
Pope Leo XIII 
Pope Leo XIII (1810–1903) was the head 
of the Catholic Church from 1878 to 1903, 
serving the fourth-longest papacy in 
history. His leadership marked a turning 
point in the Church’s engagement with 
modern society. 

“Social Pope” and Rerum Novarum 
Leo XIII is best known for his 1891 
encyclical Rerum Novarum, the first 
Catholic social encyclical. It addressed the 
injustices of industrialization, affirming 
workers’ rights to fair wages, safe 
conditions, and trade unions, while 
opposing both atheistic socialism and 
laissez-faire capitalism. This laid the 
foundation for modern Catholic social 
teaching.  

Modernization of the Papacy 
 

He brought a more conciliatory tone toward civil governments, encouraged dialogue 
with science, and promoted Thomistic theology. His papacy was marked by 
intellectualism and a willingness to engage with contemporary thought, rather than 
retreating from it.  
Missionary Vision 
 

Leo XIII redefined Catholic mission work beyond territorial expansion, emphasizing 
evangelization, human dignity, and global responsibility. He integrated education, 
moral formation, and pastoral care into mission, shaping the Church’s modern 
missionary identity.  

Promotion of Marian Devotion 
He was a strong advocate for the Rosary and the Scapular, encouraging widespread 
devotion to the Virgin Mary as a means of spiritual growth and intercession.  

Diplomatic and Pastoral Leadership 
 

Before becoming pope, Leo XIII served as a papal diplomat, notably in Belgium, 
where he improved Church-state relations. As pope, he maintained diplomatic ties 
with secular governments and focused on pastoral outreach, ensuring the Church’s 
relevance in a rapidly changing world. 
Reflection Questions (more than yes and no – what can I do with this information) 

What is my understanding of Catholic Social Teaching, and do I work to live some of 
the basic tenants of CST in my daily life? 

Do I have a particular devotion to the Blessed Mother?  How is that shared with 
others in prayer? 

How am I living the life of a “missionary disciple” seeking to share the Good News in 
word and deed?


