
26th Ordinary Time  

The Letter of James 5:1-6 

The Poor at the Heart of the Church IV 

The Preferential Option for the Poor 

 

This past Thursday, we celebrated the feast day of St. Vincent de Paul. St. Vincent’s name is almost 

synonymous with charitable works for the poor. The St. Vincent de Paul Societies are committed to serving the 

poorest of the poor at the local level. Beginning over 200 years after St. Vincent’s death, and now located 

worldwide, they are a testament to the strength of his name in the church’s history of caring for the poor of 

the world.  

But his early life gave no indication of any commitment to the poor, or to any depth of faith 

commitment. Although St. Vincent came from a poor peasant family in rural France, he was ashamed of his 

deprived background. Once, when his father visited the seminary he attended, he refused to receive him. His 

biographers tell us, he initially became a priest because it was a position of privilege that allowed him a steady 

income and the opportunity to retire early!  

But a major conversion experience led him to cast off ambition for a life of privilege, and instead 

embrace a life of humble service. He no longer saw priesthood as means to the good life and early retirement. 

He now saw his vocation as a reflection of the love the Lord Jesus Christ had for the Church and for all people.  

This led him to a life-giving and joyful experience of priesthood. He ministered to prisoners forced to 

work as galley slaves on ships, jeopardizing his own life and health. He went to villages isolated by plagues and 

disease to care for the dying and the orphaned children. Through the teachings and legislation of the Council 

of Trent, he also took on a responsibility for the reform of parish priests with retreats, improved studies, and 

spiritual direction.  

His writings, drawn from the solid Tradition of Catholicism to care and advocate for the needs of the 

poor, insisted “it is our duty to prefer the service to the poor to everything else and to offer such services as 

quickly as possible…With renewed devotion, we must serve the poor, especially outcasts and beggars. They 

have been given to us as our masters and patrons.” (many of these writings were directed to those men in his 

religious order and not necessarily to Catholics in the pews) 

Recently, in the development of Catholic social teaching, the term “preferential option for the poor” 

has emerged. Coming from various versions of liberation theologies in Latin America, this term found support 

in Rome, while other aspects of certain liberation theologies were rejected by Roman doctrinal authorities. 

 Pope St. John Paul II embraced “preferential option for the poor” during his long pontificate. He called 

for both personal and institutional repentance and transformation regarding service to those who are poor. 

“As individuals and as a nation, therefore, we are called to make a fundamental ‘option for the poor’. The 

obligation to evaluate social and economic activity from the viewpoint of the poor and the powerless arises 

from the radical command to love one's neighbor as one's self. Those who are marginalized and whose rights 

are denied have privileged claims if society is to provide justice for all. This obligation is deeply rooted in 

Christian belief.” (On Social Concern, #42) 

This aspect of Catholic Social Teaching offers a profoundly renewed understanding of Sacred Scripture. 

The Book of Exodus reminds us that God chose slaves laboring in Egypt as The Chosen People. These enslaved 

Hebrew tribes experienced God’s dramatic intervention in their life giving them freedom, a divine identity and 



a vocation through The Covenant. In addition to choosing slaves as Chosen People, God also chose to share 

and fully embrace the human condition in an impoverished town (Nazareth) within a scorned region (Galilee) 

of a nation (Israel) occupied by a mighty foreign power (The Roman Empire). 

These are all indications of God’s desire to have solidarity with the poor in special ways, to love the 
poor in privileged ways, and to call all humanity (especially Jewish and Christians) to serve the poorest in our 
world and in our midst. “Preferential Option for the Poor” recognizes God has a preference for the poor, 
destitute and defenseless. This does not negate God’s universal love for all people. But God’s love for the poor 
is focused in a particular privileged manner that is meant to affect the way in which we all live. God never 
remains neutral. God chooses sides. God sides with the poor, powerless, oppressed, and exploited. 

The core of The Covenant was faithful worship of the One True God and special care for “the widows, 

orphans and aliens”. 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. 

In our own day, those powerless and defenseless have other names. Today these vulnerable ones 
include: the pre-born in the womb; the working poor; immigrants, refugees and asylees; the unemployed and 
those workers exploited for their labor; the mentally ill; those having been sexually abused, harassed or 
violated, those without health care, adequate food, clothing or shelter and others. All who rely on the care of 
the wider society for charity (immediate care) and justice (institutional reforms) become the Church’s agenda 
for a society righteous in God’s eyes. 

There is an official Catholic catechism specifically for the Church’s social justice teachings. That 
catechism states, “The ‘preferential option for the poor’ should be reaffirmed in all its force. This is an option, 
or a special form of primacy in the exercise of Christian charity, to which the whole tradition of the Church 
bears witness. It affects the life of each Christian inasmuch as he or she seeks to imitate the life of Christ…” 
Compendium of Catholic Social Doctrine #182. 

 What might be some examples of how “preferential option for the poor” affects our lives? Our 

finances: I have given advice to engaged couples regarding their budgeting. Pray and discern together the 

amount you set aside as a gratitude to God for the blessings in your life. Take that amount and cut it in half. 

One half supports your local parish; the other half supports a charity you choose also through prayer. Make 

those checks the first written for that pay period.  

You will find that you will not need that amount, and then you will discover you do not miss that 

amount. Continued fidelity to this and you will find you look forward to writing those checks, and this will 

ultimately bring joy to your heart. Joy will then deepen the intimacy of your marital relationship. This is one 

way for God to have sovereignty in your marriage and in your finances. 

Secondly, with every political election, we are called to advocate for the poor. “Preferential option for 

the poor” involves looking at all public policy issues from the vantage point of the poor. How will this serve the 

poor? How will this affect the poor? What is needed for poor people to have the essential benefits allowing 

their humanity to flourish?  

These are not partisan or ideological questions. I subscribe to both progressive and conservative 

Catholic periodicals, all with excellent articles addressing these questions from many different viewpoints. 

There are no simple solutions to resolving these questions or even moving forward. There is no one Catholic 

solution to these issues. These issues need heartfelt listening and disarmed hearts to learn from each other 

and draw the best aspects from everyone’s contributions to these discussions. 



 This is the fourth and last homily on this topic of “The Poor at the Heart of the Church”. This series 

corresponded to the passages from The Letter of James, the second reading for the last four weeks in the 

lectionary. One purpose for this series emphases these are topics of morality. They are not simply good ideas, 

or activities that help us become better people. They are moral teachings.  

Jesus gives them to us as moral truths and the Church faithfully hands these moral truths on to us. 

There is no question these are essential moral truths of faith. There is also a strong argument these are the 

most important moral truths of our Catholic faith. In any event, they need to be embraced with a strong 

commitment and purpose. Our fidelity in heart and deed will serve to transform our life more into the life of 

Christ, and will be a transforming source of healing for the world we live in. 


