poor and their living conditions, and live
meetings with people living in poverty enable partici-
pants to develop a personal relationship with the poor,
ultimately strengthening their own relationship with
Christ. The same sequence of formation can be utilized
in other areas of social ministry, particularly as an ad-
junct to ministries of charity.

Action Follows Compassion
JustFaith is designed not to push participants into action
before formation is completed. The reason for this delay
is that the personal relationship with Christ and the
poor that develops is what gives JustFaith graduates
so much energy for action. Parishes that offer oppor-
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