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The universal destination of goods and the preferential option for the poor
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Today we focus on Part 1, Chapter 4, III, c of the Compendium on the Social Doctrine of the Church: The Universal Destination of Goods and the preferential option for the poor.
“The principle of the universal destination of goods requires that the poor, the marginalised and in all cases those whose living conditions interfere with their proper growth should be the focus of particular concern. To this end, the preferential option for the poor should be reaffirmed in all its force (John Paul II, 1979).
“ ‘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, but it applies equally to our social responsibilities and hence to our manner of living, and to the logical decisions to be made concerning the ownership and use of goods.
“ ‘Today, furthermore, given the worldwide dimension which the social question has assumed, this love of preference for the poor, and the decisions which it inspires in us, cannot but embrace the immense multitudes of the hungry, the needy, the homeless, those without health care and, above all, those without hope of a better future (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis).
“Human misery is a clear sign of man’s natural condition of frailty and of his need for salvation (Catechism, 2448). Christ the Saviour showed compassion in this regard, identifying himself with the ‘least’ among men (Mt 25:40, 45). ‘It is by what they have done for the poor that Jesus Christ will recognise his chosen ones. When ‘the poor have the good news preached to them’ (Mt 11:5), it is a sign of Christ’s presence’ (Catechism, 2443).
“Jesus says: ‘You always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me’ (Mt 26:11; Mk 14:7; Jn 12:8). He makes this statement not to contrast the attention due to him with service of the poor. 
Christian realism, while appreciating on the one hand the praiseworthy efforts being made to defeat poverty, is cautious on the other hand regarding ideological positions and Messianistic beliefs that sustain the illusion that it is possible to eliminate the problem of poverty completely from this world. 

“This will happen only upon Christ’s return, when he will be with us once more, for ever. In the meantime, the poor remain entrusted to us and it is this responsibility upon which we shall be judged at the end of time (Mt 25:31-46): ‘Our Lord warns us that we shall be separated from him if we fail to meet the serious needs of the poor and the little ones who are his brethren’ (Catechism, 1033). 
“The Church’s love for the poor is inspired by the Gospel of the Beatitudes, by the poverty of Jesus and by his attention to the poor. This love concerns material poverty and also the numerous forms of cultural and religious poverty (Catechism, 2444). 
The Church, ‘since her origin and in spite of the failing of many of her members, has not ceased to work for their relief, defence and liberation through numerous works of charity which remain indispensable always and everywhere’ (Catechism, 2448). 
“Prompted by the Gospel injunction, ‘You have received without paying, give without pay’ (Mt 10:8), the Church teachers that one should assist one’s fellow man in his various needs and fills the human community with countless works of corporal and spiritual mercy. 
‘Among all these, giving alms to the poor is one of the chief witnesses to fraternal charity: it is also a work of justice pleasing to God, (Catechism, 2447), even if the practice of charity is not limited to alms-giving but implies addressing the social and political dimensions of the problem of poverty.
“In her teaching, the Church constantly returns to this relationship between charity and justice: ‘When we attend to the needs of those in want, we give them what is theirs, not ours. More than performing works of mercy; we are paying a debt of justice’ (St Gregory the Great, Regula Pastoralis). 
The Council Fathers strongly recommended that this duty be fulfilled correctly, remembering that ‘what is already due in justice is not to be offered as a gift of charity’ (Catechism, 2446). Love for the poor is certainly ‘incompatible with immoderate love of riches or their selfish use’ (Catechism, 2445) (Jas 5:1-6).”
Given the strong growth in our economy over the past few years, why is it that more than 360,000 persons in TT are living below the poverty line? This appalling state of affairs is a measure of how far we are from being a true community. 
In Economic Justice for All’ the US Bishops rightly state that “The fundamental moral criterion for all economic decisions, policies, and institutions is this: They must be at the service of all people, especially the poor.”
Distributive justice demands that we speed up the process of creating conditions that will enable all our people to live in dignity and to be able to participate more fully in society. We have a moral imperative to act. God calls us to be advocates for the voiceless and the powerless among us. Poverty strips human beings of their dignity.
Self-help and empowerment programmes will be more effective than handouts which create a dependency syndrome. And let us not forget that human development demands more than simply getting people out of the poverty trap.
As Pope Paul VI said in “On the Development of Peoples”:

“The struggle against destitution, though urgent and necessary, is not enough. It is a question, rather, of building a world where every man, no matter what his race, religion or nationality, can live a fully human life...a world where freedom is not an empty word and where the poor man Lazarus can sit down at the same table with the rich man.”
Ask yourself: 
1. In what ways am I conscious of those who are economically poor or disadvantaged?

2. What are some very concrete ways that I can demonstrate a preferential option for the poor e.g. in my parish?

3. What can I do both directly and indirectly to work for change nationally and globally?

Let us stand in solidarity with the poor.

