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Catholic Social Teaching:

An Introduction to Charity and Justice

Catholic social Teaching concerns respect for life, the human person and the rights and duties which flow from hu-
man dignity and guarantee it. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states: “Society ensures social justice when it
provides the conditions that allow associations or individuals to obtain what is their due, according to their nature
and their vocation.” (CCC, 1928).

As Christians we should all be familiar with Christ’s new commandment “Love
“Love one another. As I EzE another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another” (John 13:34).

What we may be less familiar with is that we are all also called to work for jus-

have loved you, so you

tice. The prophet Isaiah in the Old Testament exhorts us to “Learn to do right;
must love one another.” P58 justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead
the case of the widow”. (Isaiah 1:17). These are echoed by the words of the

John 13:34 L« . .
prophet Micah: “And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to

love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8). Christ also recog-
nized the plight of those who yearn for justice and hoped that it would be fulfilled “Blessed are those who hunger
and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.” (Matt 5:6).

According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Justice is the cardinal
moral virtue which consists in the constant and firm will to give their due to [ ) (LT VTR T 1187 1 1)
God and to neighbor. Social Justice is directed towards reforming unjust sys- hunger and thirst for
tems or structures in society to try and create a more just society. Charity is

righteousness, for they
shall be satisfied.

justice is aimed at ensuring that everyone has the means to provide for them- Matthew 5:6

directed towards minimizing the effects of injustice such as providing some-

one who is homeless with a safe place to stay for a short while. Wheras social

selves to have safe and secure housing. As Christians we are called to work for
both charity and justice, but to decide in which specific ways we do this takes discernment.

There are numerous examples of faithful Catholics and Saints who worked for social justice in their lifetimes and
their teachings and way of life can provide the template for how we approach social justice. Some of these saints
include St Francis and St Clare of Assissi who had a great love for the poor and the environment, Blessed Pier Gior-

go Frassati, St Kateri Tekakwitha, Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan and St Josephine Bakhita.

The sources of Catholic Social Teaching are Sacred Scripture, the lived tradition of the Church as well as several key
magisterial teachings (which are listed on the last page). In addition, there are eight principles of Catholic Social
Teaching which should guide our work and are outlined in this booklet: the life and dignity of the human person;
the common good; the universal destination of goods; the preferential option for the poor; caring for creation; sub-

sidiarity; participation and solidarity (Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, Chapter Four)

The Catholic approach to social justice is based on three steps: (1) See; (2) Judge (discern); 3 Act. The Catechism
states that the Church’s social teaching proposes principles for reflection (listed above); it provides criteria for dis-
cernment (based on research and theological reflection) judgment; it gives guidelines for action (CCC 2423). This is

known as the Cardijn methodology of Social Justice.

An important point to note is that Catholic Social Teaching seamlessly integrates into the rest of Catholic Teaching.
As the Catholic Social Justice series paper “Reading the Signs of the Times” points out it is not “...an independent
stream of thought within the broader teaching of the Church. It is part of a single theological tradition with the

concern or social justice being core to the life of the Church.” (p 5).



Life and Dignity
-Ruth Moraes, Justice and Peace Office

The foremost principle of catholic social justice is the sacredness of every human life and the preservation
of the dignity of every human being because every human being is made in the image and likeness of God.
The sacredness of human life warrants its protection in all circumstances as the highest priority because
without it, no other rights or protections can achieve their purpose. The principles of life and dignity are
deeply enmeshed. It is not simply enough to protect human life, one must also work to preserve the dig-
nity of that human life through every condition and stage of development.

From the beginning, Scripture has affirmed the sacredness of human life and the unique dignity accorded
to human beings above all of creation. “God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created
him; male and female he created them (Gen 1:27).” Even in the Old Testament, the universal command-
ments of “Do not kill” (Exodus 20:13) and “...do not slay the innocent and righteous” (Exodus 23:7) were
closely followed by the lesser known but equally important commandment “You shall love your neighbour
as yourself” (Lev 19:18). Christ, in his teaching, after confirming these commandments, extended their

scope declaring |




