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Business is a vocation, and a noble vocation, provided that those engaged in it see themselves challenged by a 

greater meaning in life; this will enable them truly to serve the common good by striving to increase the goods of 

this world and to make them more accessible to all.1 

Pope Francis 

Rightly then the poor, both in developing countries and in the prosperous and wealthy countries, “ask for the right to 

share in enjoying material goods and to make good use of their capacity to work, thus creating a world that is more 

just and prosperous for all. The advancement of the poor constitutes a great opportunity for the moral, cultural and 

even economic growth of all humanity.” Let us look at the poor not as a problem, but as people who can become the 

principal builders of a new and more human future for everyone.2 

Pope John Paul II 

  

Throughout the globe, business makes an irreplaceable contribution to the prosperity of 

humankind; a prosperity that includes not only material wealth but also spiritual welfare. 

Without a vibrant business and an entrepreneurial sector, goods and services languish, work and 

the talents of people are not utilized and wealth is scarce.  As the recent document from the 

Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace on the Vocation of the Business Leader states: 

“Businesses certainly have the potential to be a force for great good in any society, and many do 

live up to their moral and economical promise.”3  

 

On the other hand, there is evidence of businesses failing to promote prosperity by ignoring or 

exploiting goods and services for the poor, providing dehumanizing work and failing to create 

and distribute wealth justly.4 But in order for business to avoid these exclusions, it must first be 

rooted within concrete cultures, which address and inform their behaviour with principles, such 

as human dignity and the common good. These values, embedded in key value-laden cultural 

institutions—family, religion, education, etc., strongly affect whether business practices as a 

whole promotes prosperity, reduces poverty and contributes to the common good, or whether it 

ignores and exploits the poor, concentrates wealth unjustly, and lives parasitically on public 

goods to which it has heir.5  

 

What this cultural insight ultimately points to is the reality that businesses cannot be good 

generators of their own moral, social and spiritual capital. Unfortunately, the primary institutions 

that can, family and religion, are often eclipsed in an elaborate debate over business 

responsibilities and economic development as a whole.  Our inquiry into the relation of 

prosperity, poverty and business cannot forego the significant contributions that cultural 

institutions bring. Social scientists have called this effect, the “role of social capital,” which 



highlights the ways groups of people contribute to the wellbeing of societies. Often, the greatest 

investors of social capital are families, religion and education. People who come from healthy 

familial structures, religious upbringing and good schooling are typically more relational, more 

other-focused and more giving.  Social capital research shows, for example, that people 

committed to a faith tradition were more likely “to give money to charity, do volunteer work, 

help the homeless, donate blood, help a neighbor with housework, spend time with someone who 

was feeling depressed, offer a seat to a stranger or help someone find a job.”6 It is precisely these 

attributes that strengthen business relationships with employees, customers, suppliers and 

investors. However, when these relationships no longer take a familial, religious or spiritual form 

within business, expediency and instrumental rationality will dominate, reducing relationships to 

utility and price.    

By considering the cultural resources that religion, family and educational institutions have to 

offer, businesses have the ability to propose practical and effective methods for generating 

wealth and relieving the poverty of the world.  Yet, these practices cannot flourish nor sustain 

themselves if they are not planted within a moral and spiritual root system, which gives these 

practices purpose and meaning. This indeed is a great challenge in a severed world, one that 

compartmentalizes economic, political and cultural institutions, thus rendering the total vision of 

business.7  

 On February 26-28, 2015, we will gather a community of scholars and practitioners to examine 

this important topic of “prosperity, poverty and the purpose of business” and its relationship to 

integral human development in business theory and practice.  The conference seeks to examine 

the current situation of poverty and inequality in the world and the role of business bringing to 

bear the intellectual, moral and spiritual resources of the Catholic social tradition in relationship 

with other philosophical and religious traditions. Because the upcoming conference is held in the 

Philippines, organizers are particularly interested in the how Asian culture and their particular 

religious and philosophical traditions can address these questions. We are also looking for 

theoretical and practical examinations drawing upon an interdisciplinary exploration of the 

humanities, social sciences and business disciplines to develop creative and insightful ways to 

address the multi-faceted challenges of prosperity and poverty for business and business 

education (see Call for Papers on this website).  

 

The topic and timing of our conference is rather appropriate for multiple reasons.  The 

Millennium Project, which was commissioned in 2002 by the United Nations to develop a plan 

for reaching poverty reduction goals, has 2015 as its target date. This year also marks the 

anniversary of two very important documents for Catholic higher education. It is the 50th 

anniversary of the Second Vatican Council’s document, Gaudium et spes (“Joy and Hope”), 

which is one of the most comprehensive and significant social teachings in the Catholic tradition. 

It is also the 25th anniversary of Ex corde ecclesiae (“Out of the Heart of the Church”), a 

document issued by John Paul II on the mission and identity of the Catholic university. These 

two documents serve as an important backdrop to our conference since they uphold the 

fundamental role that Catholic universities play in analyzing the problems and solutions of 

poverty, particularly those related to business as a key wealth generating and distributing 

institution.  

 

Gaudium et spes, as its more descriptive title indicates, “Church and the Modern World,” 

famously begins with the following words: “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties 

of the men 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. Indeed, nothing genuinely human 

fails to raise an echo in their hearts.”8 The document opens by exposing the great panorama of 

pain and suffering of the poor, the underdevelopment of which the majority of people live, and 

the horizon of joy and hope,9 particularly because “progress in the methods of production and in 

the exchange of goods and services has made the economy an instrument capable of better 

meeting the intensified needs of the human family.”10  Yet, the document goes on to state that “at 

the very time when the development of economic life could mitigate social inequalities, . . . it is 

often made to embitter them; or, in some places, it even results in a decline of the social status of 

the underprivileged and in contempt for the poor.”11  What Gaudium et spes and the whole of the 

Catholic social tradition brings to the conversation is an appeal for the common good and an 

examination of whether work (actions) really upholds or transgresses human dignity. 

 

For its part, Ex corde ecclesiae, the “magna carta” for the Catholic university, calls it “to become 

an ever more effective instrument of cultural progress for individuals as well as for society.”12 Its 

research as well as curricular activities should focus on the “serious contemporary problems in 

areas such as the dignity of human life, the promotion of justice for all, the quality of personal 

and family life, the protection of nature, the search for peace and political stability, a more just 

sharing in the world's resources, and a new economic and political order that will better serve the 

human community at a national and international level.”13  In this sense, “the Christian spirit of 

service to others for the promotion of social justice is of particular importance for each Catholic 

University” and adds that the Gospel is an urgent call to promote "the development of those 

peoples who are striving to escape from hunger, misery, endemic diseases and ignorance; of 

those who are looking for a wider share in the benefits of civilization and a more active 

improvement of their human qualities; of those who are aiming purposefully at their complete 

fulfillment.”14  

 

As one of the largest professional degree programs within the university, Catholic business 

programs have to support the promotion for individuals and peoples daily, in theory and in 

practice.  It needs to be expressed in their missions and in their plans, in their curricula and in 

their organizational practices, in each subject and in each program, in the pastoral15 but also in 

the academic level (teaching and researching).16 Business education in Catholic universities, 

therefore, must creatively and humanly respond to both the material and spiritual poverty that 

inflicts our world today.17  

 

This paper along with the other three essays on this site serve as background papers for the 

conference.  For the past year, the planning committee has been discussing essays on the theme 

of poverty, prosperity and the purpose of business.  Although a complicated topic, it is certainly 

one of the most significant questions that a Catholic university, especially one with a business 

program, should be addressing. Whereas the other three papers focus on each of the three goods 

of business discussed in the Vocation of the Business Leader (good goods, good work and good 

work), this paper addresses the three goods within a “multilayered” analysis of material and 

moral/spiritual prosperity and poverty, and poverty as blessedness.  Our analysis begins by 

examining one of the most fruitful experiments within the Church, the Economy of Communion, 

which provides in microcosm the essence of how the Catholic social tradition fully addresses this 

question.   

 

 



 

I. A Microcosm: A Story that Clarifies 

 

Throughout her life, Chiara Lubich, the foundress of the Focolare Movement, has seen how the 

current distribution of wealth is a major source of division within society.18  Grounded in the 

gospels, Chiara believed that “the selfish use of private property is one of the most serious causes 

of division.”19 She saw that “the desire to claim possessions for one’s self as opposed to feeling 

connected to others as family” was not simply an economic problem, but at its core, was a moral 

and spiritual one.20 This failure to share and distribute has been one of the great scourges 

throughout the history of humanity.21  With such disparity between the hurting poor and the 

gratified rich, the situation between the haves and have-nots has created a terrible division in 

society, and the distancing between rich and poor has increased substantially (growing Gini 

coefficient ratios; segmentation of rich and poor in zip codes; gated communities; etc.).  

 

When the Focolare Movement began, Chiara Lubich and her friends followed the generosity of 

the first Christian community by sharing their possessions with the destitute and poor. But 

Chiara knew that this inequity, this fracture, could not simply be overcome by the redistribution 

of goods alone; it had to involve a transformation of the interior life.  She believed that the 

wealthy had a duty, not out of law nor their own so-called “enlightened self-interest” to share 

their possessions with the poor, but out of deep love for the other, as a brother or sister in Christ.  

 

While they sought deeper union with others by sharing moral and spiritual goods through 

authentic forms of dialogue, they could not get to the core of this impoverishment. In 1991, when 

visiting Focolare communities in Brazil, Chiara was so overwhelmed by the poverty of her own 

members as well as the increasing inequities between the rich and the poor that she began 

reflecting with the people in Brazil for greater and more effective remedies. John Paul II’s 

encyclical, Centesimus annus, which focuses on the importance of the business economy and 

how business can be “communities of work” and give meaning to productive and consumptive 

activities, gave Chiara the inspiration to establish the Economy of Communion (EoC).   

 

As a result of the modern economic system’s struggle to humanize business communities, and 

the spiritual charism of unity in the Focolare Movement, the EoC was a major factor in 

transitioning from, what Lorna Gold calls, a personal economy to a more public economy.22  At 

first, those in the Focolare responded out of personal commitments to redistribute their wealth, 

the personal economy; they later realized that this system could only go so far. The EoC, 

however, capitalized Focolare’s spirituality into the realm of business in the public economy, by 

creating and distributing wealth,23 and seeking communion within a community of work (good 

work).  It also sought communion in creating productive communities of work that served the 

needs of society by providing goods and services (good goods). Lastly, EOC entrepreneurs 

addressed the origins of wealth inequity through a new economic/managerial ethic that was 

“motivated by an attitude of creating wealth to share with others, so as to build up the 

community”24 and to understand their distinct responsibility to the poor, whether or not their 

businesses are the cause of such poverty (good wealth). 

 

The EoC sprung from the deep roots of the Focolare’s religious charism of unity, and moved the 

Focolare community to extend its moral and spiritual values to the most dynamic wealth creating 

institution—business. What a theological foundation does for an EoC business is transformative- 

motivating desires of why they are in business, how they view their employees, customers, and 



suppliers, how to distribute their profits, and how the poor are recognized and understood.  In 

other words, the EoC provides deep moral and spiritual roots for business people and connects 

one’s vocation, lived out in the business itself, to playing “a critical role in the transformation of 

modern society into a more equitable and just society.”25  

 

What the EoC has revealed in a very concrete way is the “multilayered” reality of poverty and 

prosperity within business.26 Poverty and prosperity in the Catholic tradition has at least two 

distinct but interconnected layers of understanding:27 1 ) Material destitution, or poverty, is a 

form of exclusion representing a violation of one of the first demands of the bible—for humanity 

to have dominion over the earth, which is at the heart of prosperity—participating in the goods of 

the earth.  2) Moral and Spiritual poverty represents a moral and spiritual alienation of the soul 

that stems from what John Paul II calls a reversal of means and ends.28 A moral and spiritual 

prosperity provides the right ordering of the ends and means.  There is also a third layer which is 

often confusing, but cannot be ignored in the Christian tradition—poverty as blessedness as 

expressed in the first beatitude in Sermon on the Mount—“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”29 While material and spiritual poverty are realities of exclusion, 

deprivation and scarcity, poverty as blessed is a paradoxical reality of openness, growth and 

abundance. These three distinct and interconnected layers of understanding of poverty 

complexify our topic and analysis, but also provide a more holistic and more realistic account of 

poverty, prosperity and the role of business.    

 

If business is to play a positive role in promoting “integral human development” it must address 

this multilayered understanding of poverty, prosperity and business. The rest of this paper is 

organized according to these layers and the three principal goods of business: good goods, good 

work and good wealth.    

  

 

  Good Goods Good Work Good Wealth 
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Goods and services are made 
available, accessible and 

affordable to a wide number of 

people 

Work that is designed in such a way 

that is safe, human and utilizes the 
talents of workers 

A business that is efficient in 

generating sustainable profits 
and distributes its wealth justly 

P
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Goods and services often 

produce negative externalities 
and the poor are marginalize 

through price, location, 

environment, etc. 

Jobs that are unsafe, harsh, and treat 

the employees as merely cogs in a 

machine, where few resources are 
spent on employee development 

Wasteful production and unjust 

distribution of wages, 

ownership, prices, and even 
philanthropy 
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Creation of goods and services 

that really serve the poor, more 
just supply chains and constant 

mitigation of negative 

externalities 

Creation of in-house training 

programs, industry/occupation 
specific training initiatives, and job 

ladder initiatives 

 

Efficient initiatives that drive 

out waste (e.g. lean) and ways 
to allocate resources fairly (just 

wages, profit sharing, 

employee ownership, etc.) 
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Goods and services that give 

real value to consumers and 

the larger community 

Where work fosters virtue in 

employees and responsible 

relationships in running the business 

Wealth is seen as a means to 

the end of business to serve the 

common good. 
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Consumerism: the orientation 

of people who are more 
concerned about what they 

have and less concerned about 

who they become in the having 

Utilitarianism: the ideology that 

disorders and undermines good work 

because of the dominance of its 
instrumental rationality 

Relativism: spiritual and moral 

dimensions are private, 

individual and separated from 
business 
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Businesses resist the 

commoditization of the 

products and services by 
constantly promoting the 

unique value they offer 

Leaders foster subsidiarity 

relationships by distributing 

authority and decision making at the 
most appropriate levels of the 

organization 

Businesses steward resources 

that creates right relationships 

among customers, employees, 
shareholders, and the larger 

community 

Blessedness 
Blessed are the poor in spirit are those whose interiority help themselves to remove themselves from the center of 

existence, if only so briefly, which allows them to be connected to the cosmos, and to see the deeper reality of who 

and what they are dealing with 



 

II. Material Prosperity and Poverty: The Purpose of Business 

 
There is no worse form of material poverty… than that which makes it impossible to earn a living and which 

deprives someone of the dignity of work. 30 

Pope Francis 

 

When business is materially prosperous, it has the ability to promote three basic goods for itself 

and society. The document from the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Vocation of the 

Business Leader, explains these 3 goods in the following way:   

 

 Good Goods: making goods and services, which are truly good and services that truly 

serve.   

 Good Work: organizing work where employees develop their gifts and talents.   

 Good Wealth: creating sustainable wealth and distributing it justly.   

 

When business properly orders these three goods well, they generate significant material 

prosperity. When they do not, they create significant poverty, and in particular exclusion. 

Throughout the conference, the relationship of these three goods will be a main focus as well as 

how they impact the poor throughout the globe. See the other three conference background 

papers on this website for more detailed discussion on these goods (Santos/Laczniak/Klein, 

“Good Goods”; Teehankee and Sevilla, “Good Work”; Clark, “Good Wealth”).   

 

All businesspeople, not just social entrepreneurs, should never have the poor too far from their 

minds. When they are connected to the poor, they will be deeply uncomfortable with the 

alienation and sin in the world, a sin that is both personal and structural preventing the poor from 

good goods, good work and good wealth. Cardinal John O’Connor once said that Dorothy Day, 

the cofounder of the Catholic Worker movement, who lived, worked and served the poor, “[she] 

worried us. That was her gift to us, a gift I still cherish as I try to maneuver my own perilous way 

among the accoutrements and ‘practicalities’ of life as a Cardinal Archbishop of New York.”  

Before knowing Dorothy Day, he said, “I worried about poverty (in kind of an effete way); since 

then, I worry about poor people. Homelessness doesn't bother me anymore, or hunger (these are 

abstractions that we can talk about in works on sociology, in big tomes on economics and 

political speeches); homeless and hungry people worry the life out of me.”31 Too often, the poor 

can become an abstraction for us, where one has a vague sentiment for those impoverished. This 

is so, due largely to the poor being marginalized to the periphery and the failure of bringing them 

into a fuller integration of day-to-day existence.   

  

Too often, business education is expressed as a technical activity that is detached from the reality 

of the poor.  This creates not only a detachment from the poor and their plight, but it also places 

businesspeople in a morally and spiritually impoverished state.  Because businesspeople have 

been “entrusted with so much in this world, even more is demanded.”32 It is to this point that we 

turn to now.    

 

 

 

 

 



III. Moral and Spiritual Prosperity and Poverty: Enriched and Impoverished 

Relationships 
  

In many societies, we are experiencing a profound poverty of relationships as a result of the lack of solid family and 

community relationships. We are concerned by the various types of hardship, marginalization, isolation and various 

forms of pathological dependencies which we see increasing. This kind of poverty can be overcome only through 

the rediscovery and valuing of fraternal relationships in the heart of families and communities, through the sharing 

of joys and sorrows, of the hardships and triumphs that are a part of human life.33 

Pope Francis 

 

The importance of the contribution of material prosperity expressed through the three goods of 

business cannot be overestimated; but neither can the harm business is capable of doing, through 

the exclusion and disorder of these goods and the material poverty it causes or fails to alleviate. 

Yet, this material/economic reality cannot exhaust the analysis for our conference. To give only 

an account of the material is to give too little. If we are to “see things whole”; if we are to 

understand the causes of material poverty and sustained prosperity, we need to consciously 

embed our discussion of economic/material prosperity and poverty within a larger cultural 

category that takes the moral and spiritual dimensions seriously.34    

Throughout the Church’s social tradition, poverty and prosperity are seen as a multi-dimensional 

reality.  To the diplomats at the Holy See, Pope Francis stated, “there is another form of poverty! 

It is the spiritual poverty of our time” that is expressed through consumerism, utilitarianism and 

“the ‘tyranny of relativism’, which makes everyone his own criterion and endangers the 

coexistence of peoples.”35 This insight of spiritual and moral poverty animates the Catholic social 

tradition.  For example, Dorothy Day would question why people saw material poverty only on 

the Bowery, but neglected the terrible moral and spiritual poverty on Wall Street. On one hand, 

prosperity is defined as an increase in goods, work and wealth, which provides access to a 

material standard of living necessary for people to flourish, and poverty, as the exclusion from 

them. Yet, these definitions only take us so far. The examination of prosperity and poverty must 

also refer to the moral and spiritual dimensions of business, which is actually necessary to 

understand the proper ordering of the material.  

 

What is desperately needed is a thorough examination of business, grounded in moral and 

spiritual soil, where a person’s entirety can develop and grow.  This is what the Catholic social 

tradition calls integral human development. It is this kind of development that will prevent 

business from being isolated and submerged in a narrow, consumeristic, utilitarian and 

relativistic perspective, which leaves very little space to positively articulate a meaningful 

purpose to business.36  A corporation, for example, can get all the goods and services to the poor, 

train employees and create and distribute wealth—all of which would be a great 

accomplishment; but removed from a moral and spiritual foundation, these accomplishments can 

lead to consumerism, careerism, utilitarianism and the dictatorship of relativism. This world, 

which leaves people isolated in their wealth and cut off from community, meaning, and God, is 

not a world too small for the human spirit.37 

 

A business education, too, that reduces prosperity and poverty only to economic or material 

categories will be a stunted education.38  Without a panoramic lens, these deprivations and the 

effects of this exclusion will never be seen in its totality. In light of this distinction between 

material/economic and moral/spiritual prosperity and poverty, the discussion returns to the three 

goods of business. 



 

Good Goods and the Challenge of Consumerism:  One of the principal questions for business 

is what criteria inform how one determines the “good” of products and services. If one is left 

only with economic categories, the default answer is the market, which takes on a logic of its 

own.  Within this logic, “goods and services” are viewed as objects or actions that have market 

value.39  That is, they are “valued” by the market in the sense that persons or groups are willing 

to exchange money for them.  If nobody will buy the goods, then their market value is zero (at 

that time), but if people do buy them, then value is instantly placed on them.40   

 

What lies behind this market view of goods are several assumptions that define “consumerism.” 

The first assumption is that “price” determines value.  Value is not reliant on the content or the 

“goodness” of the product, but on how much people will pay for it.  The other assumption is that 

the more choices we have as consumers, the more “free” we are.  Hence, the market is “good” to 

the extent of one’s variety in choosing products and services. It is on this logic of the market that 

a whole set of legal products and services are justified, such as tobacco and especially the way it 

is marketed, exam cheat web sites, rent-to-own services with exorbitant interest rates, 

pornography, highly speculative activities, violent video games, all sorts of weapons, pirating 

music sites, so-called gentleman clubs, gambling, and so forth.    

 

The CEO of the former company RJR Nabisco (which produced cigarettes), Steven Goldstone, 

argued that the production of tobacco is a virtuous profession because it increases people’s 

choices.41 His responsibility as a CEO is not to dictate which choice one should make (since this 

would be restricting another’s freedom), but rather, to provide consumers with the option of 

whether to smoke or not. The “choice” of consumers dictates whether goods or services are 

produced; no moral criteria on the part of producers is allowed to intrude on the freedom of choice 

of the consumer, otherwise the firm would be accused of the vice of paternalism. Such a position 

refuses to accept an objective truth that some choices are “good” and others are not, and 

therefore, implicitly falls into relativism.    

 

Within the Catholic social tradition as well as other moral traditions, the authentic value of goods 

and services is not determined simply by “what the market will bear” in terms of price.42  The 

authentic value of goods and services depends upon the centrality of those goods and services to 

the wellbeing of the customer and the greater good of the community. While this is not always 

clear at any particular time, reducing good goods to market system only creates a moral and 

spiritual poverty that blunts the human conscience and where “there is no longer room for others, 

no place for the poor.”43 Human value comes from the ability to recognize the truth about our 

surroundings and ourselves. If we allow consumerism to taint that reality, we actually become 

more impoverish due to the failure to see and remember our worth. 

 

Good Work and the Challenge of Utilitarianism: At the heart of good work is not a utility, but 

a person, which is why Catholic social tradition speaks about the “subjective dimension” of 

work. 44 The worker, the subject of work, is also affected and changed. It is precisely because of 

this subjective dimension that the virtues, those good habits whereby people become good, are so 

important to good work.45 The issue is not a question of whether if, but how person changes; and 

the key to understanding the significant revealing of his or her personhood is not found in the 

amount of revenues generated, or levels of promotions, or the percentage of market share 

captured, but rather, in the responsible relationships he or she has forged with others in the 

actions of operating the business. The purpose of a business is never only to make money, or 

produce a product or service, but to accomplish these goals in such a manner where the 



businessperson and those he or she works with become better people.    

 

While there are many challenges to good work, the utilitarian mindset that reduces work to only 

a form of instrumental rationality spurs and spreads a moral and spiritual poverty at work. 

Because of its competitive and economic character and fundamental need to change the objective 

order, business is prone to succumbing to the forces of a utilitarian ideology that disorders and 

undermines good work. Although utility and instrumental calculations are an irreplaceable 

function of business, it is precisely that-- a function, a means to be used-- not a philosophy or end 

that defines one’s work.   

 

Work, informed by utilitarianism, is viewed as bargained-for, voluntary exchanges or 

transactions, not relationships.  Thus, a business is seen simply as a nexus of discrete human 

actions, described as transactions or exchanges, with costs and benefits associated with them.46 

The utilitarian logic orders these exchanges with the goal to maximize the utility satisfaction, 

which is largely defined in terms of the economic value to the firm. What is often left out of the 

picture is the kind of relationships that come from them; much less those that precede or sustain 

them.  Virtue, character and community are marginal realities that do not fit within such a 

lexicon of business and governance, even though, without themthink here of trust, a true cost 

reducerthe leadership and governance of a business would be prohibitively expensive or even 

impossible.    

 

The fundamental insight of the subjective dimension of work and virtue at work replaces a 

utilitarian outlook with a “personalism” that lies at the center of good work and includes the 

notion of moral and spiritual poverty and prosperity. Good work, then, fosters a community of 

work that presents employees with opportunities to exercise personal initiative and to overcome 

the spiritual poverty of disengagement. When leaders take upon themselves, to trust lower level 

decisions, they are conferring a significant authority upon employees.  By taking on the risk of 

another’s decision, delegation, as a “technique of management,” moves to delegation as part of 

the virtue of trust, strengthening relationships.  The Catholic social tradition calls this 

“subsidiarity,” which is an important principle in defining good work.  While there will always 

be an instrumental character to this work, more can be said of good work, namely the fostering 

of trust-filled relationships amongst team members in the work to be done. 

 

Good Wealth and the Challenge of Relativism: While we often associate “wealth” with 

material goods, the very etymology of the word derives from the old English “welde,” meaning 

“well-being,” particularly moral and spiritual well-being, “often in the testamentary phrase for 

the wealth of (one’s) soul.”47 Wealth consists most fundamentally in the quality of one’s 

relationships to those with whom relation is given constitutively, in the act of creation: God, 

family, neighbor, citizen, and all the creatures of nature. It is the deprivation of these 

relationships, which creates a meaninglessness equated to the deepest form of poverty.48  

 

When consumerism and utilitarianism are the principal systems informing the relationships of 

employees and consumers, the logic of the market dominates business, leaving it with a strange 

hybrid of moral relativism and market absolutism. From a relativistic perspective, “all moral 

judgments are nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or feeling,”49 making 

market value the only real value in business. Thus, moral value is replaced with market value, and 

the only legitimate goal within business is profit. Echoing Milton Friedman's sentiment, the free 

market absolutist/relativist argues that the attainment of moral goods within the organization is 



inaccessible, since "one man's good is another's evil."50  As a result, managers tend to avoid 

engaging in any moral debate over their work and instead, reenter the debate in terms of market 

value. In an article stating Friedman’s response to John Paul II’s Centesimus annus, he confesses 

“that one high-minded sentiment, passed off as if it were a self-evident proposition, sent shivers 

down my back: ―obedience to the truth about God and man is the first condition of freedom. 

Whose ―truth? Decided by whom? Echoes of the Spanish Inquisition?” For Friedman and many 

others, business is largely an economic and legal reality where the moral and spiritual 

dimensions of life are private and individual.   

 

The major problem with the free market absolutist is whether moral and market values can remain 

separate in business life. When the profit of a firm becomes its dominant purpose, alienation 

seeps in because there has been a “reversal of means and ends.”51  Profit is a means, not an end, 

and when it becomes the principal motive of shareholders and leaders of the firm, workers begin 

to adopt a similar motive—wage maximization.  This erodes the possibility of deeper bonds of 

communion since profit and wages do not by themselves have the capacity to bind people 

together in a way that enables them to flourish—they can only be allocated and not participated 

in to provide real relationships.  The challenge of relativism poses a particular threat to aspiring 

businesspersons, due to the fragmentation of values and the reconstruction of the meaning of 

wealth. There are few lessons in business more powerful for students to learn than to see that 

profit and wealth are good servants, but they are lousy and destructive masters. 

 

 

IV. Blessed are the Poor in Spirit: The Interior Life of Business Leaders52 
 

“How blest are the poor in spirit; the reign of God is theirs.” -Matthew 5:3 

 

Paradoxically, the solution to the material and moral/spiritual poverty described above is to be 

“poor in spirit,” as found in the Beatitudes.53  The “Sermon on the Mount” has been described as 

the “magna carta” of Gospel morality, and the Beatitudes are the defining spirit of the Sermon.54 

The first Beatitude, in both gospel accounts, concerns the poor and the poor in spirit, which 

behooves us to take it seriously in our discussion on poverty and prosperity within business.  

 

As described above, material and spiritual poverty are major obstacles to the fullness of human 

development.  Yet, those who are “poor in spirit,” those who experience a profound emptiness--- 

failure, dependence, vulnerability, sickness, etc.--- know they are empty, and thus open 

themselves up to a promise of reality that is so much bigger than their attachments to riches, self-

importance, titles, etc. Through knowledge, recognition and confession of their spiritual poverty, 

they, in turn, are blest.  

 

Those who do not know, and who ultimately reject, they are spiritually poor, actually suffer from 

their “spiritual poverty.” Without receptivity in their lives, they, like Nietzsche, see themselves as 

the final arbitrator of their own personal moral truth. Nietzsche explains that the “noble man” or 

“superman” is one who regards “himself as determining values . . . he creates values,” he does 

not receive them.55 Business leaders, who solely see themselves as creators, innovators, actors 

and constructors, neglect their own spiritual poverty by failing to receive that which would 

relieve their spiritual impoverishment. Simply put, they “distort their place within the world and 

overestimate their own achievements and work.”56 

 



Enrique Shaw, a businessperson from Argentina, speaks of the poor in spirit, “as a detachment 

from the earthly things on which we usually tend excessively to lean.”57 The detachment takes 

various expressions: from personal and social ego, from an exaggerated spirit of safety, from 

goods so as to be generous in giving, or rather "re-giving," etc.  At the heart of “poor in spirit” is 

the detachment from one’s self and from things in order to be in right relations with others.58 

Overcoming spiritual poverty requires a detachment (not an escape) that paradoxically fosters 

deep connections with others, the world and God.  Blessed are the poor in spirit are those whose 

interiority removes themselves from the center of existence, if only so briefly, which allows them 

to see the deeper reality of who and what they are dealing with, rather than simply what they can 

get from it. 59 “Although nothing is impossible with God,” von Balthasar writes, those who are 

not poor in spirit are so full of their own self-preoccupations, “it is difficult for the Spirit to move 

their fat heart.”60  

 

Businesspeople who are poor in spirit see themselves not as utility maximizers, but as 

distributors of justice.61 “Justice” comes from the Latin ius which means “right”; that is, the just 

person is in right relation to others, or in the words of Aquinas is “well disposed towards 

another.”62 For example, compensation is not simply an exchange found within a market or 

codified in a contract, but an opportunity for employees and employers in corporate life to create 

a community of persons in the distribution of goods.  When employees see employers working 

toward a just wage, not only are the social conditions of a just wage established, but also the 

relationship, the good shared in common between employer and employee, are strengthened.  

Justice is not principally found in the wage itself, but the bond of communion that is generated 

between the employer and employee through the wage.  

 

Conclusion 
 

In this background paper, we have explored three institutional goods of business (good goods, 

good work and good wealth) in relation to a multilayered understanding of poverty and 

prosperity found within the Catholic social tradition.  Our reason for this exploration is to 

address our topic of “poverty, prosperity and the purpose of business” in a way that we can see 

things whole.  John Henry Newman has argued that universities are about educating the student 

with a “habit of mind” to see things in relation to each other, and to form judgments about the 

nature of realities they encounter.63 We believe that this vision entails taking two fundamental 

pillars of a Catholic university seriously: the unity of knowledge and the dialogue of faith and 

reason. These two pillars foster an interdisciplinary conversation that includes the importance of 

the moral and the spiritual.  Unfortunately, these kinds of conversations struggle to find a place 

in the modern secularized academy.  Alasdair MacIntyre has argued that universities have instead 

provided a narrow and specialized training that produce minds incapable of evaluating the 

conditions they confront and which often exclude faith and theological resources. They are 

incapable, because “specialization” creates a syndrome of disconnection from all other 

disciplines. According to MacIntyre this narrow training of the modern university may in fact 

contribute to the more remarkable crises of the last decades; a crises, which include the current 

economic recession, Iraq War, the continuation of the conflict in the Middle East and a host of 

other serious modern ailments.  MacIntyre argues that these failures are the product of the 

misjudgments of an intellectual elite, often trained in the most prestigious universities. What they 

lacked was not specialized training, but rather, a larger habit of mind, which would allow them to 

interpret life’s most complex and converging realities.64 Our topic is undoubtedly a complex one 

that will not only need significant forms of specialized knowledge, but also a tremendous amount 



of wisdom. As T.S. Eliot once put it “Where is the wisdom that we lost in our knowledge, where 

is the knowledge that we lost in our information.”    
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