
 
 
 
                                       Catholic Social Teaching & Human Dignity Across Generations 

                                        (A Reflection for Mission Leadership Academy Caregivers) 

 

The Heart of Catholic Social Teaching (CST) 

From its earliest days, the Church has proclaimed the sacredness of every human life. Modern CST 
writings began with the Bishop of Rome/Pope, Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum (1891), which insisted 
that communities must honor the dignity of workers and protect the vulnerable. Every person is made in 
God’s image and therefore deserves respect and conditions that allow them to flourish. 

In 2024, the Church has continued this legacy with Dignitas Infinita, calling us to uphold human dignity in 
the face of globalization, climate change, and digital technology. The Church writes: 

“A world that forgets the dignity of one person will soon forget the dignity of all.” 

 

Generational Developments in Catholic Social Teaching 

• Early 20th century: Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno (1931) expanded CST’s critique of unrestrained 
capitalism. 

• Mid-century: John XXIII’s Pacem in Terris (1963) articulated universal human rights. 
• Vatican Council II: Gaudium et Spes (1965) called the Church to share in each person and 

communities' joys and sufferings. 
• Recent popes: John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis wove together economic justice, solidarity, 

and care for creation. 
• Pope Leo XIV: Challenges us to defend dignity amid AI For Good Summit, AI Ethics and Corporate 

Governance, Migrants and Refugees, mass displacement, and ecological crises. 

 

https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20240402_dignitas-infinita_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-anno.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encylicals/documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii-vatican_council/documents/vat_ii_cons_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/messages/pont-messages/2025/documents/20250708-messaggio-aiforgood-ginevra.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/messages/pont-messages/2025/documents/20250617-messagio-ia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/messages/pont-messages/2025/documents/20250617-messagio-ia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/messages/migration/documents/20250705-world-migrants-day-2025.html


A Voice on Human Dignity Today 

Sr. Helen Prejean, CSJ – a Sister of St Joseph, over fifty years ago began ministry for those on death row, 
she remains a prophetic voice on ending the death penalty and standing with the marginalized. 
   
Meet her through these resources of Providence Walk with Me Podcast:  

• Walk With Me Pt. 1 Podcast - Sr. Helen Prejean CSJ 
• Walk With Me Pt. 2 Podcast - Sr. Helen Prejean CSJ 
• Starvin' for Justice 

 
Dignity 3 Minute Video  
 Human Dignity animation - Video 
 
Deeper Reading on Catholic Social Teaching 
For a comprehensive guide, see Fr. Ken Himes, OFM’s book: Modern Catholic Social Teaching: 
Commentaries & Interpretations: Available via Georgetown University Press 

 

Quotes engaging Catholic Social Teaching 

“Each human being is an image of God… and deserves our utmost respect and love.” — 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!” Pope Francis March 19, 2013 Inaugural Mass as BIshop 
of Rome 

 

“As we know, justice becomes concrete when it reaches out to others, when each person is given their 
due, until equality in dignity and opportunity among human beings is achieved...  True equality, on the 
other hand, is the possibility given to all to realize their aspirations and to have the rights inherent in 
their dignity guaranteed by a system of common and shared values – values capable of inspiring the 
norms and laws on which the functioning of institutions is based.” Pope Leo XIV September 20, 2025 
Audience on Jubilee of Justice  

 

“To be a peacemaker is no easy matter: it forces us out of our comfort zones of distraction and 
indifference and may well be resisted by those who have an interest in perpetuating conflicts... Brothers 
and sisters, do not be afraid!  Sow seeds of peace wherever seeds of hatred and resentment are 
springing up.  Be patient builders of unity where polarization and enmity prevail.  Be the voice of those 
who have no voice in calling for justice and respect for human dignity.  Be light and salt where the flame 

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpodcasts.apple.com%2Fus%2Fpodcast%2Fhuman-dignity-with-sr-helen-prejean-part-1%2Fid1629098347%3Fi%3D1000566013140&data=05%7C02%7Cmackenzie.jones1%40providence.org%7C93912f9474544dae52cb08ddffa03c75%7C2e3190869a2646a3865f615bed576786%7C0%7C0%7C638947785854467280%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=98%2BKRX6VGuxA0P225P0dn5EU9JfIo%2BtBVFbYP0zISXM%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpodcasts.apple.com%2Fus%2Fpodcast%2Fhuman-dignity-with-sr-helen-prejean-part-2%2Fid1629098347%3Fi%3D1000566013141&data=05%7C02%7Cmackenzie.jones1%40providence.org%7C93912f9474544dae52cb08ddffa03c75%7C2e3190869a2646a3865f615bed576786%7C0%7C0%7C638947785854450801%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nULyy32PJ7vOFv8MWCDXTx%2BP9IExAZ9tg6IIOqEezgM%3D&reserved=0
https://youtu.be/FkAYefW3alg
https://youtu.be/sPfx2rVtgxs
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpress.georgetown.edu%2FBook%2FModern-Catholic-Social-Teaching&data=05%7C02%7Calyson.elias-calles%40providence.org%7C9f67ae7e727140e6eaa208ddd4373986%7C2e3190869a2646a3865f615bed576786%7C0%7C0%7C638900055837715837%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=3IA8ClZmkNhbabkh6oP3Ay5lni1ucFgVOy61USpCTM8%3D&reserved=0


of faith and the taste for life are waning.  Do not give up if you meet with those who do not understand 
you.  As Saint Charles de Foucauld used to say, God also uses headwinds to bring us to port.” Pope Leo 
XIV September 5, 2025 Address to the Mediterranean Youth Council 
 
 

A Final Word 

Catholic Social Teaching insists that every policy, institution, and culture must protect and promote the 
inherent dignity of every person and all of creation — no matter one’s status, race, experience or 
abilities. As Mission Leadership Academy Caregivers, let us build a world where each person’s sacred 
worth is recognized and nurtured and all of creation is respected for the shared responsibility of our 
“common home.” 

 


