
THEME 4 OF CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING:  
 

 OPTION FOR THE POOR AND VULNERABLE 
 
A basic moral test is how our most vulnerable members are faring.  In a society marred by 
deepening divisions between rich and poor, our tradition recalls the story of the Last 
Judgment (Mt. 25: 31-46) and instructs us to put the needs of the poor and vulnerable first. 
 
Scripture 

 Exodus 22:20-26  You shall not oppress the poor or vulnerable.  God will hear their cry. 

 Leviticus 19:9-10  A portion of the harvest is set aside for the poor and the stranger. 

 Job 34:20-28  The Lord hears the cry of the poor. 

 Proverbs 31:8-9  Speak out in defense of the poor. 

 Sirach 4:1-10  Don’t delay giving to those in need. 

 Isaiah 25:4-5   God is a refuge for the poor. 

 Isaiah 58:5-7 True worship is to work for justice and care for the poor and oppressed. 

 Matthew 25:34-40  What you do for the least among you, you do for Jesus. 

 Luke 4:16-21  Jesus proclaims his mission: to bring good news to the poor and 

oppressed. 

 Luke 6:20-23  Blessed are the poor, theirs is the kingdom of God. 

 1 John 3:17-18 How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s good and 

sees one in need and refuses to help? 

 2 Corinthians 8: 7,9,13  Exhorts Christians to excel in grace of giving 

 

Tradition   

Still, when there is question of defending the rights of individuals, the poor and badly off have 

a claim to especial consideration. The richer class have many ways of shielding themselves, 

and stand less in need of help from the State; whereas the mass of  the poor have no 

resources of their own to fall back upon, and must chiefly   depend upon the assistance of 

the State. On the Condition of Labor (Rerum Novarum. . . ), #37 

     

The  obligation to provide justice for all means that the poor have the single most  

urgent economic claim on the conscience of the nation. Economic Justice for All, #86 

     

In teaching us charity, the Gospel instructs us in the preferential respect due to 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. A Call to Action 

(Octogesima Adveniens. . . ), #23  

     

"He who has the goods of this world  and sees his brother in need and closes his heart to 

him, how does the love of  God abide in him?”  Everyone knows that the Fathers of the 
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Church laid down the duty of the rich toward the poor in no uncertain terms. As St. Ambrose 

put it: “You are not making a gift of what is yours to the poor man, but you are giving him 

back what is his. You have been appropriating things that are meant to be for the common 

use of everyone. The earth belongs to everyone, not to the rich.” On the Development 

of Peoples (Populorum Progressio. . . ), #23 

     

Therefore everyone has the  right to possess a sufficient amount of the earth's goods for 

themselves and  their family. This has been the opinion of the Fathers and Doctors of 

the church, who taught that people are bound to come to the aid of the poor and to  do so not 

merely out of their superfluous goods. Persons in extreme necessity are entitled to take what 

they need from the riches of others.  

   

Faced with a world today where so many people are suffering from want, the council asks 

individuals and governments to remember the saying of the Fathers:  "Feed the people dying 

of hunger, because if you do not feed them you are  killing them," and it urges them 

according to their ability to share and  dispose of their goods to help others, above all by 

giving them aid which will  enable them to help and develop themselves. The Church in the 

Modern World (Gaudium et Spes. . . ), #69  

     

Love for others, and in the first place  love for the poor, in whom the Church sees Christ 

himself, is made concrete in  the promotion of justice. On the Hundredth Year (Centesimus 

Annus. . . ), #58 

     

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; the production to meet social needs over 

production for  military purposes. Economic Justice for All, #94 

   

     

The primary 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. 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. Economic Justice for All, 

#88  

 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. What is the primary Christian commandment that drives our concern for the “least of our 

brothers”? 
 

2. What does the special commitment to the poor mean? Does it mean the poor have a right 
to generosity or does it really go deeper than that?  (to imply that all persons, because of 
their innate dignity, have a right to participate as well as partake of the fruits of the 
community). 
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3. Pope Francis has noted the human effects of increasing income inequality, and has made 
this issue a hallmark of his pontificate.  Is this an indictment of American capitalism that 
champions greater effort, and greater risks, and potentially greater rewards?   
 

4. Does Catholicism espouse equality of wealth?   
In Economic Justice for All, the Bishops write “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.” 
“however unequal distribution should be evaluated in terms of the priority of meeting the 
basic needs of the poor and the importance of increasing the level of participation by all 
members of society.  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” (no. 185) 

 
5. What is the moral question at stake in considering the CEO who makes 40X the lowest 

paid employee in his company?  Is this huge discrepancy necessarily immoral?  What 
changes if this company refuses an increase in the minimum wage on the grounds of 
profitability? 

 
6. Who are the rich?  Why do the rich have a special obligation to care for the poor?   
 
7. Who are the poor?  As Catholics, do we understand who they are and do we care why 

they are poor? 
 
8. Jesus said “the poor will always be with you,” (Mark 14:7 Matthew 26:11), is it thus 

inevitable that we cannot end deepest poverty?  
 
9. Does the command to “Feed the people dying of hunger, because if you do not feed them 

you are killing them” suggest that we are only obligated to take care of the extreme and 
immediate needs? 

 
10. What are some Catholic organizations that serve the poor and answer the call to provide 

aid that will enable the poor to help and develop themselves? 
 
11.  As Catholics in the U S who participate in the political process and hold our elected 

representatives accountable for enacting policies, what should be our stance on policies 
that affect the poor? What are some considerations which help us form a practical but 
right conscience toward the poor? 
 
In Economic Justice for All, the bishops note “the needs of the poor take priority over 
the desires of the rich; the rights of workers over maximization of profits; the preservation 
of the environment over uncontrolled industrial expansion; the production to meet social 
needs over production for military purposes.” #94 

 
12.  “For I was hungry and you gave me food; for I was thirsty and you gave me drink,”. . . as 

Catholics, what is our moral obligation toward immigrants, even undocumented 
immigrants? 

 



Additional Reading 
 

The Bible on the Poor     http://www.zompist.com/meetthepoor.html 

 

The Meaning of Poor as Used in the Bible  http://blog.compassion.com/the-meaning-of-poor-as-

used-in-the-bible 

 

The Poor Will Not Always Be With You       http://blog.compassion.com/the-poor-will-not-

always-be-with-you 

 

‘Poverty, Inc.’:  The Global Poverty Industry   http:blog.compassion.com/poverty-the-global-

poverty-industry 

 

Who Counts as Poor in America?    http://www.pbs.org/newshour/making-sense/who-counts-as-

poor-in-america/ 

 

The Poor:  Still Here, Still Poor      http://www.thenation.com/article/poor-still-here-still-poor 

 

The High Probability of Being Poor in America   http://www.alternet.org/economy/high-

probability-being-poor-america   

 

A Hand Up is not a Handout    http:www.huffingtonpost.com/randi-weingarten/a-hand-up-is-

not-a-handout 

 

America’s New Poverty:  The Poverty That Must Be Defeated  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/frank=islam/americas-new-poverty-the-poverty-that-must-be-

defeated 

 

PovertyUSA:  The anti- poverty program of the U S Conference of Catholic Bishops (online 

interactive) 

 

 

FOUNDATIONAL DOCUMENTS 

  

Papal and Vatican Documents 

Rerum Novarum. . . (On the Condition of Labor)—Pope Leo XIII, 1891 

Quadragesimo Anno. . . (After Forty Years)—Pope Pius XI, 1931 

Mater et Magistra. . . (Christianity and Social Progress)—Pope John XXIII, 1961 

Pacem in Terris. . . (Peace on Earth)—Pope John XXIII, 1963 

Gaudium et Spes. . . (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World)—Second  Vatican Council, 1965 

Dignitatis Humanae . . .  (Declaration on Religious  Freedom)—Second Vatican Council, 1965 
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Populorum Progressio. . . (On the Development of Peoples)—Pope Paul VI, 1967 

Octogesima Adveniens. . . (A Call to Action)—Pope Paul VI, 1971 

Evangelii Nuntiandi. . . (Evangelization in the Modern World)—Paul VI, 1975 

Laborem Exercens. . . (On Human Work)—Pope John Paul II, 1981 

Sollicitudo Rei Socialis. . . (On Social Concern)—Pope John Paul II, 1987 

The Church and Racism:  Towards a more fraternal society. . . —Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace,  1989 

Centesimus Annus. . . (The Hundredth Year)—Pope John Paul II, 1991 

Veritatis splendor. . . (The Splendor of Truth)—Pope John Paul II, 1993  

Evangelium Vitae. . . (The Gospel of Life)—Pope John Paul II, 1995 

Dignitas Personae. . . (The Dignity of a Person)—Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 1998  

Ecclesia in America. . . (The Church in America)—Pope John Paul II, 1999 

Fides et Ratio. . . (Faith and Reason)—Pope John Paul II, 1998 

Doctrinal Note on Some Questions Regarding the Participation of Catholics in Political  Life. . . - Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the  Faith, 2002 

Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church. . . —Pontifical Council for Justice and  Peace, 2004 

Deus Caritas Est. . . (God Is Love)—Pope Benedict XVI, 2005 

Sacramentum Caritatis. . . (The Eucharist as the Source and Summit of the Church's Life and  Mission)—Pope Benedict 

XVI, 2007 (especially paragraphs 47, 49, 82-84, and  88-92) 

Caritas in Veritate. . . (Charity in Truth)—Pope Benedict XVI, 2009 

Evangelii Gaudium. . . (The Joy of the Gospel)—Pope Francis, 2013 

Laudato Si' . . . (On Care for Our Common Home)—Pope Francis, 2015 

 

United States Catholic Bishops Documents 

Labor Day Statements 

Respecting the Just Rights of Workers, June 2009  

Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, November 2007 
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A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death, November 2005 

Catholics in Political Life, June 2004 

"For I Was Hungry and You Gave Me Food" Catholic Reflections on Food, Farmers, and Farmworkers, December 2003 

Strangers No Longer, January 2003, Joint Statement from Bishops of the United States and Mexico 

A Place at the Table: A Catholic Recommitment to Overcome Poverty and to Respect the Dignity of All  God's 

Children, December 2002 

Statement on Israeli-Palestinian Violence, March 2002 

A Call to Solidarity with Africa, November 2001 

A Pastoral Message: Living with  Faith and Hope After September 11, November 2001 

Resolution on the Israeli-Palestinian Crisis, June 2001 

Global Climate Change: A Plea for Dialogue, Prudence, and the Common Good, June 2001 

Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice, November 

2000 

Everyday Christianity: To Hunger and Thirst for Justice, November 1999 

In All Things Charity: A  Pastoral Challenge for the New Millennium, November 1999 

Sharing Catholic Social Teaching: Challenges and Directions, June 1999 

A Good Friday Appeal to End the Death Penalty, April 1999 

A Commitment to All  Generations: Social Security and the Common Good, May 1999 

A Jubilee Call  for Debt Forgiveness, April 1999 

Living the Gospel of Life, November 1998 

Called to Global Solidarity, November 1997 

A Catholic Framework for Economic Life, November 1996 

A Decade After Economic Justice for All, November 1995 

Sowing Weapons of War, June 1995 

Confronting a Culture of Violence, November 1994 
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Communities of Salt and Light, November 1993 

The Harvest of Justice is Sown in Peace, November 1993 

When I call for Help: A Pastoral Response to Domestic Violence Against Women, September 1992 

A Matter of the Heart, November 1992 

Renewing the Earth, 1991 
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