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COMMENTARY

Faith demands commitment to the poor

By Dr. Patricia Schoelles, SS]
Courier columnist

‘Today we sometimes hear a curious
phrase in relation to religion and so-
cial justice. The phrase I refer to is
“the preferential option for the poor.”
This term has only been in use in our
North American church for a short
time; it comes to us from the Latin
American church.

It is an odd-sounding term, and its
meaning is not immediately clear. I
have heard it used in a number of
ways and think it might be interesting
to explore some of the ways we hear it
used today.

The bishops of the United States
used the phrase in their 1986 pastoral
letter titled : “Economic Justice for
AlL: Catholic Social Teaching and the
U.S. Economy.” This letter was our
bishops’ attempt to address the un-
even economic opportunities avail-
able to U.S. citizens as our nation
shifts to a post-industrial economy.

A touchstone theme in the letter is
the major criterion the bishops raised
for measuring U.S. economic policy.
According to our bishops, what eco-
nomic decisions do for the poor and
to the poor — and how such decisions
enable the poorest among us to do
for themselves — should be the guid-
ing principle for judging and shaping
our economy.

In article 24 of their letter, the bish-
ops wrote: “The fundamental moral
criterion for all economic decisions,
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policies, and institutions is this: They
must be at the service of all people, es-
pecially the poor.”

This statement shows one applica-
tion of the phrase “preferential op-
tion for the poor.” The poor are to be
given special preference in the deci-
sions and policies enacted by society.
These decisions affect every strata of
society, but it is their effect on the
poorest among us that should deter-
mine whether or not they are imple-
mented.

But there is another use of this
phrase. In this second use, the phrase
applies to God and takes on a more
general religious meaning. In this sec-

preferential option for the poor. This

ond sense, the phrase refers to God’s -

intended meaning is based on an in-
terpretation of Scripture that finds
God’s central activity to be located
among the poor of history.

In the Exodus story, for example,
God actually bypasses Pharaoh and
the social and economic powers of
the day in God’s effort to free Israel.

God approaches Moses, a poor shep- ;

herd who stutters so badly that he asks
God to work with his brother instead.
It is through Moses that God works
to liberate the poor Israelites from
their oppression at the hands of the
powerful Egyptians.

In this interpretation of the Exodus
story, the poor are not just the bene-
ficiaries of God’s action in history.
They are the locus of that activity.
God is seen as active in the struggle of
the Israelites to remove the yoke of
affliction that oppresses them.

Building on this interpretation, the
preferential option for the poor indi-
cates that God'’s activity in human his-
tory is centered particularly in the
struggle of the poor and oppressed
peoples of every age to to remove the
barriers that keep them from freedom
and liberation. Again, the poor are
not just the beneficiaries of God’s lov-
ing activity, they are the locus of that
activity. If we want to know “what God
is up 10,” we’ll check out the struggles
of the poorest among us, and that will
be our key to knowing what God is
doing in history.

This second use of the phrase “pref-
erential option for the poor” is prob-

ably even more challenging to us than
is the first. Gustavo Gutierrez, a well-
known Peruvian theologian, stresses
the fact that: “We must be committed
to the poor, not necessarily because
they are good, but because God is
good. God always takes the side of the
lowly. As Bishop Desmond Tutu said
..., 'God is not neutral.””

Pope John Paul II has said a great
deal about this also. In a 1980 address,
for example, he proclaimed: “The
poor are, in fact, God’s favorites.” In
his 1987 encyclical, “On Social Con-
cern,” Pope John Paul advanced the
“moral and social attitude” and even
the virtue of solidarity. By this term he
meant far more than just a feeling of
compassion and an occasional gesture
on behalf of poor people.

Instead, the pope used this term to
call Catholics to a “firm and perse-
vering determination to commit ene-
self to the common good” and to the
rights of the poor. Those who are bet-
ter off are called to stand with the
poor in their own use of power and
wealth, and to recognize that God
wills the liberation of the poor and
oppressed.

These words from “the churches of
Latin America and Rome” are chal-
lenging to us North Americans, and to
the individualisin and selfishness that
can sometimes become public ideol-
ogy in our country. The “preferential
option for the poor” says something
about what God is doing, and what
God is inviting us to do with Him.
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PATRIOT YOUTH

CENTER BINGO
1408 Buffalo Road-Rochester, NY

THANKSGIVING BINGO

SPECIAL $3000

Sunday, November 20th-
2pm-4:45pm

Bingo every Wednesday, Thursday and Friday

Total Prizes Awarded Per Night may Exceed
$5000 Plus Two Split Pot Jackpots Per Night

at 7:30 PM and every Saturday at 7:00 PM

Bingo Info Hotline: 235-2639
Fully Computerized
Monitors Throughout the Hall
Total Prize Money Wed. & Thurs. $2250;
Fri. & Sat. $3000

Largest Selection in Monroe County

Bell jar Tickets Available

Please Join Us For Our
COUNTRY CHRISTMAS
OPEN I;IOUSE
a

Cobblestone Country
Antiques And Crafts

Fri., November 18, 10-5
Sat., November 19, 10-6
Sun., November 20, 12-5
Daily Drawings + Refreshments
5346 W. Ridge Road at Trimmer Road.,
Spenoerport, NY
(1.5 mi. W. of Rt. 259, Just past Doll Shop)
352-9600
Our usual hours are:

Monday - Saturday, 10:00 am - 5:00 pm;
Sunday, 1:00 - 5:00pm until Christrnas
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Hear Ye!-Hear Ye!- Hear Ye!
Come to the

Grand Opening Celebration

CHORAL VESPERS
and |
BENEDICTION OF THE
BLESSED SACRAMENT
for the

SOLEMNITY OF
CHRIST THE KING

Sunday, 20 November 1994
at 4:00 P.M.

of the DICKENS CHRISTMAS FESTIVAL

Saturday, November 19th 11am
Sunday, November 20th 10-5pm

Win a Prize for best 1850’s Costume in 10 Categories

- Best Scrooge « Best Street Urchin

+ Best Tiny Tim - Best Match Girl

+ Best Bob Cratchit - Best Apple Vendor

- Best Victorian Lady - Best Chimney Sweep

. Best Victorian Gentleman - Best Ghost of Christmas
Past, Present, Future

L At Meet Scrooge, Tiny Tim, Cratchit and the four Ghosts.
- NS C Gifts from Father Christmas for all the kids
. . Free Refreshments at 11am November 19th
Fiddlers, Clowns, Carollers

CALL 392-3456 or 392-2518 for Information.
Benefit The American Lung Association
CRAFT ANTIQUE CO-OP - 10 Canning St. - Hilton
Open every weekend, Fri., Sat. & Sun. 10-5
New York State’s Largest
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SAINT ANNE CHURCH
1600 Mt. Hope Avenue
Rochester, New York 14620

Thomas G. Donohue, Choirmaster
Brink Bush, Organist
Rev. Frank E. Lioi, Presider




