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REFLECTION: CST

Catholic Social Thought and Hunger

Consideration of hunger in Catholic social thought begins with the concept of human rights ar-
ticulated, for example, by Pope John XXIII in his encyclical Pacem in Terris in 1963. There, Pope 
John grounded human rights in the principle that 
“every human being is a person, that is, his nature is 
endowed with intelligence and free will” and “because 
he is a person he has rights and obligations flowing di-
rectly and simultaneously from his very nature.”1 These 
rights, the pope continued, are universal and inviolable. 

Pope John then began his enumeration of human 
rights: “Every man has the right to life, to bodily in-
tegrity, and to the means which are suitable for the 
proper development of life; these are primarily food, 
clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, and finally the 
necessary social services.”2 While the pope also laid 
out rights pertaining to a worthy standard of living, moral and cultural values, worship, choos-
ing a state of life, economic and political life, immigration, and association, he began with food.

The right to food tops the list of rights because hunger is such a fundamental assault on hu-
man life itself—and so widespread. It is listed first in the beatitudes of Jesus when he de-
clares, “I was hungry and you fed me.”3 The Catholic bishops at the Second Vatican Council 
cast the hunger reality and our response in the light of early Church teaching in these words:

Since there are so many people in this world afflicted with hunger, this sacred Council urges 
all, both individuals and governments, to remember the saying of the Fathers: “Feed the man 
dying of hunger, because if you have not fed him you have killed him.”4 

Two significant twentieth-century insights develop this teaching: First, that care for 
the hungry person on the street where I live is now universalized—“the social ques-
tion has become worldwide,” as Pope Paul VI put it. He explained, “Today the peoples 
in hunger are making a dramatic appeal to the peoples blessed with abundance.”5

“Today the peoples in hunger are making a dramatic appeal 
to the peoples blessed with abundance.”

~ Pope Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, 1967, no. 3

By Fr. Fred Kammer, S.J. 
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 The second key development, reflecting the worldwide nature of the social question, is the impor-
tant necessity for both individual action and systemic change to confront hunger and to secure the 
right to food for all people. The Vatican 
Council named this in its urgent call to 
“individuals and governments.” This 
dual emphasis runs through much of 
modern Catholic social teaching. We 
see this interplay of individuals and 
structures most recently in discussions 
of hunger in Caritas in Veritate by Pope 
Benedict XVI. There Benedict first cites 
the “dramatic appeal” of Pope Paul on 
human responsibility as an example 
of “vocation”—free people calling on 
other free people to assume shared 
responsibility.6

Then, in a more detailed discussion of hunger, Benedict emphasizes the need for “a network of eco-
nomic institutions capable of guaranteeing regular access to sufficient food and water;” “eliminating 
the structural causes” of food insecurity; “promoting the agricultural development of poorer coun-
tries”; “investing in rural infrastructures, irrigation systems, transport, organization of markets”; and 
the necessity “to cultivate a public conscience that considers food and access to water as universal 
rights of all human beings, without distinction or discrimination.”7
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Fr. Kammer begins his reflection on CST and hunger with reference to Pope John XXIII and his 
declaration that every human being has a right to food.  All popes since then have echoed this 
belief.  What in Scripture passages and Church’s teachings (in general as well as in specifics) 
support such a right?  Why would some people dispute the belief that every human being has 
a right to food? 

2. The need to provide food in a globalized world community, Pope Pius VI has taught, must go 
beyond helping the person we see on the street. Where do you see food being shared in your 
community? Do you know of any nationwide structures which help families receive food they 
need? Do you know of any international agencies that bring food and develop the ability to 
produce food to families around the world? How can we support and assist such efforts?

3. Fr. Kammer reminds us that our Church calls for efforts that build or transform structures 
and systems in efforts beyond individual charity. The way our food is grown, processed 
and distributed creates structures and systems that do not always benefit the poor (see 
suggestions below to learn more about food and justice.) Fr. Kammer’s university in 
New Orleans has helped support local farmer’s markets so New Orleans residents can 
obtain healthy food at lower prices. Why is it often difficult for people in poverty to ob-
tain such healthy fresh fruits and vegetables at prices they can afford? Have you seen any 
efforts in other communities to develop new systems and structures to bring healthy 
food to those who need it? What kind of local, state and national government support is 
needed to help build structures and systems that provide healthy food for all families?

4. Many people in our country and around the world suffer from “food insecurity” which 
means they do not have a regular supply of food available and accessible from day to 
day. What do you think it would be like to have to worry every day about how to feed 
your children; what can this do to a person? Why does human dignity demand that we 
go beyond day-by-day handouts of food and help set up situations where all people can 
be “food secure,” that is, when every person can go to bed at night without wor-
rying how they and their families will eat the next day, and the day after that, etc.?

“Let us pray that the Lord 
gives us the grace to envisage 

a world in which no one must ever again die of hunger.”
~ Pope Francis
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1. View the recent documentary A Place at the Table to explore some of the realities of 
hunger in the U.S. today.  

2. Below is a list of EFJ resources pertaining to hunger: 
•  Film Discussion Guide: “A Place at the Table” - http://bit.ly/1KjZVuT 
•  Prayer Service: So All May Have a Place at the Table - http://bit.ly/1Y7nocU 
•  Prayer Service: World Food Day (October 16) - http://bit.ly/1LvWPVw 
•  Reflection: Option for the Poor: A Place at the Table - http://bit.ly/1LvWrWX
•  Prayer: Communion Prayer to End Hunger - http://bit.ly/1URLd9B 

3. See the U.S. Bishops’ site for their detailed response to the structures and systems 
that allow hunger to exist. For in-depth reflections on food, hunger and policies that 
impact this central issue, and for the advocacy positions based on these reflections, 
see: http://bit.ly/1Y7lPMa

   

FAITH IN ACTION

PRAYER
You sent your people manna in the wilderness, O God, 
And through your son you gifted us with the Bread of Life.  

Nurtured by your goodness and generosity, 
We see our vocation before us: 
To extend these blessings 
To everyone in the human family by working
To ensure all families have healthy food. 

Help us to feed people who are hungry today.  
Help us to reflect on how food is grown 
And distributed and to create solutions 
That provide long-term food security for all God’s children.  
In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.
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