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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
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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 selfgratification.



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

1

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

•

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
2
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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.
3
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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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