
CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING AND THE FREE MARKET ECONOMY 

Andrew V. Abela, Ph.D. 
Department of Business and Economics 

The Catholic University of America 
 

abela@cua.edu  
 

 
The Basis for a Just Economy 

 “Jesus looking at him said, ‘How hard it is for those who have riches to enter the 
kingdom of God!’” (Luke 18:24)  
 

“‘Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet 
your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? … Consider the 
lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all 
his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which 
today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O 
men of little faith?’” (Matthew 6:28, 28-30) 
 

“…trade in itself has a certain quality of baseness since it does not of its own nature 
involve an honorable or necessary end.” II-II, q. 77, a. 4 (trans. Sigmund) 
 

“Blessed is the man who fears the LORD, who greatly delights in his 
commandments! His descendants will be mighty in the land; the generation of the upright 
will be blessed. Wealth and riches are in his house; and his righteousness endures for ever.” 
Psalm 112:1-3 
 

“Profit which is the purpose of trade, while it does not in itself involve something 
honorable or necessary, also does not of its nature imply something vicious or contrary to 
virtue.  Nothing prevents profit from being directed to a necessary or even honorable goal, 
so that trade is thereby made licit.” (e.g. support your family, the poor, provide necessities to 
society).  II-II, q. 77, a. 4 (trans. Sigmund)  
 

“when Christian morals are completely observed, they yield of themselves a certain 
measure of prosperity to material existence.” Rerum Novarum, 42 

 
 
1. Which economic sys tem does the Cathol i c  Church propose to us? 

 
“The Church has no models to present; models that are real and truly effective can only 

arise within the framework of different historical situations, through the efforts of all those 
who responsibly confront concrete problems in all their social, economic, political and 
cultural aspects, as these interact with one another.” Centesimus Annus, 43 

 
“The Church's social doctrine is not a ‘third way’ between liberal capitalism and Marxist 

collectivism… it constitutes a category of its own… [as] the accurate formulation of the 
results of a careful reflection on the complex realities of human existence… in the light of 
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faith and of the Church's tradition. Its main aim is to interpret these realities, determining 
their conformity with or divergence from the lines of the Gospel teaching on man and his 
vocation… to guide Christian behavior.” Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 41 

  
 
2. Does the Church pre fer  f ree  markets  to soc ia l i sm? 
 
Socialism 

“If Socialism, like all errors, contains some truth…, it is based nevertheless on a theory 
of human society peculiar to itself and irreconcilable with true Christianity. Religious 
socialism, Christian socialism, are contradictory terms; no one can be at the same time a 
good Catholic and a true socialist.” Quadragesimo Anno, 120 

 
“… the historical experience of socialist countries has sadly demonstrated that 

collectivism does not do away with alienation but rather increases it, adding to it a lack of 
basic necessities and economic inefficiency.” Centesimus Annus, 41 

 
“By intervening directly and depriving society of its responsibility, the Social Assistance 

State leads to a loss of human energies and an inordinate increase of public agencies, which 
are dominated more by bureaucratic ways of thinking than by concern for serving their 
clients, and which are accompanied by an enormous increase in spending.” Centesimus Annus, 
48 

 
Capitalism 

“If by ‘capitalism’ is meant an economic system which recognizes the fundamental and 
positive role of business, the market, private property and the resulting responsibility for the 
means of production, as well as free human creativity in the economic sector, then the 
answer is certainly in the affirmative, even though it would perhaps be more appropriate to 
speak of a ‘business economy,’ ‘market economy’ or simply ‘free economy.’ 

 
“But if by ‘capitalism’ is meant a system in which freedom in the economic sector is not 

circumscribed within a strong juridical framework which places it at the service of human 
freedom in its totality, and which sees it as a particular aspect of that freedom, the core of 
which is ethical and religious, then the reply is certainly negative.” Centesimus Annus, 42 

 
“Everyone has the right to economic initiative; everyone should make legitimate use of 

his talents to contribute to the abundance that will benefit all, and to harvest the just fruits of 
his labor.”  Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2429 
 
 
3. Does the Church support  the r ight  to pr ivate  property?  As Chris t ians,  shouldn’t  

we put spir i tual  things f i rs t ,  and i f  so ,  why should we care so much about property? 
” 
 

Private property 
Man has the power both to care for and to use property.  With regards to the former, 

“…human affairs are more efficiently organized if the proper care of each thing is an 
individual responsibility.  With regards to the latter, “a man should not possess [property] as 
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his alone but for the community, so that he is ready to share them with others in cases of 
necessity.” II-II, q.66, a. 2 (trans. Sigmund) 

 
“For, every man has by nature the right to possess property as his own.” Rerum 

Novarum, 6 
 
“Private property or some ownership of external goods confers on everyone a sphere 

wholly necessary for the autonomy of the person and the family, and it should be regarded 
as an extension of human freedom.” Gaudium et Spes, 71 

 
The right to private property “which is fundamental for the autonomy and development 

of the person, has always been defended by the Church up to our own day. At the same 
time, the Church teaches that the possession of material goods is not an absolute right, and 
that its limits are inscribed in its very nature as a human right.” Centesimus Annus, 30 

 
“‘But if the question be asked, how must one's possessions be used? the Church replies 

without hesitation that man should not consider his material possessions as his own, but as 
common to all...’, because ‘above the laws and judgments of men stands the law, the 
judgment of Christ.’” Centesimus Annus, 30 (quoting Rerum Novarum, 22, in turn quoting St. 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, II-II, q. 66, resp. to a. 2) 

 
The Universal Destination of Created Goods 

 “God gave the earth to the whole human race for the sustenance of all its members, 
without excluding or favoring anyone. This is the foundation of the universal destination of 
the earth's goods.” Centesimus Annus, 31 
 
 
4. Should there  be l imits  on the f ree  market? 
 

“The State, however, has the task of determining the juridical framework within which 
economic affairs are to be conducted, and thus of safeguarding the prerequisites of a free 
economy, which presumes a certain equality between the parties, such that one party would 
not be so powerful as practically to reduce the other to subservience.” Centesimus Annus, 15 

 
“The State must contribute to the achievement of … [unemployment support, adequate 

wage levels, humane working conditions] both directly and indirectly. Indirectly and 
according to the principle of subsidiarity, by creating favorable conditions for the free exercise 
of economic activity… . Directly and according to the principle of solidarity, by defending the 
weakest, by placing certain limits on the autonomy of the parties who determine working 
conditions, and by ensuring in every case the necessary minimum support for the 
unemployed worker.” Centesimus Annus, 15 

 
“… economic freedom is only one element of human freedom. When it becomes 

autonomous, when man is seen more as a producer or consumer of goods than as a subject 
who produces and consumes in order to live, then economic freedom loses its necessary 
relationship to the human person and ends up by alienating and oppressing him.” Centesimus 
Annus, 39 
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5. What are the responsibi l i t i es  o f  those involved in the market ,  and, part i cular ly ,  
what are the ro le  o f  pro f i t  and the purpose o f  business ,  according to CST? 
 
“The Church acknowledges the legitimate role of profit as an indication that a business 

is functioning well.” Centesimus Annus, 35.   
 
 “... the purpose of a business firm is not simply to make a profit, but is to be found in 

its very existence as a community of persons who in various ways are endeavoring to satisfy 
their basic needs, and who form a particular group at the service of the whole of society.” 
Centesimus Annus, 35.   
 

“A theory that makes profit the exclusive norm and ultimate end of economic activity is 
morally unacceptable.”  Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2424.   

 
Investments 

“… whoever has received from the bounty of God a greater share of goods, whether 
corporeal and external, or of the soul, has received them for this purpose, namely, that he 
employ them for his own perfection and, likewise, as a servant of Divine Providence, for the 
benefit of others.”  Rerum Novarum, 36 

  
“… even the decision to invest in one place rather than another, in one productive 

sector rather than another, is always a moral and cultural choice. Given the utter necessity of 
certain economic conditions and of political stability, the decision to invest, that is, to offer 
people an opportunity to make good use of their own labor, is also determined by an attitude 
of human sympathy and trust in Providence, which reveal the human quality of the person 
making such decisions.” Centesimus Annus, 36 

 
“Goods of production—material or immaterial—such as land, factories, practical or 

artistic skills, oblige their possessors to employ them in ways that will benefit the greatest 
number.”  Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2404 

 
Truth, beauty, and goodness 

“It is therefore necessary to create life-styles in which the quest for truth, beauty, 
goodness and communion with others for the sake of common growth are the factors which 
determine consumer choices, savings and investments.” Centesimus Annus, 36 

 
 
6. Does the Church have anything to say about what companies  make and se l l?   
 

“Work becomes ever more fruitful and productive to the extent that people become 
more knowledgeable of the productive potentialities of the earth and more profoundly 
cognisant of the needs of those for whom their work is done” Centesimus Annus, §31 
 
Products and Services 

“The fundamental finality of … production is not the mere increase of products nor 
profit or control but rather the service of man, and indeed of the whole man with regard for 
the full range of his material needs and the demands of his intellectual, moral, spiritual, and 
religious life.”  Gaudium et Spes, 64. 
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“In singling out new needs and new means to meet them, one must be guided by a 

comprehensive picture of man which respects all the dimensions of his being and which 
subordinates his material and instinctive dimensions to his interior and spiritual ones.”  
Centesimus Annus, 36. 

 
Advertising 

“… if less admirable human tendencies are exploited, those responsible for such 
advertising harm society and forfeit their good name and credibility.”  Communio et Progressio, 
60.   

  
“If … a direct appeal is made to [the customer’s] instincts—while ignoring in various 

ways the reality of the person as intelligent and free—then consumer attitudes and life-styles 
can be created which are objectively improper and often damaging to his physical and 
spiritual health.” Centesimus Annus, 36  

 
“… obedience to the truth about God and man is the first condition of freedom, 

making it possible for a person to order his needs and desires and to choose the means of 
satisfying them according to a correct scale of values, so that the ownership of things may 
become an occasion of growth for him. This growth can be hindered as a result of 
manipulation by the means of mass communication, which impose fashions and trends of 
opinion through carefully orchestrated repetition, without it being possible to subject to 
critical scrutiny the premises on which these fashions and trends are based.” Centesimus 
Annus, 41.   

 
 

7. Is there  such a thing as a just  pr i ce ,  according to the Church,  and i f  so ,  what i s  i t? 
 
 “Wherefore the seller, since he sells his goods at the price actually offered him, does 

not seem to act contrary to justice through not stating what is going to happen [i.e. more 
supply on the way, which will lower prices]. If however he were to do so, or if he lowered his 
price, it would be exceedingly virtuous on his part: although he does not seem to be bound 
to do this as a debt of justice.” (II-II, q. 77, a. 3, reply to obj. 4) 

 
“A person who produces something other than for his own use generally does so in 

order that others may use it after they have paid a just price, mutually agreed upon through 
free bargaining.” Centesimus Annus, 32 

  
“But if the business in question is not making enough money to pay the workers an 

equitable wage because it is being crushed by unjust burdens or forced to sell its product at 
less than a just price, those who are thus the cause of the injury are guilty of grave wrong, for 
they deprive workers of their just wage and force them under the pinch of necessity to 
accept a wage less than fair.” Quadragesimo Anno, 72 
 

“Even if it does not contradict the provisions of civil law, any form of unjustly taking 
and keeping the property of others is against the seventh commandment: [e.g.] … forcing up 
prices by taking advantage of the ignorance or hardship of another.”  Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, 2409 


