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1986 economic pastoral revisited in face of financial meltdown 


By Chaz Muth 
Catholic News Service 


WASHINGTON (CNS)—As U.S. residents struggle to make sense of the dramatic downturn in the 
economy, scholars and clergy are revisiting a 22-year-old pastoral letter written by the U.S. Catholic 
bishops promoting an economic policy that reins in unbridled consumerism and a lust for material riches 
and advocates the theology of sharing the wealth.  
   
When the U.S. bishops released their 1986 pastoral letter, "Economic Justice for All," the authors were 
addressing out-of-control spending by governments, national debt for Third World countries and rampant 
investing with little regard for social values, said Msgr. Stuart W. Swetland, 49, vice president for Catholic 
identity and mission at Mount St. Mary's University in Emmittsburg, Md.  
   
"The basic principles of that letter are very valid, and if they had been listened to more, we wouldn't be in 
the economic crisis we are in today," Msgr. Swetland told Catholic News Service. "Is it fair to be 
consuming so much when there is so much poverty around the world?  
   
"Everyone should look at the resources entrusted to their care and see how we can all be the best 
stewards of our resources and how it can be best used and serve the community as a whole," the priest 
said.  
   
The pastoral letter suggests three questions that should be asked when forming an economic policy:  
- What does it do for people?  
- What does it do to people?  
- What does it do to the least well-off?  
   
A Catholic theologian, an economist and two Catholic bishops told CNS they believe the basic principles of 
"Economic Justice for All" call for government to ensure that economic policy safeguards the markets from 
excessive greed and great disparity of wealth among the people and treats individuals in the labor pool 
with dignity, not just as profit-making tools.  
   
All those interviewed agreed that unchecked self-indulgence was a key ingredient in the current economic 
crisis.  
   
The late Pope John Paul II said Catholic tradition calls for a "society of work, enterprise and participation" 
which "is not directed against the market, but demands that the market be appropriately controlled by the 
forces of society, and by the state, to assure that the basic needs of the whole society are satisfied."  
   
He also said all economic life should recognize that we are all God's children and members of one family, 
called to exercise a clear priority for "the least among us."  
   
"We have too many bad stewards of God's gifts," said Bishop John J. McRaith, 73, of Owensboro, Ky. 
"Too many people are starving. One thing that was not emphasized in the document that is really essential 
for any economic system is being a good steward and that no one really owns anything, but God.  







   
"It's not that God hasn't given enough to go around, but that too many people are greedy and keeping 
more than their fair share," he said.  
   
Though the basic principles of "Economic Justice for All" are sound, the document itself is antiquated and 
should be updated, or scrapped and replaced with a modernized pastoral, said Andrew Abela, associate 
professor of marketing at The Catholic University of America in Washington.  
   
"I think it needs to be retired and replaced with something else," Abela told CNS. "We didn't even have 
NAFTA (the North American Free Trade Agreement) then and think about the issues with immigration 
today. Think of the Internet and all that entails and how it's become structured into our economy, and 
social justice for that matter. We should have a document that takes all of that into account."  
   
Since the core values in the document are still relevant, Bishop John C. Wester, 57, of Salt Lake City said 
that updating the pastoral may be an appropriate course of action.  
   
"I do think that the economic pastoral has guidelines that allow us to look at what happened in this 
financial crisis and learn from it," Bishop Wester said.  
   
"There are so many people who are suffering from this crisis, especially people whose 401(k) has been 
wiped out, and those who are now at risk of losing their home," he said. "If we update the pastoral, we 
need to examine how to prevent this from happening again."  
   
Any new document should emphasize the economy exists for the people and should provide each human 
with dignity, he said.  
   
"We forgot about that," Bishop Wester said. "The economy started to exist for profit only."  
   
The disparity of compensation also spun out of control in the 22 years since "Economic Justice for All" was 
drafted and a new document would have to address that issue in the context of a global economy, Bishop 
McRaith said.  
   
"In the early '80s the average American CEO was making about 40 times more than the average worker," 
Msgr. Swetland said. "That at the time seemed to be reasonable, given the level of responsibility. That 
number rose to 80 times in a decade and by 2003 the average American CEO was earning up to 512 
times the average worker.  
   
"When you see the top economic earners breaking away so far, something has gone askew," he said.  
   
Since the credit markets froze and Wall Street became unstable in September, the focus has been on 
struggling homeowners and the middle class, yet little thought has been given to the desperately poor, 
Bishop McRaith said.  
   
"I think we all have to look at our own selves and see all of the stuff that we have and ask do we need all 
of that stuff? The answer is no, I don't," he said. "If everyone does that then we are off to a new world. I 
don't mind saying I have a long way to go to achieve that goal, but that is what the Lord is calling on us to 
do."  


 








Acton Commentary 
bringing moral reflection to bear upon current events 


October 22, 2008 


No Man is an Economic Island 


BY KEVIN E. SCHMIESING PH.D.  


As fallout from the financial crisis continues to drift through the economy, it may be time to pause 
and consider the disaster's larger meaning. 


Free-market advocate Leonard Read wrote a remarkable piece in 1958, "I, Pencil." A paean to the 
wonders of the market economy, it is still read among students seeking to appreciate the value of 
the market. The essay traces the numerous components of a simple writing instrument from their 
various points of origin (e.g., graphite from Sri Lanka, cedar from Oregon) to the finished product 
that now rests in my hand.  


The point of Read's essay is that the market economy facilitates the cooperation of an extraordinary 
number of stunningly diverse individuals in the common cause of the creation of a vast array of 
products and services. The production of the pencil, in short, encapsulates the social nature of the 
economy. 


Read was not a theologian and used different terms, but Catholic social teaching has highlighted the 
same point. "By means of his work...," Pope John Paul II wrote, "each person collaborates in the 
work of others and for their good. Man works in order to provide for the needs of his family, his 
community, his nation, and ultimately all humanity." Interdependence with fellow employees, 
suppliers, and customers, the pope observed, led to a "progressively expanding chain of solidarity." 


"I, Pencil" exhibited the positive side of the social nature of the economy. But if humankind benefits 
when all work cooperatively through economic institutions embedded in a rule of law, human beings 
suffer collectively when personal vice capitalizes on faulty institutions and exerts significant 
influence.  


Greed, irresponsibility, and irrational reactions to a faltering economy will not affect only those who 
are culpable of the offenses. Much popular opposition to the recently passed $700 billion bailout 
package was expressed in terms such as "Why should I pay for the mistakes of others?" It is a 
legitimate objection. Yet there is no avoiding the fact that sin has social consequences. When it is 
widespread, the impact is immense. Those who carried reasonable debt loads and played no part in 
greed-induced high-risk financial maneuvers will nonetheless lose education and retirement savings, 
lose jobs, and lose peace of mind as a result of a broad and deep economic downturn.  



http://www.acton.org/about/staff/people52.php





It is a mysterious truth that the decisions of people we do not know, sometimes far away, can so 
affect our own lives. Confronting this mystery, mistaken philosophers have counseled despair. 
Personal responsibility is a myth, they say, because our lives are dictated by forces outside our 
control. Some no doubt feel the attraction of this view as they contemplate the economic debacle 
unfolding before them. 


It is a decidedly non-Christian vision. Our interdependence on others is a reality, and its potential is 
for bad as well as good. All the more important then, is our personal responsibility to articulate, 
encourage, and most crucially live the conviction that virtue is vital to the wellbeing of society. The 
decisions of a great many people led to the current economic conditions. Governments violated trust 
by inflating the money supply. Lenders irresponsibly entrapped borrowers who irresponsibly took the 
bait. Consumers exhausted savings and plunged into debt in pursuit of physical comfort. CEOs 
urged and oversaw the exploitation of excessively risk-laden financial instruments. There is blame 
enough to go around. 


The more urgent question is what do we do now. Panic and depression may be valid economic 
terminology, but they are not options for a Christian determining how to respond to economic 
hardship. Each of us must examine our own financial practices in light of the obligations of honesty, 
temperance, and justice. Each of us, moreover, must consider the current difficulty not as an 
opportunity to lash out at real or imagined enemies, to shirk responsibility by fleecing taxpayers, or to 
wallow in self-pity, but as an opportunity to manifest the hope that is in us. Material challenges are a 
reminder that material goods are but one part of reality, and not the most important. 


Although morality does not lead to economic prosperity in a simple, linear fashion, the two are not 
wholly unrelated. If we refocus on conducting ourselves with integrity, moderation, and generosity, 
we may just find that the economy takes care of itself. 
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Poverty at a Glance in Ohio 
 


• 29.5% of Clevelanders live in poverty.  Cleveland holds the dubious distinction of ranking #2 in 
poverty among major U.S. cities (2007). (State of Poverty in Ohio). 


 
Cities Rank Median Income 


Cleveland 2 $26,535 
Cincinnati 10 $31,103 


     
Cuyahoga 17.1 25.8 
Ashland 12.4 11.4 
Lorain 11.7 17.0 
Summit 11.6 16.0 
Wayne 10.5 14.5 
Lake 7.8 11.4 
Medina 5.4 7.0 
Geauga 5.4 7.8 


  County          People in poverty              Children in poverty 


 
• Cincinnati ranks as the 10th poorest city with 23.5% of its population living below the 


poverty line. (American Community Survey). 
 


• The poverty rate in Ohio is 13.3%. (1.5 million) The population grew by 10%, poverty by 
43% (1969-2006). The poverty rate increased 2 percentage points since 2000.  
(Governor’s Task Force on Poverty). 


 
• 23% of Ohio’s children under age 5 are living in poverty; 18.5% of all children are living in 


poverty. (Governor’s Task Force on Poverty). 
 


• 12.2% of people in Ohio (ranked 17; an increase of .8% since 2002) are hungry or at risk 
of hunger (Children’s Hunger Alliance). 


 
• 1 in 6 children is hungry or at risk of hunger; 129,000 are hungry – 495,000 children are 


food insecure (Children’s Hunger Alliance). 
 


• More than 1.1 million Ohio households (1 in 10 Ohioans) received food stamps in 2007. 
(Department of Jobs & Family Services). 


 
• Since 2003, food bank use is up 27% in Ohio (OASHF). Served were 1,172,777 households 


w/out children and 981,270 households with children for a total of 2,162,150 households; 
5,266,089 people in these households were served through foodbanks. 







• The number of unemployed has increased by 118,000 in the past 12 months from 
347,000.  The December unemployment rate (6%) for Ohio was up from 5.8% in 
December 2007. (Dept. of Jobs & Family Services). 


 
• Over the past 12 months, nonagricultural wage and salary employment fell 89,000.  


Goods-producing industries dropped 61,000 due chiefly to losses in manufacturing.  
Construction was 19,100 lower, while natural resources and mining advanced 400.  
Service-providing industries lost 28,000 jobs over the year.  The largest declines were in 
professional and business services. 18,300) and trade, transportation, and utilities (-
16,200).  Other services (-3,800), information (-1,800), government (12,800, and 
financial activities -700) also had reduced employment. 


 
• The value of the minimum wage has dropped dramatically since the 1960’s.  In 2008, the 


minimum wage of $6.55 represents 74% of the poverty level for a family of three. 
 


• Affordable housing is out of the reach of thousands of Ohioans. In Ohio, a person now 
needs to make $13.07 per hour to afford a two bedroom fair market rental unit. (The 
State of Poverty in Ohio 2008). 


 
• 1.3 million Ohioans do not have health insurance. This is about 13% of Ohio’s population. 


(The State of Poverty in Ohio 2008). 
 


• Ohio had 16.8 foreclosure filings in 2007 for every 1,000 households. For these counties, 
the rate per 1000 was: Cuyahoga 24.1, Summit 20.4, Lorain 19.7, Lake 14.3, Medina 13.1, 
Ashland 12.1, Geauga 10.8, Wayne 10.4. (The State of Poverty in Ohio 2008). 


 
• Ohio ranks very low in its support for higher education.  Ohio poor and working class 


families must devote 57% of their income, even after aid, to pay costs at a public 4 year 
college. (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education).  


 
 


Prepared by: Thomas J. Allio Jr., Senior Director 
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Reflection and Discussion Questions for Parish Sharing on the Economic Downturn 
 
 
 


1. Comment on what you are seeing at your parish or in the larger community about the 
effects of the economic downturn on individuals and families.  Are you hearing reports of 
home foreclosures, job loss, difficulty in paying bills, need for emergency services? Do 
you know people personally affected? 


 
2. Has your parish developed any responses to parishioners in need?  What programs are 


being offered?  Have they used the Catholic Commission materials on local resources or 
prayers? Have they developed materials and resources?  Has your pastor talked about the 
crisis? What barriers need to be overcome in order to best help parishioners? 


 
3. Do you have confidence in the economic stimulus as a significant solution to our crisis? 


How long do you think the recession will last? What do you think that means for all of us? 
 


4. What do you think the role of your parish is in light of this crisis? What do you think the 
role of the Catholic Commission is in light of this crisis? What are you being called to do – 
as an individual, as a parishioner, as a member of the larger community? What resources 
do you need or what actions do you need to take in order to make a commitment to follow 
the call to action? 
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Reflections on “Being Catholic in a Time of Economic Crisis” 
A Call of Faith, Solidarity, Outreach and Pastoral Action  


 
 
 


Introduction: 
 
 It seems that we are being bombarded on a daily basis with news of economic disaster.  The 
experts and news commentators tell us that: the recession is severe and persistent; more than 500,000 
people are losing their jobs every month and 2.6 million have lost their jobs since the outset of the 
recession; manufacturing has hit a 28 year low; our country is projected to experience a $1.2 trillion 
deficit for 2008; the current recession is the worst since the Great Depression; monetary policy alone 
can’t lift the country out of the recession; millions have lost 38% or more of the value of their 401(k) 
retirement plans; one of four households have mortgages that surpass the value of their homes; the 
Congress is poised to pass an $800 billion stimulus; at least 38 states are facing shortfalls in their 
budgets for this and/or next year and food pantries and shelters cannot keep up with demand.   
  


Such human suffering and economic hardship is outside the experience of most Americans. 
Quite frankly, it is causing widespread despair, anxiety and depression among the people of our nation, 
state and diocese. The economic uncertainty that surrounds us impacts our self esteem, our sense of 
security, and our confidence about providing for our children and those we love.  No one is immune 
from the effects of the economic downturn.  Families who have never had to make any sacrifice are now 
wondering how they are going to pay the mortgage, the energy bill, rising health care costs, school 
tuition, and put food on the table. People, who at one time envisioned a long and care free retirement, 
are wondering if they will ever be able to retire. If this crisis has taught us anything it is that we are all 
more interdependent and vulnerable than we had previously thought. Most of us are wondering how our 
country got into this mess and if we can ever rise above it. It has become evident to many that our 
country faces significant structural problems that cannot be resolved overnight.  
 
A Time for Vision, Innovation and Leadership: 
 
 In remarks at George Mason University on January 8, 2009, President elect Barack Obama said:  
“We arrived at this point due to an era of profound irresponsibility that stretched from corporate board 
rooms to the halls of power in Washington, D.C.  For years, too many Wall Street executives made 
imprudent and dangerous decisions, seeking profits with too little regard for risk, too little regulatory 
scrutiny, and too little accountability.  Banks made loans without concern for whether borrowers could 
repay them, and some borrowers took advantage of cheap credit to take on debt they couldn’t afford.  
Politicians spent taxpayer money without wisdom or discipline and too often focused on scoring 
political points instead of problems they were sent here to resolve.”   Obama indicated his belief that lost 
confidence and trust can be rebuilt and that prosperity and opportunity can be restored.  He warned, 
however, that “dramatic action” was needed immediately. Clearly, there is not a silver bullet that will 
change the course.  
 







  


 
 
 The Voice of the Church: 
 
 In his 2008 Christmas Day message, Pope Benedict XV1 warned that the world was headed 
toward ruin if selfishness prevails over solidarity during tough economic times for rich and poor nations. 
In urging a spirit of solidarity, the Holy Father said: “If people look only to their own interests, our 
world will certainly fall apart.”  Our United States Bishops also issued a short statement on the 
economic crisis during their November 11th meeting.  They said, “This disturbing and complicated 
situation brings home a universal truth: we are all children of God.  We are our brothers’ and sisters’ 
keepers.  We are all in this together.  Hard times can isolate us or they can bring us together.  The 
Catholic community will continue to reach out to those in need, stand with those who are hurt, and work 
for policies that bring greater compassion, accountability and justice to economic life.” On December 
22, 2008, the Ohio Bishops added their voice to the current economic realities.  The bishops stated, 
“Ultimately, the economy is not just about money; it is about people-about us-fellow human beings 
made in the image and likeness of God.  Any economic recovery plan should seek to help all people, 
especially the poor and vulnerable, survive these difficult times.” 
 
Being Catholic in a Time of Economic Crisis: 
 
 The pastoral statement of the U.S. Bishops, “Economic Justice for All,” has much to offer about 
our current situation.  Published 22 years ago, this pastoral statement provides some guidance on the 
growing interdependence among the peoples and nations of the world.  “The preeminent role of the 
United States in an increasingly interdependent global economy is the centerpiece of our times.  The 
United States is still the world’s economic giant.  Decisions made here have immediate effects in other 
countries. (EJFA, paragraph 10).  It follows that as Catholics we are to understand that we have 
responsibilities for our neighbors who are experiencing hardship in the United States and to our sisters 
and brothers in far off places throughout the world, half of whom are living on less than $2 per day. 
 
 According to Economic Justice for All: “The virtues of citizenship are an expression of Christian 
love more crucial in today’s interdependent world than ever before.  These virtues grow out of a lively 
sense of one’s dependence on the commonweal and obligations to it.  This civic commitment must also 
guide the economic institutions of society.  In the absence of a vital sense of citizenship among 
businesses, corporations, labor unions, and the groups that shape economic life, society as a whole is 
endangered.  Solidarity is another name for this social friendship and civic commitment that make 
human moral and economic life possible.” (EJFA, par. 66). 
 
 The current crisis presents an opportunity for Catholic Christians to be instruments of hope and 
agents of change within our parishes and the broader society.  Such hope is derived from our 
unwavering faith and trust in Jesus Christ who has not and will not abandon his people in times of 
uncertainty. A fundamental question for all of us is: What is God asking of me in this time of crisis?  We 
all need the assurance that we are in this together. We are sisters and brothers who share the same 
humanity and have the same aspirations and needs. This is not a time to place limits on our compassion. 
It is, however, a time for deeper reflection, prayer, community building, and innovation. More than ever, 
we are called to open our hearts and minds to those in need; to provide pastoral support and counseling 







  


whenever it is required; to provide practical advice to those who have lost their jobs or their homes; to 
walk with our fellow parishioners and manifest solidarity with those who are struggling; to take actions 
that address basic needs; and to inspire actions that promote the common good of all. In brief, we are 
called to be the Body of Christ in our families, parishes and communities.  


 
Let us be mindful that despite the severity of this crisis, we all have something to offer. The 


global economic meltdown is a wake up call for the whole world. Regardless of the billions of dollars 
that are in the pipeline to be spent on recovery efforts and the tax cuts that will be enacted, this crisis 
cannot and will not be resolved by Washington policy alone.  The rebuilding of America must happen in 
the towns, cities, rural and suburban communities across this nation. The poor must not be left out of the 
various bailouts and stimulus packages.  People of faith have much to contribute to these debates and 
policy discussions. 


 
This moment in history is a test of our love of neighbor. It is a test of our creativity as a people. 


Perhaps, it is a call to live more simply. Perhaps, it is a time to think more critically about how our trade 
and foreign policies impact global markets. Perhaps, it is a time for greater corporate responsibility and 
ethics in business.  Perhaps, it is a time for us to volunteer with a local agency or to become better 
informed about legislation and public policies.  All of us can use this time for greater reflection, 
discernment and prayer about what we are doing to build up the Kingdom of God.  
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Reflections on the Current Economic Crisis: Opportunities and Challenges  
By Tom Allio 


 
 
The current economic crisis is a significant teaching moment for the Church.  The following are some brief 
reflections about how the current crisis can be an opportunity to strengthen our faith, educate our fellow 
parishioners about Catholic teaching and the root causes of the crisis, respond pastorally to their concerns, and 
become more involved in timely public policies that impact the common good. 
 


1. An opportunity to deepen our faith:   
One thing remains constant in this time of uncertainty and turmoil and that is Jesus Christ.  He is our rock 
and foundation when all that is material seems to be shifting and eroding.  Jesus walks with us when we 
are confronted with the day to day challenges of unemployment, foreclosure, tuition payments, high 
energy costs and food bills.  Turning our hearts and minds in prayer to God and meditating on the 
redemptive suffering of Jesus puts us in touch with how God is with us in our human suffering. This can 
be a source of comfort, peace, wisdom and direction.  God alone knows our needs and loves us 
unconditionally.  God will not abandon us in our time of need. 


 
2. An opportunity to explore how the promotion of the values of Catholic Social 


Teaching can offer guidance to solving the economic crisis:   
Some key questions for us are the following:  


 How do the poor and vulnerable fare in the implementation of the economic stimulus programs?   
 How is the common good advanced with regards to the bank bailouts, tax cuts, Medicaid 


spending, infrastructure investments, and other elements of the stimulus?   
 Are we holding our government and economic institutions accountable for their performance?  
 Are decisions and actions being done in a transparent manner?   
 What is the level of participation of people at the local and state levels in key decision making?   
 How can these decisions impact global climate change and advance green energy and care for 


God’s creation?   
 How are the decisions in Washington impacting our brothers and sisters who are adversely 


affected by global markets?   
 
The pastoral letter of the U.S. Bishops entitled “Economic Justice for All” remains relevant in looking at 
these questions from a faith perspective.  
 
 
 







 
3. An opportunity to educate parishioners about the economic crisis:   


This is a moment to offer educational opportunities and discussion about the root causes of the crisis.  It 
can be an occasion to reflect about what it will take to create a “just economy;” one in which everyone has 
a place at the table. At the same time, it is an opportunity to offer compassionate outreach through 
programs that give people the tools to survive this economic crisis. 
  


4. An opportunity to engage more people in advocacy and social change:   
The collapse of the market has uncovered some myths, such as, markets can correct themselves and there 
is no need for regulation; the value of housing will always increase; loyalty to ones company will result in 
loyalty to you; elected officials will, more often than not, act in the best interest of the citizenry; the 
Federal Reserve can handle any downturn merely by lowering the prime; the U.S. can spend its way out 
of the recession.  My point is simply:  Washington alone cannot solve our problems.  Faithful 
Citizenship calls us to be actively engaged in all these questions if we are to be “salt and light” and a 
leaven to society.  Our Church has much to offer in these debates and policy decisions. 


 
5. An opportunity to provide an inspired, pastoral leadership:   


In a time in which there is fear and hopelessness, religious leaders are called to be attentive to the pain, 
anxieties and struggles of their parishioners.  They are called to walk with them in their troubles. 
Homiletics can inspire hope and a sense that as a faith community we are “all in this together.”  In 
addition, a parish may find creative ways to offer counseling, support and networking opportunities for 
parishioners. 


 
6. An opportunity to empower new parish leaders:   


The economic crisis offers the occasion to invite leaders to step forward and utilize their skills in many 
ways. These include ensuring safety net programs are operating as efficiently as possible; conducting 
workshops and forums on employment services, debt reduction, and foreclosure modification; revitalizing 
social concerns committees.  


 
For more information and assistance, contact the Diocesan Social Action Office  


@ 888-620-5280 or tjallio@clevelandcatholiccharities.org; 
Diocesan Education & Training Center, 330-535-2787 or kpleith@clevelandcatholiccharities.org; 


Commission on Catholic Community Action, 216-939-3843 or skryan@clevelandcatholiccharities.org; 
Catholic Commission of Lorain County, 440-244-6037 or smkleppel@clevelandcatholiccharities.org 


Catholic Commission of Wayne, Ashland & Medina, 330-263-6176 or 
pjobryan@clevelandcatholiccharities.org; 


CCHD/CRS, 440-245-5043 or jrortiz@clevelandcatholiccharities.org; 
Catholic Commission of Lake & Geauga, 440-943-7608 or jwalcott@clevelandcatholiccharities.org 
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