
The Call to Family, Community, Participation  
  

This week, we continue (“we,” only if you continue...) exploring the seven themes of Catholic Social 

Teaching — the teaching that is our response to the command of Jesus:  “Love your neighbor as 

yourself,” and which forms the basis of our entire pro-life orientation as Catholics.   

 

“The person is not only sacred but also social,” is how this theme starts off.  People have the right 

and the duty to participate in society as we strive to seek the common good and the well-being of all, 

especially the poor and vulnerable.  And we have the duty to try to shape society toward a sense of 

justice that is uplifting to all.   

 

The phrase “preferential option for the poor” arises from this principle.  It originated in 1968 with the 

superior general of the Jesuits, Fr. Pedro Arrupe.  It quickly caught on, first with Latin American  

bishops, but then shows up in a 1991 encyclical by Pope St. John Paul II, commemorating the 100th 

anniversary of Rerum Novarum (On Capital and Labor), in which Leo XIII declares support for the 

formation of labor unions, rejects socialism AND unrestricted capitalism, and affirms the right to  

private property.  John Paul II expanded on the concept of “Preferential Option for the Poor” to mean 

the spiritually poor as well as those suffering severe material deprivation.   

 

Preferential option for the poor means not just “fairness” as defined by those who have enough to 

share, but an actual tipping of the scale in favor of those who have less, so that the poorest  

members of the human family will be able to live in the dignity of every human person.  It does not 

mean everyone is the same; there can be richer and poorer, but everyone has basic needs and no 

one has so much as to make this goal impossible.   

 

In addition, the unborn are among those considered “poor,” as they have nothing of their own nor 

any voice with which to defend themselves; thus, the preferential option for the poor is for them, too.  

(It’s almost as if the unborn are our guides for this entire series...!)   

 

The family, based in marriage, is the foundational unit of society.  It is here where love brings new 

life into the world, where children are cared for, values are taught and learned and practiced, and 

where faith is nurtured not only through the sacraments but also through the tangible experience of 

God’s love through spouses, parents, children, and siblings.   

 

Systems in society should be developed so that the family is supported.  For example, if wages are 

so low as to require both parents to work full time simply to provide for basic needs, a systemic 

change might be in order.  If wants and needs are confused, creating a culture of excessive  

consumerism (I should talk, I know...), there is something in this teaching for families to consider.   

 

Each of us comes from some kind of family.  And each of us is called to participate in the support of 

family life, as well as in the quest for a more just society in which every human person lives in the 

dignity that God bestows on each of His children.  


