
 
 
Virtue Corner: Human Work & Economy 
 
Continuing our exploration throughout 2022 of the Church’s social doctrine, we will reflect this month 
on human work and economy, a natural follow-up to last month’s theme of the family. We will look at 
the relationship between work and the family, the value of human work, and finally, some principles 
regarding the economy. 

a. Work & the Family 
Work and the economy are ultimately at the service of the human family. 

“Family and work are united by a very special relationship… This relationship has its roots in the 
relation existing between the person and his right to possess the fruit of his labor and concerns 
not only the individual as a singular person but also as a member of a family, understood as a 
‘domestic society.’ Work is essential insofar as it represents the condition that makes it possible 
to establish a family, for the means by which the family is maintained are obtained through 
work.” 1 

A “family wage” is one “sufficient to maintain a family and allow it to live decently.”2 The responsibility 
for attaining a “family wage” falls first to the family itself, then to employers who distribute their 
organization’s goods. Government can help through welfare, but “being out of work or dependent on 
public or private assistance for a prolonged period undermines the freedom and creativity of the person 
and his family and social relationships, causing great psychological and spiritual suffering.”3 Additionally, 
the relationship between work and family must also consider the importance of the domestic work of 
mothers and fathers.4 Society and the State must honor, recognize, and support all things that help the 
family.5 Being an integral part of society, the workplace must also keep such considerations in favor of 
its employees’ families in mind. 

b. The Value of Human Work 
Work has always been part of God’s plan for man. Man, made in the image and likeness of God, reflects 
God the Creator through his own labors.6 God commanded man to exercise dominion over the earth, to 
cultivate and care for it.7 Christ emphasized the goodness of work, working himself as a carpenter, and 
declaring that, ‘‘My Father is working still, and I am working’ (Jn 5:17).’8  
 
Therefore, it is important not to consider work as a punishment or a necessary evil. Original Sin’s lie of 
”you will be like God” (Gen 3:5) was Adam and Eve desiring “absolute dominion over all things, without 
having to submit to the will of the Creator.”9 As a result, man’s relationship to his Creator, his fellow 
man, and the rest of creation became disordered. This includes his relationship to work. After the Fall 
“the soil [became] miserly, unrewarding, sordidly hostile.”10 Nevertheless, our vocation to work and its 
essential goodness remain.11Work is a pathway to holiness: By using our creativity, we imitate the 
Creator; by socializing in trade, we build relationships; by meeting the needs of clients, we learn to 
serve; by overcoming obstacles, we grow in virtue.  
 



Central to the Biblical understanding of work is “the commandment of the Sabbath rest.”12 Although we 
must work, ”this rest opens to the prospect of a fuller freedom, that of the eternal Sabbath (cf. Heb 4:9-
10).”13 This rest creates ”the possibility to remember and experience anew God’s work.”14 The Sabbath 
rest additionally functions to protect us from overwork. It creates ”a barrier against becoming slaves to 
work, whether voluntarily or by force.”15  
 
Work has an objective and a subjective value. The objective value of work consists in all the activities 
and resources used to produce things.16 The subjective value of work is rooted in the dignity of the 
person of the worker, regardless of the type of work being done.17 However, the subjective value of 
work is not simply recognizing the dignity of the worker but also that work itself helps us grow in our 
very humanity. In Laborem Exercens, [On Human Work], St. John Paul II wrote,  

”Work is a good thing for man-a good thing for his humanity-because through work man not 
only transforms nature, adapting it to his own needs, but he also achieves fulfilment as a human 
being and indeed, in a sense, becomes more a human being.”18 

 
Since man is a subject, a person, he is always superior to all the other factors of production, including 
capital.19 Any ideology which promotes hatred or antagonism between labor and capital is faulty, and 
the Church encourages healthy cooperation.20 Labor and capital are meant to be complementary: 
”Capital cannot stand without labor, nor labor without capital.”21 One creative relationship between 
labor and capital is ”when workers participate in ownership, management and profits.”22 
 
Finally, Christianity adds a salvific dimension to work. Christians are called to unite their work and all 
their daily sacrifices to Christ to collaborate in the work of redemption.23  

c. The Economy 
The Compendium’s chapter on ”Economic Life” reflects on our relationship with material goods and 
their production. Scripture does not condemn the possession of goods, but their misuse through such 
actions like “fraud, usury, exploitation and gross injustice, especially when directed against the poor.”24 
The rich man condemned in Scripture “is the one who places his trust in his possessions rather than in 
God.”25 
 
Economics – as with all human activity – cannot be separated from morality since man is the center of 
economic activity.26 The Catechism states, “Human acts, that is, acts that are freely chosen in 
consequence of a judgment of conscience can be morally evaluated. They are either good or evil.”27 The 
Church recognizes the legitimacy of such things as profit28 and the benefits of a free market29 so long as 
moral considerations are respected.30 
 
While there is a right to private property, we remember that it is within the context of the universal 
destination of goods.31 Riches are meant to ”produce benefits for others and society.”32  

“The rich man — Saint Gregory the Great will later say — is only an administrator of what he 
possesses; giving what is required to the needy is a task that is to be performed with humility 
because the goods do not belong to the one who distributes them.”33 

 
Ultimately, we are only administrators of all the gifts God has given us. Whether through productive 
economic works that serve the common good34 or through direct almsgiving, all we do should somehow 
be for the benefit of others – our families, our communities, and particularly those most needy.  
 
The state also has a role in the economy, but must itself be guided by the principles of social doctrine so 
that it neither ignores its responsibility nor oversteps its boundaries to the detriment of the economy 
and individuals. 



“The action of the State and of other public authorities must be consistent with the principle of 
subsidiarity and create situations favorable to the free exercise of economic activity. It must also 
be inspired by the principle of solidarity and establish limits for the autonomy of the parties in 
order to defend those who are weaker. Solidarity without subsidiarity, in fact, can easily 
degenerate into a ‘Welfare State,’ while subsidiarity without solidarity runs the risk of 
encouraging forms of self-centered localism.”35 

 
Additionally: 

“The fundamental task of the State in economic matters is that of determining an appropriate 
juridical framework for regulating economic affairs… Economic activity, above all in a free 
market context, cannot be conducted in an institutional, juridical or political vacuum. ‘On the 
contrary, it presupposes sure guarantees of individual freedom and private property, as well as a 
stable currency and efficient public services.’ To fulfill this task, the State must adopt suitable 
legislation but at the same time it must direct economic and social policies in such a way that it 
does not become abusively involved in the various market activities, the carrying out of which is 
and must remain free of authoritarian — or worse, totalitarian — superstructures and 
constraints.”36 

 
Business owners and management have a particular responsibility in the direction of the economy due 
to their position of influence. Of special importance is their duty to treat their employees with dignity.37 
 
Working in the business world is a noble vocation, a call to sanctify oneself and the world.  

“If people dedicate themselves to these with the faith, hope and love of Christ’s disciples, even 
the economy and progress can be transformed into places of salvation and sanctification. In 
these areas too it is possible to express a love and a solidarity that are more than human.”38 
 

Scripture 
“Then God said: Let us make human beings in our image, after our likeness. Let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, the tame animals, all the wild animals, 
and all the creatures that crawl on the earth. God created mankind in his image; in the image of 
God he created them; male and female he created them. God blessed them and God said to 
them: Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it. Have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
the birds of the air, and all the living things that crawl on the earth. God also said: See, I give 
you every seed-bearing plant on all the earth and every tree that has seed-bearing fruit on it to 
be your food; and to all the wild animals, all the birds of the air, and all the living creatures that 
crawl on the earth, I give all the green plants for food. And so it happened. God looked at 
everything he had made, and found it very good. Evening came, and morning followed — the 
sixth day. Thus the heavens and the earth and all their array were completed. On the seventh 
day God completed the work he had been doing; he rested on the seventh day from all the work 
he had undertaken.” 

Genesis 1:26-2:1 

“‘He came to his native place and taught the people in their synagogue. They were astonished 
and said, “Where did this man get such wisdom and mighty deeds? Is he not the carpenter’s 
son? Is not his mother named Mary and his brothers James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas?” 

Matthew 13:54-55 



Questions for Discussion 
1. How is man’s dominion over the world a good thing rather than something destructive?  

2. How can you create, or strengthen, a company culture that values the dignity of all forms of work? 

How can a firm show appreciation for a job well done? 

3. How could the shareholders, board members, management, and employees of a company 

collaborate more effectively? 

4. When does having wealth become an idol, a spiritual detriment? What are some concrete ways to 

avoid this?  

5. Similarly, what about power?  

Inspiring Quotes 

“Man is made to be in the visible universe an image and likeness of God himself, and he is 
placed in it in order to subdue the earth. From the beginning therefore he is called to work. 
Work is one of the characteristics that distinguish man from the rest of creatures, whose activity 
for sustaining their lives cannot be called work. Only man is capable of work, and only man 
works, at the same time by work occupying his existence on earth. Thus work bears a particular 
mark of man and of humanity, the mark of a person operating within a community of persons. 
And this mark decides its interior characteristics; in a sense it constitutes its very nature.”  

Laborem Exercens, St. John Paul II, September 14, 1981, [from opening paragraph].  

“By enduring the toil of work in union with Christ crucified for us, man in a way collaborates 

with the Son of God for the redemption of humanity. He shows himself a true disciple of Christ 

by carrying the cross in his turn every day in the activity that he is called upon to perform… In 

work, thanks to the light that penetrates us from the Resurrection of Christ, we always find 

a glimmer of new life, of the new good, as if it were an announcement of ‘the new heavens and 

the new earth.’”  

Laborem Exercens, St. John Paul II, September 14, 1981, n. 27 

Case Study 
Some Catholic thinkers have espoused the economic theory of “Distributism” in their writings. For 

example, G. K. Chesterton’s ‘The Outline of Sanity,’ and Hilaire Belloc’s ‘Servile State’ and the ‘Essay on 

the Restoration of Property’ seem to advocate for Distributism.  It maintains that the more distributed 

land and capital are, the better for economic and political freedom. This theory is ultimately rooted in 

the social doctrine principle of subsidiarity and the dignity of the family.39 

However, if such a broader distribution of the means of production were beneficial, how should that 

come about? As Will Witt of the Acton Institute asks: To what degree should the State be involved? 

Does the State stay out all together or redistribute the means of production? While Belloc admitted that 

the State will have to use force to bring this about, it seems not all Distributists have clear ideas on the 

point. Witt considers that such a basic question must first be clarified by Distributists before serious 

consideration.40  



Without seeking to develop an entire economic system, what would some reasonable political and 

business decisions be to seek a broader distribution of the means of production and strengthen small 

businesses and family ownership in our current economy? Keep the principles of subsidiarity and the 

dignity of the family at the forefront of the conversation. 

Questions for Discussion 
1. What are some political or legal changes that could immediately benefit small businesses or 

family ownership? What should be done on a national level? What is better done on a state or 

local level? 

2. What business practices could medium to large companies employ to aiding in the growth and 

health of small businesses? 

3. How could wage earners who don’t own private property or businesses also benefit from such 

an effort? 

 

Lumen Core Values Self-Assessment (10 minutes) 

Spend 10 minutes in silence assessing positive and negative examples of how you pursue the work 

and the economy at the service of families and society. The below quadrant can help in jotting down 

some of your assessment as well as a tool for the whole Lumen Circle and how you can let it be a 

leaven in your life. 

What struck me in this circle and how I might apply it to my THINKING. What CRITICAL 

ISSUES am I facing? What are the biggest CHALLENGES with these issues I face and what 

OPPORTUNITIES does it present?         

            

      

Prayer: 

 

 

Family: 

 

 

Business: 

 

 

Lumen Action: 

 

 

What ACTION STEPS can I take now or long term? Develop a concrete resolution for how you 
can improve in your efforts to improve your relationships with others during the next month.  
Your resolution should be a specific action or activity that is easily measured. 
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