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In the spirit of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

This is a quick, informal look at the recent increase in poverty in our country from the point of view of the Christian faith and Catholic social justice teaching, in particular.  First, some quick items that have been in the news in enough sources that they should be fairly accurate:

The poor economy has driven a number of middle class families into the categories of poverty or near poverty.  Over the last 4 years, the number of children receiving subsidized lunches rose 17% (and in some states, as much as 25%).  As one report stated:  "While critics of safety-net programs will inevitably complain about the cost, the real problem is that so many millions of American children need this help."  Similarly, food banks for the poor are struggling more than ever to keep up with increased demand.  At times, the shelves are nearly bare.  Unemployment is high, so that even college graduates are often unable to find reasonable employment.  Many teachers, firefighters, police, etc. have lost their jobs as governments try to cut costs.  An AP news article says that the ranks of the poor increased to 1 in 6 Americans last year and that the percentage of uninsured reached the highest level, 16.3%, seen in two decades.  To add insult to injury, the rich continue to get richer, with the wealth gap between rich and poor growing ever wider.  Currently, the wealthiest 1% of the U.S.  own more than the poorest 90% combined.
Now let's look at this situation through the eyes of the Christian faith:

The book of Genesis tells us that we are made in God's image.  Therefore each person has a dignity that demands humane treatment by all.  In particular, all people deserve the opportunity to provide for themselves and their families.  This includes the right to a living wage and a safe work environment. The story of Cain and Abel makes it clear that we are our brother's keeper.  We are each responsible for each other.  Matthew's last judgment says clearly that we will be judged on how we treated especially the least of our neighbors.  I was hungry and your gave Me to eat / refused to give Me to eat.  Whatsoever you do to these least ones, you do onto Me.
Throughout  the Old Testament, God insists on care for the lowly.  Consider these lines from Isaiah 58:  Is not this the sort of fast that pleases me … to share your break with the hungry, and shelter the homeless poor, to clothe the man you see to be naked …?  Or, Amos 2:  For the three crimes, the four crimes, of Israel I have made my decree and will not relent: because they have sold the virtuous man for silver and the poor man for a pair of sandals, because they trample on the heads of ordinary people and push the poor out of their path,…  Amos 4 promises divine retribution on the women, the "cows" of Bashan, living in luxury while oppressing the poor:  Listen to this word, you cows of Bashan …, oppressing the needy, crushing the poor, saying to your husbands, "Bring us something to drink!'
This theme continues in the New Testament.  The Magnificat includes:  He has pulled down princes from their thrones and exalted the lowly, the hungry  he has filled with good things, the rich he has sent away empty.
The Second Vatican Council's Gaudium et Spes stated:  The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.
Pope John Paul II, in Laborem Exercens:  On one hand there is a growing moral sensitivity alert to the value of every individual as a human being without any distinction of race, nationality, religion, political opinion, or social class. On the other hand these proclamations are contradicted in practice. How can these solemn affirmations be reconciled with the widespread attacks on human life and the refusal to accept those who are weak, needy, elderly, or just conceived? These attacks go directly against respect for life; they threaten the very meaning of democratic coexistence, and our cities risk becoming societies of people who are rejected, marginalized, uprooted, and oppressed, instead of communities of "people living together."

The USCB, in 2007 wrote:  Catholic teaching about the dignity of life calls us... to prevent genocide and attacks against noncombatants; to oppose racism; and to overcome poverty and suffering. Nations are called to protect the right to life by seeking effective ways to combat evil and terror without resorting to armed conflicts except as a last resort, always seeking first to resolve disputes by peaceful means. We revere the lives of children in the womb, the lives of persons dying in war and from starvation, and indeed the lives of all human beings as children of God.

From the encyclical Rerum Novarum:

37. Rights must be religiously respected wherever they exist, and it is the duty of the public authority to prevent and to punish injury, and to protect every one in the possession of his own. Still, when there is question of defending the rights of individuals, the poor and badly off have a claim to especial consideration. The richer class have many ways of shielding themselves, and stand less in need of help from the State; whereas the mass of the poor have no resources of their own to fall back upon, and must chiefly depend upon the assistance of the State. And it is for this reason that wage-earners, since they mostly belong in the mass of the needy, should be specially cared for and protected by the government.

Pope Benedict XVI, in Caritas in Veritate:
The more we strive to secure a common good corresponding to the real needs of our neighbors, the more effectively we love them. Every Christian is called to practice this charity…

Pope Benedict XVI, also in Caritas in Veritate: The dignity of the individual and the demands of justice require, particularly today, that economic choices do not cause disparities in wealth to increase in an excessive and morally unacceptable manner… Economic activity . . . needs to be directed towards the pursuit of the common good, for which the political community in particular must also take responsibility.
To find more on the Catholic social justice encyclicals see http://www.justpeace.org/docu.htm.  Read the text of the encyclicals themselves.
To make it more personal, consider this CBS news program on America's new poor:  http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-3445_162-57328305/americas-new-poor/
Update:  8/28/2013

You may be surprised that Pope Francis and the Catholic Church in general do not give unquestioning support to capitalism or to any other economic or governmental system.  Rather, these must be at the service of all people, made in the image and likeness of God.  While reading the article below and its quotes, think about recent events in our own country such as:

The increasing wealth gap between the rich and the poor (about 10 times what it was a few decades ago and one of the highest in the world).
The near collapse of the economy a few years ago that destroyed much of the savings of ordinary people and left many unemployed -- caused mainly by dangerous practices by big banks looking for big profits, banks that were left largely unregulated by Congress.
The U.S. House of Representatives recently passed a Farm Bill that left out billions of dollars for food stamps (SNAP), which will leave a lot of the poor, many of them children, with even less food.  They also refused to consider undoing the large cuts that the sequester caused to the Head Start Program.  Congress also talks of cutting ObamaCare, which (although not perfect) provides basic and affordable health care to a lot of people who did not have it and could not afford to get it.  Access to basic health care is a fundamental human right!  Congress also seems to want to cut other programs such as Medicare and Social Security, avoiding their responsibility to provide care for ordinary people and the most needy.  Meanwhile, the richest get tax breaks!  This is backwards of what the Gospel teaches, that we show our love of God by how we care for each other, especially the poor and most needy.
Pope Francis and Economic Inequality: Five Essential Quotes 

By Bishop Robert McElroy
Follow this link to read the quotes from Pope Francis:

http://usccbmedia.blogspot.com/2013/08/pope-francis-and-economic-inequality.html
