
“The church’s best kept secret.” Catholic Social Teaching 

In 1891, Pope Leo X111, wrote the encyclical Rerum Novarum, (Rights and 
Duties of Capital and Labor).  He wrote of “the misery and wretchedness 
pressing so unjustly on the majority of the working class,” in response to the 
conditions of workers.  This encyclical is predominantly seen as the foundation 
of what is referred to as modern Catholic Social Teaching.  

Since then, many encyclicals and documents have been written by Popes and 
Synods of Bishops which examined contemporary issues facing the world in 
light of the Gospel messages.  
 
The most common threads from the encyclicals are inequalities of income, 
consumption, privilege and power, care of the earth, social rights and 
responsibilities, the rights of workers and the role of individual Christians.  

Below are examples of recent papal encyclicals.   

Laudato Si (Praise Be) was written in 2015 by Pope Francis who addressed all 
peoples of the world in a clear and compelling case for placing people at the 
centre of a renewed commitment to care for the planet.  

Guardium et Spes (Hope and Joy) 2011 written by Pope Paul VI on the amazing 
development and progress in the world.  Many worry, he says, about the social 
implications of advances in technology and power. Never before has there 
been so much wealth and simultaneously so much poverty and hunger. 

Populoro Progressio (On the development of Peoples) by Pope Pius VI in 1967 
examined the rights of workers, their job security and working conditions, their 
right to a just wage and to join a union.  

From these documents, and many others, common strands have been elicited 
which, together with the messages in the Gospels, form the basic principles of 
the social teachings of the Church.  

 
“(Catholic Social Teaching) expresses for our times the reflection of the 
Church on social realities assessing them in the light of the gospel and 
offering guidelines for practical behavior in society.  It is an application of 
theology, and especially moral theology, to the ethical questions raised by 
human societies.”   
Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, John Paul 2 (The Social Concerns of the Church) 
 
Put simply, Catholic Social Teaching is a collection of guiding principles, based 
on the combination of the teachings of Jesus Christ and the wisdom and 
common threads from Papal encyclicals, that help form a basis on which the 
church and its people make judgement and commentary on contemporary 
social issues. They are principles which guide us as we strive to live our lives 
with concern for the good of all humanity.   
 



Main Principles of Catholic Social Teaching 
 
Dignity of the human person.   Human life is sacred and all people are made in 

the image and likeness of God and therefore have innate human dignity.  

We can ask ourselves.  Does this situation, decision or policy respect and 

promote the dignity of those whom it effects?   

Preferential option for the poor.   Society is judged on how it treats its most 

vulnerable members.  

We can ask ourselves.  What are the consequences of this decision or policy on 

those in our community who are poor, vulnerable or marginalized?  

Solidarity.  We are one human family regardless of race, ethnicity, religious or 

political difference. 

We can ask ourselves.  Who is my neighbour?   

Stewardship of God’s Creation.   We have a duty to care for the earth’s 

resources responsibly, as stewards rather than consumers.  

We can ask ourselves.  What are the consequences of my consumption of 

resources on the environment?  

The Common Good.  The goods of the world are meant for all.  

We can ask ourselves.   Does everyone have access to an adequate share of 

resources to meet their needs?    Are the benefits enjoyed by some groups 

attained only at the cost of other groups?   

Participation.  Human beings are called to be active shapers of history not 

mere recipients of other people’s decisions  

We can ask ourselves.  Do I participate in decisions that affect my life and the 

lives of the most vulnerable in my community?    

Currently our world faces a widening gap between the rich and the poor, the 

global movement of people fleeing oppression and hostilities, a planet in crisis, 

armaments development and a general insecurity and uncertainty.  Amidst 

these challenges of modern society, the Church’s Social Teachings are a rich 

treasure of wisdom urging us to build a just society and to live honourable and 

ethical lives, mindful of those in our society who are the most vulnerable. 


