
Catholic Social Teaching, Part I 
 
      In the middle of the Great Depression, late 1935, Franklin D. Roosevelt was reelected 
President by a wide margin. In his second Inaugural Address, he told the crowd that had 
turned out in pouring rain, “The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the 
abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too 
little.” 
In 2004, the Department of Agriculture reported that 12 million U.S. families or 11.2 
percent of our population, struggle for enough food to live. Four million families had 
members who actually went hungry at some point last year. The Agriculture report went 
on to indicate that the other eight million families avoided hunger by various means. They 
got emergency food from church and community food pantries (Parish Outreach), 
participated in federal food assistance programs, and ate whatever was available rather 
than a nutritional diet. 
      Why is it that citizens of the last remaining superpower do not have enough money for 
the essentials: food, clothing, and shelter? In New York State alone, one quarter of all 
working families have income too low for necessities. 
      45 million Americans are living in poverty. The invisible poor have been without a 
voice. They have no clout because they have no money and no lobbyists to plead their 
cause. 
Catholic social teaching is, for most Catholics, a well kept secret. We do have a body of 
knowledge going back well over 150 years, and written by popes and bishops, that applies 
gospel centered principles to poverty, the economy, war and peace, health care, human 
rights, workers’ rights, race relations, social welfare policy, abortion, euthanasia, the death 
penalty and much more.  
      Pope Francis has added significantly to the Catholic Church official social teaching with 
his new encyclical on the environment and the threat of climate change on the most 
vulnerable. His encyclical is entitled: “Laudato Si” - or “Praise Be to You: On Care for 
Our Common Home.” This encyclical is a lengthy pastoral letter (200 pages) by the Pope as 
the head of the worldwide college of bishops, addressed in this case to the entire world. This 
is an exercise of the pope’s teaching authority as chief shepherd. Pope Francis is attempting 
to persuade and convince all people of goodwill about the dangers of global warming, and 
especially its impact on the poor. “As believers, we do not look at the world from without 
but from within, conscious of the bonds with which the Father has linked us to all beings.” 
The Holy Father, as head of the college of bishops and Bishop of Rome, draws often in his 
encyclical, from the statements of bishops around the world about climate change and 
environmental crises. He also quotes the words of his predecessors in the papacy. 
      Grounded in values flowing from the dignity of the person created in God’s image and 
God’s coming among us as a human being, Catholic social teaching offers guidance to 
Catholics seeking moral guidance in negotiating our complex world. 
 
Peace, Father Bruce 
 


