
 
 

Intro to Social Doctrine 
 

As we embark on the study of the Social Doctrine of the Church (SDC), it is important to 

understand what we mean by the term.  

Let’s start by saying what the Social Doctrine of the Church is not: 

• It is not a political platform. It transcends and should inform political positions. 

• It is not a comprehensive collection of what the Church has to say on social 

issues.  

• It is not a simplistic recipe that the Church has developed to solve social ills.  

• It is not a one stop shop for Catholics involved in politics or social issues to 

search on an issue and find what a Catholic should necessarily think about the 

United States’ security on its southern border, or about tax reform, or any other 

societal issue.  

• It doesn’t offer one-size-fits-all, concrete solutions.  

Now that could sound disconcerting! If it doesn’t offer answers, then what does it offer? The 

elements of each country, place, social situation, time period, causes, and conditions are so 

varied that the Church does not attempt a readymade, universal solution for all. Rather, the 

Social Doctrine of the Church is a set of principles for reflection, the criteria for judgment and 

directives for action1 with an eye to forming and sustaining a society worthy of the human 

person.  

So let’s look at each element in this dense definition.  

1) Firstly, it is doctrine. That is to say, it forms part of the body of teachings of the Catholic 

Church, rooted in divine revelation in Scripture. The content stems from Jesus Christ and 

what he taught through his words and actions, which the Church has meditated on, 

matured, and communicated over the centuries. Tremendous wisdom and experience of 

millennia are condensed in its content.  

2) Secondly, this Social Doctrine has statements of varying levels. (a) Principles for 

reflection inform our baseline thinking about social matters, and include human dignity, 

the universal destination of goods, subsidiarity, and solidarity.2  (b) Criteria for judgment 

help us apply principles to concrete cases; some criteria include justice and observance 

 
1 Cf. Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, n. 7.  
2 We will explore each of these principles in turn. 



of just laws, commitment to the common good, the primacy of the family over every 

other community and the State, respect of human rights, exercise of the right to 

resistance, employment of ethical and not merely economic considerations in decision-

making, use of Christian anthropology, and authenticity.3  (c) Directives for action. The 

Church in her social doctrine at times urges concrete actions to improve an area of 

social concern. St John Paul II’s proposal to forgive international debt of the world’s 

poorer countries during the Jubilee Year 2000 is an example of a directive for action.  

3) Thirdly, this body of teachings aims to improve human society by shaping our 

interactions and structures to be more just, human, and respectful. The principles, 

criteria and directives should lead us to foster and fashion a society centered on love of 

God and neighbor.  

It is our hope that through these circles, Lumen will open the treasure of the Church’s social 

doctrine and equip you for prudent decision-making and wise leadership.  

We will start by looking at the four foundational principles: Human dignity, common good, 
solidarity and subsidiarity. This month we will cover human dignity.   

Virtue Corner: Human Dignity  
Human dignity presupposes a foundational truth: Each living human person exists and has an 

inherent dignity to be respected. This dignity precedes any activity, and it does not diminish 

because of bad behavior. Each of us experiences that I exist and have feelings, emotions, and 

needs worthy of attention. In normal maturation, we soon after discover there are other 

people around us in our families, neighborhoods, and in society. These persons have an 

inherent value, equal to mine. The source of that dignity is not given by me, but by their 

creator, and discovered by me.  Not only should I respect the other person, but public 

authorities and society at large should respect them and their inalienable rights. From a legal 

perspective, the United States Declaration of Independence rightly recognizes these God-given 

rights as “Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  

What then is the source/origin of human dignity? CCC #1934 points out four sources: 

1) We are created in God’s image.  

2) We have a spiritual and rational soul which gives us ontological dignity.  

3) We have been redeemed by Christ’s blood.  

4) We have immortal souls destined for eternity (heaven) and thus humans have eternal 

value.  

These four elements would be the source of human dignity which all persons share equally. All 

human beings deserve the same respect given their equal dignity as human beings.   

Equal dignity does not mean we are all the same in every respect. To achieve equality in every 

way is not the goal of society, but human wisdom and our Christian faith lead us to strive as a 

society to respect every human being’s dignity and rights. Variety in levels of responsibility, 

 
3 See Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, numbers 201, 204, 254, 283, 401, 407, 523, 544, and 558, 
565, 569.  



ways of contributing to the common good, wealth, and social status is natural; attempts to 

eliminate such diversity in the name of equality have led to grave evils. Embracing God-given 

diversity helps us to recognize that each person has unique gifts and a specific contribution to 

the good of others, offering a chance to practice communion and collaboration, working 

together in mutual charity. It creates a stronger social fabric in both the family and society at 

large when all respect both equal dignity and the diversity of gifts.  

Some implications of respect for human dignity of the person are found in the Compendium of 

the Social Doctrine of the Church: 

• “A just society can become a reality only when it is based on the respect of the 

transcendent dignity of the human person.. the social order and its development must 

invariably work to the benefit of the human person, since the order of things is to be 

subordinate to the order of persons, and not the other way around.” n. 132 

• “In no case, therefore, is the human person to be manipulated for ends that are foreign 

to his own development, which can find complete fulfillment only in God and his plan of 

salvation.” N. 133 

• “Authentic social changes are effective and lasting only to the extent that they are 

based on resolute changes in personal conduct.” n. 134 

 

Scripture 
 “It will be as when a man who was going on a journey called in his servants and entrusted his 
possessions to them. To one he gave five talents; to another, two; to a third, one—to each 
according to his ability. Then he went away. Immediately the one who received five talents 
went and traded with them, and made another five. Likewise, the one who received two made 
another two. But the man who received one went off and dug a hole in the ground and buried 
his master’s money. After a long time the master of those servants came back and settled 
accounts with them. The one who had received five talents came forward bringing the 
additional five. He said, ‘Master, you gave me five talents. See, I have made five more.’ His 
master said to him, ‘Well done, my good and faithful servant. Since you were faithful in small 
matters, I will give you great responsibilities. Come, share your master’s joy.’[Then] the one 
who had received two talents also came forward and said, ‘Master, you gave me two talents. 
See, I have made two more.’His master said to him, ‘Well done, my good and faithful servant. 
Since you were faithful in small matters, I will give you great responsibilities. Come, share your 
master’s joy.’ Then the one who had received the one talent came forward and said, ‘Master, I 
knew you were a demanding person, harvesting where you did not plant and gathering where 
you did not scatter; so out of fear I went off and buried your talent in the ground. Here it is 
back.’ His master said to him in reply, ‘You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest 
where I did not plant and gather where I did not scatter? Should you not then have put my 
money in the bank so that I could have got it back with interest on my return? Now then! Take 
the talent from him and give it to the one with ten. For to everyone who has, more will be given 
and he will grow rich; but from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away. And 
throw this useless servant into the darkness outside, where there will be wailing and grinding of 
teeth.” 



Matthew 25: 14-30  

Questions for Discussion 

1. This is a parable where Jesus is explaining what the Kingdom of God is like. He highlights 
how each are given distinct measures of money. What does the diversity of gifts from 
the master tell us about how he understands diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)?  

2. Does Christ’s view of DEI give us an avenue to redeem our current cultural approach to 
it?  

3. Our human dignity is a gift given us in our creation. How is it like a talent that each of us 
receives and should protect? 

4. How does a just society – whether it be a family or civil society – respect human dignity? 

5. Human dignity comes with responsibilities as well. What are some of those 
responsibilities?  

Inspiring Quotes 

 “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with 
reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” 

- Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

“Where is there dignity unless there is also honesty? 

- Cicero, Ad Atticum VII, xi. 

 

“Let none presume to wear an undeserved dignity.” 

- William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice (late 1590s), Act II, scene 
9, line 39. 
 

Case Study 
 

Harold MacDowell, CEO of TDIndustries 

TDIndustries is a leading mechanical construction and facilities service company in Dallas. 
MacDowell is the third CEO at TDIndustries, following in the footsteps of his predecessors--
demigods in the servant leadership spectrum: founder Jack Lowe, Sr. and his son, Jack Lowe, Jr. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_Declaration_of_Human_Rights
https://en.m.wikiquote.org/wiki/Cicero
https://en.m.wikiquote.org/wiki/William_Shakespeare
https://en.m.wikiquote.org/wiki/The_Merchant_of_Venice


 

As the CEO since 2005, MacDowell continues to deepen TD's commitment to servant leadership 
and to the "Great Place to Work" culture that plays such a key role in sustaining an 
environment in which employees are valued, respected, and appreciated. They're also 100 
percent employee-owned, and everyone is on a first-name basis. As a result, TD has made 
Fortune magazine's prestigious 100 Best Companies list for 20 straight years. 

MacDowell says the focus has always been about keeping people employed, even during the 
worst of times. He tells Contracting Business magazine, "We've learned through every down 
cycle in the economy of the need to react quickly, and look far enough ahead to be sure we 
have the revenue we need to keep people employed." 

Since culture matters more than anything at TD, leaders at every level ensure that their core 
values are lived out daily: 

• Build and Maintain Trusting Relationships 
• Fiercely Protect the Safety of All Partners 
• Lead With a Servant's Heart 
• Passionately Pursue Excellence 
• Celebrate the Power of Individual Differences 

Communication is a key attribute of MacDowell's servant leadership. He has set up formal and 
informal feedback mechanisms to get important and open feedback, a practice started by 
founder Jack Lowe, who used to invite groups of employees to his home for spaghetti dinners. 
MacDowell makes sure that all of his senior leaders have similar sessions at least quarterly, to 
listen deeply and keep communication open. 

TDIndustries has had numerous buy-out offers. Each time, MacDowell concluded that selling 
out would kill their servant leadership culture. He says, "If we sold out to somebody else, they'd 
want to run the number up, flip it, and take it public. And I haven't seen many of those 
operations preserve the cultures of the great companies that were bought out. We're focused 
on generating the wealth through the employee stock ownership plan, without killing the 
culture." 

Taken from https://www.inc.com/marcel-schwantes/heres-a-top-10-list-of-the-worlds-best-
ceos-but-they-lead-in-a-totally-unique-wa.html 

 

  

Questions for Discussion 

1. What lessons on human dignity do you see in this case? 
2. What are examples of how you listen to your staff? Where could you improve? 
3. What are the greatest challenges of respecting and promoting human dignity in your 

company? 

https://www.inc.com/marcel-schwantes/heres-a-top-10-list-of-the-worlds-best-ceos-but-they-lead-in-a-totally-unique-wa.html
https://www.inc.com/marcel-schwantes/heres-a-top-10-list-of-the-worlds-best-ceos-but-they-lead-in-a-totally-unique-wa.html


 

Lumen Core Values Self-Assesment (10 minutes) 

 

Core Values Assessment.  Spend 10 minutes in silence assessing positive and negative examples 

of how you pursue (PUT THE CORE VALUE HERE) in your relationship with God and others.  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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


