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A Pastoral Message 

Economic Justice for All 
 

 Brothers and Sisters in Christ:  

 1. We are believers called to follow our Lord Jesus Christ and proclaim his Gospel in the midst 
of a complex and powerful economy. This reality poses both opportunities and responsibilities for 
Catholics in the United States. Our faith calls us to measure this economy not only by what it 
produces, but also by how it touches human life and whether it protects or undermines the dignity of 
the human person. Economic decisions have human consequences and moral content; they help or 
hurt people, strengthen or weaken family life, advance or diminish the quality of justice in our land. 

 2. This is why we have written Economic Justice for All: A Pastoral Letter on Catholic Social 
Teaching and the U.S. Economy. This letter is a personal invitation to Catholics to use the resources 
of our faith, the strength of our economy, and the opportunities of our democracy to shape a society 
that better protects the dignity and basic rights of our sisters and brothers, both in this land and 
around the world. 

 3. The pastoral letter has been a work of careful inquiry, wide consultation, and prayerful 
discernment. The letter has been greatly enriched by this process of listening and refinement. We 
offer this introductory pastoral message to Catholics in the United States seeking to live their faith 
in the marketplace—in homes, offices, factories, and schools; on farms and ranches; in board rooms 
and union halls; in service agencies and legislative chambers. We seek to explain why we wrote the 
pastoral letter, to introduce its major themes, and to share our hopes for the dialogue and action it 
might generate. 

Why We Write 
 4. We write to share our teaching, to raise questions, to challenge one another to live our faith 
in the world. We write as heirs of the biblical prophets who summon us "to do the right and to love 
goodness, and to walk humbly with your God" (Mi 6:8). We write as followers of Jesus who told us 
in the Sermon on the Mount: "Blessed are the poor in spirit.... Blessed are the meek.... Blessed are 
they who hunger and thirst for righteousness.... You are the salt of the earth.... You are the light of 
the world" (Mt 5:1-6, 13-14). These words challenge us not only as believers, but also as 
consumers, citizens, workers, and owners. In the parable of the Last Judgment, Jesus said, "For I 
was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink.... As often as you did it for 
one of my least brothers, you did it for me" (Mt 25:35-40). The challenge for us is to discover in our 
own place and time what it means to be "poor in spirit" and "the salt of the earth" and what it means 
to serve "the least among us" and to "hunger and thirst for righteousness." 

 5. Followers of Christ must avoid a tragic separation between faith and everyday life. They can 
neither shirk their earthly duties nor, as the Second Vatican Council declared, "immerse 
[them]selves in earthly activities as if these latter were utterly foreign to religion, and religion were 
nothing more than the fulfillment of acts of worship and the observance of a few moral obligations" 
(Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, no. 43). 

 6. Economic life raises important social and moral questions for each of us and for society as a 
whole. Like family life, economic life is one of the chief areas where we live out our faith, love our 
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neighbor, confront temptation, fulfill God's creative design, and achieve our holiness. Our economic 
activity in factory, field, office, or shop feeds our families—or feeds our anxieties. It exercises our 
talents—or wastes them. It raises our hopes—or crushes them. It brings us into cooperation with 
others—or sets us at odds. The Second Vatican Council instructs us "to preach the message of 
Christ in such a way that the light of the Gospel will shine on all activities of the faithful" (Pastoral 
Constitution, no. 43). In this case, we are trying to look at economic life through the eyes of faith, 
applying traditional church teaching to the U.S. economy. 

 7. In our letter, we write as pastors, not public officials. We speak as moral teachers, not 
economic technicians. We seek not to make some political or ideological point but to lift up the 
human and ethical dimensions of economic life, aspects too often neglected in public discussion. 
We bring to this task a dual heritage of Catholic social teaching and traditional American values. 

 8. As Catholics, we are heirs of a long tradition of thought and action on the moral dimensions 
of economic activity. The life and words of Jesus and the teaching of his Church call us to serve 
those in need and to work actively for social and economic justice. As a community of believers, we 
know that our faith is tested by the quality of justice among us, that we can best measure our life 
together by how the poor and the vulnerable are treated. This is not a new concern for us. It is as old 
as the Hebrew prophets, as compelling as the Sermon on the Mount, and as current as the powerful 
voice of Pope John Paul II defending the dignity of the human person. 

 9. As Americans, we are grateful for the gift of freedom and committed to the dream of "liberty 
and justice for all." This nation, blessed with extraordinary resources, has provided an 
unprecedented standard of living for millions of people. We are proud of the strength, productivity, 
and creativity of our economy, but we also remember those who have been left behind in our 
progress. We believe that we honor our history best by working for the day when all our sisters and 
brothers share adequately in the American dream. 

 10. As bishops, in proclaiming the Gospel for these times we also manage institutions, balance 
budgets, and meet payrolls. In this we see the human face of our economy. We feel the hurts and 
hopes of our people. We feel the pain of our sisters and brothers who are poor, unemployed, 
homeless, living on the edge. The poor and vulnerable are on our doorsteps, in our parishes, in our 
service agencies, and in our shelters. We see too much hunger and injustice, too much suffering and 
despair, both in our own country and around the world. 

 11. As pastors, we also see the decency, generosity and vulnerability of our people. We see the 
struggles of ordinary families to make ends meet and provide a better future for their children. We 
know the desire of managers, professionals, and business people to shape what they do by what they 
believe. It is the faith, good will, and generosity of our people that gives us hope as we write this 
letter. 

 

Principal Themes of the Pastoral Letter 
 12. The pastoral letter is not a blueprint for the American economy. It does not embrace any 
particular theory of how the economy works nor does it attempt to resolve the disputes between 
different schools of economic thought. Instead our letter turns to Scripture and to the social 
teachings of the Church. There, we discover what our economic life must serve, what standards it 
must meet. Let us examine some of these basic moral principles. 
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 13. Every economic decision and institution must be judged in light of whether it protects or 
undermines the dignity of the human person. The pastoral letter begins with the human person. We 
believe the person is sacred—the clearest reflection of God among us. Human dignity comes from 
God, not from nationality, race, sex, economic status, or any human accomplishment. We judge any 
economic system by what it does for and to people and by how it permits all to participate in it. The 
economy should serve people, not the other way around. 

 14. Human dignity can be realized and protected only in community. In our teaching, the 
human person is not only sacred but also social. How we organize our society—in economics and 
politics, in law and policy—directly affects human dignity and the capacity of individuals to grow 
in community. The obligation to "love our neighbor" has an individual dimension, but it also 
requires a broader social commitment to the common good. We have many partial ways to measure 
and debate the health of our economy: Gross National Product, per capita income, stock market 
prices, and so forth. The Christian vision of economic life looks beyond them all and asks, Does 
economic life enhance or threaten our life together as a community? 

 15. All people have a right to participate in the economic life of society. Basic justice demands 
that people be assured a minimum level of participation in the economy. It is wrong for a person or 
group to be excluded unfairly or to be unable to participate or contribute to the economy. For 
example, people who are both able and willing, but cannot get a job are deprived of the participation 
that is so vital to human development. For, it is through employment that most individuals and 
families meet their material needs, exercise their talents, and have an opportunity to contribute to 
the larger community. Such participation has special significance in our tradition because we 
believe that it is a means by which we join in carrying forward God's creative activity. 

 16. All members of society have a special obligation to the poor and vulnerable. From the 
Scriptures and church teaching we learn that the justice of a society is tested by the treatment of the 
poor. The justice that was the sign of God's covenant with Israel was measured by how the poor and 
unprotected—the widow, the orphan, and the stranger—were treated. The kingdom that Jesus 
proclaimed in his word and ministry excludes no one. Throughout Israel's history and in early 
Christianity, the poor are agents of God's transforming power. "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
therefore he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring glad tidings to the poor" (Lk 4:18). This was 
Jesus' first public utterance. Jesus takes the side of those most in need. In the Last Judgment, so 
dramatically described in St. Matthew's Gospel, we are told that we will be judged according to how 
we respond to the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the stranger. As followers of Christ, we are 
challenged to make a fundamental "option for the poor"—to speak for the voiceless, to defend the 
defenseless, to assess life styles, policies, and social institutions in terms of their impact on the poor. 
This "option for the poor" does not mean pitting one group against another, but rather, strengthening 
the whole community by assisting those who are most vulnerable. As Christians, we are called to 
respond to the needs of all our brothers and sisters, but those with the greatest needs require the 
greatest response. 

 17. Human rights are the minimum conditions for life in community. In Catholic teaching, 
human rights include not only civil and political rights but also economic rights. As Pope John 
XXIII declared, “all people have a right to life, food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, education, 
and employment.” This means that when people are without a chance to earn a living, and must go 
hungry and homeless, they are being denied basic rights. Society must ensure that these rights are 
protected. In this way we will ensure that the minimum conditions of economic justice are met for 
all our sisters and brothers. 
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 18. Society as a whole, acting through public and private institutions, has the moral 
responsibility to enhance human dignity and protect human rights. In addition to the clear 
responsibility of private institutions, government has an essential responsibility in this area. This 
does not mean that government has the primary or exclusive role, but it does have a positive moral 
responsibility in safeguarding human rights and ensuring that the minimum conditions of human 
dignity are met for all. In a democracy, government is a means by which we can act together to 
protect what is important to us and to promote our common values. 

 19. These six moral principles are not the only ones presented in the pastoral letter, but they 
give an overview of the moral vision that we are trying to share. This vision of economic life cannot 
exist in a vacuum; it must be translated into concrete measures. Our pastoral letter spells out some 
specific applications of Catholic moral principles. We call for a new national commitment to full 
employment. We say it is a social and moral scandal that one of every seven Americans is poor, and 
we call for concerted efforts to eradicate poverty. The fulfillment of the basic needs of the poor is of 
the highest priority. We urge that all economic policies be evaluated in light of their impact on the 
life and stability of the family. We support measures to halt the loss of family farms and to resist the 
growing concentration in the ownership of agricultural resources. We specify ways in which the 
United States can do far more to relieve the plight of poor nations and assist in their development. 
We also reaffirm church teaching on the rights of workers, collective bargaining, private property, 
subsidiarity, and equal opportunity. 

 20. We believe that the recommendations in our letter are reasonable and balanced. In 
analyzing the economy, we reject ideological extremes and start from the fact that ours is a "mixed" 
economy, the product of a long history of reform and adjustment. We know that some of our 
specific recommendations are controversial. As bishops, we do not claim to make these prudential 
judgments with the same kind of authority that marks our declarations of principle. But we feel 
obliged to teach by example how Christians can undertake concrete analysis and make specific 
judgments on economic issues. The church's teachings cannot be left at the level of appealing 
generalities. 

 21. In the pastoral letter we suggest that the time has come for a "New American 
Experiment"—to implement economic rights, to broaden the sharing of economic power, and to 
make economic decisions more accountable to the common good. This new experiment can create 
new structures of economic partnership and participation within firms at the regional level, for the 
whole nation, and across borders. 

 22. Of course, there are many aspects of the economy the letter does not touch, and there are 
basic questions it leaves to further exploration. There are also many specific points on which men 
and women of good will may disagree. We look for a fruitful exchange among differing viewpoints. 
We pray only that all will take to heart the urgency of our concerns; that together we will test our 
views by the Gospel and the Church's teaching; and that we will listen to other voices in a spirit of 
mutual respect and open dialogue. 

 

A Call to Conversion and Action 
 23. We should not be surprised if we find Catholic social teaching to be demanding. The 
Gospel is demanding. We are always in need of conversion, of a change of heart. We are richly 
blessed, and as St. Paul assures us, we are destined for glory. Yet it is also true that we are sinners; 
that we are not always wise or loving or just; that, for all our amazing possibilities, we are 
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incompletely born, wary of life, and hemmed in by fears and empty routines. We are unable to 
entrust ourselves fully to the living God, and so we seek substitute forms of security: in material 
things, in power, in indifference, in popularity, in pleasure. The Scriptures warn us that these things 
can become forms of idolatry. We know that, at times, in order to remain truly a community of 
Jesus' disciples, we will have to say “no” to certain aspects in our culture, to certain trends and ways 
of acting that are opposed to a life of faith, love, and justice. Changes in our hearts lead naturally to 
a desire to change how we act. With what care, human kindness, and justice do I conduct myself at 
work? How will my economic decisions to buy, sell, invest, divest, hire, or fire serve human dignity 
and the common good? In what career can I best exercise my talents so as to fill the world with the 
Spirit of Christ? How do my economic choices contribute to the strength of my family and 
community, to the values of my children, to a sensitivity to those in need? In this consumer society, 
how can I develop a healthy detachment from things and avoid the temptation to assess who I am by 
what I have? How do I strike a balance between labor and leisure that enlarges my capacity for 
friendships, for family life, for community? What government policies should I support to attain the 
well-being of all, especially the poor and vulnerable? 

 24. The answers to such questions are not always clear—or easy to live out. But, conversion is 
a lifelong process. And, it is not undertaken alone. It occurs with the support of the whole believing 
community, through baptism, common prayer, and our daily efforts, large and small, on behalf of 
justice. As a Church, we must be people after God's own heart, bonded by the Spirit, sustaining one 
another in love, setting our hearts on God's kingdom, committing ourselves to solidarity with those 
who suffer, working for peace and justice, acting as a sign of Christ's love and justice in the world. 
The Church cannot redeem the world from the deadening effects of sin and injustice unless it is 
working to remove sin and injustice in its own life and institutions. All of us must help the Church 
to practice in its own life what it preaches to others about economic justice and cooperation. 

 25. The challenge of this pastoral letter is not merely to think differently, but also to act 
differently. A renewal of economic life depends on the conscious choices and commitments of 
individual believers who practice their faith in the world. The road to holiness for most of us lies in 
our secular vocations. We need a spirituality which calls forth and supports lay initiative and 
witness not just in our churches but also in business, in the labor movement, in the professions, in 
education, and in public life. Our faith is not just a weekend obligation, a mystery to be celebrated 
around the altar on Sunday. It is a pervasive reality to be practiced every day in homes, offices, 
factories, schools, and businesses across our land. We cannot separate what we believe from how 
we act in the marketplace and the broader community, for this is where we make our primary 
contribution to the pursuit of economic justice. 

 26. We ask each of you to read the pastoral letter, to study it, to pray about it, and match it with 
your own experience. We ask you to join with us in service to those in need. Let us reach out 
personally to the hungry and the homeless, to the poor and the powerless, and to the troubled and 
the vulnerable. In serving them, we serve Christ. Our service efforts cannot substitute for just and 
compassionate public policies, but they can help us practice what we preach about human life and 
human dignity. 

 27. The pursuit of economic justice takes believers into the public arena, testing the policies of 
government by the principles of our teaching. We ask you to become more informed and active 
citizens, using your voices and votes to speak for the voiceless, to defend the poor and the 
vulnerable, and to advance the common good. We are called to shape a constituency of conscience, 
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measuring every policy by how it touches the least, the lost, and the left-out among us. This letter 
calls us to conversion and common action, to new forms of stewardship, service, and citizenship. 

 28. The completion of a letter such as this is but the beginning of a long process of education, 
discussion, and action. By faith and baptism, we are fashioned into new creatures, filled with the 
Holy Spirit and with a love that compels us to seek out a new profound relationship with God, with 
the human family, and with all created things. Jesus has entered our history as God's anointed son 
who announces the coming of God's kingdom, a kingdom of justice and peace and freedom. And, 
what Jesus proclaims, he embodies in his actions. His ministry reveals that the reign of God is 
something more powerful than evil, injustice, and the hardness of hearts. Through his crucifixion 
and resurrection, he reveals that God's love is ultimately victorious over all suffering, all horror, all 
meaninglessness, and even over the mystery of death. Thus, we proclaim words of hope and 
assurance to all who suffer and are in need. 

 29. We believe that the Christian view of life, including economic life, can transform the lives 
of individuals, families, schools, and our whole culture. We believe that with your prayers, 
reflection, service, and action, our economy can be shaped so that human dignity prospers and the 
human person is served. This is the unfinished work of our nation. This is the challenge of our faith. 

 



The Church And The Future Of The U.S. Economy 
 

CHAPTER 1 

THE CHURCH AND THE FUTURE OF THE U.S. ECONOMY 
 

 1. Every perspective on economic life that is human, moral, and Christian must be shaped by 
three questions: What does the economy do for people? What does it do to people? And how do 
people participate in it? The economy is a human reality: men and women working together to 
develop and care for the whole of God's creation. All this work must serve the material and spiritual 
well-being of people. It influences what people hope for themselves and their loved ones. It affects 
the way they act together in society. It influences their very faith in God.(1) 

 2. The Second Vatican Council declared that "the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the 
people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these too are the joys and 
hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ."(2) There are many signs of hope in U.S. 
economic life today: 

• Many fathers and mothers skillfully balance the arduous responsibilities of work and family 
life. There are parents who pursue a purposeful and modest way of life and by their example 
encourage their children to follow a similar path. A large number of women and men, 
drawing on their religious tradition, recognize the challenging vocation of family life and 
child rearing in a culture that emphasizes material display and self-gratification. 

• Conscientious business people seek new and more equitable ways to organize resources and 
the workplace. They face hard choices over expanding or retrenching, shifting investments, 
hiring or firing. 

• Young people choosing their life's work ask whether success and security are compatible 
with service to others. 

• Workers whose labor may be toilsome or repetitive try daily to ennoble their work with a 
spirit of solidarity and friendship. 

• New immigrants brave dislocations while hoping for the opportunities realized by the 
millions who came before them. 

 3. These signs of hope are not the whole story. There have been failures—some of them 
massive and ugly: 

• Poor and homeless people sleep in community shelters and in our church basements; the 
hungry line up in soup lines. 

• Unemployment gnaws at the self-respect of both middle-aged persons who have lost jobs 
and the young who cannot find them. 

• Hard-working men and women wonder if the system of enterprise that helped them 
yesterday might destroy their jobs and their communities tomorrow. 

• Families confront major new challenges: dwindling social supports for family stability; 
economic pressures that force both parents of young children to work outside the home; a 
driven pace of life among the successful that can sap love and commitment; lack of hope 
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among those who have less or nothing at all. Very different kinds of families bear different 
burdens of our economic system. 

• Farmers face the loss of their land and way of life; young people find it difficult to choose 
farming as a vocation; farming communities are threatened; migrant farm workers break 
their backs in serf-like conditions for disgracefully low wages. 

 4. And beyond our own shores, the reality of 800 million people living in absolute poverty and 
450 million malnourished or facing starvation casts an ominous shadow over all these hopes and 
problems at home. 

 5. Anyone who sees all this will understand our concern as pastors and bishops. People shape 
the economy and in turn are shaped by it. Economic arrangements can be sources of fulfillment, of 
hope, of community—or of frustration, isolation, and even despair. They teach virtues—or vices—
and day by day help mold our characters. They affect the quality of people's lives; at the extreme 
even determining whether people live or die. Serious economic choices go beyond purely technical 
issues to fundamental questions of value and human purpose.(3) We believe that in facing these 
questions the Christian religious and moral tradition can make an important contribution. 

 

A. The U.S. Economy Today: Memory and Hope 
 6. The United States is among the most economically powerful nations on earth. In its short 
history the U.S. economy has grown to provide an unprecedented standard of living for most of its 
people. The nation has created productive work for millions of immigrants and enabled them to 
broaden their freedoms, improve their families' quality of life, and contribute to the building of a 
great nation. Those who came to this country from other lands often understood their new lives in 
the light of biblical faith. They thought of themselves as entering a promised land of political 
freedom and economic opportunity. The United States is a land of vast natural resources and fertile 
soil. It has encouraged citizens to undertake bold ventures. Through hard work, self-sacrifice and 
cooperation, families have flourished; towns, cities and a powerful nation have been created. 

 7. But we should recall this history with sober humility. The American experiment in social, 
political, and economic life has involved serious conflict and suffering. Our nation was born in the 
face of injustice to native Americans, and its independence was paid for with the blood of 
revolution. Slavery stained the commercial life of the land through its first 250 years and was ended 
only by a violent civil war. The establishment of women's suffrage, the protection of industrial 
workers, the elimination of child labor, the response to the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the 
civil rights movement of the 1960s all involved a sustained struggle to transform the political and 
economic institutions of the nation. 

 8. The U.S. value system emphasizes economic freedom. It also recognizes that the market is 
limited by fundamental human rights. Some things are never to be bought or sold.(4) This 
conviction has prompted positive steps to modify the operation of the market when it harms 
vulnerable members of society. Labor unions help workers resist exploitation. Through their 
government, the people of the United States have provided support for education, access to food, 
unemployment compensation, security in old age, and protection of the environment. The market 
system contributes to the success of the U.S. economy, but so do many efforts to forge economic 
institutions and public policies that enable all to share in the riches of the nation. The country's 
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economy has been built through a creative struggle; entrepreneurs, business people, workers, 
unions, consumers, and government have all played essential roles. 

 9. The task of the United States today is as demanding as that faced by our forebears. Abraham 
Lincoln's words at Gettysburg are a reminder that complacency today would be a betrayal of our 
nation's history: "It is for us the living, rather to be dedicated here to the unfinished work they … 
have thus far nobly advanced."(5) There is unfinished business in the American experiment in 
freedom and justice for all. 

 

B. Urgent Problems of Today 
 10. The pre-eminent role of the United States in an increasingly interdependent global economy 
is a central sign of our times.(6) The United States is still the world's economic giant. Decisions 
made here have immediate effects in other countries; decisions made abroad have immediate 
consequences for steelworkers in Pittsburgh, oil company employees in Houston, and farmers in 
Iowa. U.S. economic growth is vitally dependent on resources from other countries and on their 
purchases of our goods and services. Many jobs in U.S. industry and agriculture depend on our 
ability to export manufactured goods and food. 

 11. In some industries the mobility of capital and technology makes wages the main variable in 
the cost of production. Overseas competitors with the same technology but with wage rates as low 
as one-tenth of ours put enormous pressure on U.S. firms to cut wages, relocate abroad, or close. 
U.S. workers and their communities should not be expected to bear these burdens alone. 

 12. All people on this globe share a common ecological environment that is under increasing 
pressure. Depletion of soil, water, and other natural resources endangers the future. Pollution of air 
and water threatens the delicate balance of the biosphere on which future generations will 
depend.(7) The resources of the earth have been created by God for the benefit of all, and we who 
are alive today hold them in trust. This is a challenge to develop a new ecological ethic which will 
help shape a future that is both just and sustainable. 

 13. In short, nations separated by geography, culture, and ideology are linked in a complex 
commercial, financial, technological, and environmental network. These links have two direct 
consequences. First, they create hope for a new form of community among all peoples, one built on 
dignity, solidarity, and justice. Second, this rising global awareness calls for greater attention to the 
stark inequities across countries in the standards of living and control of resources. We must not 
look at the welfare of U.S. citizens as the only good to be sought. Nor may we overlook the 
disparities of power in the relationships between this nation and the developing countries. The 
United States is the major supplier of food to other countries, a major source of arms sales to 
developing nations and a powerful influence in multilateral institutions such as the International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the United Nations. What Americans see as a growing 
interdependence is regarded by many in the less-developed countries as a pattern of domination and 
dependence. 

 14. Within this larger international setting there are also a number of challenges to the domestic 
economy that call for creativity and courage. The promise of the “American dream”—freedom for 
all persons to develop their God-given talents to the full—remains unfulfilled for millions in the 
United States today. 
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 15. Several areas of U.S. economic life demand special attention. Unemployment is the most 
basic. Despite the large number of new jobs the U.S. economy has generated in the past decade, 
approximately 8 million people seeking work in this country are unable to find it, and many more 
are so discouraged they have stopped looking.(8) Over the past two decades the nation has come to 
tolerate an increasing level of unemployment. The 6 to 7 percent rate deemed acceptable today 
would have been intolerable twenty years ago. Among the unemployed are a disproportionate 
number of blacks, Hispanics, young people, or women who are the sole support of their families.(9) 
Some cities and states have many more unemployed persons than others as a result of economic 
forces that have little to do with people's desire to work. Unemployment is a tragedy no matter 
whom it strikes, but the tragedy is compounded by the unequal and unfair way it is distributed in 
our society. 

 16. Harsh poverty plagues our country despite its great wealth. More than 33 million 
Americans are poor; by any reasonable standard another 20 to 30 million are needy. Poverty is 
increasing in the United States, not decreasing.(10) For a people who believe in "progress," this 
should be cause for alarm. These burdens fall most heavily on blacks, Hispanics, and Native 
Americans. Even more disturbing is the large increase in the number of women and children living 
in poverty. Today children are the largest single group among the poor. This tragic fact seriously 
threatens the nation's future. That so many people are poor in a nation as rich as ours is a social and 
moral scandal that we cannot ignore. 

 17. Many working people and middle-class Americans live dangerously close to poverty. A 
rising number of families must rely on the wages of two or even three members just to get by. From 
1968 to 1978 nearly a quarter of the U.S. population was in poverty part of the time and received 
welfare benefits in at least one year.(11) The loss of a job, illness, or the breakup of a marriage may 
be all it takes to push people into poverty. 

 18. The lack of a mutually supportive relation between family life and economic life is one of 
the most serious problems facing the United States today.(12) The economic and cultural strength of 
the nation is directly linked to the stability and health of its families.(13) When families thrive, 
spouses contribute to the common good through their work at home, in the community, and in their 
jobs; and children develop a sense of their own worth and of their responsibility to serve others. 
When families are weak or break down entirely, the dignity of parents and children is threatened. 
High cultural and economic costs are inflicted on society at large. 

 19. The precarious economic situation of so many people and so many families calls for 
examination of U.S. economic arrangements. Christian conviction and the American promise of 
liberty and justice for all give the poor and the vulnerable a special claim on the nation's concern. 
They also challenge all members of the Church to help build a more just society. 

 20. The investment of human creativity and material resources in the production of the 
weapons of war makes these economic problems even more difficult to solve. Defense Department 
expenditures in the United States are almost $300 billion per year. The rivalry and mutual fear 
between superpowers divert into projects that threaten death, minds, and money that could better 
human life. Developing countries engage in arms races they can ill afford, often with the 
encouragement of the superpowers. Some of the poorest countries of the world use scarce resources 
to buy planes, guns, and other weapons when they lack the food, education, and health care their 
people need. Defense policies must be evaluated and assessed in light of their real contribution to 
freedom, justice, and peace for the citizens of our own and other nations. We have developed a 
perspective on these multiple moral concerns in our 1983 pastoral letter, The Challenge of Peace: 
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God's Promise and Our Response.(14) When weapons or strategies make questionable 
contributions to security, peace, and justice and will also be very expensive, spending priorities 
should be redirected to more pressing social needs.(15) 

 21. Many other social and economic challenges require careful analysis: the movement of many 
industries from the Snowbelt to the Sunbelt, the federal deficit and interest rates, corporate mergers 
and takeovers, the effects of new technologies such as robotics and information systems in U.S. 
industry, immigration policy, growing international traffic in drugs, and the trade imbalance. All of 
these issues do not provide a complete portrait of the economy. Rather they are symptoms of more 
fundamental currents shaping U.S. economic life today: the struggle to find meaning and value in 
human work, efforts to support individual freedom in the context of renewed social cooperation, the 
urgent need to create equitable forms of global interdependence in a world now marked by extreme 
inequality. These deeper currents are cultural and moral in content. They show that the long-range 
challenges facing the nation call for sustained reflection on the values that guide economic choices 
and are embodied in economic institutions. Such explicit reflection on the ethical content of 
economic choices and policies must become an integral part of the way Christians relate religious 
belief to the realities of everyday life. In this way, the "split between the faith which many profess 
and their daily lives,"(16) which Vatican II counted among the more serious errors of the modern 
age, will begin to be bridged. 

 

C. The Need for Moral Vision 
 22. Sustaining a common culture and a common commitment to moral values is not easy in our 
world. Modern economic life is based on a division of labor into specialized jobs and professions. 
Since the industrial revolution people have had to define themselves and their work ever more 
narrowly to find a niche in the economy. The benefits of this are evident in the satisfaction many 
people derive from contributing their specialized skills to society. But the costs are social 
fragmentation, a decline in seeing how one's work serves the whole community, and an increased 
emphasis on personal goals and private interests.(17) This is vividly clear in discussions of 
economic justice. Here it is often difficult to find a common ground among people with different 
backgrounds and concerns. One of our chief hopes in writing this letter is to encourage and 
contribute to the development of this common ground.(18) 

 23. Strengthening common moral vision is essential if the economy is to serve all people more 
fairly. Many middle class Americans feel themselves in the grip of economic demands and cultural 
pressures that go far beyond the individual family's capacity to cope. Without constructive guidance 
in making decisions with serious moral implications, men and women who hold positions of 
responsibility in corporations or government find their duties exacting a heavy price. We want these 
reflections to help them contribute to a more just economy. 

 24. The quality of the national discussion about our economic future will affect the poor most 
of all, in this country and throughout the world. The life and dignity of millions of men, women, 
and children hang in the balance. Decisions must be judged in light of what they do for the poor, 
what they do to the poor and what they enable the poor to do for themselves. The fundamental moral 
criterion for all economic decisions, policies, and institutions is this: They must be at the service of 
all people, especially the poor. 

 25. This letter is based on a long tradition of Catholic social thought, rooted in the Bible and 
developed over the past century by the popes and the Second Vatican Council in response to 
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modern economic conditions. This tradition insists that human dignity, realized in community with 
others and with the whole of God's creation, is the norm against which every social institution must 
be measured.(19) 

 26. This teaching has a rich history. It is also dynamic and growing.(20) Pope Paul VI insisted 
that all Christian communities have the responsibility "to analyze with objectivity the situation 
which is proper to their own country, to shed on it the light of the Gospel's unalterable words and to 
draw principles of reflection, norms of judgment, and directives for action from the social teaching 
of the Church."(21) Therefore, we build on the past work of our own bishops' conference, including 
the 1919 Program of Social Reconstruction and other pastoral letters.(22) In addition many people 
from the Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish communities, in academic, business or political life, and 
from many different economic backgrounds have also provided guidance. We want to make the 
legacy of Christian social thought a living, growing resource that can inspire hope and help shape 
the future. 

 27. We write, then, first of all to provide guidance for members of our own Church as they seek 
to form their consciences about economic matters. No one may claim the name Christian and be 
comfortable in the face of the hunger, homelessness, insecurity, and injustice found in this country 
and the world. At the same time, we want to add our voice to the public debate about the directions 
in which the U.S. economy should be moving. We seek the cooperation and support of those who 
do not share our faith or tradition. The common bond of humanity that links all persons is the source 
of our belief that the country can attain a renewed public moral vision. The questions are basic and 
the answers are often elusive; they challenge us to serious and sustained attention to economic 
justice. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE CHRISTIAN VISION OF ECONOMIC LIFE 

 

 28. The basis for all that the Church believes about the moral dimensions of economic life is its 
vision of the transcendent worth—the sacredness—of human beings. The dignity of the human 
person, realized in community with others, is the criterion against which all aspects of economic life 
must be measured.(1) All human beings, therefore, are ends to be served by the institutions that 
make up the economy, not means to be exploited for more narrowly defined goals. Human 
personhood must be respected with a reverence that is religious. When we deal with each other, we 
should do so with the sense of awe that arises in the presence of something holy and sacred. For that 
is what human beings are: we are created in the image of God (Gn 1:27). Similarly, all economic 
institutions must support the bonds of community and solidarity that are essential to the dignity of 
persons. Wherever our economic arrangements fail to conform to the demands of human dignity 
lived in community, they must be questioned and transformed. These convictions have a biblical 
basis. They are also supported by a long tradition of theological and philosophical reflection and 
through the reasoned analysis of human experience by contemporary men and women. 

 29. In presenting the Christian moral vision, we turn first to the Scriptures for guidance. 
Though our comments are necessarily selective, we hope that pastors and other church members 
will become personally engaged with the biblical texts. The Scriptures contain many passages that 
speak directly of economic life. We must also attend to the Bible's deeper vision of God, of the 
purpose of creation, and of the dignity of human life in society. Along with other churches and 
ecclesial communities who are "strengthened by the grace of baptism and the hearing of God's 
Word," we strive to become faithful hearers and doers of the word.(2) We also claim the Hebrew 
Scriptures as common heritage with our Jewish brothers and sisters, and we join with them in the 
quest for an economic life worthy of the divine revelation we share. 

 

A. Biblical Perspectives 
 30. The fundamental conviction of our faith is that human life is fulfilled in the knowledge and 
love of the living God in communion with others. The Sacred Scriptures offer guidance so that men 
and women may enter into full communion with God and with each other, and witness to God's 
saving acts. We discover there a God who is creator of heaven and earth, and of the human family. 
Though our first parents reject the God who created them, God does not abandon them, but from 
Abraham and Sarah forms a people of promise. When this people is enslaved in an alien land, God 
delivers them and makes a covenant with them in which they are summoned to be faithful to the 
torah or sacred teaching. The focal points of Israel's faith—creation, covenant, and community—
provide a foundation for reflection on issues of economic and social justice. 

 

1. Created in God's Image 
 31. After the exile, when Israel combined its traditions into a written torah, it prefaced its 
history as a people with the story of the creation of all peoples and of the whole world by the same 
God who created them as a nation (Gn 1-11). God is the creator of heaven and earth (Gn 14:19-22; 
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Is 40:28; 45:18); creation proclaims God's glory (Ps 89:6-12) and is "very good" (Gn 1:31). Fruitful 
harvests, bountiful flocks, a loving family, are God's blessings on those who heed God's word. Such 
is the joyful refrain that echoes throughout the Bible. One legacy of this theology of creation is the 
conviction that no dimension of human life lies beyond God's care and concern. God is present to 
creation, and creative engagement with God's handiwork is itself reverence for God. 

 32. At the summit of creation stands the creation of man and woman, made in God's image (Gn 
1:26-27). As such every human being possesses an inalienable dignity that stamps human existence 
prior to any division into races or nations and prior to human labor and human achievement (Gn 4-
11). Men and women are also to share in the creative activity of God. They are to be fruitful, to care 
for the earth (Gn 2:15), and to have "dominion" over it (Gn 1:28), which means they are "to govern 
the world in holiness and justice, and to render judgment in integrity of heart" (Wis 9:3). Creation is 
a gift; women and men are to be faithful stewards in caring for the earth. They can justly consider 
that by their labor they are unfolding the Creator's work.(3) 

 33. The narratives of Genesis 1-11 also portray the origin of the strife and suffering that mar the 
world. Though created to enjoy intimacy with God and the fruits of the earth, Adam and Eve 
disrupted God's design by trying to live independently of God through a denial of their status as 
creatures. They turned away from God and gave to God's creation the obedience due to God alone. 
For this reason the prime sin in so much of the biblical tradition is idolatry: service of the creature 
rather than of the creator (Rom 1:25), and the attempt to overturn creation by making God in human 
likeness. The Bible castigates not only the worship of idols, but also manifestations of idolatry, such 
as the quest for unrestrained power and the desire for great wealth (Is 40:12-20; 44:1-20; Wis 13:1-
14:31; Col 3:5, "the greed that is idolatry"). The sin of our first parents had other consequences as 
well. Alienation from God pits brother against brother (Gn 4:8-16) in a cycle of war and vengeance 
(Gn 4:22-23). Sin and evil abound, and the primeval history culminates with another assault on the 
heavens, this time ending in a babble of tongues scattered over the face of the earth (Gn 11:1-9). Sin 
simultaneously alienates human beings from God and shatters the solidarity of the human 
community. Yet this reign of sin is not the final word. The primeval history is followed by the call 
of Abraham, a man of faith, who was to be the bearer of the promise to many nations (Gn 12:1-4). 
Throughout the Bible we find this struggle between sin and repentance. God's judgment on evil is 
followed by God's seeking out a sinful people. 

 34. The biblical vision of creation has provided one of the most enduring legacies of church 
teaching. To stand before God as the Creator is to respect God's creation, both the world of nature 
and of human history. From the patristic period to the present, the Church has affirmed that misuse 
of the world's resources or appropriation of them by a minority of the world's population betrays 
the gift of creation since "whatever belongs to God belongs to all."(4) 

 

2. A People of the Covenant 
 35. When the people of Israel, our forerunners in faith, gathered in thanksgiving to renew their 
covenant (Jos 24:1-15), they recalled the gracious deeds of God (Dt 6:20-25; 26:5-11). When they 
lived as aliens in a strange land and experienced oppression and slavery, they cried out. The Lord, 
the God of their ancestors, heard their cries, knew their afflictions, and came to deliver them (Ex 
3:7-8). By leading them out of Egypt, God created a people that was to be the Lord's very own (Jer 
24:7; Hos 2:25). They were to imitate God by treating the alien and the slave in their midst as God 
had treated them (Ex 22:20-22; Jer 34:8-14). 
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 36. In the midst of this saving history stands the covenant at Sinai (Ex 19-24). It begins with an 
account of what God has done for the people (Ex 19:1-6; cf. Jos 24:1-13) and includes from God's 
side a promise of steadfast love (hesed) and faithfulness ('emeth, Ex 34:5-7). The people are 
summoned to ratify this covenant by faithfully worshiping God alone and by directing their lives 
according to God's will, which was made explicit in Israel's great legal codes such as the Decalogue 
(Ex 20:1-17) and the Book of the Covenant (Ex 20:22-23:33). Far from being an arbitrary 
restriction on the life of the people, these codes made life in community possible.(5) The specific 
laws of the covenant protect human life and property, demand respect for parents and the spouses 
and children of one's neighbor, and manifest a special concern for the vulnerable members of the 
community: widows, orphans, the poor, and strangers in the land. Laws such as that for the Sabbath 
year when the land was left fallow (Ex 23:11; Lv 25:1-7) and for the year of release of debts (Dt 
15:1-11) summoned people to respect the land as God's gift and reminded Israel that as a people 
freed by God from bondage they were to be concerned for the poor and oppressed in their midst. 
Every fiftieth year a jubilee was to be proclaimed as a year of "liberty throughout the land" and 
property was to be restored to its original owners (Lv 25:8-17, cf. Is 61:1-2; Lk 4:18-19).(6) The 
codes of Israel reflect the norms of the covenant: reciprocal responsibility, mercy, and truthfulness. 
They embody a life in freedom from oppression: worship of the One God, rejection of idolatry, 
mutual respect among people, care and protection for every member of the social body. Being free 
and being a co-responsible community are God's intentions for us. 

 37. When the people turn away from the living God to serve idols and no longer heed the 
commands of the covenant, God sends prophets to recall his saving deeds and to summon them to 
return to the one who betrothed them "in right and in justice, in love and in mercy" (Hos 2:21). The 
substance of prophetic faith is proclaimed by Micah: "to do justice, and to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God" (Mi 6:8, RSV). Biblical faith in general, and prophetic faith 
especially, insist that fidelity to the covenant joins obedience to God with reverence and concern for 
the neighbor. The biblical terms which best summarize this double dimension of Israel's faith are 
sedaqah, justice (also translated as righteousness), and mishpat (right judgment or justice embodied 
in a concrete act or deed). The biblical understanding of justice gives a fundamental perspective to 
our reflections on social and economic justice.(7) 

 38. God is described as a "God of justice" (Is 30:18) who loves justice (Is 61:8; cf. Pss 11:7; 
33:5; 37:28; 99:4) and delights in it (Jer 9:23). God demands justice from the whole people (Dt 
16:20) and executes justice for the needy (Ps 140:13). Central to the biblical presentation of justice 
is that the justice of a community is measured by its treatment of the powerless in society, most 
often described as the widow, the orphan, the poor, and the stranger (non-Israelite) in the land. The 
Law, the Prophets, and the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament all show deep concern for the 
proper treatment of such people.(8) What these groups of people have in common is their 
vulnerability and lack of power. They are often alone and have no protector or advocate. Therefore, 
it is God who hears their cries (Pss 109:21; 113:7), and the king who is God's anointed is 
commanded to have special concern for them. 

 39. Justice has many nuances.(9) Fundamentally it suggests a sense of what is right or of what 
should happen. For example, paths are just when they bring you to your destination (Gn 24:48; Ps 
23:3), and laws are just when they create harmony within the community, as Isaiah says: "Justice 
will bring about peace; right will produce calm and security" (Is 32:17). God is "just" by acting as 
God should, coming to the people's aid and summoning them to conversion when they stray. People 
are summoned to be "just," that is, to be in a proper relation to God, by observing God's laws which 
form them into a faithful community. Biblical justice is more comprehensive than subsequent 
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philosophical definitions. It is not concerned with a strict definition of rights and duties, but with the 
rightness of the human condition before God and within society. Nor is justice opposed to love; 
rather, it is both a manifestation of love and a condition for love to grow.(10) Because God loves 
Israel, he rescues them from oppression and summons them to be a people that "does justice" and 
loves kindness. The quest for justice arises from loving gratitude for the saving acts of God and 
manifests itself in wholehearted love of God and neighbor. 

 40. These perspectives provide the foundation for a biblical vision of economic justice. Every 
human person is created as an image of God, and the denial of dignity to a person is a blot on this 
image. Creation is a gift to all men and women, not to be appropriated for the benefit of a few; its 
beauty is an object of joy and reverence. The same God who came to the aid of an oppressed people 
and formed them into a covenant community continues to hear the cries of the oppressed and to 
create communities which are responsive to God's word. God's love and life are present when 
people can live in a community of faith and hope. These cardinal points of the faith of Israel also 
furnish the religious context for understanding the saving action of God in the life and teaching of 
Jesus. 

 

3. The Reign of God and Justice 
 41. Jesus enters human history as God's anointed son who announces the nearness of the reign 
of God (Mk 1:9-14). This proclamation summons us to acknowledge God as creator and covenant 
partner, and challenges us to seek ways in which God's revelation of the dignity and destiny of all 
creation might become incarnate in history. It is not simply the promise of the future victory of God 
over sin and evil, but that this victory has already begun—in the life and teaching of Jesus. 

 42. What Jesus proclaims by word, he enacts in his ministry. He resists temptations of power 
and prestige, follows his Father's will, and teaches us to pray that it be accomplished on earth. He 
warns against attempts to "lay up treasures on earth" (Mt 6:19) and exhorts his followers not to be 
anxious about material goods but rather to seek first God's reign and God's justice (Mt 6:25-33). His 
mighty works symbolize that the reign of God is more powerful than evil, sickness, and the 
hardness of the human heart. He offers God's loving mercy to sinners (Mk 2:17), takes up the cause 
of those who suffered religious and social discrimination (Lk 7:36-50; 15:1-2), and attacks the use 
of religion to avoid the demands of charity and justice (Mk 7:9-13; Mt 23:23). 

 43. When asked what was the greatest commandment, Jesus quoted the age-old Jewish 
affirmation of faith that God alone is One and to be loved with the whole heart, mind, and soul (Dt 
6:4-5) and immediately adds: "You shall love your neighbor as yourself" (Lv 19:18; Mk 12:28-34). 
This dual command of love that is at the basis of all Christian morality is illustrated in the Gospel of 
Luke by the parable of a Samaritan who interrupts his journey to come to the aid of a dying man 
(Lk 10:29-37). Unlike the other wayfarers who look on the man and pass by, the Samaritan "was 
moved with compassion at the sight"; he stops, tends the wounded man and takes him to a place of 
safety. In this parable compassion is the bridge between mere seeing and action; love is made real 
through effective action.(11) 

 44. Near the end of his life, Jesus offers a vivid picture of the last judgment (Mt 25:31-46). All 
the nations of the world will be assembled and will be divided into those blessed who are welcomed 
into God's kingdom or those cursed who are sent to eternal punishment. The blessed are those who 
fed the hungry, gave drink to the thirsty, welcomed the stranger, clothed the naked, and visited the 
sick and imprisoned; the cursed are those who neglected these works of mercy and love. Neither the 
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blessed nor the cursed are astounded that they are judged by the Son of Man, nor that judgment is 
rendered according to works of charity. The shock comes when they find that in neglecting the 
poor, the outcast, and the oppressed, they were rejecting Jesus himself. Jesus who came as 
“Emmanuel” (God with us, Mt 1:23) and who promises to be with his people until the end of the 
age (Mt 28:20) is hidden in those most in need; to reject them is to reject God made manifest in 
history. 

 

4. Called to Be Disciples in Community 
 45. Jesus summoned his first followers to a change of heart and to take on the yoke of God's 
reign (Mk 1:14-15; Mt 11:29). They are to be the nucleus of that community, which will continue 
the work of proclaiming and building God's kingdom through the centuries. As Jesus called the first 
disciples in the midst of their everyday occupations of fishing and tax collecting, so he again calls 
people in every age in the home, in the workplace, and in the marketplace. 

 46. The Church is, as Pope John Paul II reminded us, "a community of disciples" in which "we 
must see first and foremost Christ saying to each member of the community: follow me."(12) To be 
a Christian is to join with others in responding to this personal call and in learning the meaning of 
Christ's life. It is to be sustained by that loving intimacy with the Father that Jesus experienced in 
his work, in his prayer, and in his suffering. 

 47. Discipleship involves imitating the pattern of Jesus' life by openness to God's will in the 
service of others (Mk 10:42-45). Disciples are also called to follow him on the way of the cross, and 
to heed his call that those who lose their lives for the sake of the Gospel will save them (Mk 8:34-
35). Jesus' death is an example of that greater love which lays down one's life for others (cf. Jn 
15:12-18). It is a model for those who suffer persecution for the sake of justice (Mt 5:10). The death 
of Jesus was not the end of his power and presence, for he was raised up by the power of God. Nor 
did it mark the end of the disciples' union with him. After Jesus had appeared to them and when 
they received the gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:1-12), they became apostles of the good news to the ends 
of the earth. In the face of poverty and persecution they transformed human lives and formed 
communities which became signs of the power and presence of God. Sharing in this same 
resurrection faith, contemporary followers of Christ can face the struggles and challenges that await 
those who bring the gospel vision to bear on our complex economic and social world. 

 

5. Poverty, Riches, and the Challenge of Discipleship 
 48. The pattern of Christian life as presented in the Gospel of Luke has special relevance today. 
In her Magnificat, Mary rejoices in a God who scatters the proud, brings down the mighty, and 
raises up the poor and lowly (Lk 1:51-53). The first public utterance of Jesus is, "The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach the good news to the poor" (Lk 4:18; cf. Is 
61:1-2). Jesus adds to the blessing on the poor a warning, "Woe to you who are rich, for you have 
received your consolation" (Lk 6:24). He warns his followers against greed and reliance on 
abundant possessions and underscores this by the parable of the man whose life is snatched away at 
the very moment he tries to secure his wealth (Lk 12:13-21). In Luke alone, Jesus tells the parable 
of the rich man who does not see the poor and suffering Lazarus at his gate (Lk 16:19-31). When 
the rich man finally "sees" Lazarus, it is from the place of torment and the opportunity for 
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conversion has passed. Pope John Paul II has often recalled this parable to warn the prosperous not 
to be blind to the great poverty that exists beside great wealth.(13) 

 49. Jesus, especially in Luke, lives as a poor man, like the prophets takes the side of the poor, 
and warns of the dangers of wealth.(14) The terms used for poor, while primarily describing lack of 
material goods, also suggest dependence and powerlessness. The poor are also an exiled and 
oppressed people whom God will rescue (Is 51:21-23) as well as a faithful remnant who take refuge 
in God (Zep. 3:12-13). Throughout the Bible, material poverty is a misfortune and a cause of 
sadness. A constant biblical refrain is that the poor must be cared for and protected and that when 
they are exploited, God hears their cries (Prv 22:22-23). Conversely, even though the goods of the 
earth are to be enjoyed and people are to thank God for material blessings, wealth is a constant 
danger. The rich are wise in their own eyes (Prv 28:11) and are prone to apostasy and idolatry (Am 
5:4-13; Is. 2:6-8), as well as to violence and oppression (Jas 2:6-7).(15) Since they are neither 
blinded by wealth nor make it into an idol, the poor can be open to God's presence; throughout 
Israel's history and in early Christianity the poor are agents of God's transforming power. 

 50. The poor are often related to the lowly (Mt 5:3, 5) to whom God reveals what was hidden 
from the wise (Mt 11:25-30). When Jesus calls the poor "blessed," he is not praising their condition 
of poverty, but their openness to God. When he states that the reign of God is theirs, he voices 
God's special concern for them, and promises that they are to be the beneficiaries of God's mercy 
and justice. When he summons disciples to leave all and follow him, he is calling them to share his 
own radical trust in the Father and his freedom from care and anxiety (cf. Mt 6:25-34). The practice 
of evangelical poverty in the Church has always been a living witness to the power of that trust and 
to the joy that comes with that freedom. 

 51. Early Christianity saw the poor as an object of God's special love, but it neither canonized 
material poverty nor accepted deprivation as an inevitable fact of life. Though few early Christians 
possessed wealth or power (1 Cor 1:26-28; Jas 2:5), their communities had well-off members (Acts 
16:14; 18:8). Jesus' concern for the poor was continued in different forms in the early church. The 
early community at Jerusalem distributed its possessions so that "there was no needy person among 
them" and held "all things in common"—a phrase that suggests not only shared material 
possessions, but more fundamentally, friendship and mutual concern among all its members (Acts 
4:32-34; 2:44). While recognizing the dangers of wealth, the early church proposed the proper use 
of possessions to alleviate need and suffering rather than universal dispossession. Beginning in the 
first century and throughout history, Christian communities have developed varied structures to 
support and sustain the weak and powerless in societies that were often brutally unconcerned about 
human suffering. 

 52. Such perspectives provide a basis for what today is called the "preferential option for the 
poor."(16) Though in the Gospels and in the New Testament as a whole the offer of salvation is 
extended to all peoples, Jesus takes the side of those most in need, physically and spiritually. The 
example of Jesus poses a number of challenges to the contemporary church. It imposes a prophetic 
mandate to speak for those who have no one to speak for them, to be a defender of the defenseless, 
who in biblical terms are the poor. It also demands a compassionate vision that enables the Church 
to see things from the side of the poor and powerless and to assess lifestyle, policies, and social 
institutions in terms of their impact on the poor. It summons the Church also to be an instrument in 
assisting people to experience the liberating power of God in their own lives so that they may 
respond to the Gospel in freedom and in dignity. Finally, and most radically, it calls for an emptying 
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of self, both individually and corporately, that allows the Church to experience the power of God in 
the midst of poverty and powerlessness. 

 

6. A Community of Hope 
 53. The biblical vision of creation, covenant, and community, as well as the summons to 
discipleship, unfolds under the tension between promise and fulfillment. The whole Bible is 
spanned by the narratives of the first creation (Gn 1-3) and the vision of a restored creation at the 
end of history (Rv 21:1-4). Just as creation tells us that God's desire was one of wholeness and unity 
between God and the human family and within this family itself, the images of a new creation give 
hope that enmity and hatred will cease and justice and peace will reign (Is 11:6; 25:1-8). Human life 
unfolds "between the times," the time of the first creation and that of a restored creation (Rom 8:18-
25). Although the ultimate realization of God's plan lies in the future, Christians in union with all 
people of good will are summoned to shape history in the image of God's creative design and in 
response to the reign of God proclaimed and embodied by Jesus. 

 54. A Christian is a member of a new community, "God's own people" (1 Pt 2:9-10), who, like 
the people of Exodus, owes its existence to the gracious gift of God and is summoned to respond to 
God's will made manifest in the life and teaching of Jesus. A Christian walks in the newness of life 
(Rom 6:4) and is "a new creation; the old has passed away, the new has come" (2 Cor 5:17). This 
new creation in Christ proclaims that God's creative love is constantly at work, offers sinners 
forgiveness, and reconciles a broken world. Our action on behalf of justice in our world proceeds 
from the conviction that, despite the power of injustice and violence, life has been fundamentally 
changed by the entry of the Word made flesh into human history. 

 55. Christian communities that commit themselves to solidarity with those suffering and to 
confrontation with those attitudes and ways of acting which institutionalize injustice, will 
themselves experience the power and presence of Christ. They will embody in their lives the values 
of the new creation while they labor under the old. The quest for economic and social justice will 
always combine hope and realism, and must be renewed by every generation. It involves diagnosing 
those situations that continue to alienate the world from God's creative love as well as presenting 
hopeful alternatives that arise from living in a renewed creation. This quest arises from faith and is 
sustained by hope as it seeks to speak to a broken world of God's justice and loving kindness. 

 

7. A Living Tradition 
 56. Our reflection on U.S. economic life today must be rooted in this biblical vision of the 
kingdom and discipleship, but it must also be shaped by the rich and complex tradition of Catholic 
life and thought. Throughout its history, the Christian community has listened to the words of 
Scripture and sought to enact them in the midst of daily life in very different historical and cultural 
contexts. 

 57. In the first centuries, when Christians were a minority in a hostile society, they cared for 
one another through generous almsgiving. In the patristic era, the church fathers repeatedly stressed 
that the goods of the earth were created by God for the benefit of every person without exception, 
and that all have special duties toward those in need. The monasteries of the Middle Ages were 
centers of prayer, learning, and education. They contributed greatly to the cultural and economic life 
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of the towns and cities that sprang up around them. In the twelfth century the new mendicant orders 
dedicated themselves to following Christ in poverty and to the proclamation of the good news to the 
poor. 

 58. These same religious communities also nurtured some of the greatest theologians of the 
Church's tradition, thinkers who synthesized the call of Christ with the philosophical learning of 
Greek, Roman, Jewish, and Arab worlds. Thomas Aquinas and the other scholastics devoted 
rigorous intellectual energy to clarifying the meaning of both personal virtue and justice in society. 
In more recent centuries Christians began to build a large network of hospitals, orphanages, and 
schools, to serve the poor and society at large. And beginning with Leo XIII's Rerum Novarum, 
down to the writings and speeches of John Paul II, the popes have more systematically addressed 
the rapid change of modern society in a series of social encyclicals. These teachings of modern 
popes and of the Second Vatican Council are especially significant for efforts to respond to the 
problems facing society today.(17) 

 59. We also have much to learn from the strong emphasis in Protestant traditions on the 
vocation of lay people in the world and from ecumenical efforts to develop an economic ethic that 
addresses newly emergent problems. And in a special way our fellow Catholics in developing 
countries have much to teach us about the Christian response to an ever more interdependent world. 

 60. Christians today are called by God to carry on this tradition through active love of neighbor, 
a love that responds to the special challenges of this moment in human history. The world is 
wounded by sin and injustice, in need of conversion and of the transformation that comes when 
persons enter more deeply into the mystery of the death and Resurrection of Christ. The concerns of 
this pastoral letter are not at all peripheral to the central mystery at the heart of the Church.(18) 
They are integral to the proclamation of the Gospel and part of the vocation of every Christian 
today.(19) 

 

B. Ethical Norms for Economic Life 
 61. These biblical and theological themes shape the overall Christian perspective on economic 
ethics. This perspective is also subscribed to by many who do not share Christian religious 
convictions. Human understanding and religious belief are complementary, not contradictory. For 
human beings are created in God's image, and their dignity is manifest in the ability to reason and 
understand, in their freedom to shape their own lives and the life of their communities, and in the 
capacity for love and friendship. In proposing ethical norms, therefore, we appeal both to Christians 
and to all in our pluralist society to show that respect and reverence owed to the dignity of every 
person. Intelligent reflection on the social and economic realities of today is also indispensable in 
the effort to respond to economic circumstances never envisioned in biblical times. Therefore, we 
now want to propose an ethical framework that can guide economic life today in ways that are both 
faithful to the Gospel and shaped by human experience and reason. 

 62. First we outline the duties all people have to each other and to the whole community: love 
of neighbor, the basic requirements of justice and the special obligation to those who are poor or 
vulnerable. Corresponding to these duties are the human rights of every person; the obligation to 
protect the dignity of all demands respect for these rights. Finally these duties and rights entail 
several priorities that should guide the economic choices of individuals, communities, and the 
nation as a whole. 
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1. The Responsibilities of Social Living 
 63. Human life is life in community. Catholic social teaching proposes several complementary 
perspectives that show how moral responsibilities and duties in the economic sphere are rooted in 
this call to community. 

 

a. Love and Solidarity 
 64. The commandments to love God with all one's heart and to love one's neighbor as oneself 
are the heart and soul of Christian morality. Jesus offers himself as the model of this all-inclusive 
love: ". . . love one another as I have loved you" (Jn 15:12). These commands point out the path 
toward true human fulfillment and happiness. They are not arbitrary restrictions on human freedom. 
Only active love of God and neighbor makes the fullness of community happen. Christians look 
forward in hope to a true communion among all persons with each other and with God. The Spirit of 
Christ labors in history to build up the bonds of solidarity among all persons until that day on which 
their union is brought to perfection in the Kingdom of God.(20) Indeed Christian theological 
reflection on the very reality of God as a trinitarian unity of persons—Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit—shows that being a person means being united to other persons in mutual love.(21) 

 65. What the Bible and Christian tradition teach, human wisdom confirms. Centuries before 
Christ, the Greeks and Romans spoke of the human person as a "social animal" made for friendship, 
community, and public life. These insights show that human beings achieve self-realization not in 
isolation, but in interaction with others.(22) 

 66. The virtues of citizenship are an expression of Christian love more crucial in today's 
interdependent world than ever before. These virtues grow out of a lively sense of one's dependence 
on the commonweal and obligations to it. This civic commitment must also guide the economic 
institutions of society. In the absence of a vital sense of citizenship among the businesses, 
corporations, labor unions, and other groups that shape economic life, society as a whole is 
endangered. Solidarity is another name for this social friendship and civic commitment that make 
human moral and economic life possible. 

 67. The Christian tradition recognizes, of course, that the fullness of love and community will 
be achieved only when God's work in Christ comes to completion in the kingdom of God. This 
kingdom has been inaugurated among us, but God's redeeming and transforming work is not yet 
complete. Within history, knowledge of how to achieve the goal of social unity is limited. Human 
sin continues to wound the lives of both individuals and larger social bodies and places obstacles in 
the path toward greater social solidarity. If efforts to protect human dignity are to be effective, they 
must take these limits on knowledge and love into account. Nevertheless, sober realism should not 
be confused with resigned or cynical pessimism. It is a challenge to develop a courageous hope that 
can sustain efforts that will sometimes be arduous and protracted. 

 

b. Justice and Participation 
 68. Biblical justice is the goal we strive for. This rich biblical understanding portrays a just 
society as one marked by the fullness of love, compassion, holiness, and peace. On their path 
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through history, however, sinful human beings need more specific guidance on how to move toward 
the realization of this great vision of God's Kingdom. This guidance is contained in the norms of 
basic or minimal justice. These norms state the minimum levels of mutual care and respect that all 
persons owe to each other in an imperfect world.(23) Catholic social teaching, like much 
philosophical reflection, distinguishes three dimensions of basic justice: commutative justice, 
distributive justice, and social justice.(24) 

 69. Commutative justice calls for fundamental fairness in all agreements and exchanges 
between individuals or private social groups. It demands respect for the equal human dignity of all 
persons in economic transactions, contracts, or promises. For example, workers owe their 
employers diligent work in exchange for their wages. Employers are obligated to treat their 
employees as persons, paying them fair wages in exchange for the work done and establishing 
conditions and patterns of work that are truly human.(25) 

 70. Distributive justice requires that the allocation of income, wealth, and power in society be 
evaluated in light of its effects on persons whose basic material needs are unmet. The Second 
Vatican Council stated: "The right to have a share of earthly goods sufficient for oneself and one's 
family belongs to everyone. The fathers and doctors of the Church held this view, teaching that we 
are obliged to come to the relief of the poor and to do so not merely out of our superfluous 
goods."(26) Minimum material resources are an absolute necessity for human life. If persons are to 
be recognized as members of the human community, then the community has an obligation to help 
fulfill these basic needs unless an absolute scarcity of resources makes this strictly impossible. No 
such scarcity exists in the United States today. 

 71. Justice also has implications for the way the larger social, economic, and political 
institutions of society are organized. Social justice implies that persons have an obligation to be 
active and productive participants in the life of society and that society has a duty to enable them to 
participate in this way. This form of justice can also be called "contributive," for it stresses the duty 
of all who are able to help create the goods, services, and other nonmaterial or spiritual values 
necessary for the welfare of the whole community. In the words of Pius XI, "It is of the very 
essence of social justice to demand from each individual all that is necessary for the common 
good."(27) Productivity is essential if the community is to have the resources to serve the well-
being of all. Productivity, however, cannot be measured solely by its output in goods and services. 
Patterns of production must also be measured in light of their impact on the fulfillment of basic 
needs, employment levels, patterns of discrimination, environmental quality, and sense of 
community. 

 72. The meaning of social justice also includes a duty to organize economic and social 
institutions so that people can contribute to society in ways that respect their freedom and the 
dignity of their labor. Work should enable the working person to become "more a human being," 
more capable of acting intelligently, freely, and in ways that lead to self-realization.(28) 

 73. Economic conditions that leave large numbers of able people unemployed, underemployed, 
or employed in dehumanizing conditions fail to meet the converging demands of these three forms 
of basic justice. Work with adequate pay for all who seek it is the primary means for achieving 
basic justice in our society. Discrimination in job opportunities or income levels on the basis of 
race, sex, or other arbitrary standards can never be justified.(29) It is a scandal that such 
discrimination continues in the United States today. Where the effects of past discrimination persist, 
society has the obligation to take positive steps to overcome the legacy of injustice. Judiciously 
administered affirmative action programs in education and employment can be important 
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expressions of the drive for solidarity and participation that is at the heart of true justice. Social 
harm calls for social relief. 

 74. Basic justice also calls for the establishment of a floor of material well-being on which all 
can stand. This is a duty of the whole of society and it creates particular obligations for those with 
greater resources. This duty calls into question extreme inequalities of income and consumption 
when so many lack basic necessities. Catholic social teaching does not maintain that a flat, 
arithmetical equality of income and wealth is a demand of justice, but it does challenge economic 
arrangements that leave large numbers of people impoverished. Further, it sees extreme inequality 
as a threat to the solidarity of the human community, for great disparities lead to deep social 
divisions and conflict.(30) 

 75. This means that all of us must examine our way of living in light of the needs of the poor. 
Christian faith and the norms of justice impose distinct limits on what we consume and how we 
view material goods. The great wealth of the United States can easily blind us to the poverty that 
exists in this nation and the destitution of hundreds of millions of people in other parts of the world. 
Americans are challenged today as never before to develop the inner freedom to resist the 
temptation constantly to seek more. Only in this way will the nation avoid what Paul VI called "the 
most evident form of moral underdevelopment," namely greed.(31) 

 76. These duties call not only for individual charitable giving but also for a more systematic 
approach by businesses, labor unions, and the many other groups that shape economic life—as well 
as government. The concentration of privilege that exists today results far more from institutional 
relationships that distribute power and wealth inequitably than from differences in talent or lack of 
desire to work. These institutional patterns must be examined and revised if we are to meet the 
demands of basic justice. For example, a system of taxation based on assessment according to 
ability to pay(32) is a prime necessity for the fulfillment of these social obligations. 

 

c. Overcoming Marginalization and Powerlessness 
 77. These fundamental duties can be summarized this way: Basic justice demands the 
establishment of minimum levels of participation in the life of the human community for all persons. 
The ultimate injustice is for a person or group to be treated actively or abandoned passively as if 
they were nonmembers of the human race. To treat people this way is effectively to say that they 
simply do not count as human beings. This can take many forms, all of which can be described as 
varieties of marginalization, or exclusion from social life.(33) This exclusion can occur in the 
political sphere: restriction of free speech, concentration of power in the hands of a few, or outright 
repression by the state. It can also take economic forms that are equally harmful. Within the United 
States, individuals, families, and local communities fall victim to a downward cycle of poverty 
generated by economic forces they are powerless to influence. The poor, the disabled, and the 
unemployed too often are simply left behind. This pattern is even more severe beyond our borders 
in the least-developed countries. Whole nations are prevented from fully participating in the 
international economic order because they lack the power to change their disadvantaged position. 
Many people within the less developed countries are excluded from sharing in the meager resources 
available in their homelands by unjust elites and unjust governments. These patterns of exclusion 
are created by free human beings. In this sense they can be called forms of social sin.(34) 
Acquiescence in them or failure to correct them when it is possible to do so is a sinful dereliction of 
Christian duty. 
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 78. Recent Catholic social thought regards the task of overcoming these patterns of exclusion 
and powerlessness as a most basic demand of justice. Stated positively, justice demands that social 
institutions be ordered in a way that guarantees all persons the ability to participate actively in the 
economic, political, and cultural life of society.(35) The level of participation may legitimately be 
greater for some persons than for others, but there is a basic level of access that must be made 
available for all. Such participation is an essential expression of the social nature of human beings 
and of their communitarian vocation. 

 

2. Human Rights: The Minimum Conditions for Life in Community 
 79. Catholic social teaching spells out the basic demands of justice in greater detail in the 
human rights of every person. These fundamental rights are prerequisites for a dignified life in 
community. The Bible vigorously affirms the sacredness of every person as a creature formed in the 
image and likeness of God. The biblical emphasis on covenant and community also shows that 
human dignity can only be realized and protected in solidarity with others. In Catholic social 
thought, therefore, respect for human rights and a strong sense of both personal and community 
responsibility are linked, not opposed. Vatican II described the common good as "the sum of those 
conditions of social life which allow social groups and their individual members relatively thorough 
and ready access to their own fulfillment."(36) These conditions include the rights to fulfillment of 
material needs, a guarantee of fundamental freedoms, and the protection of relationships that are 
essential to participation in the life of society.(37) These rights are bestowed on human beings by 
God and grounded in the nature and dignity of human persons. They are not created by society. 
Indeed society has a duty to secure and protect them.(38) 

 80. The full range of human rights has been systematically outlined by John XXIII in his 
encyclical Peace on Earth. His discussion echoes the United Nations Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights and implies that internationally accepted human rights standards are strongly 
supported by Catholic teaching. These rights include the civil and political rights to freedom of 
speech, worship, and assembly. A number of human rights also concern human welfare and are of a 
specifically economic nature. First among these are the rights to life, food, clothing, shelter, rest, 
medical care, and basic education. These are indispensable to the protection of human dignity. In 
order to ensure these necessities, all persons have a right to earn a living, which for most people in 
our economy is through remunerative employment. All persons also have a right to security in the 
event of sickness, unemployment, and old age. Participation in the life of the community calls for 
the protection of this same right to employment, as well as the right to healthful working conditions, 
to wages, and other benefits sufficient to provide individuals and their families with a standard of 
living in keeping with human dignity, and to the possibility of property ownership.(39) These 
fundamental personal rights—civil and political as well as social and economic—state the minimum 
conditions for social institutions that respect human dignity, social solidarity, and justice. They are 
all essential to human dignity and to the integral development of both individuals and society, and 
are thus moral issues.(40) Any denial of these rights harms persons and wounds the human 
community. Their serious and sustained denial violates individuals and destroys solidarity among 
persons. 

 81. Social and economic rights call for a mode of implementation different from that required 
to secure civil and political rights. Freedom of worship and of speech imply immunity from 
interference on the part of both other persons and the government. The rights to education, 
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employment, and social security, for example, are empowerments that call for positive action by 
individuals and society at large. 

 82. However, both kinds of rights call for positive action to create social and political 
institutions that enable all persons to become active members of society. Civil and political rights 
allow persons to participate freely in the public life of the community, for example, through free 
speech, assembly, and the vote. In democratic countries these rights have been secured through a 
long and vigorous history of creating the institutions of constitutional government. In seeking to 
secure the full range of social and economic rights today, a similar effort to shape new economic 
arrangements will be necessary. 

 83. The first step in such an effort is the development of a new cultural consensus that the basic 
economic conditions of human welfare are essential to human dignity and are due persons by right. 
Second, the securing of these rights will make demands on all members of society, on all private 
sector institutions, and on government. A concerted effort on all levels in our society is needed to 
meet these basic demands of justice and solidarity. Indeed political democracy and a commitment to 
secure economic rights are mutually reinforcing. 

 84. Securing economic rights for all will be an arduous task. There are a number of precedents 
in U.S. history, however, which show that the work has already begun.(41) The country needs a 
serious dialogue about the appropriate levels of private and public sector involvement that are 
needed to move forward. There is certainly room for diversity of opinion in the Church and in U.S. 
society on how to protect the human dignity and economic rights of all our brothers and sisters.(42) 
In our view, however, there can be no legitimate disagreement on the basic moral objectives. 

 

3. Moral Priorities for the Nation 
 85. The common good demands justice for all, the protection of the human rights of all.(43) 
Making cultural and economic institutions more supportive of the freedom, power, and security of 
individuals and families must be a central, long-range objective for the nation. Every person has a 
duty to contribute to building up the commonweal. All have a responsibility to develop their talents 
through education. Adults must contribute to society through their individual vocations and talents. 
Parents are called to guide their children to the maturity of Christian adulthood and responsible 
citizenship. Everyone has special duties toward the poor and the marginalized. Living up to these 
responsibilities, however, is often made difficult by the social and economic patterns of society. 
Schools and educational policies both public and private often serve the privileged exceedingly 
well, while the children of the poor are effectively abandoned as second-class citizens. Great 
stresses are created in family life by the way work is organized and scheduled, and by the social and 
cultural values communicated on television. Many in the lower middle class are barely getting by 
and fear becoming victims of economic forces over which they have no control. 

 86. The obligation to provide justice for all means that the poor have the single most urgent 
economic claim on the conscience of the nation. Poverty can take many forms, spiritual as well as 
material. All people face struggles of the spirit as they ask deep questions about their purpose in 
life. Many have serious problems in marriage and family life at some time in their lives, and all of 
us face the certain reality of sickness and death. The Gospel of Christ proclaims that God's love is 
stronger than all these forms of diminishment. Material deprivation, however, seriously compounds 
such sufferings of the spirit and heart. To see a loved one sick is bad enough, but to have no 
possibility of obtaining health care is worse. To face family problems, such as the death of a spouse 
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or a divorce, can be devastating, but to have these lead to the loss of one's home and end with living 
on the streets is something no one should have to endure in a country as rich as ours. In developing 
countries these human problems are even more greatly intensified by extreme material deprivation. 
This form of human suffering can be reduced if our own country, so rich in resources, chooses to 
increase its assistance. 

 87. As individuals and as a nation, therefore, we are called to make a fundamental "option for 
the poor."(44) The obligation to evaluate social and economic activity from the viewpoint of the 
poor and the powerless arises from the radical command to love one's neighbor as one’s self. Those 
who are marginalized and whose rights are denied have privileged claims if society is to provide 
justice for all. This obligation is deeply rooted in Christian belief. As Paul VI stated:  

In teaching us charity, the Gospel instructs us in the preferential respect due the poor and the special 
situation they have in society: the more fortunate should renounce some of their rights so as to place 
their goods more generously at the service of others. (45)  

John Paul II has described this special obligation to the poor as "a call to have a special openness 
with the small and the weak, those that suffer and weep, those that are humiliated and left on the 
margin of society, so as to help them win their dignity as human persons and children of God."(46) 

 88. The prime purpose of this special commitment to the poor is to enable them to become 
active participants in the life of society. It is to enable all persons to share in and contribute to the 
common good.(47) The "option for the poor," therefore, is not an adversarial slogan that pits one 
group or class against another. Rather it states that the deprivation and powerlessness of the poor 
wounds the whole community. The extent of their suffering is a measure of how far we are from 
being a true community of persons. These wounds will be healed only by greater solidarity with the 
poor and among the poor themselves. 

 89. In summary, the norms of love, basic justice and human rights imply that personal 
decisions, social policies, and economic institutions should be governed by several key priorities. 
These priorities do not specify everything that must be considered in economic decision making. 
They do indicate the most fundamental and urgent objectives. 

 90. a. The fulfillment of the basic needs of the poor is of the highest priority. Personal decisions, 
policies of private and public bodies, and power relationships must all be evaluated by their effects 
on those who lack the minimum necessities of nutrition, housing, education, and health care. In 
particular, this principle recognizes that meeting fundamental human needs must come before the 
fulfillment of desires for luxury consumer goods, for profits not conducive to the common good, 
and for unnecessary military hardware. 

 91. b. Increasing active participation in economic life by those who are presently excluded or 
vulnerable is a high social priority. The human dignity of all is realized when people gain the 
power to work together to improve their lives, strengthen their families, and contribute to society. 
Basic justice calls for more than providing help to the poor and other vulnerable members of 
society. It recognizes the priority of policies and programs that support family life and enhance 
economic participation through employment and widespread ownership of property. It challenges 
privileged economic power in favor of the well-being of all. It points to the need to improve the 
present situation of those unjustly discriminated against in the past. And it has very important 
implications for both the domestic and the international distribution of power. 

 92. c. The investment of wealth, talent and human energy should be specially directed to benefit 
those who are poor or economically insecure. Achieving a more just economy in the United States 
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and the world depends in part on increasing economic resources and productivity. In addition, the 
ways these resources are invested and managed must be scrutinized in light of their effects on non-
monetary values. Investment and management decisions have crucial moral dimensions: they create 
jobs or eliminate them; they can push vulnerable families over the edge into poverty or give them 
new hope for the future; they help or hinder the building of a more equitable society. Indeed they 
can have either positive or negative influence on the fairness of the global economy. Therefore, this 
priority presents a strong moral challenge to policies that put large amounts of talent and capital into 
the production of luxury consumer goods and military technology while failing to invest sufficiently 
in education, health, the basic infrastructure of our society, and economic sectors that produce 
urgently needed jobs, goods, and services. 

 93. d. Economic and social policies as well as the organization of the work world should be 
continually evaluated in light of their impact on the strength and stability of family life. The long-
range future of this nation is intimately linked with the well-being of families, for the family is the 
most basic form of human community.(48) Efficiency and competition in the marketplace must be 
moderated by greater concern for the way work schedules and compensation support or threaten the 
bonds between spouses and between parents and children. Health, education, and social service 
programs should be scrutinized in light of how well they ensure both individual dignity and family 
integrity. 

 94. These priorities are not policies. They are norms that should guide the economic choices of 
all and shape economic institutions. They can help the United States move forward to fulfill the 
duties of justice and protect economic rights. They were strongly affirmed as implications of 
Catholic social teaching by Pope John Paul II during his visit to Canada in 1984: 'The needs of the 
poor take priority over the desires of the rich; the rights of workers over the maximization of profits; 
the preservation of the environment over uncontrolled industrial expansion; production to meet 
social needs over production for military purposes."(49) There will undoubtedly be disputes about 
the concrete applications of these priorities in our complex world. We do not seek to foreclose 
discussion about them. However, we believe that an effort to move in the direction they indicate is 
urgently needed. 

 95. The economic challenge of today has many parallels with the political challenge that 
confronted the founders of our nation. In order to create a new form of political democracy they 
were compelled to develop ways of thinking and political institutions that had never existed before. 
Their efforts were arduous and their goals imperfectly realized, but they launched an experiment in 
the protection of civil and political rights that has prospered through the efforts of those who came 
after them. We believe the time has come for a similar experiment in securing economic rights: the 
creation of an order that guarantees the minimum conditions of human dignity in the economic 
sphere for every person. By drawing on the resources of the Catholic moral-religious tradition, we 
hope to make a contribution through this letter to such a new "American experiment": a new venture 
to secure economic justice for all. 

 

C. Working for Greater Justice: Persons and Institutions 
 96. The economy of this nation has been built by the labor of human hands and minds. Its 
future will be forged by the ways persons direct all this work toward greater justice. The economy is 
not a machine that operates according to its own inexorable laws, and persons are not mere objects 
tossed about by economic forces. Pope John Paul II has stated that "human work is a key, probably 
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the essential key, to the whole social question."(50) The Pope's understanding of work includes 
virtually all forms of productive human activity: agriculture, entrepreneurship, industry, the care of 
children, the sustaining of family life, politics, medical care, and scientific research. Leisure, prayer, 
celebration, and the arts are also central to the realization of human dignity and to the development 
of a rich cultural life. It is in their daily work, however, that persons become the subjects and 
creators of the economic life of the nation.(51) Thus, it is primarily through their daily labor that 
people make their most important contributions to economic justice. 

 97. All work has a threefold moral significance. First, it is a principal way that people exercise 
the distinctive human capacity for self-expression and self-realization. Second, it is the ordinary 
way for human beings to fulfill their material needs. Finally, work enables people to contribute to 
the well-being of the larger community. Work is not only for oneself. It is for one's family, for the 
nation, and indeed for the benefit of the entire human family.(52) 

 98. These three moral concerns should be visible in the work of all, no matter what their role in 
the economy: blue collar workers, managers, home-makers, politicians, and others. They should 
also govern the activities of the many different, overlapping communities and institutions that make 
up society: families, neighborhoods, small businesses, giant corporations, trade unions, the various 
levels of government, international organizations, and a host of other human associations including 
communities of faith. 

 99. Catholic social teaching calls for respect for the full richness of social life. The need for 
vital contributions from different human associations—ranging in size from the family to 
government—has been classically expressed in Catholic social teaching in the "principle of 
subsidiarity": 

Just as it is gravely wrong to take from individuals what they can accomplish by their own initiative and 
industry and give it to the community, so also it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and 
disturbance of right order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and subordinate 
organizations can do. For every social activity ought of its very nature to furnish help (subsidium) to the 
members of the body social, and never destroy and absorb them.(53) 

 100. This principle guarantees institutional pluralism. It provides space for freedom, initiative, 
and creativity on the part of many social agents. At the same time, it insists that all these agents 
should work in ways that help build up the social body. Therefore, in all their activities these groups 
should be working in ways that express their distinctive capacities for action, that help meet human 
needs, and that make true contributions to the common good of the human community. The task of 
creating a more just U.S. economy is the vocation of all and depends on strengthening the virtues of 
public service and responsible citizenship in personal life and on all levels of institutional life.(54) 

 101. Without attempting to describe the tasks of all the different groups that make up society, 
we want to point to the specific rights and duties of some of the persons and institutions whose 
work for justice will be particularly important to the future of the U.S. economy. These rights and 
duties are among the concrete implications of the principle of subsidiarity. Further implications will 
be discussed in Chapter IV of this letter. 

 

1. Working People and Labor Unions 
 102. Though John Paul II’s understanding of work is a very inclusive one, it fully applies to 
those customarily called "workers" or "labor" in the United States. Labor has great dignity, so great 
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that all who are able to work are obligated to do so. The duty to work derives both from God's 
command and from a responsibility to one's own humanity and to the common good.(55) The virtue 
of industriousness is also an expression of a person's dignity and solidarity with others. All working 
people are called to contribute to the common good by seeking excellence in production and 
service. 

 103. Because work is this important, people have a right to employment. In return for their 
labor, workers have a right to wages and other benefits sufficient to sustain life in dignity. As Pope 
Leo XIII stated, every working person has "the right of securing things to sustain life."(56) The way 
power is distributed in a free-market economy frequently gives employers greater bargaining power 
than employees in the negotiation of labor contracts. Such unequal power may press workers into a 
choice between an inadequate wage and no wage at all. But justice, not charity, demands certain 
minimum guarantees. The provision of wages and other benefits sufficient to support a family in 
dignity is a basic necessity to prevent this exploitation of workers. The dignity of workers also 
requires adequate health care, security for old age or disability, unemployment compensation, 
healthful working conditions, weekly rest, periodic holidays for recreation and leisure, and 
reasonable security against arbitrary dismissal.(57) These provisions are all essential if workers are 
to be treated as persons rather than simply as a "factor of production." 

 104. The Church fully supports the right of workers to form unions or other associations to 
secure their rights to fair wages and working conditions. This is a specific application of the more 
general right to associate. In the words of Pope John Paul II, "The experience of history teaches that 
organizations of this type are an indispensable element of social life, especially in modern 
industrialized societies."(58) Unions may also legitimately resort to strikes where this is the only 
available means to the justice owed to workers.(59) No one may deny the right to organize without 
attacking human dignity itself. Therefore, we firmly oppose organized efforts, such as those 
regrettably now seen in this country, to break existing unions and prevent workers from organizing. 
Migrant agricultural workers today are particularly in need of protection, including the right to 
organize and bargain collectively. U.S. labor law reform is needed to meet these problems as well as 
to provide more timely and effective remedies for unfair labor practices. 

 105. Denial of the right to organize has been pursued ruthlessly in many countries beyond our 
borders. We vehemently oppose violations of the freedom to associate, wherever they occur, for 
they are an intolerable attack on social solidarity. 

 106. Along with the rights of workers and unions go a number of important responsibilities. 
Individual workers have obligations to their employers, and trade unions also have duties to society 
as a whole. Union management in particular carries a strong responsibility for the good name of the 
entire union movement. Workers must use their collective power to contribute to the well-being of 
the whole community and should avoid pressing demands whose fulfillment would damage the 
common good and the rights of more vulnerable members of society.(60) It should be noted, 
however, that wages paid to workers are but one of the factors affecting the competitiveness of 
industries. Thus, it is unfair to expect unions to make concessions if managers and shareholders do 
not make at least equal sacrifices. 

 107. Many U.S. unions have exercised leadership in the struggle for justice for minorities and 
women. Racial and sexual discrimination, however, has blotted the record of some unions. 
Organized labor has a responsibility to work positively toward eliminating the injustice this 
discrimination has caused. 
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 108. Perhaps the greatest challenge facing U.S. workers and unions today is that of developing 
a new vision of their role in the U.S. economy of the future. The labor movement in the United 
States stands at a crucial moment. The dynamism of the unions that led to their rapid growth in the 
middle decades of this century has been replaced by a decrease in the percentage of U.S. workers 
who are organized. American workers are under heavy pressures today that threaten their jobs. The 
restrictions on the right to organize in many countries abroad make labor costs lower there, threaten 
American workers and their jobs, and lead to the exploitation of workers in these countries. In these 
difficult circumstances, guaranteeing the rights of U.S. workers calls for imaginative vision and 
creative new steps, not reactive or simply defensive strategies. For example, organized labor can 
play a very important role in helping to provide the education and training needed to help keep 
workers employable. Unions can also help both their own members and workers in developing 
countries by increasing their international efforts. A vital labor movement will be one that looks to 
the future with a deepened sense of global interdependence. 

 109. There are many signs that these challenges are being discussed by creative labor leaders 
today. Deeper and broader discussions of this sort are needed. This does not mean that only 
organized labor faces these new problems. All other sectors and institutions in the U.S. economy 
need similar vision and imagination. Indeed new forms of cooperation among labor, management, 
government, and other social groups are essential and will be discussed in Chapter IV of this letter. 

 

2. Owners and Managers 
 110. The economy's success in fulfilling the demands of justice will depend on how its vast 
resources and wealth are managed. Property owners, managers, and investors of financial capital 
must all contribute to creating a more just society. Securing economic justice depends heavily on 
the leadership of men and women in business and on wise investment by private enterprises. Pope 
John Paul II has pointed out, "The degree of well-being which society today enjoys would be 
unthinkable without the dynamic figure of the business person, whose function consists of 
organizing human labor and the means of production so as to give rise to the goods and services 
necessary for the prosperity and progress of the community."(61) The freedom of entrepreneurship, 
business and finance should be protected, but the accountability of this freedom to the common 
good and the norms of justice must be assured. 

 111. Persons in management face many hard choices each day, choices on which the well-being 
of many others depends. Commitment to the public good and not simply the private good of their 
firms is at the heart of what it means to call their work a vocation and not simply a career or a job. 
We believe that the norms and priorities discussed in this letter can be of help as they pursue their 
important tasks. The duties of individuals in the business world, however, do not exhaust the ethical 
dimensions of business and finance. The size of a firm or bank is in many cases an indicator of 
relative power. Large corporations and large financial institutions have considerable power to help 
shape economic institutions within the United States and throughout the world. With this power 
goes responsibility and the need for those who manage it to be held to moral and institutional 
accountability. 

 112. Business and finance have the duty to be faithful trustees of the resources at their disposal. 
No one can ever own capital resources absolutely or control their use without regard for others and 
society as a whole.(62) This applies first of all to land and natural resources. Short-term profits 
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reaped at the cost of depletion of natural resources or the pollution of the environment violate this 
trust. 

 113. Resources created by human industry are also held in trust. Owners and managers have 
not created this capital on their own. They have benefited from the work of many others and from 
the local communities that support their endeavors.(63) They are accountable to these workers and 
communities when making decisions. For example, reinvestment in technological innovation is 
often crucial for the long-term viability of a firm. The use of financial resources solely in pursuit of 
short-term profits can stunt the production of needed goods and services; a broader vision of 
managerial responsibility is needed. 

 114. The Catholic tradition has long defended the right to private ownership of productive 
property.(64) This right is an important element in a just economic policy. It enlarges our capacity 
for creativity and initiative.(65) Small and medium-sized farms, businesses, and entrepreneurial 
enterprises are among the most creative and efficient sectors of our economy. They should be 
highly valued by the people of the United States, as are land ownership and home ownership. 
Widespread distribution of property can help avoid excessive concentration of economic and 
political power. For these reasons ownership should be made possible for a broad sector of our 
population.(66) 

 115. The common good may sometimes demand that the right to own be limited by public 
involvement in the planning or ownership of certain sectors of the economy. Support of private 
ownership does not mean that anyone has the right to unlimited accumulation of wealth. "Private 
property does not constitute for anyone an absolute or unconditioned right. No one is justified in 
keeping for his exclusive use what he does not need, when others lack necessities."(67) Pope John 
Paul II has referred to limits placed on ownership by the duty to serve the common good as a "social 
mortgage" on private property.(68) For example, these limits are the basis of society's exercise of 
eminent domain over privately owned land needed for roads or other essential public goods. The 
Church's teaching opposes collectivist and statist economic approaches. But it also rejects the notion 
that a free market automatically produces justice. Therefore, as Pope John Paul II has argued, "One 
cannot exclude the socialization, in suitable conditions, of certain means of production."(69) The 
determination of when such conditions exist must be made on a case-by-case basis in light of the 
demands of the common good. 

 116. United States business and financial enterprises can also help determine the justice or 
injustice of the world economy. They are not all-powerful, but their real power is unquestionable. 
Transnational corporations and financial institutions can make positive contributions to 
development and global solidarity. Pope John Paul II has pointed out, however, that the desire to 
maximize profits and reduce the cost of natural resources and labor has often tempted these 
transnational enterprises to behavior that increases inequality and decreases the stability of the 
international order.(70) By collaborating with those national governments that serve their citizens 
justly and with intergovernmental agencies, these corporations can contribute to overcoming the 
desperate plight of many persons throughout the world. 

 117. Business people, managers, investors, and financiers follow a vital Christian vocation 
when they act responsibly and seek the common good. We encourage and support a renewed sense 
of vocation in the business community. We also recognize that the way business people serve 
society is governed and limited by the incentives which flow from tax policies, the availability of 
credit, and other public policies.  
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 118. Businesses have a right to an institutional framework that does not penalize enterprises 
that act responsibly. Governments must provide regulations and a system of taxation which 
encourage firms to preserve the environment, employ disadvantaged workers, and create jobs in 
depressed areas. Managers and stockholders should not be torn between their responsibilities to 
their organizations and their responsibilities toward society as a whole. 

 

3. Citizens and Government 
 119. In addition to rights and duties related to specific roles in the economy, everyone has 
obligations based simply on membership in the social community. By fulfilling these duties, we 
create a true commonwealth. Volunteering time, talent, and money to work for greater justice is a 
fundamental expression of Christian love and social solidarity. All who have more than they need 
must come to the aid of the poor. People with professional or technical skills needed to enhance the 
lives of others have a duty to share them. And the poor have similar obligations: to work together as 
individuals and families to build up their communities by acts of social solidarity and justice. These 
voluntary efforts to overcome injustice are part of the Christian vocation. 

 120. Every citizen also has the responsibility to work to secure justice and human rights 
through an organized social response. In the words of Pius XI, "Charity will never be true charity 
unless it takes justice into account.... Let no one attempt with small gifts of charity to exempt 
himself from the great duties imposed by justice."(71) The guaranteeing of basic justice for all is 
not an optional expression of largesse but an inescapable duty for the whole of society. 

 121. The traditional distinction between society and the state in Catholic social teaching 
provides the basic framework for such organized public efforts. The church opposes all statist and 
totalitarian approaches to socioeconomic questions. Social life is richer than governmental power 
can encompass. All groups that compose society have responsibilities to respond to the demands of 
justice. We have just outlined some of the duties of labor unions and business and financial 
enterprises. These must be supplemented by initiatives by local community groups, professional 
associations, educational institutions, churches, and synagogues. All the groups that give life to this 
society have important roles to play in the pursuit of economic justice. 

 122. For this reason, it is all the more significant that the teachings of the Church insist that 
government has a moral function: protecting human rights and securing basic justice for all 
members of the commonwealth.(72) Society as a whole and in all its diversity is responsible for 
building up the common good. But it is government's role to guarantee the minimum conditions that 
make this rich social activity possible, namely, human rights and justice.(73) This obligation also 
falls on individual citizens as they choose their representatives and participate in shaping public 
opinion. 

 123. More specifically, it is the responsibility of all citizens, acting through their government, 
to assist and empower the poor, the disadvantaged, the handicapped, and the unemployed. 
Government should assume a positive role in generating employment and establishing fair labor 
practices, in guaranteeing the provision and maintenance of the economy's infrastructure, such as 
roads, bridges, harbors, public means of communication, and transport. It should regulate trade and 
commerce in the interest of fairness.(74) Government may levy the taxes necessary to meet these 
responsibilities, and citizens have a moral obligation to pay those taxes. The way society responds 
to the needs of the poor through its public policies is the litmus test of its justice or injustice. The 
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political debate about these policies is the indispensable forum for dealing with the conflicts and 
trade-offs that will always be present in the pursuit of a more just economy. 

 124. The primary norm for determining the scope and limits of governmental intervention is the 
"principle of subsidiarity" cited above. This principle states that, in order to protect basic justice, 
government should undertake only those initiatives which exceed the capacity of individuals or 
private groups acting independently. Government should not replace or destroy smaller 
communities and individual initiative. Rather it should help them to contribute more effectively to 
social well-being and supplement their activity when the demands of justice exceed their capacities. 
This does not mean, however, that the government that governs least governs best. Rather it defines 
good government intervention as that which truly "helps" other social groups contribute to the 
common good by directing, urging, restraining, and regulating economic activity as "the occasion 
requires and necessity demands."(75) This calls for cooperation and consensus building among the 
diverse agents in our economic life, including government. The precise form of government 
involvement in this process cannot be determined in the abstract. It will depend on an assessment of 
specific needs and the most effective ways to address them. 

 

D. Christian Hope and the Courage to Act 
 125. The Christian vision is based on the conviction that God has destined the human race and 
all creation for "a kingdom of truth and life, of holiness and grace, of justice, love, and peace."(76) 
This conviction gives Christians strong hope as they face the economic struggles of the world today. 
This hope is not a naive optimism that imagines that simple formulas for creating a fully just society 
are ready at hand. The Church's experience through history and in nations throughout the world 
today has made it wary of all ideologies that claim to have the final answer to humanity's 
problems.(77) Christian hope has a much stronger foundation than such ideologies, for it rests on 
the knowledge that God is at work in the world, "preparing a new dwelling place and a new earth 
where justice will abide."(78) 

 126. This hope stimulates and strengthens Christian efforts to create a more just economic 
order in spite of difficulties and setbacks.(79) Christian hope is strong and resilient, for it is rooted 
in a faith that knows that the fullness of life comes to those who follow Christ in the way of the 
Cross. In pursuit of concrete solutions, all members of the Christian community are called to an 
ever finer discernment of the hurts and opportunities in the world around them, in order to respond 
to the most pressing needs and thus build up a more just society.(80) This is a communal task 
calling for dialogue, experimentation, and imagination. It also calls for deep faith and courageous 
love. 
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CHAPTER III 
SELECTED ECONOMIC POLICY ISSUES 

 
 127. We have outlined this moral vision as a guide to all who seek to be faithful to the Gospel 
in their daily economic decisions and as a challenge to transform the economic arrangements that 
shape our lives and our world. These arrangements embody and communicate social values, and 
therefore have moral significance both in themselves and in their effects. Christians, like all people, 
must be concerned about how the concrete outcomes of their economic activity serve human 
dignity; they must assess the extent to which the structures and practices of the economy support or 
undermine their moral vision. 

 128. Such an assessment of economic practices, structures, and outcomes leads to a variety of 
conclusions. Some people argue that an unfettered free-market economy, where owners, workers, 
and consumers pursue their enlightened self-interest, provides the greatest possible liberty, material 
welfare, and equity. The policy implication of this view is to intervene in the economy as little as 
possible because it is such a delicate mechanism that any attempt to improve it is likely to have the 
opposite effect. Others argue that the capitalist system is inherently inequitable and therefore 
contradictory to the demands of Christian morality, for it is based on acquisitiveness, competition, 
and self-centered individualism. They assert that capitalism is fatally flawed and must be replaced 
by a radically different system that abolishes private property, the profit motive, and the free 
market. 

 129. Catholic social teaching has traditionally rejected these ideological extremes because they 
are likely to produce results contrary to human dignity and economic justice.(1) Starting with the 
assumption that the economy has been created by human beings and can be changed by them, the 
Church works for improvement in a variety of economic and political contexts; but it is not the 
Church's role to create or promote a specific new economic system. Rather, the Church must 
encourage all reforms that hold out hope of transforming our economic arrangements into a fuller 
systemic realization of the Christian moral vision. The Church must also stand ready to challenge 
practices and institutions that impede or carry us farther away from realizing this vision. 

 130. In short, the Church is not bound to any particular economic, political, or social system; it 
has lived with many forms of economic and social organization and will continue to do so, 
evaluating each according to moral and ethical principles: What is the impact of the system on 
people? Does it support or threaten human dignity? 

 131. In this document we offer reflections on the particular reality that is the U.S. economy. In 
doing so we are aware of the need to address not only individual issues within the economy but also 
the larger question of the economic system itself. Our approach in analyzing the U.S. economy is 
pragmatic and evolutionary in nature. We live in a "mixed" economic system which is the product 
of a long history of reform and adjustment. It is in the spirit of this American pragmatic tradition of 
reform that we seek to continue the search for a more just economy. Our nation has many assets to 
employ in this quest—vast economic, technological, and human resources, and a system of 
representative government through which we can all help shape economic decisions. 

 132. Although we have chosen in this chapter to focus primarily on some aspects of the 
economy where we think reforms are realistically possible, we also emphasize that Catholic social 
teaching bears directly on larger questions concerning the economic system itself and the values it 
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expresses—questions that cannot be ignored in the Catholic vision of economic justice.(2) For 
example, does our economic system place more emphasis on maximizing profits than on meeting 
human needs and fostering human dignity? Does our economy distribute its benefits equitably or 
does it concentrate power and resources in the hands of a few? Does it promote excessive 
materialism and individualism? Does it adequately protect the environment and the nation's natural 
resources? Does it direct too many scarce resources to military purposes? These and other basic 
questions about the economy need to be scrutinized in light of the ethical norms we have outlined. 
We urge continuing exploration of these systemic questions in a more comprehensive way than this 
document permits. 

 133. We have selected the following subjects to address here: 1) employment, 2) poverty, 3) 
food and agriculture, and 4) the U.S. role in the global economy. These topics were chosen because 
of their relevance to both the economic "signs of the times" and the ethical norms of our tradition. 
Each exemplifies U.S. policies that are basic to the establishment of economic justice in the nation 
and the world, and each illustrates key moral principles and norms for action from Catholic social 
teaching. Our treatment of these issues does not constitute a comprehensive analysis of the U.S. 
economy. We emphasize that these are illustrative topics intended to exemplify the interaction of 
moral values and economic issues in our day, not to encompass all such values and issues. This 
document is not a technical blueprint for economic reform. Rather, it is an attempt to foster a 
serious moral analysis leading to a more just economy. 

 134. In focusing on some of the central economic issues and choices in American life in the 
light of moral principles, we are aware that the movement from principle to policy is complex and 
difficult and that although moral values are essential in determining public policies, they do not 
dictate specific solutions. They must interact with empirical data, with historical, social, and 
political realities, and with competing demands on limited resources. The soundness of our 
prudential judgments depends not only on the moral force of our principles, but also on the accuracy 
of our information and the validity of our assumptions. 

 135. Our judgments and recommendations on specific economic issues, therefore, do not carry 
the same moral authority as our statements of universal moral principles and formal church 
teaching; the former are related to circumstances which can change or which can be interpreted 
differently by people of good will. We expect and welcome debate on our specific policy 
recommendations. Nevertheless, we want our statements on these matters to be given serious 
consideration by Catholics as they determine whether their own moral judgments are consistent 
with the Gospel and with Catholic social teaching. We believe that differences on complex 
economic questions should be expressed in a spirit of mutual respect and open dialogue.(3) 

 

A. Employment 
 136. Full employment is the foundation of a just economy. The most urgent priority for 
domestic economic policy is the creation of new jobs with adequate pay and decent working 
conditions. We must make it possible as a nation for everyone who is seeking a job to find 
employment within a reasonable amount of time. Our emphasis on this goal is based on the 
conviction that human work has a special dignity and is a key to achieving justice in society.(4) 

137. Employment is a basic right, a right which protects the freedom of all to participate in the 
economic life of society. It is a right which flows from the principles of justice which we have 
outlined above. Corresponding to this right is the duty on the part of society to ensure that the right 
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is protected. The importance of this right is evident in the fact that for most people employment is 
crucial to self-realization and essential to the fulfillment of material needs. Since so few in our 
economy own productive property, employment also forms the first line of defense against poverty. 
Jobs benefit society as well as workers, for they enable more people to contribute to the common 
good and to the productivity required for a healthy economy. 

 

1. The Scope and Effects of Unemployment 
 138. Joblessness is becoming a more widespread and deep-seated problem in our nation. There 
are about 8 million people in the United States looking for a job who cannot find one. They 
represent about 7 percent of the labor force.(5) The official rate of unemployment does not include 
those who have given up looking for work or those who are working part-time, but want to work 
full-time. When these categories are added, it becomes clear that about one-eighth of the workforce 
is directly affected by unemployment.(6) The severity of the unemployment problem is 
compounded by the fact that almost three-fourths of those who are unemployed receive no 
unemployment insurance benefits.(7) 

 139. In recent years there has been a steady trend toward higher and higher levels of 
unemployment, even in good times. Between 1950 and 1980 the annual unemployment rate 
exceeded current levels only during the recession years of 1975 and 1976. Periods of economic 
recovery during these three decades brought unemployment rates down to 3 and 4 percent. Since 
1979, however, the rate has generally been above 7 percent. 

140. Who are the unemployed? Blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans, young adults, female heads of 
households, and those who are inadequately educated are represented disproportionately among the 
ranks of the unemployed. The unemployment rate among minorities is almost twice as high as the 
rate among whites. For female heads of households the unemployment rate is over 10 percent. 
Among black teenagers, unemployment reaches the scandalous rate of more than one in three.(8) 

 141. The severe human costs of high unemployment levels become vividly clear when we 
examine the impact of joblessness on human lives and human dignity. It is a deep conviction of 
American culture that work is central to the freedom and well-being of people. The unemployed 
often come to feel they are worthless and without a productive role in society. Each day they are 
unemployed our society tells them: We don't need your talent. We don't need your initiative. We 
don't need you. Unemployment takes a terrible toll on the health and stability of both individuals 
and families. It gives rise to family quarrels, greater consumption of alcohol, child abuse, spouse 
abuse, divorce, and higher rates of infant mortality.(9) People who are unemployed often feel that 
society blames them for being unemployed. Very few people survive long periods of unemployment 
without some psychological damage even if they have sufficient funds to meet their needs.(10) At 
the extreme, the strains of job loss may drive individuals to suicide.(11) 

 142. In addition to the terrible waste of individual talent and creativity, unemployment also 
harms society at large. Jobless people pay little or no taxes, thus lowering the revenues for city, 
state and the federal governments. At the same time, rising unemployment requires greater 
expenditures for unemployment compensation, food stamps, welfare, and other assistance. It is 
estimated that in 1986, for every one percentage point increase in the rate of unemployment, there 
will be roughly a $40 billion increase in the federal deficit.(12) The costs to society are also evident 
in the rise in crime associated with joblessness. The Federal Bureau of Prisons reports that increases 
in unemployment have been followed by increases in the prison population. Other studies have 
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shown links between the rate of joblessness and the frequency of homicides, robberies, larcenies, 
narcotics arrests, and youth crimes.(13) 

 143. Our own experiences with the individuals, families, and communities that suffer the 
burdens of unemployment compel us to the conviction that as a nation we simply cannot afford to 
have millions of able-bodied men and women unemployed. We cannot afford the economic costs, 
the social dislocation, and the enormous human tragedies caused by unemployment. In the end, 
however, what we can least afford is the assault on human dignity that occurs when millions are left 
without adequate employment. Therefore, we cannot but conclude that current levels of 
unemployment are intolerable, and they impose on us a moral obligation to work for policies that 
will reduce joblessness. 

 

2. Unemployment in a Changing Economy 
 144. The structure of the U.S. economy is undergoing a transformation that affects both the 
quantity and the quality of jobs in our nation. The size and makeup of the work force, for example, 
have changed markedly in recent years. For a number of reasons, there are now more people in the 
labor market than ever before in our history. Population growth has pushed up the supply of 
potential workers. In addition, large numbers of women have entered the labor force in order to put 
their talents and education to greater use and out of economic necessity. Many families need two 
salaries if they are to live in a decently human fashion. Female-headed households often depend 
heavily on the mother's income to stay off the welfare rolls. Immigrants seeking a better existence in 
the United States have also added to the size of the labor force. These demographic changes, 
however, cannot fully explain the higher levels of unemployment. 

 145. Technological changes are also having dramatic impacts on the employment picture in the 
United States. Advancing technology brings many benefits, but it can also bring social and 
economic costs, including the downgrading and displacement of workers. High technology and 
advanced automation are changing the very face of our nation's industries and occupations. In the 
1970s, about 90 percent of all new jobs were in service occupations. By 1990, service industries are 
expected to employ 72 percent of the labor force. Much of the job growth in the 1980s is expected 
to be in traditionally low-paying, high-turnover jobs such as sales, clerical, janitorial, and food 
service.(14) Too often these jobs do not have career ladders leading to higher skilled, higher paying 
jobs. Thus the changing industrial and occupational mix in the U.S. economy could result in a shift 
toward lower paying and lower skilled jobs. 

 146. Increased competition in world markets is another factor influencing the rate of 
joblessness in our nation. Many other exporting nations have acquired and developed up-to-the-
minute technology, enabling them to increase productivity dramatically. Combined with very low 
wages in many nations, this has allowed them to gain a larger share of the U.S. market to cut into 
U.S. export markets. At the same time many corporations have closed plants in the United States 
and moved their capital, technology, and jobs to foreign affiliates. 
 147. Discrimination in employment is one of the causes for high rates of joblessness and low 
pay among racial minorities and women. Beyond the normal problems of locating a job, blacks, 
Hispanics, Native Americans, immigrants, and other minorities bear this added burden of 
discrimination. Discrimination against women is compounded by the lack of adequate child care 
services and by the unwillingness of many employers to provide flexible employment or extend 
fringe benefits to part-time employees. 
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 148. High levels of defense spending also have an effect on the number of jobs in our economy. 
In our pastoral letter, The Challenge of Peace, we noted the serious economic distortions caused by 
the arms race and the disastrous effects that it has on society's ability to care for the poor and the 
needy. Employment is one area in which this interconnection is very evident. The hundreds of 
billions of dollars spent by our nation each year on the arms race create a massive drain on the U.S. 
economy as well as a very serious "brain drain." Such spending on the arms race means a net loss in 
the number of jobs created in the economy, because defense industries are less labor-intensive than 
other major sectors of the economy.(15) Moreover, nearly half of the American scientific and 
engineering force works in defense-related programs, and over 60 percent of the entire federal 
research and development budget goes to the military.(16) We must ask whether our nation will 
ever be able to modernize our economy and achieve full employment if we continue to devote so 
much of our financial and human resources to defense-related activities. 

 149. These are some of the factors that have driven up the rate of unemployment in recent 
years. Although our economy has created more than 20 million new jobs since 1970,(17) there 
continues to be a chronic and growing job shortage. In the face of this challenge, our nation's 
economic institutions have failed to adapt adequately and rapidly enough. For example, failure to 
invest sufficiently in certain industries and regions, inadequate education and training for new 
workers, and insufficient mechanisms to assist workers displaced by new technology have added to 
the unemployment problem. 

 150. Generating an adequate number of jobs in our economy is a complex task in view of the 
changing and diverse nature of the problem. It involves numerous trade-offs and substantial costs. 
Nevertheless, it is not an impossible task. Achieving the goal of full employment may require major 
adjustments and creative strategies that go beyond the limits of existing policies and institutions, but 
it is a task we must undertake. 

 

3. Guidelines for Action 
 151. We recommend that the nation make a major new commitment to achieve full 
employment. At present there is nominal endorsement of the full employment ideal, but no firm 
commitment to bringing it about. If every effort were now being made to create the jobs required, 
one might argue that the situation today is the best we can do. But such is not the case. The country 
is doing far less than it might to generate employment. 

 152. Over the last decade, economists, policy makers, and the general public have shown 
greater willingness to tolerate unemployment levels of 6 to 7 percent or even more.(18) Although 
we recognize the complexities and trade-offs involved in reducing unemployment, we believe that 6 
to 7 percent unemployment is neither inevitable nor acceptable. While a zero unemployment rate is 
clearly impossible in an economy where people are constantly entering the job market and others 
are changing jobs, appropriate policies and concerted private and public action can improve the 
situation considerably, if we have the will to do so. No economy can be considered truly healthy 
when so many millions of people are denied jobs by forces outside their control. The acceptance of 
present unemployment rates would have been unthinkable twenty years ago. It should be regarded 
as intolerable today. 

 153. We must first establish a consensus that everyone has a right to employment. Then the 
burden of securing full employment falls on all of us—policy makers, business, labor, and the 
general public—to create and implement the mechanisms to protect that right. We must work for 
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the formation of a new national consensus and mobilize the necessary political will at all levels to 
make the goal of full employment a reality. 

 154. Expanding employment in our nation will require significant steps in both the private and 
public sectors, as well as joint action between them. Private initiative and entrepreneurship are 
essential to this task, for the private sector accounts for about 80 percent of the jobs in the United 
States, and most new jobs are being created there.(19) Thus a viable strategy for employment 
generation must assume that a large part of the solution will be with private firms and small 
businesses. At the same time, it must be recognized that government has a prominent and 
indispensable role to play in addressing the problem of unemployment. The market alone will not 
automatically produce full employment. Therefore, the government must act to ensure that this goal 
is achieved by coordinating general economic policies, by job creation programs and by other 
appropriate policy measures. 

 155. Effective action against unemployment will require a careful mix of general economic 
policies and targeted employment programs. Taken together, these policies and programs should 
have full employment as their No. 1 goal. 

 

a. General Economic Policies 
 156. The general or macroeconomic policies of the federal government are essential tools for 
encouraging the steady economic growth that produces more and better jobs in the economy. We 
recommend that the fiscal and monetary policies of the nation—such as federal spending, tax and 
interest-rate policies—should be coordinated so as to achieve the goal of full employment. 

 157. General economic policies that attempt to expand employment must also deal with the 
problem of inflation.(20) The risk of inflationary pressures resulting from such expansionary 
policies is very real. Our response to this risk, however, must not be to abandon the goal of full 
employment, but to develop effective policies that keep inflation under control. 

 158. While economic growth is an important and necessary condition for the reduction of 
unemployment, it is not sufficient in and of itself. In order to work for full employment and restrain 
inflation, it is also necessary to adopt more specific programs and policies targeted toward particular 
aspects of the unemployment problem.(21) 

 

b. Targeted Employment Programs 
 159. (1) We recommend expansion of job-training and apprenticeship programs in the private 
sector administered and supported jointly by business, labor unions, and government. Any 
comprehensive employment strategy must include systematic means of developing the technical and 
professional skills needed for a dynamic and productive economy. Investment in a skilled work 
force is a prerequisite both for sustaining economic growth and achieving greater justice in the 
United States. The obligation to contribute to this investment falls on both the private and public 
sectors. Today business, labor, and government need to coordinate their efforts and pool their 
resources to promote a substantial increase in the number of apprenticeship programs and to expand 
on-the-job training programs. We recommend a national commitment to eradicate illiteracy and to 
provide people with skills necessary to adapt to the changing demands of employment. 
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 160. With the rapid pace of technological change, continuing education and training are even 
more important today than in the past. Businesses have a stake in providing it, for skilled workers 
are essential to increased productivity. Labor unions should support it, for their members are 
increasingly vulnerable to displacement and job loss unless they continue to develop their skills and 
their flexibility on the job. Local communities have a stake as well, for their economic well-being 
will suffer serious harm if local industries fail to develop and are forced to shut down. 

 161. The best medicine for the disease of plant closings is prevention. Prevention depends not 
only on sustained capital investment to enhance productivity through advanced technology, but also 
on the training and retraining of workers within the private sector. In circumstances where plants 
are forced to shut down, management, labor unions, and local communities must see to it that 
workers are not simply cast aside. Retraining programs will be even more urgently needed in these 
circumstances. 

 162. (2) We recommend increased support for direct job creation programs targeted on the 
long-term unemployed and those with special needs. Such programs can take the form of direct 
public service employment and also of public subsidies for employment in the private sector. Both 
approaches would provide jobs for those with low skills less expensively and with less inflation 
than would general stimulation of the economy.(22) The cost of providing jobs must also be 
balanced against the savings realized by the government through decreased welfare and 
unemployment insurance expenditures and increased revenues from the taxes paid by the newly 
employed. 

 163. Government funds, if used effectively, can also stimulate private sector jobs for the long-
term unemployed and for groups particularly hard to employ. Experiments need to be conducted on 
the precise ways such subsidies would most successfully attract business participation and ensure 
the generation of permanent jobs. 

 164. These job generation efforts should aim specifically at bringing marginalized persons into 
the labor force. They should produce a net increase in the number of jobs rather than displacing the 
burden of unemployment from one group of persons to another. They should also be aimed at long-
term jobs and should include the necessary supportive services to assist the unemployed in finding 
and keeping jobs. 

 165. Jobs that are created should produce goods and services needed and valued by society. It is 
both good common sense and sound economics to create jobs directly for the purpose of meeting 
society's unmet needs. Across the nation, in every state and locality, there is ample evidence of 
social needs that are going unmet. Many of our parks and recreation facilities are in need of 
maintenance and repair. Many of the nation's bridges and highways are in disrepair. We have a 
desperate need for more low-income housing. Our educational systems, day-care services, senior 
citizen services and other community programs need to be expanded. These and many other 
elements of our national life are areas of unmet need. At the same time, there are more than 8 
million Americans looking for productive and useful work. Surely we have the capacity to match 
these needs by giving Americans who are anxious to work a chance for productive employment in 
jobs that are waiting to be done. The overriding moral value of enabling jobless persons to achieve a 
new sense of dignity and personal worth through employment also strongly recommends these 
programs. 

 166. These job creation efforts will require increased collaboration and fresh alliances between 
the private and public sectors at all levels. There are already a number of examples of how such 
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efforts can be successful.(23) We believe that the potential of these kinds of partnerships has only 
begun to be tapped. 

 

c. Examining New Strategies 
 167. In addition to the actions suggested above, we believe there is also a need for careful 
examination and experimentation with alternative approaches that might improve both the quantity 
and quality of jobs. More extensive use of job sharing, flex time, and a reduced work week are 
among the topics that should continue to be on the agenda of public discussion. Consideration 
should also be given to the possibility of limiting or abolishing compulsory overtime work. 
Similarly, methods might be examined to discourage the overuse of part-time workers, who do not 
receive fringe benefits.(24) New strategies also need to be explored in the area of education and 
training for the hard-to-employ, displaced workers, the handicapped, and others with special needs. 
Particular attention is needed to achieve pay equity between men and women, as well as upgrading 
the pay scale and working conditions of traditionally low-paying jobs. The nation should renew its 
efforts to develop effective affirmative action policies that assist those who have been excluded by 
racial or sexual discrimination in the past. New strategies for improving job placement services at 
the national and local levels are also needed. Improving occupational safety is another important 
concern that deserves increased attention. 

 168. Much greater attention also needs to be devoted to the long-term task of converting some 
of the nation's military production to more peaceful and socially productive purposes. The nation 
needs to seek more effective ways to retool industries, to retrain workers, and to provide the 
necessary adjustment assistance for communities affected by this kind of economic conversion. 

 169. These are among the avenues that need to be explored in the search for just employment 
policies. A belief in the inherent dignity of human work and in the right to employment should 
motivate people in all sectors of society to carry on that search in new and creative ways. 

 
B. Poverty 

 170. More than 33 million Americans—about one in every seven people in our nation—are 
poor by the government's official definition. The norms of human dignity and the preferential option 
for the poor compel us to confront this issue with a sense of urgency. Dealing with poverty is not a 
luxury to which our nation can attend when it finds the time and resources. Rather, it is a moral 
imperative of the highest priority. 

 171. Of particular concern is the fact that poverty has increased dramatically during the last 
decade. Since 1973 the poverty rate has increased by nearly a third. Although the recent recovery 
has brought a slight decline in the rate, it remains at a level that is higher than at almost any other 
time during the last two decades.(25) 

 172. As pastors we have seen firsthand the faces of poverty in our midst. Homeless people 
roam city streets in tattered clothing and sleep in doorways or on subway grates at night. Many of 
these are former mental patients released from state hospitals. Thousands stand in line at soup 
kitchens because they have no other way of feeding themselves. Millions of children are so poorly 
nourished that their physical and mental development are seriously harmed.(26) We have also seen 
the growing economic hardship and insecurity experienced by moderate-income Americans when 
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they lose their jobs and their income due to forces beyond their control. These are alarming signs 
and trends. They pose for our nation an urgent moral and human challenge: to fashion a society 
where no one goes without the basic material necessities required for human dignity and growth. 

 173. Poverty can be described and defined in many different ways. It can include spiritual as 
well as material poverty. Likewise, its meaning changes depending on the historical, social, and 
economic setting. Poverty in our time is different from the more severe deprivation experienced in 
earlier centuries in the United States or in Third World nations today. Our discussion of poverty in 
this chapter is set within the context of present-day American society. By poverty, we are referring 
here to the lack of sufficient material resources required for a decent life. We use the government's 
official definition of poverty, although we recognize its limits.(27) 

 

1. Characteristics of Poverty 
 174. Poverty is not an isolated problem existing solely among a small number of anonymous 
people in our central cities. Nor is it limited to a dependent underclass or to specific groups in the 
United States. It is a condition experienced at some time by many people in different walks of life 
and in different circumstances. Many poor people are working, but at wages insufficient to lift them 
out of poverty.(28) Others are unable to work and therefore dependent on outside sources of 
support. Still others are on the edge of poverty; although not officially defined as poor, they are 
economically insecure and at risk of falling into poverty. 

 175. While many of the poor manage to escape from beneath the official poverty line, others 
remain poor for extended periods of time. Long-term poverty is concentrated among racial 
minorities and families headed by women. It is also more likely to be found in rural areas and in the 
South.(29) Of the long-term poor, most are either working at wages too low to bring them above the 
poverty line or are retired, disabled or parents of preschool children. Generally they are not in a 
position to work more hours than they do now.(30) 

 

a. Children in Poverty 
 176. Poverty strikes some groups more severely than others. Perhaps most distressing is the 
growing number of children who are poor. Today one in every four American children under the 
age of six and one in every two black children under six are poor. The number of children in 
poverty rose by four million over the decade between 1973 and 1983, with the result that there are 
now more poor children in the United States than at any time since 1965.(31) The problem is 
particularly severe among female-headed families, where more than half of all children are poor. 
Two-thirds of black children and nearly three-quarters of Hispanic children in such families are 
poor. 

 177. Very many poor families with children receive no government assistance, have no health 
insurance, and cannot pay medical bills. Less than half are immunized against preventable diseases 
such as diphtheria and polio.(32) Poor children are disadvantaged even before birth; their mothers' 
lack of access to high quality prenatal care leaves them at much greater risk of premature birth, low 
birth weight, physical and mental impairment, and death before their first birthday. 
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b. Women and Poverty 
 178. The past twenty years have witnessed a dramatic increase in the number of women in 
poverty.(33) This includes women raising children alone as well as women with inadequate income 
following divorce, widowhood, or retirement. More than one-third of all female-headed families are 
poor. Among minority families headed by women the poverty rate is over 50 percent.(34) 

 179. Wage discrimination against women is a major factor behind these high rates of poverty. 
Many women are employed but remain poor because their wages are too low. Women who work 
outside their homes full-time and year-round earn only 61 percent of what men earn. Thus, being 
employed full time is not by itself a remedy for poverty among women. Hundreds of thousands of 
women hold full-time jobs but are still poor. Sixty percent of all women work in only ten 
occupations, and most new jobs for women are in areas with low pay and limited chances of 
advancement. Many women suffer discrimination in wages, salaries, job classifications, promotions, 
and other areas.(35) As a result, they find themselves in jobs that have low status, little security, 
weak unionization, and few fringe benefits. Such discrimination is immoral and efforts must be 
made to overcome the effects of sexism in our society. 

 180. Women's responsibilities for child rearing are another important factor to be considered. 
Despite the many changes in marriage and family life in recent decades, women continue to have 
primary responsibility in this area. When marriages break up, mothers typically take custody of the 
children and bear the major financial responsibility for supporting them. Women often anticipate 
that they will leave the labor force to have and raise children, and often make job and career choices 
accordingly. In other cases they are not hired or promoted to higher paying jobs because of their 
childrearing responsibilities. In addition, most divorced or separated mothers do not get child 
support payments. In 1983, less than half of women raising children alone had been awarded child 
support, and of those only half received the full amount to which they were entitled. Even fewer 
women (14 percent) are awarded alimony, and many older women are left in poverty after a lifetime 
of homemaking and childrearing.(36) Such women have great difficulty finding jobs and securing 
health insurance. 

 

c. Racial Minorities and Poverty 
 181. Most poor people in our nation are white, but the rates of poverty in our nation are highest 
among those who have borne the brunt of racial prejudice and discrimination. For example, blacks 
are about three times more likely to be poor than whites. While one out of every nine white 
Americans is poor, one of every three blacks and Native Americans and more than one of every 
four Hispanics are poor.(37) While some members of minority communities have successfully 
moved up the economic ladder, the overall picture indicates that black family income is only 55 
percent of white family income, reflecting an income gap that is wider now than at any time in the 
last fifteen years.(38) 

 182. Despite the gains which have been made toward racial equality, prejudice and 
discrimination in our own time as well as the effects of past discrimination continue to exclude 
many members of racial minorities from the mainstream of American life. Discrimination practices 
in labor markets, in educational systems, and in electoral politics create major obstacles for blacks, 
Hispanics, Native Americans, and other racial minorities in their struggle to improve their economic 
status.(39) Such discrimination is evidence of the continuing presence of racism in our midst. In our 
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pastoral letter Brothers and Sisters to Us, we have described this racism as a sin—"a sin that divides 
the human family, blots out the image of God among specific members of that family, and violates 
the fundamental human dignity of those called to be children of the same Father."(40) 

 

2. Economic Inequality 
 183. Important to our discussion of poverty in America is an understanding of the degree of 
economic inequality in our nation. Our economy is marked by a very uneven distribution of wealth 
and income. For example, it is estimated that 28 percent of the total net wealth is held by the richest 
2 percent of families in the United States. The top ten percent holds 57 percent of the net 
wealth.(41) If homes and other real estate are excluded, the concentration of ownership of "financial 
wealth" is even more glaring. In 1983, 54 percent of the total net financial assets were held by 2 
percent of all families, those whose annual income is over $125,000. Eighty-six percent of these 
assets were held by the top 10 percent of all families.(42) 

 184. Although disparities in the distribution of income are less extreme, they are still striking. 
In 1984 the bottom 20 percent of American families received only 4.7 percent of the total income in 
the nation, and the bottom 40 percent received only 15.7 percent, the lowest share on record in U.S. 
history. In contrast, the top one-fifth received 42.9 percent of the total income, the highest share 
since 1948.(43) These figures are only partial and very imperfect measures of the inequality in our 
society.(44) However, they do suggest that the degree of inequality is quite large. In comparison 
with other industrialized nations, the United States is among the more unequal in terms of income 
distribution.(45) Moreover, the gap between rich and poor in our nation has increased during the 
last decade.(46) These inequities are of particular concern because they reflect the uneven 
distribution of power in our society. They suggest that the level of participation in the political and 
social spheres is also very uneven. 

 185. Catholic social teaching does not require absolute equality in the distribution of income 
and wealth. Some degree of inequality is not only acceptable, but may be considered desirable for 
economic and social reasons, such as the need for incentives and the provision of greater rewards 
for greater risks. However, unequal distribution should be evaluated in terms of several moral 
principles we have enunciated: the priority of meeting the basic needs of the poor and the 
importance of increasing the level of participation by all members of society in the economic life of 
the nation. These norms establish a strong presumption against extreme inequality of income and 
wealth as long as there are poor, hungry, and homeless people in our midst. They also suggest that 
extreme inequalities are detrimental to the development of social solidarity and community. In view 
of these norms we find the disparities of income and wealth in the United States to be unacceptable. 
Justice requires that all members of our society work for economic, political, and social reforms that 
will decrease these inequities. 

 

3. Guidelines for Action 
 186. Our recommendations for dealing with poverty in the United States build upon several 
moral principles that were explored in chapter two of this letter. The themes of human dignity and 
the preferential option for the poor are at the heart of our approach; they compel us to confront the 
issue of poverty with a real sense of urgency. 
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 187. The principle of social solidarity suggests that alleviating poverty will require fundamental 
changes in social and economic structures that perpetuate glaring inequalities and cut off millions of 
citizens from full participation in the economic and social life of the nation. The process of change 
should be one that draws together all citizens, whatever their economic status, into one community. 

 188. The principle of participation leads us to the conviction that the most appropriate and 
fundamental solutions to poverty will be those that enable people to take control of their own lives. 
For poverty is not merely the lack of adequate financial resources. It entails a more profound kind 
of deprivation, a denial of full participation in the economic, social, and political life of society and 
an inability to influence decisions that affect one's life. It means being powerless in a way that 
assaults not only one's pocketbook but also one's fundamental human dignity. Therefore, we should 
seek solutions that enable the poor to help themselves through such means as employment. 
Paternalistic programs which do too much for and too little with the poor are to be avoided. 

 189. The responsibility for alleviating the plight of the poor falls upon all members of society. 
As individuals, all citizens have a duty to assist the poor through acts of charity and personal 
commitment. But private charity and voluntary action are not sufficient. We also carry out our 
moral responsibility to assist and empower the poor by working collectively through government to 
establish just and effective public policies. 

 190. Although the task of alleviating poverty is complex and demanding, we should be 
encouraged by examples of our nation's past successes in this area. Our history shows that we can 
reduce poverty. During the 1960s and early 1970s, the official poverty rate was cut in half, due not 
only to a healthy economy, but also to public policy decisions that improved the nation's income 
transfer programs. It is estimated, for example, that in the late 1970s federal benefit programs were 
lifting out of poverty about 70 percent of those who would have otherwise been poor.(47) 

 191. During the last twenty-five years, the Social Security Program has dramatically reduced 
poverty among the elderly.(48) In addition, in 1983 it lifted out of poverty almost 1.5 million 
children of retired, deceased, and disabled workers.(49) Medicare has enhanced the life expectancy 
and health status of elderly and disabled people, and Medicaid has reduced infant mortality and 
greatly improved access to health care for the poor.(50) 

 192. These and other successful social welfare programs are evidence of our nation's 
commitment to social justice and a decent life for everyone. They also indicate that we have the 
capacity to design programs that are effective and provide necessary assistance to the needy in a 
way that respects their dignity. Yet it is evident that not all social welfare programs have been 
successful. Some have been ill-designed, ineffective, and wasteful. No one has been more aware of 
this than the poor themselves, who have suffered the con-sequences. Where programs have failed, 
we should discard them, learn from our mistakes, and fashion a better alternative. Where programs 
have succeeded, we should acknowledge that fact and build on those successes. In every instance, 
we must summon a new creativity and commitment to eradicate poverty in our midst and to 
guarantee all Americans their right to share in the blessings of our land. 

 193. Before discussing directions for reform in public policy, we must speak frankly about 
misunderstandings and stereotypes of the poor. For example, a common misconception is that most 
of the poor are racial minorities. In fact, about two-thirds of the poor are white.(51) It is also 
frequently suggested that people stay on welfare for many years, do not work, could work if they 
wanted to, and have children who will be on welfare. In fact, reliable data shows that these are not 
accurate descriptions of most people who are poor and on welfare. Over a decade people move on 
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and off welfare, and less than 1 percent obtain these benefits for all 10 years.(52) Nor is it true that 
the rolls of Aid to Families with Dependent Children are filled with able-bodied adults who could 
but will not work. The majority of AFDC recipients are young children and their mothers who must 
remain at home.(53) These mothers are also accused of having more children so that they can raise 
their allowances. The truth is that 70 percent of AFDC families have only one or two children and 
that there is little financial advantage in having another. In a given year, almost half of all families 
who receive AFDC include an adult who has worked full or part time.(54) Research has 
consistently demonstrated that people who are poor have the same strong desire to work that 
characterizes the rest of the population.(55) 

 194. We ask everyone to refrain from actions, words or attitudes that stigmatize the poor, that 
exaggerate the benefits received by the poor, and that inflate the amount of fraud in welfare 
payments.(56) These are symptoms of a punitive attitude towards the poor. The belief persists in 
this country that the poor are poor by choice or through laziness, that anyone can escape poverty by 
hard work, and that welfare programs make it easier for people to avoid work. Thus, public attitudes 
toward programs for the poor tend to differ sharply from attitudes about other benefits and 
programs. Some of the most generous subsidies for individuals and corporations are taken for 
granted and are not even called benefits but entitlements.(57) In contrast programs for the poor are 
called handouts and receive a great deal of critical attention even though they account for less than 
10 percent of the federal budget.(58) 

 195. We now wish to propose several elements which we believe are necessary for a national 
strategy to deal with poverty. We offer this not as a comprehensive list but as an invitation for 
others to join the discussion and take up the task of fighting poverty. 

 196. a. The first line of attack against poverty must be to build and sustain a healthy economy 
that provides employment opportunities at just wages for all adults who are able to work. Poverty is 
intimately linked to the issue of employment. Millions are poor because they have lost their jobs or 
because their wages are too low. The persistent high levels of unemployment during the last decade 
are a major reason why poverty has increased in recent years.(59) Expanded employment especially 
in the private sector would promote human dignity, increase social solidarity, and promote self-
reliance of the poor. It should also reduce the need for welfare programs and generate the income 
necessary to support those who remain in need and cannot work: elderly, disabled, and chronically 
ill people, and single parents of young children. It should also be recognized that the persistence of 
poverty harms the larger society because the depressed purchasing power of the poor contributes to 
the periodic cycles of stagnation in the economy. 

 197. In recent years the minimum wage has not been adjusted to keep pace with inflation. Its 
real value has declined by 24 percent since 1981. We believe Congress should raise the minimum 
wage in order to restore some of the purchasing power it has lost due to inflation. 

 198. While job creation and just wages are major elements of a national strategy against 
poverty, they are clearly not enough. Other more specific policies are necessary to remedy the 
institutional causes of poverty and to provide for those who cannot work. 

 199. b. Vigorous action should be undertaken to remove barriers to full and equal employment 
for women and minorities. Too many women and minorities are locked into jobs with low pay, poor 
working conditions and little opportunity for career advancement. So long as we tolerate a situation 
in which people can work full time and still be below the poverty line—a situation common among 
those earning the minimum wage—too many will continue to be counted among the "working 
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poor." Concerted efforts must be made through job training, affirmative action, and other means to 
assist those now prevented from obtaining more lucrative jobs. Action should also be taken to 
upgrade poorer paying jobs and to correct wage differentials that discriminate unjustly against 
women. 

 200. c. Self-help efforts among the poor should be fostered by programs and policies in both 
the private and public sectors. We believe that an effective way to attack poverty is through 
programs that are small in scale, locally based, and oriented toward empowering the poor to become 
self-sufficient. Corporations, private organizations, and the public sector can provide seed money, 
training and technical assistance, and organizational support for self-help projects in a wide variety 
of areas such as low-income housing, credit unions, worker cooperatives, legal assistance, and 
neighborhood and community organizations. Efforts that enable the poor to participate in the 
ownership and control of economic resources are especially important. 

 201. Poor people must be empowered to take charge of their own futures and become 
responsible for their own economic advancement. Personal motivation and initiative, combined with 
social reform, are necessary elements to assist individuals in escaping poverty. By taking advantage 
of opportunities for education, employment, and training, and by working together for change, the 
poor can help themselves to be full participants in our economic, social, and political life. 

 202. d. The tax system should be continually evaluated in terms of its impact on the poor. This 
evaluation should be guided by three principles. First, the tax system should raise adequate revenues 
to pay for the public needs of society, especially to meet the basic needs of the poor. Secondly, the 
tax system should be structured according to the principle of progressivity, so that those with 
relatively greater financial resources pay a higher rate of taxation. The inclusion of such a principle 
in tax policies is an important means of reducing the severe inequalities of income and wealth in the 
nation. Action should be taken to reduce or offset the fact that most sales taxes and payroll taxes 
place a disproportionate burden on those with lower incomes. Thirdly, families below the official 
poverty line should not be required to pay income taxes. Such families are, by definition, without 
sufficient resources to purchase the basic necessities of life. They should not be forced to bear the 
additional burden of paying income taxes.(60) 

 203. e. All of society should make a much stronger commitment to education for the poor. Any 
long-term solution to poverty in this country must pay serious attention to education, public and 
private, in school and out of school. Lack of adequate education, especially in the inner-city setting, 
prevents many poor people from escaping poverty. In addition, illiteracy, a problem that affects tens 
of millions of Americans, condemns many to joblessness or chronically low wages. Moreover, it 
excludes them in many ways from sharing in the political and spiritual life of the community.(61) 
Since poverty is fundamentally a problem of powerlessness and marginalization, the importance of 
education as a means of overcoming it cannot be overemphasized. 

 204. Working to improve education in our society is an investment in the future, an investment 
that should include both the public and private school systems. Our Catholic schools have the well-
merited reputation of providing excellent education, especially for the poor. Catholic inner-city 
schools provide an otherwise unavailable educational alternative for many poor families. They 
provide one effective vehicle for disadvantaged students to lift themselves out of poverty. We 
commend the work of all those who make great sacrifices to maintain these inner-city schools. We 
pledge ourselves to continue the effort to make Catholic schools models of education for the poor. 
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 205. We also wish to affirm our strong support for the public school system in the United 
States. There can be no substitute for quality education in public schools, for that is where the large 
majority of all students, including Catholic students, are educated. In Catholic social teaching, basic 
education is a fundamental human right.(62) In our society a strong public school system is 
essential if we are to protect that right and allow everyone to develop to their maximum ability. 
Therefore, we strongly endorse the recent calls for improvements in and support for public 
education, including improving the quality of teaching and enhancing the rewards for the teaching 
profession.(63) At all levels of education we need to improve the ability of our institutions to 
provide the personal and technical skills that are necessary for participation not only in today's labor 
market but in contemporary society. 

 206. f. Policies and programs at all levels should support the strength and stability of families, 
especially those adversely affected by the economy. As a nation, we need to examine all aspects of 
economic life and assess their effects on families. Employment practices, health insurance policies, 
income-security programs, tax policy and service programs can either support or undermine the 
abilities of families to fulfill their roles in nurturing children and caring for infirm and dependent 
family members. 

 207. We affirm the principle enunciated by John Paul II that society's institutions and policies 
should be structured so that mothers of young children are not forced by economic necessity to 
leave their children for jobs outside the home.(64) The nation's social welfare and tax policies 
should support parents' decisions to care for their own children and should recognize the work of 
parents in the home because of its value for the family and for society. 

 208. For those children whose parents do work outside the home, there is a serious shortage of 
affordable, quality day care. Employers, governments, and private agencies need to improve both 
the availability and the quality of child care services. Likewise, families could be assisted by the 
establishment of parental leave policies that would assure job security for new parents. 

 209. The high rate of divorce and the alarming extent of teen age pregnancies in our nation are 
distressing signs of the breakdown of traditional family values. These destructive trends are present 
in all sectors of society: rich and poor; white, black, and brown; urban and rural. However, for the 
poor they tend to be more visible and to have more damaging economic consequences. These 
destructive trends must be countered by a revived sense of personal responsibility and commitment 
to family values. 

 210. g. A thorough reform of the nation's welfare and income-support programs should be 
undertaken. For millions of poor Americans the only economic safety net is the public welfare 
system. The programs that make up this system should serve the needs of the poor in a manner that 
respects their dignity and provides adequate support. In our judgment the present welfare system 
does not adequately meet these criteria.(65) We believe that several improvements can and should 
be made within the framework of existing welfare programs. However, in the long run, more far-
reaching reforms that go beyond the present system will be necessary. Among the immediate 
improvements that could be made are the following: 

 211. (1) Public assistance programs should be designed to assist recipients, wherever possible, 
to become self-sufficient through gainful employment. Individuals should not be worse off 
economically when they get jobs than when they rely only on public assistance. Under current rules, 
people who give up welfare benefits to work in low-paying jobs soon lose their Medicaid benefits. 
To help recipients become self-sufficient and reduce dependency on welfare, public assistance 
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programs should work in tandem with job creation programs that include provisions for training, 
counseling, placement, and child care. Jobs for recipients of public assistance should be fairly 
compensated so that workers receive the full benefits and status associated with gainful 
employment. 

 212. (2) Welfare programs should provide recipients with adequate levels of support. This 
support should cover basic needs in food, clothing, shelter, health care, and other essentials. At 
present only 4 percent of poor families with children receive enough cash welfare benefits to lift 
them out of poverty.(66) The combined benefits of AFDC and food stamps typically come to less 
than three-fourths of the official poverty level.(67) Those receiving public assistance should not 
face the prospect of hunger at the end of the month, homelessness, sending children to school in 
ragged clothing, or inadequate medical care. 

 213. (3) National eligibility standards and a national minimum benefit level for public 
assistance programs should be established. Currently welfare eligibility and benefits vary greatly 
among states. In 1985 a family of three with no earnings had a maximum AFDC benefit of $96 a 
month in Mississippi and $558 a month in Vermont.(68) To remedy these great disparities, which 
are far larger than the regional differences in the cost of living, and to assure a floor of benefits for 
all needy people, our nation should establish and fund national minimum benefit levels and 
eligibility standards in cash assistance programs.(69) The benefits should also be indexed to reflect 
changes in the cost of living. These changes reflect standards that our nation has already put in 
place for aged and disabled people and veterans. Is it not possible to do the same for the children 
and their mothers who receive public assistance? 

 214. (4) Welfare programs should be available to two-parent as well as single-parent families. 
Most states now limit participation in AFDC to families headed by single parents, usually 
women.(70) The coverage of this program should be extended to two-parent families so that fathers 
who are unemployed or poorly paid do not have to leave home in order for their children to receive 
help. Such a change would be a significant step toward strengthening two-parent families who are 
poor. 

 

Conclusion 
 215. The search for a more human and effective way to deal with poverty should not be limited 
to short-term reform measures. The agenda for public debate should also include serious discussion 
of more fundamental alternatives to the existing welfare system. We urge that proposals for a family 
allowance or a children's allowance be carefully examined as a possible vehicle for ensuring a floor 
of income support for all children and their families.(71) Special attention is needed to develop new 
efforts that are targeted on long-term poverty, which has proven to be least responsive to traditional 
social welfare programs. The "negative income tax" is another major policy proposal that deserves 
continued discussion.(72) These and other proposals should be part of a creative and ongoing effort 
to fashion a system of income support for the poor that protects their basic dignity and provides the 
necessary assistance in a just and effective manner. 
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C. Food and Agriculture 
 216. The fundamental test of an economy is its ability to meet the essential human needs of this 
generation and future generations in an equitable fashion. Food, water, and energy are essential to 
life; their abundance in the United States has tended to make us complacent. But these goods—the 
foundation of God's gift of life—are too crucial to be taken for granted. God reminded the people of 
Israel that "the land is mine; for you are strangers and guests with me" (Lv 25:23, RSV). Our 
Christian faith calls us to contemplate God's creative and sustaining action and to measure our own 
collaboration with the Creator in using the earth's resources to meet human needs. While Catholic 
social teaching on the care of the environment and the management of natural resources is still in 
the process of development, a Christian moral perspective clearly gives weight and urgency to their 
use in meeting human needs. 

 217. No aspect of this concern is more pressing than the nation's food system. We are 
concerned that this food system may be in jeopardy as increasing numbers of farm bankruptcies and 
foreclosures result in increased concentration of land ownership.(73) We are likewise concerned 
about the increasing damage to natural resources resulting from many modern agricultural practices: 
the over-consumption of water, the depletion of topsoil, and the pollution of land and water. Finally, 
we are concerned about the stark reality of world hunger in spite of food surpluses. Our food 
production system is clearly in need of evaluation and reform. 

 

1. U.S. Agriculture—Past and Present 
 218. The current crisis has to be assessed in the context of the vast diversity of U.S. crops and 
climates. For example, subsistence farming in Appalachia, where so much of the land is absentee-
owned and where coal mining and timber production are the major economic interests, has little in 
common with family farm grain production in the central Midwest or ranching in the Great Plains. 
Likewise, large-scale irrigated fruit, vegetable, and cotton production in the central valley of 
California is very different from dairy farming in Wisconsin or tobacco and peanut production in 
the Southeast. 

 219. Two aspects of the complex history of U.S. land and food policy are particularly relevant. 
First, the United States entered this century with the ownership of productive land widely 
distributed. The Pre-emption Acts of the early 19th century and the Homestead Act of 1862 were an 
important part of that history. Wide distribution of ownership was reflected in the number and 
decentralization of farms in the United States, a trend that reached its peak in the 1930s. The U.S. 
farm system included nearly 7 million owner-operators in 1935.(74) By 1983 the number of U.S. 
farms had declined to 2.4 million, and only about 3 percent of the population was engaged in 
producing food.(75) Second, U.S. food policy has had a parallel goal of keeping the consumer cost 
of food low. As a result, Americans today spend less of their disposable income on food than people 
in any other industrialized country.(76) 

 220. These outcomes require scrutiny. First of all, the loss of farms and the exodus of farmers 
from the land have led to the loss of a valued way of life, the decline of many rural communities, 
and the increased concentration of land ownership. Second, while low food prices benefit 
consumers, who are left with additional income to spend on other goods, these pricing policies put 
pressure on farmers to increase output and hold down costs. This has led them to replace human 
labor with cheaper energy, expand farm size to employ new technologies favoring larger scale 
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operations, neglect soil and water conservation, underpay farm workers, and oppose farmworker 
unionization.(77) 

 221. Today nearly half of U.S. food production comes from the 4 percent of farms with over 
$200,000 in gross sales.(78) Many of these largest farms are no longer operated by families, but by 
managers hired by owners.(79) Nearly three-quarters of all farms, accounting for only 13 percent of 
total farm sales, are comparatively small. They are often run by part-time farmers who derive most 
of their income from off-farm employment. The remaining 39 percent of sales comes from the 24 
percent of farms grossing between $40,000 and $200,000. It is this group of farmers, located 
throughout the country and caught up in the long-term trend toward fewer and larger farms, who are 
at the center of the present farm crisis. 

 222. During the 1970s new markets for farm exports created additional opportunities for profit 
and accelerated the industrialization of agriculture, a process already stimulated by new petroleum-
based, large-scale technologies that allowed farmers to cultivate many more acres. Federal tax 
policies and farm programs fostered this tendency by encouraging too much capital investment in 
agriculture and overemphasizing large scale technologies.(80) The results were greater production, 
increases in the value of farmland and heavy borrowing to finance expansion. In the 1980s, with 
export markets shrinking and commodity prices and land values declining, many farmers cannot 
repay their loans. 

 223. Their situation has been aggravated by certain "external" factors: persistent high interest 
rates that make it difficult to repay or refinance loans, the heavy debt burden of food-deficient 
countries, the high value of the dollar, dramatically higher U.S. budget and trade deficits, and 
generally reduced international trade following the worldwide recession of the early 1980s. The 
United States is unlikely to recapture its former share of the world food and fiber trade, and it is not 
necessarily an appropriate goal to attempt to do so. Exports are not the solution to U.S. farm 
problems. Past emphasis on production for overseas markets has contributed to the strain on our 
natural resource base and has also undermined the efforts of many less developed countries in 
attaining self-reliance in feeding their own people. In attempting to correct these abuses, however, 
we must not reduce our capability to help meet emergency food needs. 

 224. Some farmers face financial insolvency because of their own eagerness to take advantage 
of what appeared to be favorable investment opportunities. This was partly in response to the 
encouragement of public policy incentives and the advice of economists and financiers. 
Nevertheless, farmers should share some responsibility for their current plight. 

 225. Four other aspects of the current situation concern us: first, land ownership is becoming 
further concentrated as units now facing bankruptcy are added to existing farms and non-farm 
corporations. Diversity of ownership and widespread participation are declining in this sector of the 
economy as they have in others. Since differing scales of operation and the investment of family 
labor have been important for American farm productivity, the increasing concentration of 
ownership in almost all sectors of agriculture points to an important change in that system.(81) Of 
particular concern is the growing phenomenon of "vertical integration" whereby companies gain 
control of two or three of the links in the food chain: as suppliers of farm inputs, landowners, and 
food processors. This increased concentration could also adversely affect food prices. 

 226. Second, diversity and richness in American society are lost as farm people leave the land 
and rural communities decay. It is not just a question of coping with additional unemployment and a 
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need for retraining and relocation. It is also a matter of maintaining opportunities for employment 
and human development in a variety of economic sectors and cultural contexts. 

 227. Third, although the United States has set a world standard for food production, it has not 
done so without cost to our natural resource base.(82) On nearly one-quarter of our most productive 
cropland, topsoil erosion currently exceeds the rate at which it can be replaced by natural processes. 
Similarly, underground water supplies are being depleted in areas where food production depends 
on irrigation. Furthermore, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides, considered now almost 
essential to today's agriculture, pollute the air, water, and soil, and pose countless health hazards. 
Finally, where the expansion of residential, industrial, and recreational areas makes it rewarding to 
do so, vast acreages of prime farmland, three million acres per year by some estimates, are 
converted to non-farm use. The continuation of these practices, reflecting short-term investment 
interests or immediate income needs of farmers and other landowners, constitutes a danger to future 
food production because these practices are not sustainable. 

 228. Farm owners and farmworkers are the immediate stewards of the natural resources 
required to produce the food that is necessary to sustain life. These resources must be understood as 
gifts of a generous God. When they are seen in that light and when the human race is perceived as a 
single moral community, we gain a sense of the substantial responsibility we bear as a nation for the 
world food system. Meeting human needs today and in the future demands an increased sense of 
stewardship and conservation from owners, managers, and regulators of all resources, especially 
those required for the production of food. 

 229. Fourth, the situation of racial minorities in the U.S. food system is a matter of special 
pastoral concern. They are largely excluded from significant participation in the farm economy. 
Despite the agrarian heritage of so many Hispanics, for example, they operate only a minute 
fraction of America's farms.(83) Black-owned farms, at one time a significant resource for black 
participation in the economy, have been disappearing at a dramatic rate in recent years,(84) a trend 
that the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights has warned "can only serve to further diminish the stake 
of blacks in the social order and reinforce their skepticism regarding the concept of equality under 
the law."(85) 

 230. It is largely as hired farm laborers rather than farm owners that minorities participate in 
the farm economy. Along with many white farm workers, they are by and large the poorest paid and 
least benefited of any laboring group in the country. Moreover, they are not as well protected by law 
and public policy as other groups of workers; and their efforts to organize and bargain collectively 
have been systematically and vehemently resisted, usually by farmers themselves. Migratory field 
workers are particularly susceptible to exploitation. This is reflected not only in their 
characteristically low wages but in the low standards of housing, health care, and education made 
available to these workers and their families.(86) 

 

2. Guidelines for Action 
 231. We are convinced that current trends in the food sector are not in the best interests of the 
United States or of the global community. The decline in the number of moderate-sized farms, 
increased concentration of land ownership, and the mounting evidence of poor resource 
conservation raise serious questions of morality and public policy. As pastors, we cannot remain 
silent while thousands of farm families caught in the present crisis lose their homes, their land, and 
their way of life. We approach this situation, however, aware that it reflects longer-term conditions 
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that carry consequences for the food system as a whole and for the resources essential for food 
production. 

 232. While much of the change needed must come from the cooperative efforts of farmers 
themselves, we strongly believe that there is an important role for public policy in the protection of 
dispersed ownership through family farms, as well as in the preservation of natural resources. We 
suggest three guidelines for both public policy and private efforts aimed at shaping the future of 
American agriculture. 

 233. First, moderate-sized farms operated by families on a full-time basis should be preserved 
and their economic viability protected. Similarly, small farms and part-time farming, particularly in 
areas close to cities, should be encouraged. As we have noted elsewhere in this pastoral letter,(87) 
there is genuine social and economic value in maintaining a wide distribution in the ownership of 
productive property. The democratization of decision making and control of the land resulting from 
wide distribution of farm ownership are protections against concentration of power and a 
consequent possible loss of responsiveness to public need in this crucial sector of the economy.(88) 
Moreover, when those who work in an enterprise also share in its ownership, their active 
commitment to the purpose of the endeavor and their participation in it are enhanced. Ownership 
provides incentives for diligence and is a source of an increased sense that the work being done is 
one's own. This is particularly significant in a sector as vital to human well-being as agriculture. 

 234. Furthermore, diversity in farm ownership tends to prevent excessive consumer 
dependence on business decisions that seek maximum return on invested capital, thereby making 
the food system overly susceptible to fluctuations in the capital markets. This is particularly relevant 
in the case of non-farm corporations that enter agriculture in search of high profits. If the return 
drops substantially or if it appears that better profits can be obtained by investing elsewhere, the 
corporation may cut back or even close down operations without regard to the impact on the 
community or on the food system in general. In similar circumstances full-time farmers, with a 
heavy personal investment in their farms and strong ties to the community, are likely to persevere in 
the hope of better times. Family farms also make significant economic and social contributions to 
the life of rural communities.(89) They support farm suppliers and other local merchants, and their 
farms support the tax base needed to pay for roads, schools, and other vital services. 

 235. This rural interdependence has value beyond the rural community itself. Both Catholic 
social teaching and the traditions of our country have emphasized the importance of maintaining the 
rich plurality of social institutions that enhances personal freedom and increases the opportunity for 
participation in community life. Movement toward a smaller number of very large farms employing 
wage workers would be a movement away from this institutional pluralism. By contributing to the 
vitality of rural communities, full-time residential farmers enrich the social and political life of the 
nation as a whole. Cities, too, benefit soundly and economically from a vibrant rural economy based 
on family farms. Because of out-migration of farm and rural people, too much of this enriching 
diversity has been lost already. 

 236. Second, the opportunity to engage in farming should be protected as a valuable form of 
work. At a time when unemployment in the country is already too high, any unnecessary increase in 
the number of unemployed people, however small, should be avoided. Farm unemployment leads to 
further rural unemployment as rural businesses lose their customers and close down. The loss of 
people from the land also entails the loss of expertise in farm and land management and creates a 
need for retraining and relocating another group of displaced workers. 
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 237. Losing any job is painful, but losing one's farm and having to leave the land can be tragic. 
It often means the sacrifice of a family heritage and a way of life. Once farmers sell their land and 
their equipment, their move is practically irreversible. The costs of returning are so great that few 
who leave ever come back. Even the small current influx of people into agriculture attracted by 
lower land values will not balance this loss. Society should help those who would and could 
continue effectively in farming. 

238. Third, effective stewardship of our natural resources should be a central consideration in any 
measures regarding U.S. agriculture. Such stewardship is a contribution to the common good that is 
difficult to assess in purely economic terms, because it involves the care of resources entrusted to us 
by our Creator for the benefit of all. Responsibility for the stewardship of these resources rests on 
society as a whole. Since farmers make their living from the use of this endowment, however, they 
bear a particular obligation to be caring stewards of soil and water. They fulfill this obligation by 
participating in soil and water conservation programs, using farm practices that enhance the quality 
of all resources and maintaining prime farm land in food production rather than letting it be 
converted to non-farm uses. 

 

3. Policies and Actions 
 239. The human suffering involved in the present situation and the long-term structural changes 
occurring in this sector call for responsible action by the whole society. A half-century of federal 
farm-price supports, subsidized credit, production-oriented research and extension services, and 
special tax policies for farmers have made the federal government a central factor in almost every 
aspect of American agriculture.(90) No redirection of current trends can occur without giving close 
attention to these programs. 

 240. A prime consideration in all agricultural trade and food-assistance policies should be the 
contribution our nation can make to global food security. This means continuing and increasing 
food aid without depressing Third World markets or using food as a weapon in international 
politics. It also means not subsidizing exports in ways that lead to trade wars and instability in 
international food markets. 

 241. We offer the following suggestions for governmental action with regard to the farm and 
food sector of the economy. 

 242. a. The current crisis calls for special measures to assist otherwise viable family farms that 
are threatened with bankruptcy or foreclosure. Operators of such farms should have access to 
emergency credit, reduced rates of interest and programs of debt restructuring. Rural lending 
institutions facing problems because of nonpayment or slow payment of large farm loans should 
also have access to temporary assistance. Farmers, their families, and their communities will gain 
immediately from these and other short-term measures aimed at keeping these people on the land. 

 243. b. Established federal farm programs, whose benefits now go disproportionately to the 
largest farmers,(91) should be reassessed for their long-term effects on the structure of agriculture. 
Income-support programs that help farmers according to the amount of food they produce or the 
number of acres they farm should be subject to limits that ensure a fair income to all farm families 
and should restrict participation to producers who genuinely need such income assistance. There 
should also be a strict ceiling on price-support payments which assist farmers in times of falling 
prices so that benefits go to farms of moderate or small size. To succeed in redirecting the benefits 
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of these programs while holding down costs to the public, consideration should be given to a 
broader application of mandatory production control programs.(92) 

 244. c. We favor reform of tax policies which now encourage the growth of large farms, attract 
investments into agriculture by non farmers seeking tax shelters, and inequitably benefit large and 
well-financed farming operations.(93) Offsetting non farm income with farm "losses" has 
encouraged high-income investors to acquire farm assets with no intention of depending on them 
for a living as family farmers must. The ability to depreciate capital equipment faster than its actual 
decline in value has benefited wealthy investors and farmers. Lower tax rates on capital gains have 
stimulated farm expansion and larger investments in energy-intensive equipment and technologies 
as substitutes for labor. Changes in estate tax laws have consistently favored the largest estates. All 
of these results have demonstrated that reassessment of these and similar tax provisions is 
needed.(94) We continue, moreover, to support a progressive land tax on farm acreage to 
discourage the accumulation of excessively large holdings.(95) 

 245. d. Although it is often assumed that farms must grow in size in order to make the most 
efficient and productive use of sophisticated and costly technologies, numerous studies have shown 
that medium-sized commercial farms achieve most of the technical cost efficiencies available in 
agriculture today. We therefore recommend that the research and extension resources of the federal 
government and the nation's land-grant colleges and universities be redirected toward improving the 
productivity of small and medium-sized farms.(96) 

 246. e. Since soil and water conservation, like other efforts to protect the environment, are 
contributions to the good of the whole society, it is appropriate for the public to bear a share of the 
cost of these practices and to set standards for environmental protection. Government should, 
therefore, encourage farmers to adopt more conserving practices and distribute the costs of this 
conservation more broadly. 

 247. f. Justice demands that worker guarantees and protections such as minimum wages and 
benefits and unemployment compensation be extended to hired farmworkers on the same basis as 
all other workers. There is also an urgent need for additional farmworker housing, health care, and 
educational assistance. 

 

4. Solidarity in the Farm Community 
 248. While there is much that government can and should do to change the direction of farm 
and food policy in this country, that change in direction also depends upon the cooperation and 
good will of farmers. The incentives in our farm system to take risks, to expand farm size, and to 
speculate in farmland values are great. Hence, farmers and ranchers must weigh these incentives 
against the values of family, rural community, care of the soil, and a food system responsive to 
long-term as well as short-term food needs of the nation and the world. The ever-present temptation 
to individualism and greed must be countered by a determined movement toward solidarity in the 
farm community. Farmers should approach farming in a cooperative way, working with other 
farmers in the purchase of supplies and equipment and in the marketing of produce. It is not 
necessary for every farmer to be in competition against every other farmer. Such cooperation can be 
extended to the role farmers play through their various general and community organizations in 
shaping and implementing governmental farm and food policies.(97) Likewise, it is possible to seek 
out and adopt technologies that reduce costs and enhance productivity without demanding increases 
in farm size. New technologies are not forced on farmers; they are chosen by farmers themselves. 
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 249. Fanners also must end their opposition to farmworker unionization efforts. Farmworkers 
have a legitimate right to belong to unions of their choice and to bargain collectively for just wages 
and working conditions. In pursuing that right they are protecting the value of labor in agriculture, a 
protection that also applies to farmers who devote their own labor to their farm operations. 

 

5. Conclusion 
 250. The U.S. food system is an integral part of the larger economy of the nation and the world. 
As such this integral role necessitates the cooperation of rural and urban interests in resolving the 
challenges and problems facing agriculture. The very nature of agricultural enterprise and the 
family farm traditions of this country have kept it a highly competitive sector with a widely 
dispersed ownership of the most fundamental input to production, the land. That competitive, 
diverse structure, proven to be a dependable source of nutritious and affordable food for this 
country and millions of people in other parts of the world, is now threatened. The food necessary for 
life, the land and water resources needed to produce that food, and the way of life of the people who 
make the land productive are at risk. Catholic social and ethical traditions attribute moral 
significance to each of these. Our response to the present situation should reflect a sensitivity to that 
moral significance, a determination that the United States will play its appropriate role in meeting 
global food needs, and a commitment to bequeath to future generations an enhanced natural 
environment and the same ready access to the necessities of life that most of us enjoy today. To 
farmers and farm workers who are suffering because of the farm crisis, we promise our solidarity, 
prayers, counseling, and the other spiritual resources of our Catholic faith. 

 

D. The U.S. Economy and the Developing Nations: Complexity, 
Challenge, and Choices 

1. The Complexity of Economic Relations in an Interdependent World 
 251. The global economy is made up of national economies of industrialized countries of the 
North and the developing countries of the South, together with the network of economic relations 
that link them. It constitutes the framework in which the solidarity we seek on a national level finds 
its international expression. Traditional Catholic teaching on this global interdependence 
emphasizes the dignity of the human person, the unity of the human family, the universally 
beneficial purpose of the goods of the earth, the need to pursue the international common good, as 
well as the common good of each nation, and the imperative of distributive justice. The United 
States plays a leading role in the international economic system, and we are concerned that U.S. 
relations with all nations—Canada, Japan, European countries and our other trading partners, as 
well as the socialist countries—reflect this teaching and be marked by fairness and mutual respect. 

 252. Nevertheless, without in the least discounting the importance of these linkages, our 
emphasis on the preferential option for the poor moves us to focus our attention mainly on U.S. 
relations with the Third World. Unless conscious steps are taken toward protecting human dignity 
and fostering human solidarity in these relationships, we can look forward to increased conflict and 
inequity, threatening the fragile economies of these relatively poor nations far more than our own 
relatively strong one. Moreover, equity requires, even as the fact of interdependence becomes more 
apparent, that the quality of interdependence be improved, in order to eliminate "the scandal of the 
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shocking inequality between the rich and the poor"(98) in a world divided ever more sharply 
between them. 

 253. Developing countries, moreover, often perceive themselves more as dependent on the 
industrialized countries, especially the United States, because the international system itself, as well 
as the way the United States acts in it, subordinates them. The prices at which they must sell their 
commodity exports and purchase their food and manufactured imports, the rates of interest they 
must pay and the terms they must meet to borrow money, the standards of economic behavior of 
foreign investors, the amounts and conditions of external aid, etc., are essentially determined by the 
industrialized world. Moreover, their traditional cultures are increasingly susceptible to the 
aggressive cultural penetration of Northern (especially U.S.) advertising and media programming. 
The developing countries are junior partners at best. 

 254. The basic tenets of church teaching take on a new moral urgency as we deepen our 
understanding of how disadvantaged large numbers of people and nations are in this interdependent 
world. Half the world's people, nearly 2.5 billion, live in countries where the annual per capita 
income is $400 or less.(99) At least 800 million people in those countries live in absolute poverty, 
"beneath any rational definition of human decency."(100) Nearly half a billion are chronically 
hungry, despite abundant harvests worldwide.(101) Fifteen out of every 100 children born in those 
countries die before the age of 5, and millions of the survivors are physically or mentally stunted. 
No aggregate of individual examples could portray adequately the appalling inequities within those 
desperately poor countries and between them and our own. And their misery is not the inevitable 
result of the march of history or of the intrinsic nature of particular cultures, but of human decisions 
and human institutions. 

 255. On the international economic scene three main sets of actors warrant particular attention: 
individual nations, which retain great influence; multilateral institutions, which channel money, 
power, ideas, and influence; transnational corporations and banks, which have grown dramatically 
in number, size, scope and strength since World War II.(102) In less identifiable ways trade unions, 
popular movements, private relief and development agencies and regional groupings of nations also 
affect the global economy. The interplay among all of them sets the context for policy choices that 
determine whether genuine interdependence is promoted or the dependence of the disadvantaged is 
deepened. 

 256. In this arena, where fact and ethical challenges intersect, the moral task is to devise rules 
for the major actors that will move them toward a just international order. One of the most vexing 
problems is that of reconciling the transnational corporations' profit orientation with the common 
good that they, along with governments and their multilateral agencies, are supposed to serve. 

 257. The notion of interdependence erases the fading line between domestic and foreign policy. 
Many foreign policy decisions (for example, on trade, investment, and immigration) have direct and 
substantial impact on domestic constituencies in the United States. Similarly, many decisions 
thought of as domestic (for example, on farm policy, interest rates, the federal budget, or the deficit) 
have important consequences for other countries. This increasingly recognized link of domestic and 
foreign issues poses new empirical and moral questions for national policy. 
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2. The Challenge of Catholic Social Teaching 
 258. Catholic teaching on the international economic order recognizes this complexity, but does 
not provide specific solutions. Rather, we seek to ensure that moral considerations are taken into 
account. All of the elements of the moral perspective we have outlined above have important 
implications for international relationships. (1) The demands of Christian love and human solidarity 
challenge all economic actors to choose community over chaos. They require a definition of 
political community that goes beyond national sovereignty to policies that recognize the moral 
bonds among all people. (2) Basic justice implies that all peoples are entitled to participate in the 
increasingly interdependent global economy in a way that ensures their freedom and dignity. When 
whole communities are effectively left out or excluded from equitable participation in the 
international order, basic justice is violated. We want a world that works fairly for all. (3) Respect 
for human rights, both political and economic, implies that international decisions, institutions, and 
policies must be shaped by values that are more than economic. The creation of a global order in 
which these rights are secure for all must be a prime objective for all relevant actors on the 
international stage. (4) The special place of the poor in this moral perspective means that meeting 
the basic needs of the millions of deprived and hungry people in the world must be the number one 
objective of international policy. 

 259. These perspectives constitute a call for fundamental reform in the international economic 
order. Whether the problem is preventing war and building peace or addressing the needs of the 
poor, Catholic teaching emphasizes not only the individual conscience, but also the political, legal, 
and economic structures through which policy is determined and issues are adjudicated.(103) We do 
not seek here to evaluate the various proposals for international economic reform or deal here with 
economic relations between the United States and other industrialized countries. We urge, as a basic 
and overriding consideration, that both empirical and moral evidence, especially the precarious 
situation of the developing countries, calls for the renewal of the dialogue between the 
industrialized countries of the North and the developing countries of the South, with the aim of 
reorganizing international economic relations to establish greater equity and help meet the basic 
human needs of the poor majority.(104) 

 260. Here, as elsewhere, the preferential option for the poor is the central priority for policy 
choice. It offers a unique perspective on foreign policy in whose light U.S. relationships, especially 
with developing countries, can be reassessed. Standard foreign policy analysis deals with 
calculations of power and definitions of national interest; but the poor are, by definition, not 
powerful. If we are to give appropriate weight to their concerns, their needs, and their interests, we 
have to go beyond economic gain or national security as a starting point for the policy dialogue. We 
want to stand with the poor everywhere, and we believe that relations between the United States and 
developing nations should be determined in the first place by a concern for basic human needs and 
respect for cultural traditions. 

 

3. The Role of the United States in the Global Economy: Constructive 
Choices 

 261. As we noted in The Challenge of Peace, recent popes have strongly supported the United 
Nations as a crucial step forward in the development and organization of the human community; we 
share their regret that no international political entity now exists with the responsibility and power 
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to promote the global common good, and we urge the United States to support UN efforts to move 
in that direction. Building a just world economic order in the absence of such an authority demands 
that national governments promote public policies that increase the ability of poor nations and 
marginalized people to participate in the global economy. Because no other nation's economic 
power yet matches ours, we believe that this responsibility pertains especially to the United States; 
but it must be carried out in cooperation with other industrialized countries as in the case of halting 
the rise of the dollar. This is yet another evidence of the fact of interdependence. Joint action toward 
these goals not only promotes justice and reduces misery in the Third World, but also is in the 
interest of the United States and other industrialized nations. 

 262. Yet in recent years U.S. policy toward development in the Third World has become 
increasingly one of selective assistance based on an East-West assessment of North-South 
problems, at the expense of basic human needs and economic development. Such a view makes 
national security the central policy principle.(105) Developing countries have become largely 
testing grounds in the East-West struggle; they seem to have meaning or value mainly in terms of 
this larger geopolitical calculus. The result is that issues of human need and economic development 
take second place to the political-strategic argument. This tendency must be resisted. 

 263. Moreover, U.S. performance in North-South negotiations often casts us in the role of 
resisting developing-country proposals without advancing realistic ones of our own.(106) North-
South dialogue is bound to be complex, protracted, and filled with symbolic and often unrealistic 
demands; but the situation has now reached the point where the rest of the world expects the United 
States to assume a reluctant, adversarial posture in such discussions. The U.S. approach to the 
developing countries needs urgently to be changed; a country as large, rich, and powerful as ours 
has a moral obligation to lead in helping to reduce poverty in the Third World. 

 264. We believe that U.S. policy toward the developing world should reflect our traditional 
regard for human rights and our concern for social progress. In economic policy, as we noted in our 
pastoral letter on nuclear war, the major international economic relationships of aid, trade, finance, 
and investment are interdependent among themselves and illustrate the range of interdependence 
issues facing U.S. policy. All three of the major economic actors are active in all these relationships. 
Each relationship offers us the possibility of substantial, positive movement toward increasing 
social justice in the developing world; in each, regrettably, we fall short. It is urgent that immediate 
steps be taken to correct these deficiencies. 

 265. a. Development Assistance: The official development assistance that the industrialized and 
the oil-producing countries provide the Third World in the form of grants, low-interest/long-term 
loans, commodities, and technical assistance is a significant contribution to their development. 
Although the annual share of U.S. gross national product (GNP) devoted to foreign aid is now less 
than one-tenth of that of the Marshall Plan, which helped rebuild devastated but advanced European 
economies, we remain the largest donor country. We still play a central role in these resource 
transfers, but we no longer set an example for other donors. We lag proportionately behind most 
other industrial nations in providing resources and seem to care less than before about development 
in the Third World. Our bilateral aid has become increasingly militarized and security-related and 
our contributions to multilateral agencies have been reduced in recent years.(107) Not all of these 
changes are justifiable. The projects of the International Development Agency, for example, seem 
to be worthy of support. 

 266. This is a grave distortion of the priority that development assistance should command. We 
are dismayed that the United States, once the pioneer in foreign aid, is almost last among the 
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seventeen industrialized nations in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) in percentage of GNP devoted to aid. Reduction of the U.S. contribution to multilateral 
development institutions is particularly regrettable, because these institutions are often better able 
than the bilateral agencies to focus on the poor and reduce dependency in developing 
countries.(108) This is also an area in which, in the past, our leadership and example have had great 
influence. A more affirmative U.S. role in these institutions, which we took the lead in creating, 
could improve their performance, send an encouraging signal of U.S. intentions and help reopen the 
dialogue on the growing poverty and dependency of the Third World. 

 267. b. Trade: Trade continues to be a central component of international economic relations. It 
contributed in a major way to the rapid economic growth of many developing countries in the 1960s 
and 1970s and will probably continue to do so, though at a slower rate. The preferential option for 
the poor does not, by itself, yield a trade policy; but it does provide a frame of reference. In 
particular, an equitable trading system that will help the poor should allocate its benefits fairly and 
ensure that exports from developing countries receive fair prices reached by agreement among all 
trading partners. Developing nations have a right to receive a fair price for their raw materials that 
allows for a reasonable degree of profit. 

 268. Trade policy illustrates the conflicting pressures that interdependence can generate: claims 
of injustice from developing countries denied market access are countered by claims of injustice in 
the domestic economies of industrialized countries when jobs are threatened and incomes fall. 
Agricultural trade and a few industrial sectors present particularly acute examples of this. 

 269. We believe the ethical norms we have applied to domestic economic questions are equally 
valid here.(109) As in other economic matters, the basic questions are: Who benefits from the 
particular policy measure? How can any benefit or adverse impact be equitably shared? We need to 
examine, for example, the extent to which the success in the U.S. market of certain imports is 
derived from exploitative labor conditions in the exporting country, conditions that in some cases 
have attracted the investment in the first place. The United States should do all it can to ensure that 
the trading system treats the poorest segments of developing countries' societies fairly and does not 
lead to human rights violations. In particular the United States should seek effective special 
measures under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)(110) to benefit the poorest 
countries. 

 270. At the same time, U.S. workers and their families hurt by the operation of the trading 
system must be helped through training and other measures to adjust to changes that advance 
development and decrease poverty in the Third World. This is a very serious, immediate, and 
intensifying problem. In our judgment, adjustment assistance programs in the United States have 
been poorly designed and administered and inadequately funded. A society and an economy such as 
ours can better adjust to trade dislocations than can poverty-ridden developing countries. 

 271. c. Finance: Aid and trade policies alone, however enlightened, do not constitute a 
sufficient approach to the developing countries; they must also be looked at in conjunction with 
international finance and investment. The debtor-creditor relationship well exemplifies both the 
interdependence of the international economic order and its asymmetrical character, i.e., the 
dependence of the developing countries. The aggregate external debt of the developing countries 
now approaches $1 trillion,(111) more than one-third of their combined GNP; this total doubled 
between 1979 and 1984, and continues to rise. On average, the first 20 percent of export earnings 
goes to service that debt without significantly reducing the principal; in some countries debt service 
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is nearly 100 percent of such earnings, leaving scant resources available for the countries' 
development programs. 

 272. The roots of this very complex debt crisis are both historic and systemic. Historically, the 
three major economic actors share the responsibility for the present difficulty because of decisions 
made and actions taken during the 1970s and 1980s. In 1972 the Soviet Union purchased the entire 
U.S. grain surplus, and grain prices trebled. Between 1973 and 1979, the Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries raised the price of oil eightfold and thereafter deposited most of the profits in 
commercial banks in the North. In order to profit from the interest-rate spread on these deposits, the 
banks pushed larger and larger loans on eager Third World borrowers needing funds to purchase 
more and more expensive oil. A second doubling of oil prices in 1979 forced many of these 
countries to refinance their loans and borrow more money at escalating interest rates. A global 
recession beginning in 1979 caused the prices of Third World export commodities to fall and thus 
reduced their ability to meet the increasingly burdensome debt payments out of export earnings. 

 273. The global system of finance, development, and trade established by the Bretton Woods 
Conference in 1944—the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the GATT—
was created by the North to prevent a recurrence of the economic problems that were perceived to 
have led to World War II. Forty years later that system seems incapable, without basic changes, of 
helping the debtor countries—which had no part in its creation—manage their increasingly 
untenable debt situation effectively and equitably. The World Bank, largest of these institutions, has 
been engaged primarily in lending for specific projects rather than for general economic health. The 
IMF was intended to be a short-term lender that would help out with temporary balance of 
payments, or cash-flow problems; but in the current situation it has come to the fore as a monitor of 
commercial financial transactions and an evaluator of debtors' creditworthiness—and therefore the 
key institution for resolving these problems. The GATT, which is not an institution, had been 
largely supplanted as trade monitor for the developing countries by UNCTAD,(112) in which the 
latter have more confidence. 

 274. This crisis, however, goes beyond the system; it affects people. It afflicts and oppresses 
large numbers of people who are already severely disadvantaged. That is the scandal: It is the 
poorest people who suffer most from the austerity measures required when a country seeks the IMF 
"seal of approval" which establishes its creditworthiness for a commercial loan (or perhaps an 
external aid program). It is these same people who suffer most when commodity prices fall, when 
food cannot be imported or they cannot buy it, and when natural disasters occur. Our commitment 
to the preferential option for the poor does not permit us to remain silent in these circumstances. 
Ways must be found to meet the immediate emergency—moratorium on payments, conversion of 
some dollar-denominated debt into local-currency debt, creditors' accepting a share of the burden by 
partially writing down selected loans, capitalizing interest, or perhaps outright cancellation. 

 275. The poorest countries, especially those in sub-Saharan Africa which are least developed, 
most afflicted by hunger and malnutrition, and most vulnerable to commodity price declines, are in 
extremely perilous circumstances.(113) Although their aggregate debt of more than $100 billion 
(much of it owed to multilateral institutions), is about one-quarter that of Latin America, their 
collateral (oil, minerals, manufactures, grain, etc.) is much less adequate, their ability to service 
external debt much weaker and the possibility of their rescheduling it very small. For low-income 
countries like these, the most useful immediate remedies are longer payment periods, lower interest 
rates, and modification of IMF adjustment requirements that exacerbate the already straitened 
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circumstances of the poor.(114) Especially helpful for some African countries would be 
cancellation of debts owed to governments, a step already taken by some creditor nations. 

 276. Better off debtor countries also need to be able to adjust their debts without penalizing the 
poor. Although the final policy decisions about the allocation of adjustment costs belong to the 
debtor government, internal equity considerations should be taken into account in determining the 
conditions of debt rescheduling and additional lending; for example, wage reductions should not be 
mandated, basic public services to the poor should not be cut, and measures should be required to 
reduce the flight of capital. Since this debt problem, like most others, is systemic, a case-by-case 
approach is not sufficient: lending policies and exchange-rate considerations are not only economic 
questions, but are thoroughly and intensely political. 
 277. Beyond all this, the growing external debt that has become the overarching economic 
problem of the Third World also requires systemic change to provide immediate relief and to 
prevent recurrence. The Bretton Woods institutions do not adequately represent Third World 
debtors, and their policies are not dealing effectively with problems affecting those nations. These 
institutions need to be substantially reformed and their policies reviewed at the same time that the 
immediate problem of Third World debt is being dealt with. The United States should promote, 
support, and participate fully in such reforms and reviews. Such a role is not only morally right, but 
is in the economic interest of the United States; more than a third of this debt is owed to U.S. banks. 
The viability of the international banking system (and of those U.S. banks) depends in part on the 
ability of debtor countries to manage those debts. Stubborn insistence on full repayment could force 
them to default—which would lead to economic losses in the United States. In this connection, we 
should not overlook the impact of U.S. budget and trade deficits on interest rates. These high 
interest rates exacerbate the already difficult debt situation. They also attract capital away from 
investment in economic development in Third World countries. 

 278. d. Foreign Private Investment: Although direct private investment in the developing 
countries by U.S.-based transnational corporations has declined in recent years, it still amounts to 
about $60 billion and accounts for sizable annual transfers. Such investment in developing countries 
should be increased, consistent with the host country's development goals and with benefits 
equitably distributed. Particular efforts should be made to encourage investments by medium-sized 
and small companies, as well as to joint ventures, which may be more appropriate to the developing 
country's situation. For the foreseeable future, however, private investment will probably not meet 
the infrastructural needs of the poorest countries—roads, transportation, communications, 
education, health, etc.— since these do not generally show profits and therefore do not attract 
private capital. Yet without this infrastructure, no real economic growth can take place. 

 279. Direct foreign investment, risky though it may be for both the investing corporation and 
the developing country, can provide needed capital, technology, and managerial expertise. Care 
must be taken lest such investment create or perpetuate dependency, harming especially those at the 
bottom of the economic ladder. Investments that sustain or worsen inequities in a developing 
country, that help to maintain oppressive elites in power, or that increase food dependency by 
encouraging cash cropping for export at the expense of local needs, should be discouraged. Foreign 
investors, attracted by low wage rates in less developed countries, should consider both the potential 
loss of jobs in the home country and the potential exploitation of workers in the host country.(115) 
Both the products and the technologies of the investing firms should be appropriate to the 
developing country, neither catering just to a small number of high-income consumers, nor 
establishing capital-intensive processes that displace labor, especially in the agricultural 
sector.(116) 
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 280. Such inequitable results, however, are not necessary consequences of transnational 
corporate activity. Corporations can contribute to development by attracting and training high-
caliber managers and other personnel, by helping organize effective marketing systems, by 
generating additional capital, by introducing or reinforcing financial accountability, and by sharing 
the knowledge gained from their own research and development activities. Although the ability of 
the corporations to plan, operate, and communicate across national borders without concern for 
domestic considerations makes it harder for governments to direct their activities toward the 
common good, the effort should be made; the Christian ethic is incompatible with a primary or 
exclusive focus on maximization of profit. We strongly urge U.S. and international support of 
efforts to develop a code of conduct for foreign corporations that recognizes their quasi-public 
character and encourages both development and the equitable distribution of their benefits. 
Transnational corporations should be required to adopt such a code and to conform their behavior to 
its provisions. 

 281. e. The World Food Problem—A Special Urgency: These four resource transfer channels—
aid, trade, finance, and investment—intersect and overlap in all economic areas, but in none more 
clearly than in the international food system. The largest single segment of development assistance 
support goes to the agricultural sector and to food aid for short-term emergencies and vulnerable 
groups; food constitutes one of the most critical trade sectors; developing countries have borrowed 
extensively in the international capital markets to finance food imports; and a substantial portion of 
direct private investment flows into the agricultural sector. 

 282. The development of U.S. agriculture has moved the United States into a dominant position 
in the international food system. The best way to meet the responsibilities this dominance entails is 
to design and implement a U.S. food and agriculture policy that contributes to increased food 
security—that is, access by everyone to an adequate diet. A world with nearly half a billion hungry 
people is not one in which food security has been achieved. The problem of hunger has a special 
significance for those who read the Scriptures and profess the Christian faith. From the Lord's 
command to feed the hungry, to the Eucharist we celebrate as the Bread of Life, the fabric of our 
faith demands that we be creatively engaged in sharing the food that sustains life. There is no more 
basic human need. The gospel imperative takes on new urgency in a world of abundant harvests 
where hundreds of millions of people face starvation. Relief and prevention of their hunger cannot 
be left to the arithmetic of the marketplace.(117) 

 283. The chronic hunger of those who live literally from day to day is one symptom of the 
underlying problem of poverty; relieving and preventing hunger is part of a larger coordinated 
strategy to attack poverty itself. People must be enabled either to grow or to buy the food they need 
without depending on an indefinite dole; there is no substitute for long-term agricultural and food-
system development in the nations now caught in the grip of hunger and starvation. Most authorities 
agree that the key to this development is the small farmers, most of whom are prevented from 
participating in the food system by the lack of a market incentive resulting from the poverty of the 
bulk of the populations and by the lack of access to productive agricultural inputs, especially land, 
resulting mainly from their own poverty. In these poor, food-deficit countries, no less than in our 
own, the small family farm deserves support and protection. 

 284. But recognizing the long-term problem does not dissolve the short-term obligation of the 
world's major food-exporting nation to provide food aid sufficient to meet the nutritional needs of 
poor people and to provide it not simply to dispose of surpluses but in a way that does not 
discourage local food production. There can be no successful solution to the problem of hunger in 
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the world without U.S. participation in a cooperative effort that simultaneously increases food aid 
and launches a long-term program to help develop food self-reliance in food-deficit developing 
countries. 

 285. Hunger is often seen as being linked with the problem of population growth, as effect to 
cause. While this relationship is sometimes presented in oversimplified fashion, we cannot fail to 
recognize that the earth's resources are finite and that population tends to grow rapidly. Whether the 
world can provide a truly human life for twice as many people or more as now live in it (many of 
whose lives are sadly deficient today) is a matter of urgent concern that cannot be ignored.(118) 

 286. Although we do not believe that people are poor and hungry primarily because they have 
large families, the Church fully supports the need for all to exercise responsible parenthood. Family 
size is heavily dependent on levels of economic development, education, respect for women, 
availability of health care, and the cultural traditions of communities. Therefore, in dealing with 
population growth we strongly favor efforts to address these social and economic concerns. 

 287. Population policies must be designed as part of an overall strategy of integral human 
development. They must respect the freedom of parents and avoid coercion. As Pope Paul VI has 
said concerning population policies: 

It is true that too frequently an accelerated demographic increase adds its own difficulties to the 
problems of development: the size of the population increases more rapidly than available 
resources, and things are found to have reached apparently an impasse. From that moment the 
temptation is great to check the demographic increase by means of radical measures. It is certain 
that public authorities can intervene, within the limit of their competence, by favoring the 
availability of appropriate information and by adopting suitable measures, provided that these be in 
conformity with the moral law and that they respect the rightful freedom of married couples. Where 
the inalienable right to marriage and procreation is lacking, human dignity has ceased to exist. (119) 

 

4. U.S. Responsibility for Reform in the International Economic 
System 

 288. The United States cannot be the sole savior of the developing world, nor are Third World 
countries entirely innocent with respect to their own failures or totally helpless to achieve their own 
destinies. Many of these countries will need to initiate positive steps to promote and sustain 
development and economic growth—streamline bureaucracies, account for funds, plan reasonable 
programs, and take further steps toward empowering their people. Progress toward development 
will surely require them to take some tough remedial measures as well: prevent the flight of capital, 
reduce borrowing, modify price discrimination against rural areas, eliminate corruption in the use of 
funds and other resources, and curtail spending on inefficient public enterprises. The pervasive U.S. 
presence in many parts of our interdependent world, however, also creates a responsibility for us to 
increase the use of U.S. economic power—not just aid—in the service of human dignity and human 
rights, both political and economic. 

 289. In particular, as we noted in our earlier letter, The Challenge of Peace, the contrast 
between expenditures on armaments and on development reflects a shift in priorities from meeting 
human needs to promoting "national security" and represents a massive distortion of resource 
allocations. In 1982, for example, the military expenditures of the industrialized countries were 
seventeen times larger than their foreign assistance; in 1985 the United States alone budgeted more 
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than twenty times as much for defense as for foreign assistance, and nearly two-thirds of the latter 
took the form of military assistance (including subsidized arms sales) or went to countries because 
of their perceived strategic value to the United States.(120) Rather than promoting U.S. arms sales, 
especially to countries that cannot afford them, we should be campaigning for an international 
agreement to reduce this lethal trade. 

 290. In short, the international economic order, like many aspects of our own economy, is in 
crisis; the gap between rich and poor countries and between rich and poor people within countries is 
widening. The United States represents the most powerful single factor in the international 
economic equation. But even as we speak of crisis, we see an opportunity for the United States to 
launch a worldwide campaign for justice and economic rights to match the still incomplete, but 
encouraging, political democracy we have achieved in the United States with so much pain and 
sacrifice. 

 291. To restructure the international order along lines of greater equity and participation and 
apply the preferential option for the poor to international economic activity will require sacrifices of 
at least the scope of those we have made over the years in building our own nation. We need to call 
again upon the qualities of leadership and vision that have marked our history when crucial choices 
were demanded. As Pope John Paul II said during his 1979 visit to the United States, "America, 
which in the past decades has demonstrated goodness and generosity in providing food for the 
hungry of the world, will, I am sure, be able to match this generosity with an equally convincing 
contribution to the establishing of a world order that will create the necessary economic and trade 
conditions for a more just relationship between all the nations of the world."(121) 

 292. We share his conviction that most of the policy issues generally called economic are, at 
root, moral and therefore require the application of moral principles derived from the Scriptures and 
from the evolving social teaching of the Church and other traditions.(122) We also recognize that 
we are dealing here with sensitive international issues that cross national boundaries. Nevertheless, 
in order to pursue justice and peace on a global scale, we call for a U.S. international economic 
policy designed to empower people everywhere and enable them to continue to develop a sense of 
their own worth, improve the quality of their lives, and ensure that the benefits of economic growth 
are shared equitably. 

 

E. Conclusion 
 293. None of the issues we have addressed in this chapter can be dealt with in isolation. They 
are interconnected, and their resolution requires difficult trade-offs among competing interests and 
values. The changing international economy, for example, greatly influences efforts to achieve full 
employment in the United States and to maintain a healthy farm sector. Similarly, as we have noted, 
policies and programs to reduce unemployment and poverty must not ignore a potential inflationary 
impact. These complexities and trade-offs are real and must be confronted, but they are not an 
excuse for inaction. They should not paralyze us in our search for a more just economy. 

 294. Many of the reforms we have suggested in this chapter would be expensive. At a time 
when the United States has large annual deficits some might consider these costs too high. But this 
discussion must be set in the context of how our resources are allocated and the immense human 
and social costs of failure to act on these pressing problems. We believe that the question of 
providing adequate revenues to meet the needs of our nation must be faced squarely and 
realistically. Reforms in the tax code which close loopholes and generate new revenues, for 
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example, are among the steps that need to be examined in order to develop a federal budget that is 
both fiscally sound and socially responsible. The cost of meeting our social needs must also be 
weighed against the $300 billion a year allocated for military purposes. Although some of these 
expenditures are necessary for the defense of the nation, some elements of the military budget are 
both wasteful and dangerous for world peace.(123) Careful reductions should be made in these 
areas in order to free up funds for social and economic reforms. In the end, the question is not 
whether the United States can provide the necessary funds to meet our social needs, but whether we 
have the political will to do so 
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CHAPTER IV 
A NEW AMERICAN EXPERIMENT: PARTNERSHIP FOR THE 

PUBLIC GOOD 
 

 295. For over two hundred years the United States has been engaged in a bold experiment in 
democracy. The founders of the nation set out to establish justice, promote the general welfare, and 
secure the blessings of liberty for themselves and their posterity. Those who live in this land today 
are the beneficiaries of this great venture. Our review of some of the most pressing problems in 
economic life today shows, however, that this undertaking is not yet complete. Justice for all 
remains an aspiration; a fair share in the general welfare is denied to many. In addition to the 
particular policy recommendations made above, a long-term and more fundamental response is 
needed. This will call for an imaginative vision of the future that can help shape economic 
arrangements in creative new ways. We now want to propose some elements of such a vision and 
several innovations in economic structures that can contribute to making this vision a reality. 

 296. Completing the unfinished business of the American experiment will call for new forms of 
cooperation and partnership among those whose daily work is the source of the prosperity and 
justice of the nation. The United States prides itself on both its competitive sense of initiative and its 
spirit of teamwork. Today a greater spirit of partnership and teamwork is needed; competition alone 
will not do the job. It has too many negative consequences for family life, the economically 
vulnerable, and the environment. Only a renewed commitment by all to the common good can deal 
creatively with the realities of international interdependence and economic dislocations in the 
domestic economy. The virtues of good citizenship require a lively sense of participation in the 
commonwealth and of having obligations as well as rights within it.(1) The nation's economic 
health depends on strengthening these virtues among all its people and on the development of 
institutional arrangements supportive of these virtues.(2) 

 297. The nation's founders took daring steps to create structures of participation, mutual 
accountability, and widely distributed power to ensure the political rights and freedoms of all. We 
believe that similar steps are needed today to expand economic participation, broaden the sharing of 
economic power, and make economic decisions more accountable to the common good. As noted 
above, the principle of subsidiarity states that the pursuit of economic justice must occur on all 
levels of society. It makes demands on communities as small as the family, as large as the global 
society, and on all levels in between. There are a number of ways to enhance the cooperative 
participation of these many groups in the task of creating this future. Since there is no single 
innovation that will solve all problems, we recommend careful experimentation with several 
possibilities that hold considerable hope for increasing partnership and strengthening mutual 
responsibility for economic justice. 

 

A. Cooperation within Firms and Industries 
 298. A new experiment in bringing democratic ideals to economic life calls for serious 
exploration of ways to develop new patterns of partnership among those working in individual firms 
and industries.(3) Every business, from the smallest to the largest, including farms and ranches, 
depends on many different persons and groups for its success: workers, managers, owners or 
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shareholders, suppliers, customers, creditors, the local community, and the wider society. Each 
makes a contribution to the enterprise, and each has a stake in its growth or decline. Present 
structures of accountability, however, do not acknowledge all these contributions or protect these 
stakes. A major challenge in today's economy is the development of new institutional mechanisms 
for accountability that also preserve the flexibility needed to respond quickly to a rapidly changing 
business environment.(4) 

 299. New forms of partnership between workers and managers are one means for developing 
greater participation and accountability within firms.(5) Recent experience has shown that both 
labor and management suffer when the adversarial relationship between them becomes extreme. As 
Pope Leo XIII stated, "Each needs the other completely: Capital cannot do without labor nor labor 
without capital."(6) The organization of firms should reflect and enhance this mutual partnership. In 
particular, the development of work patterns for men and women that are more supportive of family 
life will benefit both employees and the enterprises they work for. 

 300. Workers in firms and on farms are especially in need of stronger institutional protection, 
for their jobs and livelihood are particularly vulnerable to the decisions of others in today's highly 
competitive labor market. Several arrangements are gaining increasing support in the United States: 
profit sharing by the workers in a firm; enabling employees to become company stockholders; 
granting employees greater participation in determining the conditions of work; cooperative 
ownership of the firm by all who work within it; and programs for enabling a much larger number 
of Americans, regardless of their employment status, to become shareholders in successful 
corporations. Initiatives of this sort can enhance productivity, increase the profitability of firms, 
provide greater job security and work satisfaction for employees, and reduce adversarial 
relations.(7) In our 1919 Program of Social Reconstruction we observed "the full possibilities of 
increased production will not be realized so long as the majority of workers remain mere wage 
earners. The majority must somehow become owners, at least in part, of the instruments of 
production."(8) We believe this judgment remains generally valid today. 

 301. None of these approaches provides a panacea, and all have certain drawbacks. 
Nevertheless we believe that continued research and experimentation with these approaches will be 
of benefit. Catholic social teaching has endorsed on many occasions innovative methods for 
increasing worker participation within firms.(9) The appropriateness of these methods will depend 
on the circumstances of the company or industry in question and on their effectiveness in actually 
increasing a genuinely cooperative approach to shaping decisions. The most highly publicized 
examples of such efforts have been in large firms facing serious financial crises. If increased 
participation and collaboration can help a firm avoid collapse, why should it not give added strength 
to healthy businesses? Cooperative ownership is particularly worthy of consideration in new 
entrepreneurial enterprises.(10) 

 302. Partnerships between labor and management are possible only when both groups possess 
real freedom and power to influence decisions. This means that unions ought to continue to play an 
important role in moving toward greater economic participation within firms and industries. 
Workers rightly reject calls for less adversarial relations when they are a smoke screen for demands 
that labor make all the concessions. For partnership to be genuine it must be a two-way street, with 
creative initiative and a willingness to cooperate on all sides. 

 303. When companies are considering plant closures or the movement of capital, it is patently 
unjust to deny workers any role in shaping the outcome of these difficult choices.(11) In the heavy 
manufacturing sector today, technological change and international competition can be the occasion 
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of painful decisions leading to the loss of jobs or wage reductions. While such decisions may 
sometimes be necessary, a collaborative and mutually accountable model of industrial organization 
would mean that workers not be expected to carry all the burdens of an economy in transition. 
Management and investors must also accept their share of sacrifices, especially when management 
is thinking of closing a plant or transferring capital to a seemingly more lucrative or competitive 
activity. The capital at the disposal of management is in part the product of the labor of those who 
have toiled in the company over the years, including currently employed workers.(12) As a 
minimum, workers have a right to be informed in advance when such decisions are under 
consideration, a right to negotiate with management about possible alternatives, and a right to fair 
compensation and assistance with retraining and relocation expenses should these be necessary. 
Since even these minimal rights are jeopardized without collective negotiation, industrial 
cooperation requires a strong role for labor unions in our changing economy. 

 304. Labor unions themselves are challenged by the present economic environment to seek new 
ways of doing business. The purpose of unions is not simply to defend the existing wages and 
prerogatives of the fraction of workers who belong to them, but also to enable workers to make 
positive and creative contributions to the firm, the community, and the larger society in an 
organized and cooperative way.(13) Such contributions call for experiments with new directions in 
the U.S. labor movement. 

 305. The parts played by managers and shareholders in U.S. corporations also need careful 
examination. In U.S. law, the primary responsibility of managers is to exercise prudent business 
judgment in the interest of a profitable return to investors. But morally this legal responsibility may 
be exercised only within the bounds of justice to employees, customers, suppliers, and the local 
community. Corporate mergers and hostile takeovers may bring greater benefits to shareholders, but 
they often lead to decreased concern for the well-being of local communities and make towns and 
cities more vulnerable to decisions made from afar. 

 306. Most shareholders today exercise relatively little power in corporate governance.(14) 
Although shareholders can and should vote on the selection of corporate directors and on 
investment questions and other policy matters, it appears that return on investment is the governing 
criterion in the relation between them and management. We do not believe this is an adequate 
rationale for shareholder decisions. The question of how to relate the rights and responsibilities of 
shareholders to those of the other people and communities affected by corporate decisions is 
complex and insufficiently understood. We, therefore, urge serious, long-term research and 
experimentation in this area. More effective ways of dealing with these questions are essential to 
enable firms to serve the common good. 

 

B. Local and Regional Cooperation 
 307. The context within which U.S. firms do business has direct influence on their ability to 
contribute to the common good. Companies and indeed whole industries are not sole masters of 
their own fate. Increased cooperative efforts are needed to make local, regional, national, and 
international conditions more supportive of the pursuit of economic justice. 

 308. In the principle of subsidiarity, Catholic social teaching has long stressed the importance 
of small and intermediate-sized communities or institutions in exercising moral responsibility. 
These mediating structures link the individual to society as a whole in a way that gives people 
greater freedom and power to act.(15) Such groups include families, neighborhoods, church 
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congregations, community organizations, civic and business associations, public interest and 
advocacy groups, community development corporations and many other bodies. All these groups 
can play a crucial role in generating creative partnerships for the pursuit of the public good on the 
local and regional level. 

 309. The value of partnership is illustrated by considering how new jobs are created. The 
development of new businesses to serve the local community is key to revitalizing areas hit hard by 
unemployment.(16) The cities and regions in greatest need of these new jobs face serious obstacles 
in attracting enterprises that can provide them. Lack of financial resources, limited entrepreneurial 
skill, blighted and unsafe environments, and a deteriorating infrastructure create a vicious cycle that 
makes new investment in these areas more risky and therefore less likely. 

 310. Breaking out of this cycle will require a cooperative approach that draws on all the 
resources of the community.(17) Community development corporations can keep efforts focused on 
assisting those most in need. Existing business, labor, financial, and academic institutions can 
provide expertise in partnership with innovative entrepreneurs. New cooperative structures of local 
ownership will give the community or region an added stake in businesses and even more important 
give these businesses a greater stake in the community.(18) Government on the local, state, and 
national levels must play a significant role, especially through tax structures that encourage 
investment in hard hit areas and through funding aimed at conservation and basic infrastructure 
needs. Initiatives like these can contribute to a multilevel response to the needs of the community. 

 311. The Church itself can work as an effective partner on the local and regional level. First-
hand knowledge of community needs and commitment to the protection of the dignity of all should 
put Church leaders in the forefront of efforts to encourage a community-wide cooperative strategy. 
Because churches include members from many different parts of the community, they can often 
serve as mediator between groups who might otherwise regard each other with suspicion. We urge 
local church groups to work creatively and in partnership with other private and public groups in 
responding to local and regional problems. 

 

C. Partnership in the Development of National Policies 
 312. The causes of our national economic problems and their possible solutions are the subject 
of vigorous debate today. The discussion often turns on the role the national government has played 
in creating these problems and could play in remedying them. We want to point to several 
considerations that could help build new forms of effective citizenship and cooperation in shaping 
the economic life of our country. 

 313. First, while economic freedom and personal initiative are deservedly esteemed in our 
society, we have increasingly come to recognize the inescapably social and political nature of the 
economy. The market is always embedded in a specific social and political context. The tax system 
affects consumption, saving and investment. National monetary policy, domestic and defense 
programs, protection of the environment and worker safety, and regulation of international trade all 
shape the economy as a whole. These policies influence domestic investment, unemployment rates, 
foreign exchange, and the health of the entire world economy. 

 314. The principle of subsidiarity calls for government intervention when small or intermediate 
groups in society are unable or unwilling to take the steps needed to promote basic justice. Pope 
John XXIII observed that the growth of more complex relations of interdependence among citizens 
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has led to an increased role for government in modern societies.(19) This role is to work in 
partnership with the many other groups in society, helping them fulfill their tasks and 
responsibilities more effectively, not replacing or destroying them. The challenge of today is to 
move beyond abstract disputes about whether more or less government intervention is needed, to 
consideration of creative ways of enabling government and private groups to work together 
effectively. 

 315. It is in this light that we understand Pope John Paul II’s recommendation that "society 
make provision for overall planning" in the economic domain.(20) Planning must occur on various 
levels, with the government ensuring that basic justice is protected and also protecting the rights and 
freedoms of all other agents. In the Pope's words: 

In the final analysis this overall concern weighs on the shoulders of the state, but it cannot mean one-
sided centralization by the public authorities. Instead what is in question is a just and rational 
coordination within the framework of which the initiative of individuals, free groups, and local work 
centers and complexes must be safeguarded. (21) 

 316. We are well aware that the mere mention of economic planning is likely to produce a 
strong negative reaction in U.S. society. It conjures up images of centralized planning boards, 
command economies, inefficient bureaucracies, and mountains of government paperwork. It is also 
clear that the meaning of "planning" is open to a wide variety of interpretations and takes very 
different forms in various nations.(22) The Pope's words should not be construed as an endorsement 
of a highly centralized form of economic planning, much less a totalitarian one. His call for a "just 
and rational coordination" of the endeavors of the many economic actors is a call to seek creative 
new partnership and forms of participation in shaping national policies. 

 317. There are already many forms of economic planning going on within the U.S. economy 
today. Individuals and families plan for their economic future. Management and labor unions 
regularly develop both long- and short-term plans. Towns, cities, and regions frequently have 
planning agencies concerned with their social and economic future. When state legislatures and the 
U.S. Congress vote on budgets or on almost any other bill that comes before them, they are engaged 
in a form of public planning. Catholic social teaching does not propose a single model for political 
and economic life by which these levels are to be institutionally related to each other. It does insist 
that reasonable coordination among the different parts of the body politic is an essential condition 
for achieving justice. This is a moral precondition of good citizenship that applies to both individual 
and institutional actors. In its absence no political structure can guarantee justice in society or the 
economy. Effective decisions in these matters will demand greater cooperation among all citizens. 
To encourage our fellow citizens to consider more carefully the appropriate balance of private and 
local initiative with national economic policy, we make several recommendations. 

 318. First, in an advanced industrial economy like ours, all parts of society, including 
government, must cooperate in forming national economic policies. Taxation, monetary policy, high 
levels of government spending, and many other forms of governmental regulation are here to stay. 
A modern economy without governmental interventions of the sort we have alluded to is 
inconceivable. These interventions, however, should help, not replace, the contributions of other 
economic actors and institutions and should direct them to the common good. The development of 
effective new forms of partnership between private and public agencies will be difficult in a 
situation as immensely complex as that of the United States in which various aspects of national 
policy seem to contradict one another.(23) On the theoretical level, achieving greater coordination 
will make demands on those with the technical competence to analyze the relationship among 
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different parts of the economy. More practically, it will require the various subgroups within our 
society to sharpen their concern for the common good and moderate their efforts to protect their 
own short-term interests. 

 319. Second, the impact of national economic policies on the poor and the vulnerable is the 
primary criterion for judging their moral value. Throughout this letter we have stressed the special 
place of the poor and the vulnerable in any ethical analysis of the U.S. economy. National economic 
policies that contribute to building a true commonwealth should reflect this by standing firmly for 
the rights of those who fall through the cracks of our economy: the poor, the unemployed, the 
homeless, the displaced. Being a citizen of this land means sharing in the responsibility for shaping 
and implementing such policies. 

 320. Third, the serious distortion of national economic priorities produced by massive national 
spending on defense must be remedied. Clear-sighted consideration of the role of government shows 
that government and the economy are already closely intertwined through military research and 
defense contracts. Defense-related industries make up a major part of the U.S. economy and have 
intimate links with both the military and civilian government; they often depart from the 
competitive model of free-market capitalism. Moreover, the dedication of so much of the national 
budget to military purposes has been disastrous for the poor and vulnerable members of our own 
and other nations. The nation's spending priorities need to be revised in the interests of both justice 
and peace.(24) 

 321. We recognize that these proposals do not provide a detailed agenda. We are also aware 
that there is a tension between setting the goals for coherent policies and actually arriving at them 
by democratic means. But if we can increase the level of commitment to the common good and the 
virtues of citizenship in our nation, the ability to achieve these goals will greatly increase. It is these 
fundamental moral concerns that lead us as bishops to join the debate on national priorities. 

 

D. Cooperation at the International Level 
 322. If our country is to guide its international economic relationships by policies that serve 
human dignity and justice, we must expand our understanding of the moral responsibility of citizens 
to serve the common good of the entire planet. Cooperation is not limited to the local, regional, or 
national level. Economic policy can no longer be governed by national goals alone. The fact that the 
"social question has become worldwide"(25) challenges us to broaden our horizons and enhance our 
collaboration and sense of solidarity on the global level. The cause of democracy is closely tied to 
the cause of economic justice. The unfinished business of the American experiment includes the 
formation of new international partnerships, especially with the developing countries, based on 
mutual respect, cooperation, and a dedication to fundamental justice. 

 323. The principle of subsidiarity calls for government to intervene in the economy when basic 
justice requires greater social coordination and regulation of economic actors and institutions. In 
global economic relations, however, no international institution provides this sort of coordination 
and regulation. The UN system, including the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, does not possess the requisite authority. Pope John XXIII 
called this institutional weakness a "structural defect" in the organization of the human community. 
The structures of world order, including economic ones, "no longer correspond to the objective 
requirements of the universal common good."(26) 
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 324. Locked together in a world of limited material resources and a growing array of common 
problems, we help or hurt one another by the economic policies we choose. All the economic agents 
in our society, therefore, must consciously and deliberately attend to the good of the whole human 
family. We must all work to increase the effectiveness of international agencies in addressing global 
problems that cannot be handled through the actions of individual countries. In particular we repeat 
our plea made in The Challenge of Peace urging "that the United States adopt a stronger supportive 
leadership role with respect to the United Nations."(27) In the years following World War II, the 
United States took the lead in establishing multilateral bodies to deal with postwar economic 
problems. Unfortunately, in recent years this country has taken steps that have weakened rather than 
strengthened multilateral approaches. This is a shortsighted policy and should be reversed if the 
long-term interests of an interdependent globe are to be served.(28) In devising more effective 
arrangements for pursuing international economic justice, the overriding problem is how to get from 
where we are to where we ought to be. Progress toward that goal demands positive and often 
difficult action by corporations, banks, labor unions, governments, and other major actors on the 
international stage. But whatever the difficulty, the need to give priority to alleviating poverty in 
developing countries is undeniable; and the cost of continued inaction can be counted in human 
lives lost or stunted, talents wasted, opportunities foregone, misery and suffering prolonged, and 
injustice condoned. 

 325. Self-restraint and self-criticism by all parties are necessary first steps toward strengthening 
the international structures to protect the common good. Otherwise, growing interdependence will 
lead to conflict and increased economic threats to human dignity. This is an important long-term 
challenge to the economic future of this country and its place in the emerging world economic 
community 
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CHAPTER V 
A COMMITMENT TO THE FUTURE 

 

 326. Because Jesus' command to love our neighbor is universal, we hold that the life of each 
person on this globe is sacred. This commits us to bringing about a just economic order where all, 
without exception, will be treated with dignity and to working in collaboration with those who share 
this vision. The world is complex and this may often tempt us to seek simple and self-centered 
solutions; but as a community of disciples we are called to a new hope and to a new vision that we 
must live without fear and without oversimplification. Not only must we learn more about our 
moral responsibility for the larger economic issues that touch the daily life of each and every person 
on this planet, but we also want to help shape the Church as a model of social and economic justice. 
Thus, this chapter deals with the Christian vocation in the world today, the special challenges to the 
Church at this moment of history, ways in which the themes of this letter should be followed up and 
a call to the kind of commitment that will be needed to reshape the future. 

 

A. The Christian Vocation in the World Today 
 327. This letter has addressed many matters commonly regarded as secular; for example: 
employment rates, income levels, and international economic relationships. Yet, the affairs of the 
world, including economic ones, cannot be separated from the spiritual hunger of the human heart. 
We have presented the biblical vision of humanity and the Church's moral and religious tradition as 
a framework for asking the deeper questions about the meaning of economic life and for actively 
responding to them. But words alone are not enough. The Christian perspective on the meaning of 
economic life must transform the lives of individuals, families, in fact, our whole culture. The 
Gospel confers on each Christian the vocation to love God and neighbor in ways that bear fruit in 
the life of society. That vocation consists above all in a change of heart: a conversion expressed in 
praise of God and in concrete deeds of justice and service. 

 

1. Conversion 
 328. The transformation of social structures begins with and is always accompanied by a 
conversion of the heart.(1) As disciples of Christ each of us is called to a deep personal conversion 
and to "action on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world."(2) By faith 
and baptism we are fashioned into a "new creature"; we are filled with the Holy Spirit and a new 
love that compels us to seek out a new profound relationship with God, with the human family, and 
with all created things.(3) Renouncing self-centered desires, bearing one's daily cross, and imitating 
Christ's compassion, all involve a personal struggle to control greed and selfishness, a personal 
commitment to reverence one's own human dignity and the dignity of others by avoiding self-
indulgence and those attachments that make us insensitive to the conditions of others and that erode 
social solidarity. Christ warned us against attachments to material things, against total self-reliance, 
against the idolatry of accumulating material goods and seeking safety in them. We must take these 
teachings seriously and in their light examine how each of us lives and acts toward others. But 
personal conversion is not gained once and for all. It is a process that goes on through our entire 
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life. Conversion, moreover, takes place in the context of a larger faith community: through baptism 
into the Church, through common prayer, and through our activity with others on behalf of justice. 

 

2. Worship and Prayer 
 329. Challenging U.S. economic life with the Christian vision calls for a deeper awareness of 
the integral connection between worship and the world of work. Worship and common prayer are 
the wellsprings that give life to any reflection on economic problems and that continually call the 
participants to greater fidelity to discipleship. To worship and pray to the God of the universe is to 
acknowledge that the healing love of God extends to all persons and to every part of existence, 
including work, leisure, money, economic and political power and their use, and to all those 
practical policies that either lead to justice or impede it. Therefore, when Christians come together 
in prayer, they make a commitment to carry God's love into all these areas of life. 

 330. The unity of work and worship finds expression in a unique way in the Eucharist. As 
people of a new covenant, the faithful hear God's challenging word proclaimed to them—a message 
of hope to the poor and oppressed—and they call upon the Holy Spirit to unite all into one body of 
Christ. For the Eucharist to be a living promise of the fullness of God's Kingdom, the faithful must 
commit themselves to living as redeemed people with the same care and love for all people that 
Jesus showed. The body of Christ which worshipers receive in Communion is also a reminder of the 
reconciling power of his death on the cross. It empowers them to work to heal the brokenness of 
society and human relationships and to grow in a spirit of self-giving for others. 

 331. The liturgy teaches us to have grateful hearts: to thank God for the gift of life, the gift of 
this earth and the gift of all people. It turns our hearts from self-seeking to a spirituality that sees the 
signs of true discipleship in our sharing of goods and working for justice. By uniting us in prayer 
with all the people of God, with the rich and the poor, with those near and dear, and with those in 
distant lands, liturgy challenges our way of living and refines our values. Together in the 
community of worship, we are encouraged to use the goods of this earth for the benefit of all. In 
worship and in deeds for justice, the Church becomes a "sacrament," a visible sign of that unity in 
justice and peace that God wills for the whole of humanity.(4) 

 

3. Call to Holiness in the World 
 332. Holiness is not limited to the sanctuary or to moments of private prayer; it is a call to 
direct our whole heart and life toward God and according to God's plan for this world. For the laity 
holiness is achieved in the midst of the world, in family, in community, in friendships, in work, in 
leisure, in citizenship. Through their competency and by their activity, lay men and women have the 
vocation to bring the light of the Gospel to economic affairs, "so that the world may be filled with 
the Spirit of Christ and may more effectively attain its destiny in justice, in love, and in peace."(5) 

 333. But as disciples of Christ we must constantly ask ourselves how deeply the biblical and 
ethical vision of justice and love permeates our thinking. How thoroughly does it influence our way 
of life? We may hide behind the complexity of the issues or dismiss the significance of our personal 
contribution; in fact, each one has a role to play, because every day each one makes economic 
decisions. Some, by reason of their work or their position in society, have a vocation to be involved 
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in a more decisive way in those decisions that affect the economic well-being of others. They must 
be encouraged and sustained by all in their search for greater justice. 

 334. At times we will be called upon to say no to the cultural manifestations that emphasize 
values and aims that are selfish, wasteful, and opposed to the Scriptures. Together we must reflect 
on our personal and family decisions and curb unnecessary wants in order to meet the needs of 
others. There are many questions we must keep asking ourselves: Are we becoming ever more 
wasteful in a "throw-away" society? Are we able to distinguish between our true needs and those 
thrust on us by advertising and a society that values consumption more than saving? All of us could 
well ask ourselves whether as a Christian prophetic witness we are not called to adopt a simpler 
lifestyle, in the face of the excessive accumulation of material goods that characterizes an affluent 
society. 

 335. Husbands and wives, in particular, should weigh their needs carefully and establish a 
proper priority of values as they discuss the questions of both parents working outside the home and 
the responsibilities of raising children with proper care and attention. At times we will be called as 
individuals, as families, as parishes, as Church, to identify more closely with the poor in their 
struggle for participation and to close the gap of understanding between them and the affluent. By 
sharing the perspectives of those who are suffering, we can come to understand economic and social 
problems in a deeper way, thus leading us to seek more durable solutions. 

 336. In the workplace the laity are often called to make tough decisions with little information 
about the consequences that such decisions have on the economic lives of others. Such times call for 
collaborative dialogue together with prayerful reflection on Scripture and ethical norms. The same 
can be said of the need to elaborate policies that will reflect sound ethical principles and that can 
become a part of our political and social system. Since this is a part of the lay vocation and its call 
to holiness, the laity must seek to instill a moral and ethical dimension into the public debate on 
these issues and help enunciate the ethical questions that must be faced. To weigh political options 
according to criteria that go beyond efficiency and expediency requires prayer, reflection, and 
dialogue on all the ethical norms involved. Holiness for the laity will involve all the sacrifices 
needed to lead such a life of prayer and reflection within a worshiping and supporting faith 
community. In this way the laity will bridge the gap that so easily arises between the moral 
principles that guide the personal life of the Christian and the considerations that govern decisions 
in society in the political forum and in the marketplace. 

 

4. Leisure 
 337. Some of the difficulty in bringing Christian faith to economic life in the United States 
today results from the obstacles to establishing a balance of labor and leisure in daily life. Tedious 
and boring work leads some to look for fulfillment only during time off the job. Others have 
become "workaholics," people who work compulsively and without reflection on the deeper 
meaning of life and their actions. The quality and pace of work should be more human in scale 
enabling people to experience the dignity and value of their work and giving them time for other 
duties and obligations. This balance is vitally important for sustaining the social, political, 
educational, and cultural structures of society. The family, in particular, requires such balance. 
Without leisure there is too little time for nurturing marriages, for developing parent-child 
relationships, and for fulfilling commitments to other important groups: the extended family, the 
community of friends, the parish, the neighborhood, schools, and political organizations. Why is it 
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one hears so little today about shortening the work week, especially if both parents are working? 
Such a change would give them more time for each other, for their children, and for their other 
social and political responsibilities. 

 338. Leisure is connected to the whole of one's value system and influenced by the general culture 
one lives in. It can be trivialized into boredom and laziness, or end in nothing but a desire for greater 
consumption and waste. For disciples of Christ, the use of leisure may demand being countercultural. 
The Christian tradition sees in leisure time to build family and societal relationships and an opportunity 
for communal prayer and worship, for relaxed contemplation and enjoyment of God's creation, and for 
the cultivation of the arts which help fill the human longing for wholeness. Most of all, we must be 
convinced that economic decisions affect our use of leisure and that such decisions are also to be based 
on moral and ethical considerations. In this area of leisure we must be on our guard against being swept 
along by a lack of cultural values and by the changing fads of an affluent society. In the creation 
narrative God worked six days to create the world and rested on the seventh (Gn 2:1-4). We must take 
that image seriously and learn how to harmonize action and rest, work and leisure, so that both 
contribute to building up the person as well as the family and community. 

 

B. Challenges to the Church 
 339. The Church is all the people of God, gathered in smaller faith communities, guided and 
served by a pope and a hierarchy of bishops, ministered to by priests, deacons, religious, and laity, 
through visible institutions and agencies. Church is, thus, primarily a communion of people bonded 
by the Spirit with Christ as their Head, sustaining one another in love and acting as a sign or 
sacrament in the world. By its nature it is people called to a transcendent end; but, it is also a visible 
social institution functioning in this world. According to their calling, members participate in the 
mission and work of the Church and share, to varying degrees, the responsibility for its institutions 
and agencies.(6) At this moment in history, it is particularly important to emphasize the 
responsibilities of the whole Church for education and family life. 

 

1. Education 
 340. We have already emphasized the commitment to quality education that is necessary if the 
poor are to take their rightful place in the economic structures of our society. We have called the 
Church to remember its own obligation in this regard and we have endorsed support for 
improvements in public education. 

 341. The educational mission of the Church is not only to the poor but to all its members. We 
reiterate our 1972 statement:  

Through education, the Church seeks to prepare its members to proclaim the Good News and to 
translate this proclamation into action. Since the Christian vocation is a call to transform oneself and 
society with God's help, the educational efforts of the Church must encompass the twin purposes of 
personal sanctification and social reform in the light of Christian values. (7)  

Through her educational mission the Church seeks: to integrate knowledge about this world with 
revelation about God; to understand God's relationship to the human race and its ultimate destiny in 
the Kingdom of God; to build up human communities of justice and peace; and to teach the value of 
all creation. By inculcating these values the educational system of the Church contributes to society 
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and to social justice. Economic questions are, thus, seen as a part of a larger vision of the human 
person and the human family, the value of this created earth, and the duties and responsibilities that 
all have toward each other and toward this universe. 

 342. For these reasons the Church must incorporate into all levels of her educational system the 
teaching of social justice and the biblical and ethical principles that support it. We call on our 
universities, in particular, to make Catholic social teaching, and the social encyclicals of the popes a 
part of their curriculum, especially for those whose vocation will call them to an active role in U.S. 
economic and political decision making. Faith and technological progress are not opposed one to 
another, but this progress must not be channeled and directed by greed, self-indulgence, or novelty 
for its own sake, but by values that respect human dignity and foster social solidarity. 

 343. The Church has always held that the first task and responsibility for education lies in the 
hands of parents: they have the right to choose freely the schools or other means necessary to 
educate their children in the faith.(8) The Church also has consistently held that public authorities 
must ensure that public subsidies for the education of children are allocated so that parents can 
freely choose to exercise this right without incurring unjust burdens. This parental right should not 
be taken from them. We call again for equitable sharing in public benefits for those parents who 
choose private and religious schools for their children. Such help should be available especially for 
low-income parents. Though many of these parents sacrifice a great deal for their children's 
education, others are effectively deprived of the possibility of exercising this right. 

 

2. Supporting the Family 
 344. Economic life has a profound effect on all social structures and particularly on the family. 
A breakdown of family life often brings with it hardship and poverty. Divorce, failure to provide 
support to mothers and children, abandonment of children, pregnancies out of wedlock, all 
contribute to the amount of poverty among us. Though these breakdowns of marriage and the 
family are more visible among the poor, they do not affect only that one segment of our society. In 
fact, one could argue that many of these breakdowns come from the false values found among the 
more affluent—values which ultimately pervade the whole of society. 

 345. More studies are needed to probe the possible connections between affluence and family 
and marital breakdowns. The constant seeking for self-gratification and the exaggerated 
individualism of our age, spurred on by false values often seen in advertising and on television, 
contribute to the lack of firm commitment in marriage and to destructive notions of responsibility 
and personal growth.(9) 

 346. With good reason, the Church has traditionally held that the family is the basic building 
block of any society. In fighting against economic arrangements that weaken the family, the Church 
contributes to the well-being of society. The same must be said of the Church's teaching on 
responsible human sexuality and its relationship to marriage and family. Economic arrangements 
must support the family and promote its solidity. 

 

3. The Church as Economic Actor 
 347. Although all members of the Church are economic actors every day in their individual 
lives, they also play an economic role united together as Church. On the parish and diocesan level, 
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through its agencies and institutions, the Church employs many people; it has investments; it has 
extensive properties for worship and mission. All the moral principles that govern the just operation 
of any economic endeavor apply to the Church and its agencies and institutions; indeed the Church 
should be exemplary. The Synod of Bishops in 1971 worded this challenge most aptly: “While the 
Church is bound to give witness to justice, she recognizes that anyone who ventures to speak to 
people about justice must first be just in their eyes. Hence, we must undertake an examination of the 
modes of acting and of the possessions and lifestyle found within the Church herself.”(10) 

 348. Catholics in the United States can be justly proud of their accomplishments in building 
and maintaining churches and chapels, and an extensive system of schools, hospitals, and charitable 
institutions. Through sacrifices and personal labor our immigrant ancestors built these institutions. 
For many decades religious orders of women and men taught in our schools and worked in our 
hospitals with very little remuneration. Right now, we see the same spirit of generosity among the 
religious and lay people even as we seek to pay more adequate salaries. 

 349. We would be insincere were we to deny a need for renewal in the economic life of the 
Church itself and for renewed zeal on the part of the Church in examining its role in the larger 
context of reinforcing in U.S. society and culture those values that support economic justice.(11) 

 350. We select here five areas for special reflection: (1) wages and salaries, (2) rights of 
employees, (3) investments and property, (4) works of charity, and (5) working for economic 
justice. 

 351. We bishops commit ourselves to the principle that those who serve the Church—laity, 
clergy, and religious—should receive a sufficient livelihood and the social benefits provided by 
responsible employers in our nation. These obligations, however, cannot be met without the 
increased contributions of all the members of the Church. We call on all to recognize their 
responsibility to contribute monetarily to the support of those who carry out the public mission of 
the Church. Sacrificial giving or tithing by all the People of God would provide the funds necessary 
to pay these adequate salaries for religious and lay people; the lack of funds is the usual underlying 
cause for the lack of adequate salaries. The obligation to sustain the Church's institutions—
education and health care, social service agencies, religious education programs, care of the elderly, 
youth ministry, and the like—falls on all the members of the community because of their baptism; 
the obligation is not just on the users or on those who staff them. Increased resources are also 
needed for the support of elderly members of religious communities. These dedicated women and 
men have not always asked for or received the stipends and pensions that would have assured their 
future. It would be a breach of our obligations to them to let them or their communities face 
retirement without adequate funds. 

 352. Many volunteers provide services to the Church and its mission which cannot be measured 
in dollars and cents. These services are important to the life and vitality of the Church in the United 
States and carry on a practice that has marked the history of the Church in this country since its 
founding. In this tradition, we ask young people to make themselves available for a year or more of 
voluntary service before beginning their training for more specific vocations in life; we also 
recommend expanding voluntary service roles for retired persons; we encourage those who have 
accepted this challenge. 

 353. All church institutions must also fully recognize the rights of employees to organize and 
bargain collectively with the institution through whatever association or organization they freely 
choose.(12) In the light of new creative models of collaboration between labor and management 
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described earlier in this letter, we challenge our church institutions to adopt new fruitful modes of 
cooperation. Although the Church has its own nature and mission that must be respected and 
fostered, we are pleased that many who are not of our faith, but who share similar hopes and 
aspirations for the human family, work for us and with us in achieving this vision. In seeking 
greater justice in wages, we recognize the need to be particularly alert to the continuing 
discrimination against women throughout Church and society, especially reflected in both the 
inequities of salaries between women and men and in the concentration of women in jobs at the 
lower end of the wage scale. 

 354. Individual Christians who are shareholders and those responsible within church 
institutions that own stocks in U.S. corporations must see to it that the invested funds are used 
responsibly. Although it is a moral and legal fiduciary responsibility of the trustees to ensure an 
adequate return on investment for the support of the work of the Church, their stewardship 
embraces broader moral concerns. As part-owners, they must cooperate in shaping the policies of 
those companies through dialogue with management, through votes at corporate meetings, through 
the introduction of resolutions, and through participation in investment decisions. We praise the 
efforts of dioceses and other religious and ecumenical bodies that work together toward these goals. 
We also praise efforts to develop alternative investment policies, especially those which support 
enterprises that promote economic development in depressed communities and which help the 
Church respond to local and regional needs.(13) When the decision to divest seems unavoidable, it 
should be done after prudent examination and with a clear explanation of the motives. 

 355. The use of church property demands special attention today. Changing demographic 
patterns have left many parishes and institutions with empty or partially used buildings. The decline 
in the number of religious who are teaching in the schools and the reduction in the number of clergy 
often result in large residences with few occupants. In this regard, the Church must be sensitive to 
the image the possession of such large facilities often projects, namely, that it is wealthy and 
extravagant in the use of its resources. This image can be overcome only by clear public 
accountability of its financial holdings, of its properties and their use, and of the services it renders 
to its members and to society at large. We support and encourage the creative use of these facilities 
by many parishes and dioceses to serve the needs of the poor. 

 356. The Church has a special call to be a servant of the poor, the sick, and the marginalized, 
thereby becoming a true sign of the Church's mission—a mission shared by every member of the 
Christian community. The Church now serves many such people through one of the largest private 
human services delivery systems in the country. The networks of agencies, institutions and 
programs provide services to millions of persons of all faiths. Still we must be reminded that in our 
day our Christian concerns must increase and extend beyond our borders, because everyone in need 
is our neighbor. We must also be reminded that charity requires more than alleviating misery. It 
demands genuine love for the person in need. It should probe the meaning of suffering and provoke 
a response that seeks to remedy causes. True charity leads to advocacy. 

 357. Yet charity alone is not a corrective to all economic social ills. All citizens, working 
through various organizations of society and through government, bear the responsibility of caring 
for those who are in need. The Church. too, through all its members individually and through its 
agencies, must work to alleviate injustices that prevent some from participating fully in economic 
life. Our experience with the Campaign for Human Development confirms our judgment about the 
validity of self-help and empowerment of the poor. The campaign, which has received the positive 
support of American Catholics since it was launched in 1970, provides a model that we think sets a 
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high standard for similar efforts. We bishops know of the many faithful in all walks of life who use 
their skills and their compassion to seek innovative ways to carry out the goals we are proposing in 
this letter. As they do this, they are the Church acting for economic justice. At the same time, we 
hope they will join together with us and their priests to influence our society so that even more steps 
can be taken to alleviate injustices. Grassroots efforts by the poor themselves, helped by community 
support, are indispensable. The entire Christian community can learn much from the way our 
deprived brothers and sisters assist each other in their struggles. 

 358. In addition to being an economic actor, the Church is a significant cultural actor concerned 
about the deeper cultural roots of our economic problems. As we have proposed a new experiment 
in collaboration and participation in decision making by all those affected at all levels of U.S. 
society, so we also commit the Church to become a model of collaboration and participation. 

 

C. The Road Ahead 
 359. The completion of a letter such as this one is but the beginning of a long process of 
education, discussion, and action; its contents must be brought to all members of the Church and of 
society. 

 360. In this respect we mentioned the twofold aim of this pastoral letter: to help Catholics form 
their consciences on the moral dimensions of economic decision making and to articulate a moral 
perspective in the general societal and political debate that surrounds these questions. These two 
purposes help us to reflect on the different ways the institutions and ministers of the Church can 
assist the laity in their vocation in the world. Renewed emphasis on Catholic social teaching in our 
schools, colleges, and universities; special seminars with corporate officials, union leaders, 
legislators, bankers, and the like; the organization of small groups composed of people from 
different ways of life to meditate together on the Gospel and ethical norms; speakers' bureaus; 
family programs; clearinghouses of available material; pulpit aids for priests; diocesan television 
and radio programs; research projects in our universities—all of these are appropriate means for 
continued discussion and action. Some of these are done best on the parish level, others by the state 
Catholic conferences, and others by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops. These same 
bodies can assist the laity in the many difficult decisions that deal with political options that affect 
economic decisions. Where many options are available, it must be the concern of all in such debates 
that we as Catholics do not become polarized. All must be challenged to show how the decisions 
they make and the policies they suggest flow from the ethical moral vision outlined here. As new 
problems arise, we hope through our continual reflection that we will be able to help refine Catholic 
social teaching and contribute to its further development. 

 361. We call upon our priests, in particular, to continue their study of these issues so that they 
can proclaim the gospel message in a way that challenges the faithful but that also sustains and 
encourages their vocation in and to the world. Priestly formation in our seminaries will also have to 
prepare candidates for this role. 

 362. We wish to emphasize the need to undertake research into many of the areas this 
document could not deal with in depth and to continue exploration of those we have dealt with. We 
encourage our Catholic universities, foundations, and other institutions to assist in these necessary 
projects. The following areas for further research are merely suggestive, not exhaustive: the impact 
of arms production and large military spending on the domestic economy and on culture; arms 
production and sales as they relate to Third World poverty; tax reforms to express the preferential 
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option for the poor; the rights of women and minorities in the work force; the development of 
communications technology and its global influences; robotics, automation, and reduction of 
defense industries as they will affect employment; the economy and the stability of the family; 
legitimate profit versus greed; securing economic rights; environmental and ecological questions; 
future roles of labor and unions; international financial institutions and Third World debt; our 
national deficit; world food problems; "full employment" and its implementation; plant closings and 
dealing with the human costs of an evolving economy; cooperatives and new modes of sharing; 
welfare reform and national eligibility standards; income support systems; concentration of land 
ownership; assistance to Third World nations; migration and its effects; population policies and 
development; the effects of increased inequality of incomes in society. 

 

D. Commitment to a Kingdom of Love and Justice 
 363. Confronted by this economic complexity and seeking clarity for the future, we can rightly 
ask ourselves one single question: How does our economic system affect the lives of people—all 
people? Part of the American dream has been to make this world a better place for people to live in; 
at this moment of history that dream must include everyone on this globe. Since we profess to be 
members of a "catholic" or universal Church, we all must raise our sights to a concern for the well-
being of everyone in the world. Third World debt becomes our problem. Famine and starvation in 
sub-Saharan Africa become our concern. Rising military expenditures everywhere in the world 
become part of our fears for the future of this planet. We cannot be content if we see ecological 
neglect or the squandering of natural resources. In this letter we bishops have spoken often of 
economic interdependence; now is the moment when all of us must confront the reality of such 
economic bonding and its consequences, and see it as a moment of grace—a kairos—that can unite 
all of us in a common community of the human family. We commit ourselves to this global vision. 

 364. We cannot be frightened by the magnitude and complexity of these problems. We must 
not be discouraged. In the midst of this struggle it is inevitable that we become aware of greed, 
laziness, and envy. No utopia is possible on this earth; but as believers in the redemptive love of 
God and as those who have experienced God's forgiving mercy, we know that God's providence is 
not and will not be lacking to us today. 

 365. The fulfillment of human needs, we know, is not the final purpose of the creation of the 
human person. We have been created to share in the divine life through a destiny that goes far 
beyond our human capabilities and before which we must in all humility stand in awe. Like Mary in 
proclaiming her Magnificat, we marvel at the wonders God has done for us, how God has raised up 
the poor and the lowly and promised great things for them in the Kingdom. God now asks of us 
sacrifices and reflection on our reverence for human dignity—in ourselves and in others—and on 
our service and discipleship, so that the divine goal for the human family and this earth can be 
fulfilled. Communion with God, sharing God's life, involves a mutual bonding with all on this 
globe. Jesus taught us to love God and one another and that the concept of neighbor is without limit. 
We know that we are called to be members of a new covenant of love. We have to move from our 
devotion to independence, through an understanding of interdependence, to a commitment to human 
solidarity. That challenge must find its realization in the kind of community we build among us. 
Love implies concern for all—especially the poor—and a continued search for those social and 
economic structures that permit everyone to share in a community that is a part of a redeemed 
creation (Rom 8:21-23). 
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