
23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time 

The Letter of St. James: The Poor in the Heart of the Church 

The second reading this weekend is one of five consecutive passages from The Letter of St. James. 

These are the only Sundays in the three-year lectionary cycle this important New Testament letter is 

proclaimed. Four of these five passages direct attention to the Church’s care for the poor, or their lack of care 

for the poor. This is not some passing impulsive thought St. James has for the Christian Church. Rather, it is as 

old as the Covenant on Mt. Sinai, and the Mosaic Law stating the requirements of faithfully living as God’s 

People.  

Throughout the Books of Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy, the Lord God makes clear his command 

for Israel to care for the “widows, orphans, and the alien (or foreigner or stranger).” In a tribal and patriarchal 

world, these three classifications of people represent those without power, those without any claim to 

essential goods in order to survive. They are completely dependent upon the whims and kindness of others to 

let them live. These three groups of people are also repeatedly mentioned elsewhere The Old Testament, 

particularly in the prophets and in the wisdom literature. 

Throughout the Old Testament, in both The Law and the prophets, God’s voice cries for justice for 

those who are defenseless and powerless. As already stated, in The Law, God calls for His People to take care 

of those people with no one else to care for them. This is not to be a “whim” or “choice”, but rather a 

“response” to God’s call to fidelity to the Covenant.  

When the people were unfaithful and refused to obey the divine commands, God raised up prophets 

to speak God’s word. The prophets advocated for the poor before the monarchy and political and religious 

leaders. Here are but a few examples of the prophets cry for justice: 

“Woe to those who enact unjust statutes and who write oppressive decrees, depriving the needy of judgment 

and robbing the poor of their rights. Making the widows their plunder and the orphans their prey.” Isaiah 10:1-

2 

“Thus says the Lord of hosts: Judge with true justice and show kindness and compassion toward each other. Do 

not oppress the widow, the orphan, the resident alien or the poor; do not plot evil against one another in your 

hearts.” Zechariah 7:9-10 

“Do what is right and just. Rescue the victim from the hand of his oppressor. Do not wrong or oppress the 

resident alien, the orphan, or the widow and do not shed innocent blood.” Jeremiah 22:3 

So The Letter of James flows powerfully within the mainstream of Covenant language and speaks a 

central tenet of Jewish religious history from The Covenant on Sinai to the Roman occupation of Judah in 

which the early Christians lived. 

This double edged sword of service and advocacy on behalf of the poor was incorporated into several 

writings of The New Testament, particularly the Gospels of St. Matthew and St. Luke, The First Letter to the 

Corinthians, The First Letter of John, and The Letter of James. In the powerful judgment scene from Chapter 

25 of St. Matthew’s Gospel, our care of the poor, or lack of it, constitutes the foundation of our judgment with 

the invitation to eternal life in heaven or eternal loss in hell.  

 The Church Fathers continued forging a Magisterium of placing the poor, sick and disabled in the 

center of the Church’s mission. Ancient pagan societies might provide care for those within their own 

particular territories or villages, but often limited their generosity to those of immediate proximity. But, 



influenced by the Fathers, such barriers to care came down, and the Church understood, over time, her 

mission to care for and advocate for all the poor, no matter where they lived, or where they might have 

originated from. Again, a few quotes below from a treasury of many such quotes: 

“If God is love, charity should know no limit, for God cannot be confined…Let us now extend to the poor 

and those afflicted in different ways a more open-handed generosity, so that God may be thanked through 

many voices and the relief of the needy supported by our fasting. No act of devotion on the part of the faithful 

gives God more pleasure that that which is lavished on his poor.” Pope St. Leo X 

 “Your reward for the right use of things of this world will be everlasting glory, a crown of 

righteousness, and the Kingdom of Heaven…Come distribute your wealth freely, give graciously to those who 

are in need. Earn for yourself the psalmist’s praise: ‘He gave freely to the poor; his righteousness will endure 

forever’.” St. Basil the Great 

 In more modern times, every pope since Pope Leo XIII in 1891 has focused the Catholic Church’s 

attention to the vast injustices and inequalities of our times. All have placed these economic and political 

injustices at the center of morality and moral discernment for all Catholics. No other issue has received the 

amount of attention of papal teaching over the past 125 years than these topics. 

What makes the gospel different from other religions, secular movements for justice or international 

organizations for humanitarian relief? Without minimizing the tremendous contributions many of these 

organizations make to the terrible tragedies of our world today, the gospel calls us to attend to both material 

and spiritual aspects of the human person. The material is essential, but the spiritual is always the priority. 

Spiritual without the material is empty of love in God’s eyes. That is repeated throughout The New Testament. 

Material without spiritual and we are reduced to doing good, but not fulfilling what it means to be human, 

both material and spiritual.  

Such spiritual truths include: human dignity, the universal call to repentance, conversion and 

transformation, the power of forgiveness, the call of justice, universal rights to be cared for and cared about, 

and the obligation to love all including our enemies. One of the most essential spiritual truths recognizes 

solidarity with the poor as an essential component of worshipping God. The Old Testament prophets condemn 

ritual worship without love and justice in the world as empty and meaningless. The New Testament reveals 

that truth as core of Jesus’ life and his mission entrusted to the Church.  

In conclusion, please let me emphasis that in many ways this homily preaches to the choir. If there is 

one thing we as Catholics do well, do consistently, and across the board among most if not all parishes, is take 

care of the poor, the sick, and the disadvantaged. This is true of our Catholic Charities in the name of all 

Catholics in our diocese. It is also true of every soup kitchen, food pantry, fuel assistance and other parish 

operated programs. It is true wherever there is a local council of the Knights of Columbus, Daughters of 

Isabella or other similar organizations. 

I am hoping over the next few weeks with assistance from The Letter of St. James to further assist by 

pointing out where this great focus on the poor comes from in our history, and how recent popes have 

approached issues currently before us. Pope St. John Paul II placed caring and advocating for the poor at the 

center of his papacy. To close will quote him from his Apostolic Exhortation, “The Christian family is thus called 

upon to offer everyone a witness of generous and disinterested dedication to social matters, through a 

‘preferential option’ for the poor and disadvantaged. Therefore, advancing in its following of the Lord by 

special love for all the poor, it must have special concern for the hungry, the poor, the old, the sick, drug 

victims and those who have no family” (Familiaris Consortio # 44). 


