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In an increasingly interconnected and globalized world, where inequalities and social
injustices are ever more apparent, the Catholic Church remains a strong and clear voice in
defending human dignity and promoting social justice. Throughout its history, the Church has
developed a vast body of teachings on social issues that invite us to reflect on our
responsibility not only as individuals but as a global community. In this article, we will explore
how social justice intertwines with Catholic faith and how the Church’s teachings guide us in
the modern world.

What is Social Justice According to the Church?

Social justice is one of the fundamental pillars of the Church’s Social Doctrine, a set of
principles developed over centuries through theological reflection and the Magisterium. For
the Church, social justice is not simply an abstract or political concept but a moral imperative
rooted in the inherent dignity of every human person.

Pope Francis, one of the most vocal leaders on social justice issues in recent times,
constantly reminds us that “there can be no true peace or authentic development without
social justice.” Social justice, from the Catholic perspective, seeks to ensure that every
person has access to the material, spiritual, and social goods necessary for a dignified life.
This includes access to education, work, healthcare, housing, and full participation in
community life.

But where does this concern of the Church for social justice come from?

The Biblical Foundation of Social Justice

The roots of Catholic teaching on social justice are found in Scripture. In the Old Testament,
we see the prophets crying out for justice, demanding that the powerful not oppress the
weak, that the rights of orphans and widows be respected, and that mercy be shown to the
most vulnerable. “Learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; defend the fatherless,
plead for the widow” (Isaiah 1:17). These prophetic messages echo God’s concern for those
who suffer injustice.

Jesus, in His ministry, continued this prophetic tradition. In His inaugural address at the
synagogue in Nazareth, He quoted the prophet Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because He has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim
liberty to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are
oppressed” (Luke 4:18). The Kingdom of God, according to Jesus, is a kingdom of justice,

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 1



@ Social Justice and Faith: The Church’s Teaching in the Modern World |
2

peace, and love, and His mission was to announce and make present that Kingdom in the
world.

The Church’s Social Doctrine and Modernity

The Church’s Social Doctrine began to take a more systematic form in the modern era with
Pope Leo XlII's encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891, a document that marked a milestone in
Catholic social teaching. This text addressed the growing inequalities and social tensions
generated by the Industrial Revolution, defending workers’ rights, the right to a fair wage,
and dignified working conditions, while condemning both unbridled capitalism and
revolutionary socialism.

Since then, the Church has continued to develop its social doctrine in response to the social,
economic, and political changes of the world. Documents such as Quadragesimo Anno by
Pius XI, Populorum Progressio by Paul VI, Centesimus Annus by John Paul ll, and more
recently Laudato Si’ by Pope Francis have enriched and updated the Church’s approach to
social justice.

Each of these texts emphasizes the common good, the idea that society must be organized
in such a way that all members, especially the most vulnerable, can flourish. The principle of
subsidiarity, which holds that decisions should be made at the level closest to those affected,
and the principle of solidarity, which calls us to act responsibly toward others, are key to
understanding the Church’s teaching on social justice.

Social Justice in the 21st Century: Current Challenges

In the 21st century, social justice remains one of the greatest challenges we face as
humanity. Economic crises, climate change, mass migrations, extreme poverty, racism, and
social exclusion are some of the pressing issues that require an urgent response.

Global Economy and Inequality

Pope Francis has been particularly vocal in his criticism of the global economic system,
describing it as a “system that kills.” In his encyclical Evangelii Gaudium, he warns of the
dangers of an economy of exclusion, where the value of people is measured by their ability to
produce and consume. This “throwaway economy,” as he calls it, is one of the primary
causes of poverty and inequality in the world.
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In response, the Church calls for the creation of an economy that serves the person, not the
other way around. This implies a profound restructuring of economic and political systems to
promote inclusion and justice, especially for the poor.

Care for Creation

The concept of social justice has also been expanded by Pope Francis to include integral
ecology. In Laudato Si’, Francis invites us to see care for creation as a matter of social
justice. The most affected by environmental degradation are often the poor and
marginalized, those with the least resources to adapt to climate change or access clean
water. Therefore, caring for the Earth is also caring for the most vulnerable.

This call for integral ecology is especially relevant today as we face a climate crisis that
threatens not only nature but life itself. Francis insists that we must adopt a holistic approach
that integrates social justice, environmental ethics, and sustainable development.

Migration and Human Rights

Another urgent challenge for social justice is the situation of migrants and refugees. The
Church has always advocated for the defense of migrants’ rights, reminding us that human
dignity does not depend on nationality or legal status. In his message for the World Day of
Migrants and Refugees, Pope Francis has insisted on the need to welcome, protect, promote,
and integrate migrants and refugees.

The migratory phenomenon, largely driven by war, poverty, and climate change, is a reality
the Church faces with a call for compassion and concrete action. This approach is based on
the belief that we are all brothers and sisters in Christ and that our primary responsibility is
toward those who suffer.

What Can We Do?

As Catholics and global citizens, we are called to be active agents of social justice. This can
begin with small actions in our communities, such as volunteering in organizations that help
the needy, but it also involves advocating for systemic changes that promote the common
good. Active participation in political life, supporting policies that protect the most
vulnerable, and committing to care for creation are concrete ways to live our faith in the
modern world.

Social justice is not an optional addition to the Christian faith but an intrinsic part of what it
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means to follow Christ. As Pope Francis reminds us, “Politics, so often denigrated, is one of
the most precious forms of charity, because it seeks the common good.” This does not mean
that we all need to be politicians, but we are all called to be responsible for the well-being of
our brothers and sisters.

In a world where injustice sometimes seems overwhelming, the Church offers us a vision of
hope. It reminds us that the Kingdom of God is a kingdom of justice, and although we may
not see it fully in this life, we are called to work to make it present here and now.

Conclusion

Social justice is a mandate of our Catholic faith, rooted in the Gospel and developed through
centuries of Church teaching. We face formidable challenges in the 21st century, but with the
guidance of the Church’s Social Doctrine and the example of Christ, we can be a light in the
darkness. Let us continue building a more just world, where every person is treated with the
dignity they deserve as a child of God.
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