
A Dialogue on Social Justice with the Bible and Pope Francis  
 

I.  The Bible and Pope Francis:  Beacons of hope for a pilgrim Church. 

II.  A Description: Social Justice is a process, not an outcome, which (1) seeks fair (re)distribution of resources, 
opportunities, and responsibilities; (2) challenges the roots of oppression and injustice; (3) empowers all people to 
exercise self-determination and realize their full potential; (4) and builds social solidarity and community capacity for 
collaborative action. (School of Social Welfare of the University of California at Berkeley)  

III.      Guiding  Our Journey: Why the Bible: A Public Voice and a Personal Companion 

 The Bible does not offer revealed morality but revealed reality and tells us the kinds of people we are to become 
(emphasis mine) if we are to hear its message faithfully (James Gustafson)  

 Fundamental  Biblical Perspectives . 

 A. God is interested in this world, here and now. The biblical doctrine of creation is not about the origin of the 
world, but about its purpose. Genesis 1:1-2:4 is punctuated by the refrain, “and God saw that it was good”. This is 
a blessing. Some obvious  implications of Gen 1:1-2:4a are (1) the response to creation is reverence and praise, 
not exploitation, (2)  humanity shares a solidarity with both the inanimate and animate world in owing its existence 
to the word of God; (3) Gen 1:27,  “So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created 
them;  male and female he created them”  “Image of God”= bearer of God’s presence; fundamental basis of human 
dignity. Other expressions of this: “The earth is the Lord’s and its fullness” (Ps. 24:1); men and women crowned 
with honor and glory have dominion over the work of the Lord’s hands (Ps. 8:5).  

 Pope Francis, Laudato Si “ I would like to ask all those who have positions of responsibility in economic, political 
and social life, and all men and women of goodwill: let us be 'protectors' of creation, protectors of God's plan 
inscribed in nature, protectors of one another and of the environment.” 

 Pope Francis; Today too, amid so much darkness, we need to see the light of hope and to be men and women 
who bring hope to others. To protect creation, to protect every man and every woman, to look upon them with 
tenderness and love, is to open up a horizon of hope; it is to let a shaft of light break through the heavy clouds; it is 
to bring the warmth of hope! (Homily for inaugural Mass of Petrine Ministry, March 19, 2013.)  

 B. The fundamental proclamation of Jesus is the arrival of God’s Reign or kingdom and the call to disciples 
to be with him and share his mission (Mark 1:16-20).  It is manifest in works of power on behalf of suffering or 
marginalized people (Matt 4:23; 12:22-30). The Christian prays, “thy kingdom come; thy will be done on earth as it 
is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10).  Jesus announces and symbolizes the presence of the kingdom by “mighty works” which 
touch the suffering of people in the here and now.  When Jesus calls the poor blessed “for theirs are the kingdom 
of heaven” he is affirming that God’s reign is for their sake. 

 Pope Francis: He calls his disciples and invites them to set out with him. He calls them to walk through to the city, 
but at a different pace; he teaches them to notice what they had previously overlooked, and he points out new and 
pressing needs. Repent, he tells them. The Kingdom of Heaven means finding in Jesus a God who gets involved 
with the lives of his people. He gets involved and involves others not to be afraid to make of our history a history of 
salvation (cf. Mk 1:15, 21). 

 Jesus continues to walk and to awaken hope, a hope that frees us from empty associations and impersonal 
analyses. He encourages us to enter like leaven into where we are, where we live, into every corner of our daily 
life. The kingdom of heaven is among you, he tells us. It is there wherever we strive to show a little tenderness and 
compassion, wherever we are unafraid to create spaces for the blind to see, the paralyzed to walk, lepers to be 
cleansed and the deaf to hear (cf. Lk 7:22), so that all those we had given up for lost can enjoy the resurrection. 
(1/21/18) 

   C. Concern for the poor and the marginal as well as for the danger of riches is pervasive in the Bible.  
Texts: Exod 23:6-13; Leviticus 19:9-15; Deut 15:7-11; Amos 2:7; 4:1; 5:11; 8:4-6 (polemic against exploitation of 
the poor); Zech 7:8-10 (a good summary of prophetic preaching); Isa. 3:14-15; 10:1-4; 11:1-5 (the Messianc king 
will take the cause of the poor); Psalm 72; Biblical texts resonate with care for four groups of people: the poor, the 
widow, the orphan and the stranger in the land (ger) 

  Riches and Wealth” become evil: (a) when they become idols and dominate a person’s life.  Luke 12:13-21; Col 
3:5, “greed which is idolatry.” (b) when they cause “blindness” so that one does not even see the poor. Luke 16:19-
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31 (Dives and Lazarus); Matt 25:31-46 (the constant refrain is when did we “see” you?) (c) When they become a 
source of dominance over others or destroy community. In Paul, economic difference destroys community: 1 Cor 
11:17-21, “It is not the Lord’s supper that you eat.” . . . You show contempt for and humiliate the “Have nots.”  

 Pope Francis: Joy of the Gospel, 53. Just as the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” sets a clear limit in order to 
safeguard the value of human life, today we also have to say “thou shalt not” to an economy of exclusion and 
inequality. Such an economy kills. How can it be that it is not a news item when an elderly homeless person dies 
of exposure, but it is news when the stock market loses two points? This is a case of exclusion. Can we continue 
to stand by when food is thrown away while people are starving? This is a case of inequality. Today everything 
comes under the laws of competition and the survival of the fittest, where the powerful feed upon the powerless. 
As a consequence, masses of people find themselves excluded and marginalized: 

 D. The Gospel challenges us to break through the religious and social barriers of our time.  Learning from a 
Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37; 17:11-19).  A question, a journey, a dying person, bridging the gap between seeing and 
acting, “going the extra mile,”  who teaches about mercy? (=in Bible, mercy is “saving help”  

 Pope Francis: Jesus turns to the lawyer and asks him: “Which of these three — the priest, the Levite, or the 
Samaritan — do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell victim to the robbers?”. And the lawyer, of course — 
because he was intelligent —, said in reply: “The one who had compassion on him” (vv. 36-37). In this way, Jesus 
completely overturned the lawyer’s initial perspective — as well as our own! —: I must not categorize others in 
order to decide who is my neighbor and who is not. It is up to me whether to be a neighbor or not — the decision is 
mine — it is up to me whether or not to be a neighbor to those whom I encounter who need help, even if they are 
strangers or perhaps hostile. And Jesus concludes, saying: “Go and do likewise” (v. 37).  
Pope Francis   10.07.16   Angelus, St Peter's Square, Rome   15th Sunday of Ordinary Time - Year C 

  Recommendations:  Walter J Burghardt, Justice: A Global Adventure. Maryknoll: Orbis, 2004; John R Donahue, 
S.J. Seek Justice That You May Live (Paulist 2014); Thomas Massaro, S.J Living Justice: Catholic Social 
Teaching in Action (Rowman and Littlefield, 2012) and Mercy in Action: The Social Teachings of Pope Francis 
(Rowman and Littlefield, 2018) 
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