The Center for Economic and Social Justice -
A Vision and Means for Social Change

By Paul Merland SM
The Center for Economic and Social Justice (CESJ) was founded in Washington, D.C. in 1984. The Center began as a small group of individuals from widely diverse backgrounds who shared a commitment to social and economic justice. One of the chief co-founders of the organization was Fr. William J. Ferree, S.M., Ph.D., former provincial of the Society of Mary’s Cincinnati Province.  After Fr. Ferree’s death, Fr. Joseph McDonald SM served on the Center’s board until 1999. 

Another principal founder of CESJ was Norman C. Kurland, a lawyer-economist recognized internationally as a pioneer in the field of expanded capital ownership. Mr. Kurland had served as Washington, D.C. counsel and chief Capitol Hill strategist for Louis Kelso, the father of the Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP). Kelso, along with the “Great Books” philosopher Mortimer Adler, had co-authored a book in 1958 titled The Capitalist Manifesto that presented a ground-breaking theory of economic justice.  Kurland and Kelso were instrumental in getting the initial enabling legislation for ESOPs passed in 1973 after an historic meeting with Senator Russell Long, at the time Chairman of the Senate Finance Committee.

CESJ’s first major accomplishment was not long in coming. In 1985, Kurland was asked to write a strategy paper for the chief economist of the National Security Council. As a result of subsequent Congressional legislation, President Reagan called together a bipartisan group of national leaders from business, labor and government, including Kurland and other CESJ leaders, in the “Presidential Task Force on Project Economic Justice.”  The task force was charged by Congress to develop recommendations for broadening the base of capital ownership among non-owning workers and citizens in the politically and economically sensitive Central America and Caribbean regions, then heavily influenced by Marxism.  Their report, High Road to Economic Justice, and the accompanying orientation book, Every Worker an Owner, were presented to Pope John Paul II in a private audience and to President Ronald Reagan in a White House ceremony attended by all ambassadors south of the U.S. border.

Since its founding, the all-volunteer Center has maintained an administrative office in the Washington, D.C. area, and has distributed a broad offering of pamphlets, books, videos, etc., many of which it has published itself. One of the Center’s pamphlets, Toward Economic and Social Justice, contains its founding principles, defines basic terms and outlines the moral principles underlying the “binary” economic teachings of Louis Kelso, as well as the social justice principles articulated by Fr. Ferree.

CESJ also distributes a 1997 update of Fr. Ferree’s classic, Introduction to Social Justice, a condensation of Fr. Ferree’s pivotal work on the social teachings of Pius Xl, The Act of Social Justice.  Among CESJ’s other notable offerings are Curing World Poverty: The New Role of Property by John Miller (ed.); Binary Economics: the New Paradigm by Robert Ashford, law professor at Syracuse University’s Law School, and Rodney Shakespeare, a former barrister in London; and Betrayed: The Misinterpretation of Catholic Social Teaching by Michael Greaney. Copies of the latter were sent to every U.S. Bishop and selected members of Congress.

An ongoing emphasis of the Center is on a “Moral Third Way” that transcends the extremes of traditional capitalism (which institutionalizes greed) and traditional socialism (which institutionalizes envy).  This new economic paradigm combines principles of the free market, private property and limited government with principles of social and economic justice based on the dignity and empowerment of each human being.

Consistent with the encouragement given by Pope John Paul II during the first of two audiences with CESJ members, the Center continues to work toward a greater degree of collaboration with the Roman Catholic community in the common effort to build a society infused with the sound principles of economic and social justice. Members of CESJ hope that His Holiness will one day issue an encyclical on “economic justice,” developing the social teachings of Leo XIII and Pius Xl, and embodying the principles and specifics espoused by the Center.

Also, the Center lends its resources toward solving domestic and international difficulties within the framework of economic and social justice.  Principals of CESJ were involved in the creation of the first Employee Stock Ownership Plan in the developing world.  This ESOP acquired, on behalf of more than 600 workers, the largest block of shares in a new, state-of-the-art auto and truck tire plant in Alexandria, Egypt. Applying the ideas of Louis Kelso and Fr. Ferree, CESJ developed the “Abraham Federation” concept as a new approach to peace with justice in the Holy Land.

CESJ has been vitally involved in promoting its Capital Homestead Act strategy (taking as its model Abraham Lincoln’s 1862 Homestead Act). CESJ is also working with local civic, educational, and political leadership in East St. Louis, Illinois as well as the inner city of Washington, D.C. to implement a “Community Investment Corporation” (CIC) whose shareholders would be community residents. This for-profit, professionally managed land development vehicle is similar in structure to an ESOP. The CIC is designed to finance the revitalization of poverty areas while economically empowering all residents of those communities with shareholder stakes, governance rights, and personal access to land value appreciation and profits from real estate development and leasing.

Notable, too, are the Center’s strategies in assembling local leadership for “The New Birth Project” that would create capital ownership opportunities for all citizens of Washington, D.C. These strategies are being greatly aided by the Washington, D.C.-based World Institute for Development and Peace, and the newly formed Institute for Economic and Social Justice at the University of the District of Columbia.

In order to assure broadened capital ownership for every citizen, worker, and consumer, the Center has put forth “mighty striving” to form a grass-roots initiative with the goal of inducing the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System “to bring to life” Section 13 of the original Federal Reserve Act of 1913. Contrary to its original intent, the Fed abandoned this money-creating mechanism in favor of the “Open Market Committee” in setting monetary policy for the entire nation. Thus, Fed policies have favored Wall Street over Main Street, i.e., those seeking to raise large amounts of investment funds via traditional capital markets for the already wealthy, over those seeking to finance productive capital through “Capital Homesteading” loans from local, regional, and nationwide banks for the benefit of people who currently own little or no income-generating assets.
Students, scholars, and social activists are encouraged to visit CESJ’s web site at www.cesj.org. It contains an extensive collection of articles on its ideas and programs. Of particular interest is the “10,000 Name Campaign,” which seeks to demonstrate broad-based support for the principles underlying the Moral Third Way, focusing on changing Federal Reserve monetary policy. The most successful promoter of this initiative is the Society of Mary’s own Fr. William Christensen, who joined the SM after hearing a talk by Fr. Ferree at his high school.  He has been involved for a number of years in international social justice projects, first in India and now Bangladesh.
Support for CESJ comes from individuals and organizations by way of memberships or donations of time and/or treasure. Inquiries regarding memberships, donations, available publications and videos may be directed to the Center at P.O. Box 40711, Washington, D.C. 20016; phone: 703-243-5155; email: thirdway@cesj.org.
(Paul Merland SM is retired and living in Cincinnati.  He served previously at the U. of Dayton, several Marianist high schools, and at Bergamo Center.)
