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SESSION 1

Our Call to
Economic Stewardship

For just as the body without a spirit is dead,
so faith without works is also dead.

—James 2:26

1.  Introductions
Participants introduce themselves and say a bit about why they’ve joined 
the group.

2.  Opening Prayer
Use a prayer from pages 77–79, another published prayer, or a spontane-
ous prayer from a group member.

3.  Basic Economics and Catholic Social Teaching
Group members should read the following prior to the fi rst meeting. 
Briefl y review one section at a time, stopping after each for discussion, 
using the Questions for Conversation as a starting point.

The Crucial Role of  Economic Theory
Economic theory can provide an analysis of which policies might 
or might not work in achieving a desired economic goal. At the 
core of this analysis is a model of competitive market capitalism in 
which it is assumed that an uncoerced person can be depended upon 
to act rationally in maximizing his or her individual self-interest. 
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Free individual choices are expected to overcome scarcity and re-
sult in people getting what they want (limited by their ability to 
pay) through the automatic adjustments of free exchange (buying 
and selling) in markets. The forces of competition ensure that the 
economy produces the goods that people desire and that those goods 
are produced in the most effi cient way.

Of course, economists and casual observers alike easily recog-
nize that this is too simple. Markets do not work so neatly. Com-
petition is limited by large monopolistic business fi rms; by lack of 
knowledge and due concern on the part of workers, consumers, and 
investors; and by many other factors. For example, the model out-
lined above requires mobility of the factors of production, but while 
capital fl ows overseas, labor cannot follow. The result is structural 
domestic unemployment, at least in the short run.

Market outcomes are also distorted by the presence of “exter-
nalities” such as environmental costs. If in the act of producing au-
tomobiles, waste is dumped in a river and the people downstream 
have to clean up the spill, these costs are not captured in the market 
price of the car. This can result in a price that is too low because the 
cost of cleaning up the pollution is not included. More automobiles 
will be sold as a result of this than if the price refl ected the true costs.

The resulting economic model, modifi ed by these real-world 
phenomena, becomes very complicated and diffi cult to apply in any 
simple way. But let’s try using three examples.

1. What is the best way to provide reasonable housing for the poor? 
Some think it is to use rent-control laws, meaning laws that fi x rents 
below what results from the free market. However, economists ar-
gue that this is the worst way to do it. Why? Economic theory pre-
dicts that when the price of anything goes down, buyers buy more 
and sellers supply less. If the rent-controlled price is below what the 
market price would have been in its absence, then demand for hous-
ing will increase and eventually exceed the supply. All sorts of bad 
things can result. The excess demand can lead to corruption such as 
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charging under-the-table payments. 
The lower fi xed rent will lead some 
potential landlords to withhold 
housing from the market because 
the return on their investments will 
be less. This, of course, results in a 
reduction in the stock of affordable 
housing for the poor. Some land-
lords will cut up their housing units 
into several pieces to get around the 
law. Others will stop maintenance 
because the lower fi xed rent does 
not yield suffi cient profi t.

Most economists argue that if you do not like market results, 
you need to interfere in a way that does not make matters worse. So, 
for example, in the case of housing for the poor, a better way is to 
subsidize the poor with vouchers so that they can rent in the open 
market. The only requirement of the landlord is to meet local build-
ing codes. Giving renters more to spend encourages landlords to 
supply additional housing.

2. The regulation of international trade. In order for us to be able to 
sell our products overseas, we have to buy roughly an equal amount 
from abroad. To get the dollars to buy our products, other nations 
have to sell their products to us. So a simple protectionist policy of 
trying to reduce imports will make it more diffi cult for us to sell our 
export products. In addition, of course, other countries will retaliate 
and raise tariffs and quotas on our exports. It becomes a lose-lose 
game.

An additional problem is that there can be great dislocation costs 
as jobs are lost in an industry being hurt by imports. Replacement 
jobs in export industries are not always created at the same rate. 
Thus, trade adjustment funds need to be made available to retrain 
workers and to aid businesses in changing their type of production. 

DID YOU KNOW?
According to Habitat for 
Humanity, a year’s rent costs 
about 70 percent of household 
annual income for the 14.8 
million US households that make 
$10,000 or less per year.
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A close look at the comparative labor and environmental conditions 
of production in the trading countries is also required. These mat-
ters need to be taken into account in negotiations over reductions in 
trade barriers.

3. The issue of energy conservation. 
Let’s examine what happens when 
economic theory and the real econo-
my meet. Generally, economists argue 
that if you want people to economize 
on something, then you need to fi gure 
out how to raise its price. For exam-
ple, it is not enough to exhort people 
to turn down their heat to conserve en-
ergy. They will be more likely to do so 
if heating costs are raised via an excise 
or sales tax. If we want to discourage 
people from driving cars that get poor 
gas mileage, the best way is to make it 
more expensive by raising the tax on 

gasoline. Over time, if prices have gone up enough, people will turn 
down their heat and buy smaller cars. Manufacturers will produce 
more effi cient furnaces and automobile engines that get better mile-
age. If the gasoline tax is used to subsidize public transit, there will 
likely be the added benefi t of more people parking their cars and 
taking the bus or subway.

These examples barely touch the complexity of studying eco-
nomics, and great care must be taken not to misuse these insights by 
ignoring the real-world qualifi cations that are always present. For 
example, while raising the tax on gasoline may eventually discour-
age the purchase of gas-guzzling behemoths, there are real and often 
painful effects from the implementation of that policy on those who 
can least afford such an increase now.

DID YOU KNOW?
Forrester Research Inc. predicts 
US employers will have moved 
3.4 million white-collar jobs and 
$136 billion in wages overseas by 
2015. A University of California 
at Berkeley report exceeds those 
projections, claiming that 14 
million jobs are at risk of being 
sent offshore.
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In addition, one must be careful about accepting the values 
embedded in economic theory. The promotion of self-interest and 
individual liberty as the highest goals, the focus on consumerism, 
and neglect of disparities in income distribution, can and ought to 
be called into question. For example, Christian thought and bibli-
cal tradition characterize self-interest to the neglect of the common 
good as a central aspect of fallen human nature, which as Christian 
believers we strive to overcome with prayer, good works, and the 
cultivation of virtue.

This quick look at economic theory will be supplemented with 
examination of actual economic events in the real economy during 
the remaining sessions of this small-group study. You will then have 
the opportunity to assess what you observe about the economy in 
light of your Catholic faith.

Questions for Conversation
When faced with everyday spending choices—such as where to buy gro-
ceries, whether or not to take advantage of a sale on clothing, or how 
much time you are willing to spend making money—on what values do 
you base your decisions?

What economic decisions most concern you right now? How do these af-
fect you as an individual or your family? What effect do you think your 
economic decisions have on the common good as you understand it?

Justice in the Biblical Tradition

But be doers of the word, and not merely 
hearers who deceive themselves.

—James 1:22

The Old Testament prophets call for social justice and condemn 
excessive and irresponsible wealth. For them and throughout the 
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biblical tradition, justice is measured by a society’s treatment of the 
powerless—most often identifi ed as the widow, the orphan, the poor, 
and the stranger (non-Israelite) in the land. The prophets continually 
call both leaders and the people back to justice for the powerless. 
They direct scathing attacks at the rich and powerful who “sell the 
righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals—they who 
trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and push the 
affl icted out of the way” (Amos 2:6–7).

Isaiah pronounces God’s judgment on those “who have de-
voured the vineyard; rested the spoil of the poor in your houses” 
(3:14). Jeremiah condemns the man “who builds his house on 
wrong, his terraces on injustice.” On the other hand, he praises King 
Josiah: “He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well 
[with him].” Jeremiah then adds this startling statement: “‘Is not this 
to know me?’ says the Lord” (22:16). For the prophets, doing jus-
tice is equated with knowledge of the Lord and constitutive of true 
belief. Conversely, the pursuit of unfettered self-interest is seen as a 
stumbling block to knowing and serving God.

In the New Testament, Jesus follows closely in the tradition of 
the prophets, taking the side of those who are powerless or on the 
margin of his society. He stands up for tax collectors (Luke 15:12), 
the widow (Luke 7:11–17; Mark 12:41–44), the Samaritan (Luke 
17:11–19), the sinful woman (Luke 7:36–50), and children (Mark 
10:13–16). Jesus’ description of the fi nal judgment in Matthew’s 
gospel is haunting with its powerful message of what is required for 
salvation. The most striking part of his warning is directed to those 
who have neglected others in need.

“Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or 
a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take 
care of you?” Then he will answer them, “Truly I tell 
you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, 
you did not do it to me.” And these will go away into 
eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.

—Matthew 25:44–46
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Questions for Conversation
What comes to mind when you hear that the measure of a just society is 
its treatment of the powerless? Consider for a moment your city, parish, 
or household as a society. How just are you by standards of the biblical 
witness?

The Catholic Tradition
Catholic social teaching is rooted in a commitment to certain funda-
mental values derived from the biblical witness: the right to human 
dignity, the need for human freedom and participation, the impor-
tance of community, and the nature of the common good. These 
values are drawn from the belief that each person is called to be a 
partner with God, participating in the redemption of the world and 
the furthering of the Kingdom. This requires social and human de-
velopment where the religious and temporal aspects of life are not 
separated and opposed to each other. As a result of these fundamen-
tal values, two principles permeate Catholic social teaching.

1.  Special concern for the poor and powerless, which leads to 
a criticism of political and economic structures that oppress 
them.

2.  Protection of certain human rights against both the collectivist 
tendencies of the state and the neglect of the free market.

Beginning in 1891 with Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical, Rerum 
Novarum (On Capital and Labor), the Church has asserted that 
both state socialism and free market capitalism violate these prin-
ciples. State socialism denies the right of private property, excites 
the envy of the poor against the rich leading to class struggle in-
stead of cooperation, and violates the proper order of society be-
cause the state usurps the role of individuals and social groups 
(Rerum Novarum, #7– 8; Centesimus Annus [The Hundredth Year], 
#13–14).
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Free market capitalism denies the concept of the common 
good and the “social and public character of the right of property” 
(Quadragesimo Anno [On Reconstructing the Social Order], #46), 
including the principle of the universal destination of the earth’s 
goods (Rerum Novarum, #14; Centesimus Annus, #6). This princi-
pal says, in brief, that the bounty of the earth has been given by God 
to all people equally—without exception and without preference. 
Free market capitalism also violates human dignity by treating labor 
merely as a commodity to be bought and sold in the marketplace 
(Rerum Novarum, #31; Quadragesimo Anno, #83; Centesimus An-
nus, #33–35). Pope John Paul II summarizes the thrust of Catholic 
social teaching on these matters.

The individual today is often suffocated between two 
poles represented by the state and the marketplace. At 
times it seems as though he exists only as a producer and 
consumer of goods, or as an object of state administra-
tion. People lose sight of the fact that life in society has 
neither the market nor the state as its fi nal purpose, since 
life itself has a unique value, which the state and the mar-
ket must serve.

—Pope John Paul II
Centesimus Annus, #49

The concept of the common good in Catholic teaching empha-
sizes both the dignity of the human person and the essentially social 
nature of that dignity. Civil and political liberties on the one hand 
and social and economic needs on the other are essential compo-
nents of the common good. The common good is not the aggregate 
or sum of the welfare of all individuals. Rather, it is a set of social 
conditions necessary for the realization of human dignity. These 
conditions transcend the arena of private exchange and contract and 
are essentially relational. To exist they must exist as shared. Catho-
lic social teaching goes on to say that in pursuing the common good, 
special concern must be given to the economy’s impact on the poor 


