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The Lord never abandons us. As I am writing this preface to a
collection of texts on the social teaching of the Church, my mind
goes back over fifty years to the year 1945. I was only seventeen
years of age. My country, Vietnam, was at a moment of great difficulty.
In many ways it had lost its way. Japan and Europe were shaken at
the end of the war. Communism was making its inroads.

I was a young member of a small group of Catholics in the
Imperial City of Huê. We were fortunate to have the texts of some of
the social encyclicals, such as Rerum Novarum, Quadragesimo Anno,
and Divini Redemptoris. In the face of great difficulties, we
reproduced them as best we could.

One of our group—his name was Alexis—went from province
to province bringing the texts to families and communities. He did
so at enormous risk to himself and to his large family. At times, he
would hide the texts by strapping them to his legs as he secretly moved
from village to village. Finally, however, he was arrested and
eventually died in prison.

But this work left behind a great legacy. So many young men
and women found a new sense of hope through knowledge of the
documents of the Church’s social teaching. In fact, this knowledge
opened up a new path of light and hope for them, which endured
during the dark days that were to come. The Lord Jesus did not
abandon them.

The Church’s social teaching can have the same effect today in
our situation that Pope Paul VI, in his final testament, called “dramatic
and sad, yet magnificent.”  The social teaching of that remarkable
series of Popes since Leo XIII can be, for the Christian of our time, a
great source of orientation and a genuine instrument of evangelization.
We all need this teaching.

In this Jubilee Year there have been many publications that bring
together the various strands of Catholic social teaching. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church contains many elements and is a
most authoritative source.  The Holy See is also preparing an
authoritative synthesis of the social teaching of the Church, stressing
its relationship with the “new evangelization.” Other publications have
recently emerged in Mexico and in Spain.

PREFACE
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We celebrate the Jubilee Year as the anniversary of the Mystery
of the Incarnation of Jesus Christ—God and man—who took on the
human condition to redeem it. In a spirit of service to the celebration
of the Great Jubilee of the Year 2000, the editors of this volume have
brought together a useful collection of texts on the Church’s social
teaching. It will appear in seven languages and will be of great use
for both academic and pastoral leaders, for political and business
leaders, and, of course, for workers and the poor. I pray particularly
that today those who represent the sufferings of the human condition
will find through these texts the path to Jesus, our Redeemer, the
only new path of light and hope for our time.

Like any collection, this publication does not claim to be
complete. The individual texts have been selected because of their
significance, but it is hoped that the reader will be led to re-read
them in their full context and thus become more familiar with the
breadth of Catholic social teaching.

Students, teachers, and all those who seek a better knowledge
of the social doctrine of the Church will find contained within this
collection the central statements of the Roman Pontiffs from a range
of  texts, including papal encyclicals, apostolic letters, and Conciliar
documents, on matters relating to politics, economics, and culture.
The selections are arranged thematically according to the significant
subject areas of Catholic social doctrine. Under each subject heading,
the quotations appear in pedagogical—as opposed to chronological
or magisterial—order, with each subject area opening with a quotation
that explains the issue at hand.

These statements have been offered from the heart of the Church
to a world that so desperately needs a moral vision for constructing a
more humane social order. While the Church does not pretend to
offer scientific solutions to economic or social problems in the form
of  public-policy recommendations or precise legal prescriptions, what
it does offer is far more important—a set of ideals and moral values
that uphold and affirm the dignity of all. The application of such
principles to economic, political, and social realities can result in
justice and peace for all, genuine human development, and the
liberation of people from oppression, poverty, and violence.
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The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace is grateful to the
Reverend Robert A. Sirico and the Reverend Maciej Zieba, O.P., for
editing this collection. The Pontifical Council also wishes to
acknowledge the valuable assistance of the following persons in
compiling the collection of texts: the staff of the Acton Institute for
the Study of Religion and Liberty in Grand Rapids, Michigan,
especially Gregory Gronbacher, Ph.D., Kevin Schmiesing, Ph.D., and
Stephen J. Grabill, Th.M.; the Instytut “Tertio Millennio” in Krakow,
especially Slawomir Sowinski and Piotr Kimla; the Very Reverend
Professor Alvaro Corcuera Martínez del Río, L.C., Rector, the students
and staff of the Pontificio Ateneo “Regina Apostolorum” in Rome;
and the Reverend John-Peter Pham, S.T.D., Rome.

I am therefore pleased to commend this collection to all those
who share our vision for the conjoining of justice and peace and to
all who seek to know the Church’s social teaching. I am especially
satisfied to be able to offer this resource to teachers, theologians,
catechists, and all those who instruct the faithful in the ways of truth.
May the teaching of the Church’s social doctrine contribute to the
universal common good and help to establish the vision of the Psalmist
in which justice and peace embrace (Ps 85:9–12), thus helping to
usher in the Kingdom of God.

+ François-Xavier Nguyên Van Thuân
Titular Archbishop of Vadesi

President, Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace

Vatican City, 1 May 2000
Feast of Saint Joseph the Worker
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I. THE CHURCH AS MOTHER AND TEACHER

1. The Catholic Church has been established by Jesus Christ
as mother and teacher of nations, so that all who in the course of
centuries come to her loving embrace, may find salvation as well
as the fullness of a more excellent life. To this Church, “the pillar
and mainstay of the truth” (cf. 1 Tm 3:15), her most holy Founder
has entrusted the double task of begetting sons unto herself, and of
educating and governing those whom she begets, guiding with
maternal providence the life both of individuals and of peoples.
The lofty dignity of this life, she has always held in the highest
respect and guarded with watchful care.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 1)

2. Doubtless, this most serious question demands the attention
and the efforts of others besides ourselves—to wit, of the rulers of
States, of employers of labor, of the wealthy, aye, of the working
classes themselves, for whom We are pleading. But We affirm with-
out hesitation that all the striving of men will be vain if they leave
out the Church. Manifestly, it is the Church that draws from the
Gospel the teachings through which the struggle can be composed
entirely, or, after its bitterness is removed, can certainly become
more tempered. It is the Church, again, that strives not only to in-
struct the mind but to regulate by her precepts the life and morals
of individuals, that ameliorates the condition of the workers through
her numerous and beneficent institutions, and that wishes and aims
to have the thought and energy of all classes of society united to
this end, that the interests of the workers be protected as fully as
possible. To accomplish this purpose she holds that the laws and
the authority of the State, within reasonable limits, ought to be
obeyed.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 16)

Article One
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3. For the teaching of Christ joins, as it were, earth with heaven,
in that it embraces the whole man, namely, his soul and body, intel-
lect and will, and bids him to lift up his mind from the changing
conditions of human existence to that heavenly country where he
will one day enjoy unending happiness and peace.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 2)

4. It is no wonder, then, that the Catholic Church, instructed by
Christ and fulfilling his commands, has for two thousand years, from
the ministry of the early deacons to the present time, tenaciously
held aloft the torch of charity not only by her teaching but also by her
widespread example—that charity which, by combining in a fitting
manner the precepts and the practice of mutual love, puts into effect
in a wonderful way this twofold commandment of giving, wherein is
contained the full social teaching and action of the Church.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 6)

5. In light of the sacred teaching of the Second Vatican Council,
the Church thus appears before us as the social subject of responsi-
bility for divine truth. With deep emotion we hear Christ himself
saying: “The word which you hear is not mine but the Father’s who
sent me” (Jn 14:24).... Therefore, it is required, when the Church
professes and teaches the faith, that she should adhere strictly to di-
vine truth (Dei Verbum, nn. 5, 10, 21), and should translate it into
living attitudes of “obedience in harmony with reason” (cf. Dei Fil-
ius, chap. 3).
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 19)

6. In particular, as the Council affirms, “the task of authenti-
cally interpreting the word of God, whether in its written form or in
that of Tradition, has been entrusted only to those charged with the
Church’s living Magisterium, whose authority is exercised in the name



5

of Jesus Christ” (Dei Verbum, n. 10). The Church, in her life and
teaching, is thus revealed as “the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1
Tm 3:15), including the truth regarding moral action. Indeed, “the
Church has the right always and everywhere to proclaim moral prin-
ciples, even in respect of the social order, and to make judgments
about any human matter in so far as this is required by fundamental
human rights or the salvation of souls” (Code of Canon Law, Canon
747, n. 2).

Precisely on the questions frequently debated in moral theology
today and with regard to which new tendencies and theories have
developed, the Magisterium, in fidelity to Jesus Christ and in conti-
nuity with the Church’s Tradition, senses more urgently the duty to
offer its own discernment and teaching, in order to help man in his
journey toward truth and freedom.
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 27)

II.  T HE CHURCH’S MISSION

7. Coming forth from the eternal Father’s love, founded in time
by Christ the Redeemer and made one in the Holy Spirit, the Church
has a saving and an eschatological purpose that can be fully attained
only in the future world. But she is already present in this world, and
is composed of men, that is, of members of the earthly city who have
a call to form the family of God’s children during the present history
of the human race, and to keep increasing it until the Lord returns.
United on behalf of heavenly values and enriched by them, this fam-
ily has been “constituted and structured as a society in this world”
(cf. Eph 1:3, 5:6, 13–14, 23) by Christ, and is equipped “by appro-
priate means for visible and social union.”  Thus the Church, at once
“a visible association and a spiritual community” (LG, n. 8), goes
forward together with humanity and experiences the same earthly lot

Article One
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that the world does. She serves as a leaven and as a kind of soul for
human society for its renewal in Christ and transformation into God’s
family.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 40)

8. The teaching and spreading of her social doctrine are part of
the Church’s evangelizing mission. Since it is a doctrine aimed at
guiding people’s behavior, it consequently gives rise to a ‘commit-
ment to justice,’ according to each individual’s role, vocation, and
circumstances.

The condemnation of evils and injustices is also part of that
ministry of evangelization in the social field, which is an aspect of
the Church’s prophetic role. But it should be made clear that procla-
mation is always more important than condemnation, and the latter
cannot ignore the former, which gives it true solidity and the force of
higher motivation.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 41)

9. We profess our faith that the Kingdom of God, begun here
below in the Church of Christ, is not of this world, whose form is
passing away, and that its own growth cannot be confused with the
progress of civilization, of science and of human technology, but
that it consists in knowing ever more deeply the unfathomable riches
of Christ, to hope ever more strongly in things eternal, to respond
ever more ardently to the love of God, to spread ever more widely
grace and holiness among men. But it is this very same love that
makes the Church constantly concerned for the true temporal good
of mankind as well. Never ceasing to recall to her children that they
have no lasting dwelling here on earth, she urges them also to con-
tribute, each according to his own vocation and means, to the wel-
fare of their earthly city, to promote justice, peace and brotherhood
among men, to lavish their assistance on their brothers, especially on
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the poor and the most dispirited (cf. Libertatis Conscientia, Conclu-
sion).
(Paul VI, Profession of Faith, 443-444)

10. Since it has been entrusted to the Church to reveal the mys-
tery of God, Who is the ultimate goal of man, she opens up to man at
the same time the meaning of his own existence, that is, the inner-
most truth about himself. The Church knows that only God, Whom
she serves, meets the deepest longings of the human heart, which is
never fully satisfied by what this world has to offer.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 41)

11. From this source the Church, equipped with the gifts of its
Founder and faithfully guarding His precepts of charity, humility,
and self-sacrifice, receives the mission to proclaim and to spread
among all peoples the Kingdom of Christ and of God and to be, on
earth, the initial budding forth of that kingdom. While it slowly grows,
the Church strains toward the completed Kingdom and, with all its
strength, hopes and desires to be united in glory with its King.
(Lumen Gentium, n. 5)

12. As we know, the Church does not exist in isolation from the
world. It lives in the world, and its members are consequently influ-
enced and guided by the world. They imbibe its culture, are subject
to its laws and adopt its customs. This intimate contact with the world
is continually creating problems for the Church, and at the present
time these problems are extremely acute.

The Christian life, as encouraged and preserved by the Church,
must resist every possible source of deception, contamination, or
restriction of its freedom. It must guard against these things as it
would guard against contamination by error or evil. Yet at the same
time it must not only adapt itself to the forms of thought and living

Article One
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which a temporal environment induces, one might almost say im-
poses, on it—provided, of course, such forms are not incompatible
with the basic principles of its religious and moral teaching—but it
must also strive to approach these forms and to correct, ennoble,
encourage, and sanctify them.
(Ecclesiam Suam, n. 42)

13. The Church offers mankind the Gospel, that prophetic mes-
sage which responds to the needs and aspirations of the human heart
and always remains ‘Good News.’ The Church cannot fail to pro-
claim that Jesus came to reveal the face of God and to merit salvation
for all humanity by his cross and resurrection.
(Redemptoris Missio, n. 11)

14. All things human are our concern. We share with the whole
of the human race a common nature, a common life, with all its gifts
and all its problems. We are ready to play our part in this primary,
universal society, to acknowledge the insistent demands of its funda-
mental needs, and to applaud the new and often sublime expressions
of its genius. But there are moral values of the utmost importance
which we have to offer it. These are of advantage to everyone. We
root them firmly in the consciences of men. Wherever men are striv-
ing to understand themselves and the world, we are able to commu-
nicate with them.
(Ecclesiam Suam, n. 97)

III. T HE CHURCH’S SOCIAL  MESSAGE

15. The social concern of the Church, directed toward an au-
thentic development of man and society that would respect and pro-
mote all the dimensions of the human person, has always expressed
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itself in the most varied ways. In recent years, one of the special
means of intervention has been the Magisterium of the Roman Pon-
tiffs which, beginning with the encyclical Rerum Novarum of Leo
XIII as a point of reference, has frequently dealt with the question
and has sometimes made the dates of publication of the various so-
cial documents coincide with the anniversaries of that first docu-
ment. The Popes have not failed to throw fresh light by means of
those messages upon new aspects of the social doctrine of the Church.
As a result, this doctrine, beginning with the outstanding contribu-
tion of Leo XIII and enriched by the successive contributions of the
Magisterium, has now become an updated doctrinal ‘corpus.’ It builds
up gradually, as the Church, in the fullness of the word revealed by
Christ Jesus (cf. Dei Verbum, n. 4) and with the assistance of the
Holy Spirit (cf. Jn 14:16, 26; 16:13–15), reads events as they unfold
in the course of history. She thus seeks to lead people to respond,
with the support also of rational reflection and of the human sci-
ences, to their vocation as responsible builders of earthly society.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 1)

16. Amid the disturbances and uncertainties of the present hour,
the Church has a specific message to proclaim and a support to give
to men in their efforts to take in hand and give direction to their
futures.  Since the period in which the encyclical Rerum Novarum
denounced in a forceful and imperative manner the scandal of the
condition of the workers in the nascent industrial society, historical
evolution has led to an awareness of other dimensions and other ap-
plications of social justice.  The encyclicals Quadragesimo Anno and
Mater et Magistra already noted this fact. The recent Council for its
part took care to point them out, in particular in the Pastoral Consti-
tution Gaudium et Spes. We ourselves have already continued these
lines of thought in our encyclical Populorum Progressio, “Today,”
we said, “the principal fact that we must all recognize is that the

Article One
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social question has become worldwide” (PP, n. 3). A renewed con-
sciousness of the demands of the gospel makes it the Church’s duty
to put herself at the service of all, to help them grasp their serious
problem in all its dimensions, and to convince them that solidarity in
actions at this turning point in human history is a matter of urgency.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 5)

17. “Christian revelation ... promotes deeper understanding of
the laws of social living” (GS, n. 23). The Church receives from the
Gospel the full revelation of the truth about man. When she fulfills
her mission of proclaiming the Gospel, she bears witness to man, in
the name of Christ, to his dignity and his vocation to the communion
of persons. She teaches him the demands of justice and peace in
conformity with divine wisdom.
(CCC, n. 2419)

18. The social doctrine of the Church, which proposes a set of
principles for reflection, criteria for judgment and directives for ac-
tion is addressed in the first place to members of the Church. It is
essential that the faithful engaged in human promotion should have a
firm grasp of this precious body of teaching and make it an integral
part of their evangelizing mission.... Christian leaders in the Church
and society, and especially lay men and women with responsibilities
in public life, need to be well formed in this teaching so that they can
inspire and vivify civil society and its structures with the leaven of
the Gospel.
(Ecclesia in Asia, n. 32)

19. The situation today points to an ever-increasing urgency for
a doctrinal formation of the lay faithful, not simply in a better under-
standing which is natural to faith’s dynamism, but also in enabling
them ‘to give a reason for their hoping’ in view of the world and its
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grave and complex problems.... This is especially true for the lay
faithful who have responsibilities in various fields of society and pub-
lic life. Above all, it is indispensable that they have a more exact
knowledge—and this demands a more widespread and precise pre-
sentation—of the Church’s social doctrine, as repeatedly stressed by
the Synod Fathers in their presentations.
(Christifideles Laici, n. 60)

20. True to the teaching and example of her divine Founder, Who
cited the preaching of the Gospel to the poor as a sign of His mission
(cf. Lk 7:22), the Church has never failed to foster the human progress
of the nations to which she brings faith in Christ.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 12)

21. The Church shares with the people of our time this profound
and ardent desire for a life which is just in every aspect, nor does she
fail to examine the various aspects of the sort of justice that the life of
people and society demands. This is confirmed by the field of Catholic
social doctrine, greatly developed in the course of the last century. On
the lines of this teaching proceed the education and formation of hu-
man consciences in the spirit of justice, and also of the apostolate of
the laity, which are developing in precisely this spirit. And yet, it would
be difficult not to notice that very often programs which start from
the idea of justice and which ought to assist its fulfillment among
individuals, groups and human socities, in practice suffer from
distortions.
(Dives in Misericordia, n. 12)

22. If, as We said, the Church realizes what is God’s will in its
regard, it will gain for itself a great store of energy, and in addition will
conceive the need for pouring out this energy in the service of all men.
It will have a clear awareness of a mission received from God, of a
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message to be spread far and wide. Here lies the source of our evan-
gelical duty, our mandate to teach all nations, and our apostolic en-
deavor to strive for the eternal salvation of all men.
(Ecclesiam Suam, n. 64)

23. To be sure, there is no single model for organizing the poli-
tics and economics of human freedom; different cultures and differ-
ent historical experiences give rise to different institutional forms of
public life in a free and responsible society.
(Address to the Fiftieth General Assembly of the United Nations Or-
ganization, 1995, n. 3)

24. In addition, the Church’s social teaching has an important
interdisciplinary dimension. In order better to incarnate the one truth
about man in different and constantly changing social, economic and
political contexts, this teaching enters into dialogue with the various
disciplines concerned with man. It assimilates what these disciplines
have to contribute, and helps them to open themselves to a broader
horizon, aimed at serving the individual person who is acknowledged
and loved in the fullness of his or her vocation. Parallel with the
interdisciplinary aspect, mention should also be made of the practi-
cal and, as it were, experiential dimension of this teaching, which is
to be found at the crossroads where Christian life and conscience
come into contact with the real world. This teaching is seen in the
efforts of individuals, families, people involved in cultural and social
life, as well as politicians and statesmen to give it a concrete form
and application in history.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 59)
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IV.  T HE SCOPE OF THE CHURCH’S SOCIAL  TEACHING

25. The Church has no models to present; models that are real
and truly effective can only arise within the framework of different
historical situations, through the efforts of all those who responsibly
confront concrete problems in all their social, economic, political
and cultural aspects, as these interact with one another (cf. GS, n. 36;
Octogesima Adveniens, nn. 2–5). For such a task the Church offers
her social teaching as an indispensable and ideal orientation, a teach-
ing which, as already mentioned, recognizes the positive value of the
market and of enterprise, but which at the same time points out that
these must be oriented toward the common good.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 43)

26. The Church’s social teaching comprises a body of doctrine,
which is articulated as the Church interprets events in the course of
history, with the assistance of the Holy Spirit, in the light of the whole
of what has been revealed by Jesus Christ (SRS, n. 1). This teaching
can be more easily accepted by men of good will; the more the faith-
ful let themselves be guided by it.
(CCC, n. 2422)

27. However, when it comes to reducing these teachings to ac-
tion, it sometimes happens that even sincere Catholic men have dif-
fering views. When this occurs, they should take care to have and to
show mutual esteem and regard, and to explore the extent to which
they can work in cooperation among themselves. Thus they can in
good time accomplish what necessity required. Let them also take
great care not to weaken their efforts in constant controversies. Nor
should they, under pretext of seeking what they think best, mean-
while fail to do what they can and hence should do.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 238)

Article One
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28. The Church has no philosophy of her own, nor does she
canonize any one particular philosophy in preference to others. The
underlying reason for this reluctance is that, even when it engages
theology, philosophy must remain faithful to its own principles and
methods. Otherwise there would be no guarantee that it would re-
main oriented to truth and that it was moving toward truth by way of
a process governed by reason. A philosophy that did not proceed in
the light of reason according to its own principles and methods would
serve little purpose. At the deepest level, the autonomy that philoso-
phy enjoys is rooted in the fact that reason is by its nature oriented to
truth and is equipped moreover with the means necessary to arrive at
truth. A philosophy conscious of this as its ‘constitutive status’ can-
not but respect the demands and the data of revealed truth.
(Fides et Ratio, n. 49)

29. The social doctrine of the Church developed in the nine-
teenth century when the Gospel encountered modern industrial soci-
ety with its new structures for the production of consumer goods, its
new concept of society, the state, and authority, and its new forms of
labor and ownership. The development of the doctrine of the Church
on economic and social matters attests to the permanent value of the
Church’s teaching at the same time as it attests to the true meaning of
her Tradition, always living and active (cf. CA, n. 3).
(CCC, n. 2421)

30. The Church’s social doctrine is not a ‘third way’ between
liberal capitalism and Marxist collectivism, nor even a possible al-
ternative to other solutions less radically opposed to one another:
rather, it constitutes a category of its own. Nor is it an ideology, but
rather the accurate formulation of the results of a careful reflection
on the complex realities of human existence, in society and in the
international order, in the light of faith and of the Church’s tradition.
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Its main aim is to interpret these realities, determining their confor-
mity with or divergence from the lines of the Gospel teaching on
man and his vocation, a vocation that is at once earthly and transcen-
dent; its aim is thus to guide Christian behavior. It therefore belongs
to the field, not of ideology, but of theology and particularly of moral
theology.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 41)

31. Certainly the Church was not given the commission to guide
men to a fleeting and perishable happiness but to that which is eter-
nal. Indeed, the Church holds that “it is unlawful for her to mix with-
out cause in these temporal concerns”; (Ubi Arcano Dei Consilio, n.
65) however, she can in no wise renounce the duty God entrusted to
her to interpose her authority, not of course in matters of technique
for which she is neither suitably equipped nor endowed by office,
but in all things that are connected with the moral law. For as to
these, the deposit of truth that God committed to us and the grave
duty of disseminating and interpreting the whole moral law, and of
urging it in season and out of season, bring under and subject to our
supreme jurisdiction not only social order but economic activities
themselves.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 41)

32. Today, the Church’s social doctrine focuses especially on
man as he is involved in a complex network of relationships within
modern societies. The human sciences and philosophy are helpful
for interpreting man’s central place within society and for enabling
him to understand himself better as a social being. However, man’s
true identity is only fully revealed to him through faith, and it is
precisely from faith that the Church’s social teaching begins.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 54)

Article One
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V.  EVANGELIZATION  AND CHURCH SOCIAL  TEACHING

33. The ‘new evangelization,’ which the modern world urgently
needs and which I have emphasized many times, must include among
its essential elements a proclamation of the Church’s social doctrine.
As in the days of Pope Leo XIII, this doctrine is still suitable for
indicating the right way to respond to the great challenges of today,
when ideologies are being increasingly discredited. Now, as then,
we need to repeat that there can be no genuine solution of the ‘social
question’ apart from the Gospel, and that the ‘new things’ can find in
the Gospel the context for their correct understanding and the proper
moral perspective for judgment on them.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 5)

34. What counts, here as in every area of Christian life, is the
confidence that comes from faith, from the certainty that it is not we
who are the principal agents of the Church’s mission, but Jesus Christ
and his Spirit. We are only co-workers, and when we have done all
that we can, we must say: “We are unworthy servants; we have only
done our duty” (Lk 17:10).
(Redemptoris Missio, n. 36)

35. I now wish to propose a ‘rereading’ of Pope Leo’s encycli-
cal by issuing an invitation to ‘look back’ at the text itself in order to
discover anew the richness of the fundamental principles which
it formulated for dealing with the question of the condition of
workers....

A rereading of this kind will not only confirm the permanent
value of such teaching, but will also manifest the true meaning of the
Church’s Tradition which, being ever living and vital, builds upon
the foundation laid by our fathers in the faith, and particularly upon
what “the Apostles passed down to the Church” (St. Irenaeus,
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Adversus Haereses, I, 10) in the name of Jesus Christ, who is her
irreplaceable foundation (cf. 1 Cor 3:11).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 3)

36. The presentation of the Gospel message is not an optional
contribution for the Church. It is the duty incumbent on her by the
command of the Lord Jesus, so that people can believe and be saved.
This message is indeed necessary. It is unique. It cannot be replaced.
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, n. 5)

37. We have been sent. For us, being at the service of life is not
a boast but rather a duty, born of our awareness of being “God’s own
people, that we may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called
us out of darkness into his marvellous light” (cf. 1 Pt 2:9). On our
journey we are guided and sustained by the law of love: a love which
has as its source and model the Son of God made man, who “by
dying gave life to the world”  (cf. Roman Missal, Prayer Before Com-
munion).

We have been sent as a people. Everyone has an obligation to be
at the service of life. This is a properly ‘ecclesial’ responsibility, which
requires concerted and generous action by all the members and by
all sectors of the Christian community. This community commitment
does not, however, eliminate or lessen the responsibility of each in-
dividual, called by the Lord to “become the neighbour” of everyone:
“Go and do likewise” (Lk 10:37).
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 79)

38. Together we all sense our duty to preach the Gospel of life,
to celebrate it in the Liturgy and in our whole existence, and to serve
it with the various programs and structures which support and pro-
mote life.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 79)

Article One
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I.  THE DIGNITY  OF THE HUMAN PERSON

 39. In effect, to teach and to spread her social doctrine pertains
to the Church’s evangelizing mission and is an essential part of the
Christian message, since this doctrine points out the direct conse-
quences of that message in the life of society and situates daily work
and struggles for justice in the context of bearing witness to Christ
the Savior. This doctrine is likewise a source of unity and peace in
dealing with the conflicts which inevitably arise in social and eco-
nomic life. Thus it is possible to meet these new situations without
degrading the human person’s transcendent dignity, either in oneself
or in one’s adversaries, and to direct those situations toward just so-
lutions.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 5)

40. This is why the Church has something to say today, just as
twenty years ago, and also in the future, about the nature, conditions,
requirements and aims of authentic development, and also about the
obstacles which stand in its way. In doing so the Church fulfills her
mission to evangelize, for she offers her first contribution to the so-
lution of the urgent problem of development when she proclaims the
truth about Christ, about herself and about man, applying this truth
to a concrete situation (cf. John Paul II, Address to Latin American
Bishops, 1979).

As her instrument for reaching this goal, the Church uses her
social doctrine. In today’s difficult situation, a more exact awareness
and a wider diffusion of the “set of principles for reflection, criteria
for judgment and directives for action” proposed by the Church’s
teaching (Libertatis Conscientia, n. 72; Octogesima Adveniens, n. 4)
would be of great help in promoting both the correct definition of the
problems being faced and the best solution to them.

It will thus be seen at once that the questions facing us are above
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all moral questions; and that neither the analysis of the problem of
development as such nor the means to overcome the present difficul-
ties can ignore this essential dimension.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 41)

41. In the life of man, God’s image shines forth anew and is
again revealed in all its fullness at the coming of the Son of God in
human flesh. “Christ is the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15);
he “reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature”
(Heb 1:3). He is the perfect image of the Father.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 36)

42. The dignity of the person is manifested in all its radiance
when the person’s origin and destiny are considered: created by God
in his image and likeness as well as redeemed by the most precious
blood of Christ, the person is called to be a ‘child in the Son’ and a
living temple of the Spirit, destined for eternal life of blessed com-
munion with God. For this very reason every violation of the per-
sonal dignity of the human being cries out in vengeance to God and
is an offense against the Creator of the individual.
(Christifideles Laici, n. 37)

43. If we look upon the dignity of the human person in the light
of divinely revealed truth, we cannot help but esteem it far more
highly; for men are redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ, they are
by grace the children and friends of God and heirs of eternal glory.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 10)

44. Thanks to this belief, the Church can anchor the dignity of
human nature against all tides of opinion, for example, those that
undervalue the human body or idolize it. By no human law can the
personal dignity and liberty of man be so aptly safeguarded as by the



23

Gospel of Christ that has been entrusted to the Church. For this Gos-
pel announces and proclaims the freedom of the sons of God, and
repudiates all the bondage that ultimately results from sin (cf. Rom
8:14–17). It has a sacred reverence for the dignity of conscience and
its freedom of choice, constantly advises that all human talents be
employed in God’s service and men’s, and, finally, commends all to
the charity of all (cf. Mt 22:39).  This agrees with the basic law of the
Christian dispensation. For though the same God is Savior and Cre-
ator, Lord of human history as well as of salvation history, in the
divine arrangement itself, the rightful autonomy of the creature, and
particularly of man is not withdrawn, but is rather reestablished in its
own dignity and strengthened. The Church, therefore, by virtue of
the Gospel committed to her, proclaims the rights of man; she ac-
knowledges and greatly esteems the dynamic movements of today
by which these rights are everywhere fostered. Yet these movements
must be penetrated by the spirit of the Gospel and protected against
any kind of false autonomy. For we are tempted to think that our
personal rights are fully ensured only when we are exempt from ev-
ery requirement of divine law. But in this way lies not the mainte-
nance of the dignity of the human person but its annihilation.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 41)

45. At stake is the dignity of the human person, whose defense
and promotion have been entrusted to us by the Creator, and to whom
the men and women at every moment of history are strictly and re-
sponsibly in debt.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 47)

46. The dignity of the human person is a transcendent value,
always recognized as such by those who sincerely search for the truth.
Indeed, the whole of human history should be interpreted in the light
of this certainty. Every person, created in the image and likeness of
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God (cf. Gn 1:26–28), is therefore radically oriented towards the
Creator, and is constantly in relationship with those possessed of the
same dignity. To promote the good of the individual is thus to serve
the common good, which is that point where rights and duties con-
verge and reinforce one another.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1999, n. 2)

47. “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor
3:17). This revelation of freedom and hence of man’s true dignity
acquires a particular eloquence for Christians and for the Church in a
state of persecution—both in ancient times and in the present—
because the witnesses to divine Truth then become a living proof of
the action of the Spirit of truth present in the hearts and minds of the
faithful, and they often mark with their own death by martyrdom the
supreme glorification of human dignity.
(Dominum et Vivificantem, n. 60)

II. F REEDOM AND TRUTH

48. The question of morality, to which Christ provides the an-
swer, cannot prescind from the issue of freedom. Indeed, it considers
that issue central, for there can be no morality without freedom: “It
is only in freedom that man can turn to what is good” (GS, n. 11).
But what sort of freedom? The Council, considering our contempo-
raries who “highly regard” freedom and “assiduously pursue” it, but
who “often cultivate it in wrong ways as a license to do anything
they please, even evil,” speaks of ‘genuine’ freedom: “Genuine free-
dom is an outstanding manifestation of the divine image in man. For
God willed to leave man ‘in the power of his own counsel’ (cf. Sir
15:14), so that he would seek his Creator of his own accord and would
freely arrive at full and blessed perfection by cleaving to God” (GS,
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n. 17). Although each individual has a right to be respected in his
own journey in search of the truth, there exists a prior moral obliga-
tion, and a grave one at that, to seek the truth and to adhere to it once
it is known.
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 34)

49. Freedom in its essence is within man, is connatural to the
human person and is the distinctive sign of man’s nature. The free-
dom of the individual finds its basis in man’s transcendent dignity: a
dignity given to him by God, his Creator, and which directs him to-
ward God. Because he has been created in God’s image (cf. Gn 1:27),
man is inseparable from freedom, that freedom which no external
force or constraint can ever take away, and which constitutes his fun-
damental right, both as an individual and as a member of society.
Man is free because he possesses the faculty of self-determination
with regard to what is true and what is good.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1981, n. 5)

50. Jesus Christ meets the man of every age, including our own,
with the same words: “You will know the truth and the truth will
make you free” (Jn 8:32). These words contain both a fundamental
requirement and a warning: the requirement of an honest relation-
ship with regard to truth as a condition for authentic freedom, and
the warning to avoid every kind of illusory freedom, every superfi-
cial unilateral freedom, every freedom that fails to enter into the truth
about man and the whole world.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 12)

51. But freedom is not merely a right that one claims for one-
self. It is also a duty that one undertakes with regard to others.  If it is
really to serve peace, the freedom of each human individual and each
community must respect the freedoms and rights of other individuals
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and communities. This respect sets a limit to freedom, but it also
gives it its logic and dignity, since we are by nature social beings.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1981, n. 7)

52. The exercise of freedom does not imply a right to say or to
do everything. It is false to maintain that man, “the subject of this
freedom,” is “an individual who is fully self-sufficient and whose
finality is the satisfaction of his own interests in the enjoyment of
earthly goods” (Libertatis Conscientia, n. 13). Moreover, the eco-
nomic, social, political, and cultural conditions that are needed for a
just exercise of freedom are too often disregarded or violated. Such
situations of blindness and injustice injure the moral life and involve
the strong as well as the weak in the temptation to sin against charity.
By deviating from the moral law, man violates his own freedom,
becomes imprisoned within himself, disrupts neighborly fellowship,
and rebels against divine truth.
(CCC, n. 1740)

53. But the Creator of the world has imprinted in man’s heart an
order that his conscience reveals to him and enjoins him to obey:
This shows that the obligations of the law are written in their hearts;
their conscience utters its own testimony (Rm 2:15). And how could
it be otherwise? For whatever God has made shows forth His infinite
wisdom, and it is manifested more clearly in the things that have
greater perfection (cf. Ps 18:8–11).
(Pacem in Terris, n. 5)

54. In the design of God, every man is called upon to develop
and fulfill himself, for every life is a vocation. At birth, everyone is
granted, in germ, a set of aptitudes and qualities for him to bring to
fruition. Their coming to maturity, which will be the result of educa-
tion received from the environment and personal efforts, will allow
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each man to direct himself toward the destiny intended for him by
the Creator. Endowed with intelligence and freedom, he is respon-
sible for his fulfillment as he is for his salvation. He is aided, or
sometimes impeded, by those who educate him and those with whom
he lives, but each one remains, whatever these influences affecting
him might be, the principal agent of his own success or failure. By
the unaided effort of his own intelligence and his will, each man can
grow in humanity, can enhance his personal worth, can become more
a person.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 15)

55. In the end, when He completed on the cross the work of
redemption whereby He achieved salvation and true freedom for men,
He also brought his revelation to completion. He bore witness to the
truth, but He refused to impose the truth by force on those who spoke
against it.  Not by force of blows does his rule assert its claims. Rather,
it is established by witnessing to the truth and by hearing the truth,
and it extends its dominion by the love whereby Christ, lifted up on
the cross, draws all men to Himself (cf. Jn 12:32).
(Dignitatis Humanae, n. 11)

56. Finally, true freedom is not advanced in the permissive soci-
ety, which confuses freedom with license to do anything whatever,
and which, in the name of freedom, proclaims a kind of general amo-
rality. It is a caricature of freedom to claim that people are free to
organize their lives with no reference to moral values, and to say that
society does not have to ensure the protection and advancement of
ethical values. Such an attitude is destructive of freedom and peace.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1981, n. 7)

 57. Nor does the Church close her eyes to the danger of fanati-
cism or fundamentalism among those who, in the name of an ideology
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which purports to be scientific or religious, claim the right to impose
on others their own concept of what is true and good.  Christian truth
is not of this kind. Since it is not an ideology, the Christian faith does
not presume to imprison changing socio-political realities in a rigid
schema, and it recognizes that human life is realized in history in
conditions that are diverse and imperfect. Furthermore, in constantly
affirming the transcendent dignity of the person, the Church’s method
is always that of respect for freedom.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 46)

58. Democracy cannot be sustained without a shared commit-
ment to certain moral truths about the human person and the human
community.  The basic question before a democratic society is: “How
ought we live together?” In seeking an answer to this question, can
society exclude moral truth and moral reasoning?....

Every generation ... needs to know that freedom consists not in
doing what we like, but in having the right to do what we ought.

Christ asks us to guard the truth because, as he promised us:
“You will know the truth and the truth will make you free.”
Depositum custodi! We must guard the truth that is the authentic con-
dition of freedom, the truth that allows freedom to be fulfilled in
goodness. We must guard the deposit of divine truth handed down to
us in the Church, especially in view of the challenges posed by a
materialistic culture and by a permissive society that reduces free-
dom to license.
(John Paul II, Homily in Baltimore, 1995)

59. While these [conditions] certainly have an influence on free-
dom, they do not determine it; they make the exercise of freedom
more difficult or less difficult, but they cannot destroy it. Not only is
it wrong from the ethical point of view to disregard human nature,
which is made for freedom, but in practice it is impossible to do so.
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Where society is so organized as to reduce arbitrarily or even sup-
press the sphere in which freedom is legitimately exercised, the re-
sult is that the life of society becomes progressively disorganized
and goes into decline.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 25)

III.  T HE SOCIAL  NATURE OF MAN

60. God, Who has fatherly concern for everyone, has willed that
all men should constitute one family and treat one another in a spirit
of brotherhood. For having been created in the image of God, Who
“from one man has created the whole human race and made them
live all over the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26), all men are called to
one and the same goal, namely God Himself. For this reason, love
for God and neighbor is the first and greatest commandment. Sacred
Scripture, however, teaches us that the love of God cannot be sepa-
rated from the love of neighbor: “If there is any other command-
ment, it is summed up in this saying: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as
thyself.... Love therefore is the fulfillment of the Law” (Rom 13:9–
10; cf. 1 Jn 4:20). To men growing daily more dependent on one
another, and to a world becoming more unified every day, this truth
proves to be of paramount importance. Indeed, the Lord Jesus, when
He prayed to the Father, “that all may be one … as we are one” (Jn
17:21–22), opened up vistas closed to human reason, for He implied
a certain likeness between the union of the divine Persons, and the
unity of God’s sons in truth and charity. This likeness reveals that
man, who is the only creature on earth that God willed for itself,
cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himself.

Man’s social nature makes it evident that the progress of the
human person and the advance of society itself hinge on one another.
For the beginning, the subject and the goal of all social institutions is
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and must be the human person that for its part and by its very nature
stands completely in need of social life.  Since this social life is not
something added on to man, through his dealings with others, through
reciprocal duties, and through fraternal dialogue he develops all his
gifts and is able to rise to his destiny.
(Gaudium et Spes, nn. 24–25)

61. The cardinal point of this teaching is that individual men are
necessarily the foundation, cause, and end of all social institutions.
We are referring to human beings, insofar as they are naturally so-
cial, and raised to an order of existence that transcends and subdues
nature.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 219)

62. Certain societies, such as the family and the state, corre-
spond more directly to the nature of man; they are necessary to him.
To promote the participation of the greatest number in the life of a
society, the creation of voluntary associations and institutions must
be encouraged “on both national and international levels, which re-
late to economic and social goals, to cultural and recreational activi-
ties, to sport, to various professions, and to political affairs” (MM, n.
60). This ‘socialization’ also expresses the natural tendency for hu-
man beings to associate with one another for the sake of attaining
objectives that exceed individual capacities. It develops the qualities
of the person, especially the sense of initiative and responsibility,
and helps guarantee his rights (GS, n. 25; CA, n. 12).
(CCC, n. 1882)

63. But each man is a member of society. He is part of the whole
of mankind. It is not just certain individuals, but all men who are
called to this fullness of development. Civilizations are born, deve-
lop, and die. But humanity is advancing along the path of history like



31

the waves of a rising tide encroaching gradually on the shore. We
have inherited from past generations, and we have benefited from
the work of our contemporaries: for this reason we have obligations
toward all, and we cannot refuse to interest ourselves in those who
will come after us to enlarge the human family. The reality of human
solidarity, which is a benefit for us, also imposes a duty.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 17)

64. Apart from the family, other intermediate communities ex-
ercise primary functions and give life to specific networks of solidar-
ity. These develop as real communities of persons and strengthen the
social fabric, preventing society from becoming an anonymous and
impersonal mass, as unfortunately often happens today. It is in inter-
relationships on many levels that a person lives, and that society be-
comes more ‘personalized.’ The individual today is often suffocated
between two poles represented by the State and the marketplace. At
times it seems as though he exists only as a producer and consumer
of goods, or as an object of state administration. People lose sight of
the fact that life in society has neither the market nor the State as its
final purpose, since life itself has a unique value that the State and
the market must serve. Man remains above all a being who seeks the
truth and strives to live in that truth, deepening his understanding of
it through a dialogue involving past and future generations.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 49)

65. In contrast, from the Christian vision of the human person
there necessarily follows a correct picture of society. According to
Rerum Novarum and the whole social doctrine of the Church, the
social nature of man is not completely fulfilled in the State, but is
realized in various intermediary groups, beginning with the family
and including economic, social, political and cultural groups which
stem from human nature itself and have their own autonomy, always
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with a view to the common good. This is what I have called the “sub-
jectivity” of society which, together with the subjectivity of the
individual, was cancelled out by “Real Socialism” (SRS, nn. 15, 28).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 13)

IV.  H UMAN RIGHTS

66. Beginning our discussion of the rights of man, we see that
every man has the right to life, to bodily integrity, and to the means
suitable for the proper development of life; these are primarily food,
clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, and, finally, the necessary social
services. Therefore, a human being also has the right to security in
cases of sickness, inability to work, widowhood, old age, unemploy-
ment, or in any other case in which he is deprived of the means of
subsistence through no fault of his own.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 11)

67. Following the collapse of Communist totalitarianism and of
many other totalitarian and ‘national security’ regimes, today we are
witnessing a predominance, not without signs of opposition, of the
democratic ideal, together with lively attention to and concern for
human rights. But for this very reason it is necessary for peoples in
the process of reforming their systems to give democracy an authen-
tic and solid foundation through the explicit recognition of those rights
(cf. Redemptor Hominis, n. 17).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 47)

68. Any human society, if it is to be well-ordered and produc-
tive, must lay down as a foundation this principle, namely, that every
human being is a person, that is, his nature is endowed with intelli-
gence and free will. Indeed, precisely because he is a person, he has
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rights and obligations flowing directly and simultaneously from his
very nature. And as these rights and obligations are universal and
inviolable, so they cannot in any way be surrendered.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 9)

69. After all, peace comes down to respect for man’s inviolable
rights ... while war springs from the violation of these rights and
brings with it still graver violations of them. If human rights are vio-
lated in a time of peace, this is particularly painful and, from the
point of view of progress, it represents an incomprehensible mani-
festation of activity directed against man, which can in no way be
reconciled with any program that describes itself as humanistic.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 17)

70. The human person is also entitled to a juridical protection of
his rights, a protection that should be efficacious, impartial, and in-
spired by the true norms of justice. As Our Predecessor Pius XII
teaches: “That perpetual privilege proper to man, by which every
individual has a claim to the protection of his rights, and by which
there is assigned to each a definite and particular sphere of rights
immune from all arbitrary attacks, is the logical consequence of the
order of justice willed by God” (Pius XII, Christmas Eve Radio
Message, 1942).
(Pacem in Terris, n. 27)

71. Respect for the human person entails respect for the rights
that flow from his dignity as a creature. These rights are prior to
society and must be recognized by it. They are the basis of the moral
legitimacy of every authority: by flouting them, or refusing to recog-
nize them in its positive legislation, a society undermines its own
moral legitimacy (cf. PT, n. 65). If it does not respect them, authority
can rely only on force or violence to obtain obedience from its subjects.
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It is the Church’s role to remind men of good will of these rights and
to distinguish them from unwarranted or false claims.
(CCC, n. 1930)

72. When the relations of human society are expressed in terms
of rights and duties, men become conscious of spiritual values, un-
derstand the meaning and significance of truth, justice, charity, free-
dom, and become deeply aware that they belong to this world of
values. Moreover, when moved by such concerns, they are
brought to a better knowledge of the true God Who is personal and
transcendent, and thus they make the ties that bind them to God the
solid foundation and supreme criterion of their lives, both of that life
which they live interiorly in the depths of their own souls and of that
in which they are united to other men in society.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 45)

73. Although private societies exist within the State and are, as
it were, so many parts of it, still it is not within the authority of the
State universally and per se to forbid them to exist as such. For man
is permitted by a right of nature to form private societies; the State,
on the other hand, has been instituted to protect and not to destroy
natural right, and if it should forbid its citizens to enter into associa-
tions, it would clearly do something contradictory to itself because
both the State itself and private associations are begotten of one and
the same principle, namely, that men are by nature inclined to asso-
ciate.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 51)

74. In human society, to one man’s right, there corresponds a
duty in all other persons: the duty, namely, of acknowledging and
respecting the right in question. For every fundamental human right
draws its indestructible moral force from the natural law, which, in
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granting it, imposes a corresponding obligation. Those, therefore,
who claim their own rights, yet altogether forget or neglect to carry
out their respective duties, are people who build with one hand and
destroy with the other.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 30)

75. On the contrary, the conviction that all men are equal by
reason of their natural dignity has been generally accepted. Hence,
racial discrimination can in no way be justified, at least doctrinally
or in theory. And this is of fundamental importance and significance
for the formation of human society according to those principles that
we have outlined above. For, if a man becomes conscious of his rights,
he must become equally aware of his duties. Thus, he who possesses
certain rights has likewise the duty to claim those rights as marks of
his dignity, while all others have the obligation to acknowledge those
rights and respect them.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 44)

76. Since all men possess a rational soul and are created in God’s
likeness, since they have the same nature and origin, have been re-
deemed by Christ and enjoy the same divine calling and destiny, the
basic equality of all must receive increasingly greater recognition.

True, all men are not alike from the point of view of varying
physical power and the diversity of intellectual and moral resources.
Nevertheless, with respect to the fundamental rights of the person,
every type of discrimination, whether social or cultural, whether based
on sex, race, color, social condition, language, or religion, is to be
overcome and eradicated as contrary to God’s intent. For in truth it
must be regretted that fundamental personal rights are still not being
universally honored. Such is the case of a woman who is denied the
right to choose a husband freely, to embrace a state of life, or to acquire
an education or cultural benefits equal to those recognized for men.
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Therefore, although rightful differences exist between men, the
equal dignity of persons demands that a more humane and just con-
dition of life be brought about. For excessive economic and social
differences between the members of the one human family or popu-
lation groups cause scandal, and militate against social justice, equity,
the dignity of the human person, as well as social and international
peace.

Human institutions, both private and public, must labor to min-
ister to the dignity and purpose of man. At the same time, let them
put up a stubborn fight against any kind of slavery, whether social or
political, and safeguard the basic rights of man under every political
system. Indeed, human institutions themselves must be accommo-
dated by degrees to the highest of all realities, spiritual ones, even
though meanwhile, a long enough time will be required before they
arrive at the desired goal.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 29)

77. The necessity of ensuring fundamental human rights cannot
be separated from this just liberation which is bound up with evange-
lization and which endeavors to secure structures safeguarding human
freedoms. Among these fundamental human rights, religious liberty
occupies a place of primary importance.
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, n. 39)

V.  RELIGIOUS  FREEDOM

78. This Vatican synod declares that the human person has a
right to religious freedom. This freedom means that all men are to be
immune from coercion on the part of individuals or social groups
and of any human power, in such wise that in matters religious no
one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs.
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Nor is anyone to be restrained from acting in accordance with his
own beliefs, whether privately or publicly, whether alone or in asso-
ciation with others, within due limits.
(Dignitatis Humanae, n. 2)

79. Certainly the curtailment of religious freedom of individu-
als and communities is not only a painful experience, but it is above
all an attack on man’s very dignity, independently of the religion
professed or the concept of the world which these individuals and
communities have. The curtailment and violation of religious free-
dom are in contrast with man’s dignity and his objective rights.... In
this case we are undoubtedly confronted with a radical injustice with
regard to what is particularly deep within man, what is authentically
human.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 17)

80. No human authority has the right to interfere with a person’s
conscience. Conscience bears witness to the transcendence of the
person, also in regard to society at large, and, as such, is inviolable.
Conscience, however, is not an absolute placed above truth and er-
ror. Rather, by its very nature, it implies a relation to objective truth,
a truth which is universal, the same for all, which all can and must
seek. It is in relation to objective truth that freedom of conscience
finds its justification, inasmuch as it is a necessary condition for seek-
ing truth worthy of man, and for adhering to that truth once it is
sufficiently known.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1991, n. 1)

81. Hence, although the truth we have to proclaim is certain and
the salvation necessary, we dare not entertain any thoughts of exter-
nal coercion. Instead we will use the legitimate means of human
friendliness, interior persuasion, and ordinary conversation. We will
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offer the gift of salvation while respecting the personal and civic
rights of the individual.
(Ecclesiam Suam, n. 75)

82. In the first place, religious freedom, an essential require-
ment of the dignity of every person, is a cornerstone of the structure
of human rights, and for this reason an irreplaceable factor in the
good of individuals and of the whole society, as well as the personal
fulfillment of each individual. It follows that the freedom of indi-
viduals and communities to profess and practice their religion is an
essential element for peaceful human coexistence. Peace, which is
built up and consolidated at all levels of human association, puts
down its roots in the freedom and openness of conscience to truth.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1988, n. 1)

83. The human issues most frequently debated and differently
resolved in contemporary moral reflection are all closely related, al-
beit in various ways, to a crucial issue: human freedom.

Certainly, people today have a particularly strong sense of free-
dom. As the Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom Dignitatis
Humanae had already observed, “the dignity of the human person is
a concern of which people of our time are becoming increasingly
more aware” (Dignitatis Humanae, n. 1). Hence, the insistent de-
mand that people be permitted to “enjoy the use of their own respon-
sible judgment and freedom, and decide on their actions on grounds
of duty and conscience, without external pressure or coercion”
(Dignitatis Humanae, n. 1). In particular, the right to religious free-
dom and to respect for conscience on its journey towards the truth is
increasingly perceived as the foundation of the cumulative rights of
the person (cf. Redemptor Hominis, n. 17; Libertatis Conscientia, n.
19).
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 31)
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I.  THE INSTITUTION  OF THE FAMILY

84. “Since the Creator of all things has established the conjugal
partnership as the beginning and basis of human society,” the family
is “the first and vital cell of society” (Apostolicam Actuositatem, n.
11). The family has vital and organic links with society, since it is its
foundation and nourishes it continually through its role of service to
life: it is from the family that citizens come to birth, and it is within
the family that they find the first school of the social virtues that are
the animating principle of the existence and development of society.
Thus, far from being closed in on itself, the family is by nature and
vocation open to other families and to society, and undertakes its
social role.
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 42)

85. The first and fundamental structure for‘human ecology’ is
the family, in which man receives his first formative ideas about truth
and goodness, and learns what it means to love and to be loved, and
thus what it actually means to be a person. Here we mean the family
founded on marriage, in which the mutual gift of self by husband
and wife creates an environment in which children can be born and
develop their potentialities, become aware of their dignity, and pre-
pare to face their unique and individual destiny. But it often happens
that people are discouraged from creating the proper conditions for
human reproduction and are led to consider themselves and their lives
as a series of sensations to be experienced rather than as a work to be
accomplished. The result is a lack of freedom, which causes a person
to reject a commitment to enter into a stable relationship with an-
other person and to bring children into the world, or which leads
people to consider children as one of the many ‘things’ that an indi-
vidual can have or not have, according to taste, and which compete
with other possibilities. It is necessary to go back to seeing the
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family as the sanctuary of life. The family is indeed sacred: it is the
place in which life—the gift of God—can be properly welcomed and
protected against the many attacks to which it is exposed, and can
develop in accordance with what constitutes authentic human growth.
In the face of the so-called culture of death, the family is the heart of
the culture of life....
(Centesimus Annus, n. 39)

86. But man finds his true identity only in his social milieu,
where the family plays a fundamental role. The family’s influence
may have been excessive, at some periods of history and in some
places, when it was exercised to the detriment of the fundamental
rights of the individual. The long-standing social frameworks, often
too rigid and badly organized, existing in developing countries, are,
nevertheless, still necessary for a time, yet progressively relaxing
their excessive hold on the population. But the natural family, mo-
nogamous and stable, such as the divine plan conceived it and as
Christianity sanctified it, must remain the place where “the various
generations come together and help one another to grow wiser and to
harmonize personal rights with the other requirements of social life”
(GS, nn. 50–51).
(Populorum Progressio, n. 36)

87. Within the people of life and the people for life, the family
has a decisive responsibility.  This responsibility flows from its very
nature as a community of life and love, founded upon marriage, and
from its mission to guard, reveal, and communicate love (Familiaris
Consortio, n. 17). Here it is a matter of God’s love, of which parents
are co-workers and, as it were, interpreters when they transmit life
and raise it accordingly to his fatherly plan (cf. GS, n. 50).
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 92)
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88. As the fundamental nucleus of society, the family has a right
to the full support of the State in order to carry out fully its particular
mission. State laws, therefore, must be directed to promoting its well-
being, helping it to fulfill its proper duties. In the face of increasing
pressure nowadays to consider, as legally equivalent to the union of
spouses, forms of union which by their very nature or their inten-
tional lack of permanence are in no way capable of expressing the
meaning and ensuring the good of the family, it is the duty of the
State to encourage and protect the authentic institution of the family,
respecting its natural structure and its innate and inalienable rights.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1994, n. 5)

II.  M ARRIAGE

89. According to the plan of God, marriage is the foundation of
the wider community of the family, since the very institution of mar-
riage and conjugal love are ordained to the procreation and educa-
tion of children, in whom they find their crowning (cf. GS, n. 50).
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 14)

90. Sexuality is ordered to the conjugal love of man and woman.
In marriage, the physical intimacy of the spouses becomes a sign and
pledge of spiritual communion. Marriage bonds between baptized
persons are sanctified by the sacrament.

“Sexuality, by means of which man and woman give themselves
to one another through the acts which are proper and exclusive to
spouses, is not something simply biological, but concerns the inner-
most being of the human person as such. It is realized in a truly hu-
man way only if it is an integral part of the love by which a man and
woman commit themselves totally to one another until death….”
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“The acts in marriage by which the intimate and chaste union of
the spouses takes place are noble and  honorable; the truly human
performance of these acts fosters the self-giving they signify and
enriches the spouses in joy and gratitude” (GS, n. 49). Sexuality is a
source of joy and pleasure: “The Creator himself … established that
in the (generative) function, spouses should experience pleasure and
enjoyment of body and spirit. Therefore, the spouses do nothing evil
in seeking this pleasure and enjoyment. They accept what the Cre-
ator has intended for them. At the same time, spouses should know
how to keep themselves within the limits of just moderation” (Pius
XII, Discourse, 1951).

The spouses’ union achieves the twofold end of marriage: the
good of the spouses themselves and the transmission of life. These
two meanings or values of marriage cannot be separated without al-
tering the couple’s spiritual life and compromising the goods of mar-
riage and the future of the family.

The conjugal love of man and woman thus stands under the
twofold obligation of fidelity and fecundity.
(CCC, nn. 2360–2363)

91. The intimate partnership of married life and love has been
established by the Creator and qualified by His laws, and is rooted in
the conjugal covenant of irrevocable personal consent. Hence, by
that human act whereby spouses mutually bestow and accept each
other, a relationship arises which, by divine will and in the eyes of
society too, is a lasting one. For the good of the spouses and their
offspring’s as well as of society, the existence of the sacred bond no
longer depends on human decisions alone. For God Himself is the
author of matrimony, endowed as it is with various benefits and pur-
poses. All of these have a very decisive bearing on the continuation
of the human race, on the personal development and eternal destiny
of the individual members of a family, and on the dignity, stability,
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peace and prosperity of the family itself and of human society as a
whole. By their very nature, the institution of matrimony itself and
conjugal love are ordained for the procreation and education of chil-
dren, and find in them their ultimate crown. Thus a man and a woman,
who by their compact of conjugal love “are no longer two, but one
flesh” (Mt 19:3ff.), render mutual help and service to each other
through an intimate union of their persons and of their actions.
Through this union they experience the meaning of their oneness
and attain to it with growing perfection day by day. As a mutual gift
of two persons, this intimate union and the good of the children im-
pose total fidelity on the spouses and argue for an unbreakable one-
ness between them.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 48)

92. A certain sharing by man in God’s lordship is also evident in
the specific responsibility that he is given for human life as such. It is
a responsibility that reaches its highest point in the giving of life
through procreation by man and woman in marriage. As the Second
Vatican Council teaches: “God himself, who said, ‘It is not good for
man to be alone’ (Gn 2:18) and ‘who made man from the beginning
male and female’ (Mt 19:4), wished to share with man a certain spe-
cial participation in his own creative work. Thus he blessed male and
female saying: ‘Increase and multiply’ (Gn 1:28)” (GS, n. 50). By
speaking of “a certain special participation” of man and woman in
the “creative work” of God, the Council wishes to point out that hav-
ing a child is an event which is deeply human and full of religious
meaning, insofar as it involves both the spouses, who form “one flesh”
(Gn 2:24), and God, who makes himself present.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 43)
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III.  C HILDREN  AND PARENTS

93. When a new person is born of the conjugal union of the two,
he brings with him into the world a particular image and likeness of
God himself: the genealogy of the person is inscribed in the very
biology of generation. In affirming that the spouses, as parents, co-
operate with God the Creator in conceiving and giving birth to a new
human being, we are not speaking merely with reference to the laws
of biology. Instead, we wish to emphasize that God himself is present
in human fatherhood and motherhood quite differently than he is
present in all other instances of begetting ‘on earth.’ Indeed, God
alone is the source of that ‘image and likeness’ which is proper to the
human being, as it was received at Creation. Begetting is the con-
tinuation of Creation.
(Gratissimam Sane, n. 43)

94. In revealing and in reliving on earth the very fatherhood of
God (cf. Eph 3:15), a man is called upon to ensure the harmonious
and united development of all the members of the family: he will
perform this task by exercising generous responsibility for the life
conceived under the heart of the mother, by a more solicitous com-
mitment to education, a task he shares with his wife (cf. GS, n. 52),
by work, which is never a cause of division in the family but pro-
motes its unity and stability, and by means of the witness he gives of
an adult Christian life which effectively introduces the children into
the living experience of Christ and the Church.
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 25)

95. There is no doubt that the equal dignity and responsibility
of men and women fully justifies women’s access to public func-
tions. On the other hand, the true advancement of women requires
that clear recognition be given to the value of their maternal and
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family role, by comparison with all other public roles and all other
professions. Furthermore, these roles and professions should be har-
moniously combined, if we wish the evolution of society and culture
to be truly and fully human.
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 23)

IV.  T HE FAMILY , EDUCATION , AND CULTURE

96. The task of giving education is rooted in the primary voca-
tion of married couples to participate in God’s creative activity: by
begetting in love and for love a new person who has within himself
or herself the vocation to growth and development, parents by that
very fact take on the task of helping that person effectively to live a
fully human life. As the Second Vatican Council recalled, “since par-
ents have conferred life on their children, they have a most solemn
obligation to educate their offspring. Hence, parents must be acknow-
ledged as the first and foremost educators of their children. Their
role as educators is so decisive that scarcely anything can compen-
sate for their failure in it. For it devolves on parents to create a family
atmosphere so animated with love and reverence for God and others
that a well-rounded personal and social development will be fos-
tered among the children. Hence, the family is the first school of
those social virtues that every society needs” (Gravissimum
Educationis, n. 3). The right and duty of parents to give education is
essential, since it is connected with the transmission of human life; it
is original and primary with regard to the educational role of others,
on account of the uniqueness of the loving relationship between par-
ents and children; and it is irreplaceable and inalienable, and there-
fore incapable of being entirely delegated to others or usurped by
others.
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 36)
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97. As already noted, the family, like the State, is by the same
token a society in the strictest sense of the term, and is governed by
its own proper authority, namely, by that of the father. Wherefore,
assuming, of course, that those limits be observed which are fixed by
its immediate purpose, the family assuredly possesses rights, at least
equal with those of civil society, in respect to choosing and employ-
ing the things necessary for its protection and its just liberty. We say
“at least equal” because, inasmuch as domestic living together is prior
both in thought and in fact to uniting into a polity, it follows that its
rights and duties are also prior and more in conformity with nature.
But if citizens, if families, after becoming participants in common
life and society, were to experience injury in a commonwealth in-
stead of help, impairment of their rights instead of protection, soci-
ety would be something to be repudiated rather than to be sought for.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 13)

98. The social role of the family certainly cannot stop short at
procreation and education, even if this constitutes its primary and
irreplaceable form of expression. Families, therefore, either singly
or in association, can and should devote themselves to manifold so-
cial service activities, especially in favor of the poor, or, at any rate,
for the benefit of all people and situations that cannot be reached by
the public authorities’ welfare organization. The social contribution
of the family has an original character of its own, one that should be
given greater recognition and more decisive encouragement, espe-
cially as the children grow up, and actually involving all its members
as much as possible.
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 44)

99. To desire, therefore, that the civil power should enter arbi-
trarily into the privacy of homes is a great and pernicious error. If a
family perchance is in such extreme difficulty and is so completely
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without plans that it is entirely unable to help itself, it is right that the
distress be remedied by public aid, for each individual family is a
part of the community. Similarly, if anywhere there is a grave viola-
tion of mutual rights within the family walls, public authority shall
restore to each his right; for this is not usurping the rights of citizens,
but protecting and confirming them with just and due care. Those in
charge of public affairs, however, must stop here; nature does not
permit them to go beyond these limits.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 14)

100. Within the “people of life and the people for life,” the fam-
ily has a decisive responsibility. This responsibility flows from its
very nature as a community of life and love, founded upon marriage,
and from its mission to “guard, reveal and communicate love”
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 17). Here it is a matter of God’s own love,
of which parents are co-workers and, as it were, interpreters when
they transmit life and raise it according to his fatherly plan (cf. GS,
n. 50). This is the love that becomes selflessness, receptiveness and
gift. Within the family each member is accepted, respected and hon-
ored precisely because he or she is a person; and if any family mem-
ber is in greater need, the care which he or she receives is all the
more intense and attentive.

The family has a special role to play throughout the life of its
members, from birth to death. It is truly “the sanctuary of life: the
place in which life—the gift of God—can be properly welcomed and
protected against the many attacks to which it is exposed, and can
develop in accordance with what constitutes authentic human growth”
(CA, n. 39). Consequently, the role of the family in building a cul-
ture of life is decisive and irreplaceable.

As the domestic church, the family is summoned to proclaim,
celebrate and serve the Gospel of life. This is a responsibility which
first concerns married couples, called to be givers of life, on the
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basis of an ever greater awareness of the meaning of procreation as a
unique event which clearly reveals that human life is a gift received
in order then to be given as a gift. In giving origin to a new life,
parents recognize that the child, “as the fruit of their mutual gift of
love, is, in turn, a gift for both of them, a gift which flows from
them” (John Paul II, Address to the Seventh Symposium of European
Bishops, 1989, n. 5).
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 92)

101. The Gospel of life is at the heart of Jesus’ message. Lov-
ingly received day after day by the Church, it is to be preached with
dauntless fidelity as “good news” to the people of every age and
culture.

At the dawn of salvation, it is the Birth of a Child which is
proclaimed as joyful news: “I bring you good news of a great joy
which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the
city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (Lk 2:10–11). The
source of this “great joy” is the Birth of the Savior; but Christmas
also reveals the full meaning of every human birth, and the joy which
accompanies the Birth of the Messiah is thus seen to be the founda-
tion and fulfillment of joy at every child born into the world (cf. Jn
16:21).

When he presents the heart of his redemptive mission, Jesus
says: “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (Jn
10:10). In truth, he is referring to that “new” and “eternal” life which
consists in communion with the Father, to which every person is freely
called in the Son by the power of the Sanctifying Spirit. It is pre-
cisely in this “life” that all the aspects and stages of human life achieve
their full significance.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 1)
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V.  THE SANCTITY  OF HUMAN LIFE

102. Man’s life comes from God; it is his gift, his image and
imprint, a sharing in his breath of life.  God, therefore, is the sole
Lord of this life: man cannot do with it as he wills. God himself
makes this clear to Noah after the flood: “For your own lifeblood,
too, I will demand an accounting … and from man in regard to his
fellow man I will demand an accounting of human life” (Gn 9:5).
The biblical text is concerned to emphasize how the sacredness of
life has its foundation in God and in his creative activity: “For God
made man in his own image” (Gn 9:6).
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 39)

103. “Human life is sacred because from its beginning it in-
volves the ‘creative action of God’ and it remains forever in a special
relationship with the Creator, who is its sole end. God alone is the
Lord of life from its beginning until its end: no one can, in any cir-
cumstance, claim for himself the right to destroy directly an inno-
cent human being.” With these words, Donum Vitae (DV, n. 7) sets
forth the central content of God’s revelation on the sacredness and
inviolability of human life.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 53)

104. The inviolability of the person, which is a reflection of the
absolute inviolability of God, finds its primary and fundamental ex-
pression in the ‘inviolability of human life.’  Above all, the common
outcry, which is justly made on behalf of human rights—for example,
the right to health, to home, to work, to family, to culture—is false
and illusory if ‘the right to life,’ the most basic and fundamental right
and the condition for all other personal rights, is not defended with
maximum determination. The Church has never yielded in the face
of all the violations that the right to life of every human being has

Article Three
The Family



The Social Agenda
A Collection of Magisterial Texts

52

received, and continues to receive, both from individuals and from
those in authority. The human being is entitled to such rights, ‘in
every phase of development,’ from conception until natural death;
and in ‘every condition,’ whether healthy or sick, whole or handi-
capped, rich or poor.
(Christifideles Laici, n. 38)

105. The Church today lives a fundamental aspect of her mis-
sion in lovingly and generously accepting every human being, espe-
cially those who are weak and sick. This is made all the more neces-
sary as a ‘culture of death’ threatens to take control. In fact, “the
Church family believes that human life, even if weak and suffering,
is always a wonderful gift of God’s goodness. Against the pessimism
and selfishness which casts a shadow over the world, the Church
stands for life: in each human life she sees the splendour of that ‘Yes,’
that ‘Amen,’ which is Christ himself (cf. 2 Cor 1:19; Rv 3:14). To the
‘No’ which assails and afflicts the world, she replies with this living
‘Yes,’ this defending of the human person and the world from all
who plot against life” (Familiaris Consortio, n. 30).  It is the respon-
sibility of the lay faithful, who more directly through their vocation
or their profession are involved in accepting life, to make the Church’s
‘Yes’ to human life concrete and efficacious.
(Christifideles Laici, n. 38)

106. Reason attests that there are objects of the human act which
are by their nature “incapable of being ordered” to God, because
they radically contradict the good of the person made in his image.
These are the acts which, in the Church’s moral tradition, have been
termed ‘intrinsically evil’ (intrinsece malum): they are such always
and per se, in other words, on account of their very object, and quite
apart from the ulterior intentions of the one acting and the circum-
stances. Consequently, without in the least denying the influence on
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morality exercised by circumstances and especially by intentions,
the Church teaches that “there exist acts which per se and in them-
selves, independently of circumstances, are always seriously wrong
by reason of their object” (Reconciliato et Paenitentia, n. 17). The
Second Vatican Council itself, in discussing the respect due to the
human person, gives a number of examples of such acts: “Whatever
is hostile to life itself, such as any kind of homicide, genocide, abor-
tion, euthanasia and voluntary suicide; whatever violates the integ-
rity of the human person, such as mutilation, physical and mental
torture and attempts to coerce the spirit; whatever is offensive to hu-
man dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary impris-
onment, deportation, slavery, prostitution and trafficking in women
and children; degrading conditions of work which treat laborers as
mere instruments of profit, and not as free responsible persons: all
these and the like are a disgrace, and so long as they infect human
civilization, they contaminate those who inflict them more than those
who suffer injustice, and they are a negation of the honor due to the
Creator” (GS, n. 27).
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 80)

VI.  T HE EVIL  OF ABORTION  AND EUTHANASIA

107. Human life finds itself most vulnerable when it enters the
world and when it leaves the realm of time to embark upon eternity.
The word of God frequently repeats the call to show care and re-
spect, above all where life is undermined by sickness and old age.
Although there are no direct and explicit calls to protect human life
at its very beginning, specifically life not yet born, and life nearing
its end, this can be easily explained by the fact that the mere possibil-
ity of harming, attacking, or actually denying life in these circum-
stances is completely foreign to the religious and cultural way of
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thinking of the People of God.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 44)

108. Nothing and no one can in any way permit the killing of an
innocent human being, whether fetus or an embryo, an infant or an
adult, an old person, or one suffering from an incurable disease, or a
person who is dying. Furthermore, no one is permitted to ask for this
act of killing, either for himself or herself or for another person en-
trusted to his or her care, nor can he or she consent to it, either ex-
plicitly or implicitly. Nor can any authority legitimately recommend
or permit such an action.
(Iura et Bona, n. 2)

109. Therefore, by the authority which Christ conferred on Pe-
ter and to his Successors, and in communion with the Bishops of the
Catholic Church, I confirm that the direct and voluntary killing of an
innocent human being is always gravely immoral. This doctrine, based
upon the unwritten law which man, in the light of reason, finds in his
own heart (cf. Rom 2:14–15), is reaffirmed by the Sacred Scripture,
transmitted by the Tradition of the Church and taught by the ordi-
nary and universal Magisterium.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 57)

110. I would now like to say a special word to women who have
had an abortion. The Church is aware of the many factors which
may have influenced your decision, and she does not doubt that in
many cases it was a painful and even shattering decision. The wound
in your heart may not yet have healed. Certainly what happened was
and remains terribly wrong. But do not give in to discouragement
and do not lose hope. Try rather to understand what happened and
face it honestly. If you have not already done so, give yourselves
over with humility and trust to repentance. The Father of mercies is
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ready to give you his forgiveness and his peace in the Sacrament of
Reconciliation. You will come to understand that nothing is defini-
tively lost, and you will also be able to ask forgiveness from your
child, who is now living in the Lord. With the friendly and expert
help and advice of other people, and as a result of your own painful
experience, you can be among the most eloquent defenders of
everyone’s right to life. Through your commitment to life, whether
by accepting the birth of other children or by welcoming and caring
for those most in need of someone to be close to them, you will
become promoters of a new way of looking at human life.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 99)

VII.  C APITAL  PUNISHMENT

111. “Legitimate defense can be not only a right but a grave
duty for another’s life. Preserving the common good requires ren-
dering the unjust aggressor unable to inflict harm. To this end, those
holding legitimate authority have the right to repel by armed force
aggressors against the civil community entrusted to their charge”
(Aquinas, STh, II-II, 64, 7). The State’s effort to contain the spread
of behaviors injurious to human rights and the fundamental rules of
civil coexistence corresponds to the requirement of watching over
the common good. Legitimate public authority has the right and duty
to inflict penalities commensurate with the gravity of the crime. The
primary scope of the penalty is to redress the disorder caused by the
offense. When this punishment is voluntarily accepted by the offender,
it takes on the value of expiation. Moreover, punishment, in addition
to preserving public order and the safety of persons, has a medicinal
scope: as far as possible it should contribute to the correction of the
offender (cf. Lk 23:40–43).
(CCC, nn. 2265–2266)
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112. [T]here is a growing tendency, both in the Church and in
civil society, to demand that [the death penalty] be applied in a very
limited way or even that it be abolished completely. The problem
must be viewed in the context of a system of penal justice ever more
in line with human dignity and thus, in the end, with God’s plan for
man and society. The primary purpose of punishment which society
inflicts is “to redress the disorder caused by the offense” (CCC, n.
2266). Public authority must redress the violation of personal and
social rights by imposing on the offender an adequate punishment
for the crime, as a condition for the offender to regain the exercise of
his or her freedom. In this way authority also fulfills the purpose of
defending public order and ensuring people’s safety, while ... offer-
ing the offender an incentive and help to change his or her behavior
and be rehabilitated (CCC, n. 2266).

It is clear that, for these purposes to be achieved, the nature and
extent of the punishment must be carefully evaluated and decided
upon, and ought not go to the extreme of executing the offender ex-
cept in cases of absolute necessity: in other words, when it would not
be possible otherwise to defend society. Today, however, as a result
of steady improvements in the organization of the penal system, such
cases are very rare, if not practically non-existent.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 56)

113. The traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude,
presupposing full ascertainment of the identity and responsibility of
the offender, recourse to the death penalty, when this is the only prac-
ticable way to defend the lives of human beings effectively against
the aggressor. If, instead, bloodless means are sufficient to defend
against the aggressor and to protect the safety of persons, public au-
thority should limit itself to such means, because they better corre-
spond to the concrete conditions of the common good and are in
conformity to the dignity of the human person. Today, in fact, given
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the means at the State’s disposal to effectively repress crime by ren-
dering inoffensive the one who has committed it, without depriving
him definitively of the possibility of redeeming himself, cases of
absolute necessity for suppression of the offender “today ... are very
rare, if not practically non-existent” (Evangelium Vitae, n. 56).
(CCC, n. 2267)

VIII.  T HE DIGNITY  OF WOMEN

114. Certainly much remains to be done to prevent discrimina-
tion against those who have chosen to be wives and mothers. As far
as personal rights are concerned, there is an urgent need to achieve
real equality in every area: equal pay for equal work, protection for
working mothers, fairness in career advancements, equality of spouses
with regard to family rights, and the recognition of everything that is
part of the rights and duties of citizens of a democratic state. This is
a matter of justice but also of necessity. Women will increasingly
play a part in the solution of the serious problems of the future: lei-
sure time, the quality of life, migration, social services, euthanasia,
drugs, health care, the ecology, etc. In all these areas a greater pres-
ence of women in society will prove most valuable, for it will help to
manifest the contradictions present when society is organized solely
according to the criteria of efficiency and productivity, and it will
force systems to be redesigned in a way which favors the processes
of humanization which mark the “civilization of love.”
(Letter to Women, n. 4)

115. Part of this daily heroism is also the silent but effective and
eloquent witness of all those “brave mothers who devote themselves
to their own family without reserve, who suffer in giving birth to
their children and who are ready to make any effort, to face any
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sacrifice, in order to pass on to them the best of themselves” (John
Paul II, Homily for Beatification, 1994). In living out their mission,
“these heroic women do not always find support in the world around
them. On the contrary, the cultural models frequently promoted and
broadcast by the media do not encourage motherhood. In the name
of progress and modernity the values of fidelity, chastity, sacrifice,
to which a host of Christian wives and mothers have borne and con-
tinue to bear outstanding witness, are presented as obsolete…. We
thank you, heroic mothers, for your invincible love! We thank you
for your intrepid trust in God and in his love. We thank you for the
sacrifice of your life…. In the Paschal Mystery, Christ restores to
you the gift you gave him. Indeed, he has the power to give you back
the life you gave him as an offering” (John Paul II, Homily for
Beatification, 1994).
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 86)

116. “God created man in his own image, in the image of God
he created him; male and female he created them” (Gn 1:27).  This
concise passage contains the fundamental anthropological truths: man
is the high point of the whole order of creation in the visible world;
the human race, which takes its origin from the calling into existence
of man and woman, crowns the whole work of creation; both man
and woman are human beings to an equal degree; both are created in
God’s image. This image and likeness of God, which is essential for
the human being, is passed on by the woman and the man, as spouses
and parents, to their descendents: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill
the earth and subdue it” (Gn 1:28).  The creator entrusts dominion
over the earth to the human race, to all persons, to all men and women,
who derive their dignity and vocation from the common beginning.
(Mulieris Dignitatem, n. 6)
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117. In transforming culture so that it supports life, women oc-
cupy a place, in thought and action, which is unique and decisive. It
depends on them to promote a ‘new feminism’ which rejects the temp-
tation of imitating models of ‘male domination,’ in order to acknowl-
edge and affirm the true genius of women in every aspect of the life
of society, and overcome all discrimination, violence and exploita-
tion. Making my own the words of the concluding message of the
Second Vatican Council, I address to women this urgent appeal: “Rec-
oncile people with life” (Closing Message of  The Council [1965]: To
Women). You are called to bear witness to the meaning of genuine
love, of that gift of self and of that acceptance of others which are
present in a special way in the relationship of husband and wife, but
which ought also to be at the heart of every other interpersonal rela-
tionship.... “Motherhood involves a special communion with the
mystery of life, as it develops in the woman’s womb.... This unique
contact with the new human being developing within her gives rise
to an attitude towards human beings not only towards her own child,
but every human being, which profoundly marks the woman’s per-
sonality” (Mulieris Dignitatem, n. 18). A mother welcomes and car-
ries in herself another human being, enabling it to grow inside her,
giving it room, respecting it in its otherness. Women first learn and
then teach others that human relations are authentic if they are open
to accepting the other person: a person who is recognized and loved
because of the dignity which comes from being a person and not
from other considerations, such as usefulness, strength, intelligence,
beauty or health. This is the fundamental contribution which the
Church and humanity expect from women. And it is the indispens-
able prerequisite for an authentic cultural change.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 99)
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I.  THE CENTRALITY  OF THE HUMAN PERSON

118. The cardinal point of this teaching is that individual men
are necessarily the foundation, cause, and end of all social institu-
tions. We are referring to human beings, insofar as they are social by
nature, and raised to an order of existence that transcends and sub-
dues nature.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 219)

119. In the economic and social realms, too, the dignity and
complete vocation of the human person and the welfare of society as
a whole are to be respected and promoted. For man is the source, the
center, and the purpose of all economic and social life.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 63)

120. Man, in keeping with the openness of his spirit within and
also with the many diverse needs of his body and his existence in
time, writes this personal history of his through numerous bonds,
contacts, situations, and social structures linking him with other men,
beginning to do so from the first moment of his existence on earth,
from the moment of his conception and birth. Man, in the full truth
of his existence, of his personal being and also his community and
social being, in the sphere of his own family, in the sphere of society
and very diverse contexts, in the sphere of his own nation or people
(perhaps still only that of his clan or his tribe), and in the sphere of
the whole of mankind—this man is the primary route the Church
must travel in fulfilling her mission: he is the primary and funda-
mental way for the Church, the way traced out by Christ himself, the
way that leads invariably through the mystery of the Incarnation and
the Redemption.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 14)
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121. The foundation and goal of the social order is the human
person, as a subject of inalienable rights which are not conferred
from the outside but which arise from the person’s very nature....
Likewise, the person is not merely the subject of social, cultural, and
historical conditioning, for it is proper to man, who has a spiritual
soul, to tend towards a goal that transcends the changing conditions
of his existence. No human power may obstruct the realization of
man as a person.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1988, n. 1)

II.  SOCIETY  FOUNDED ON TRUTH

122. A civic society is to be considered well-ordered, beneficial
and in keeping with human dignity if it is grounded on truth. As the
Apostle Paul exhorts us: “Away with falsehood then; let everyone
speak out the truth to his neighbor; membership of the body binds us
to one another” (Eph 4:25). This will be accomplished when each
one duly recognizes both his rights and his obligations towards
others.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 35)

123. The Supreme good and the moral good meet in truth: the
truth of God, the Creator and Redeemer, and the truth of man, cre-
ated and redeemed by him. Only upon this truth is it possible to
construct a renewed society and to solve the complex and weighty
problems affecting it, above all, the problem of overcoming the vari-
ous forms of totalitarianism, so as to make way for the authentic
freedom of the person. “Totalitarianism arises out of a denial of truth
in the objective sense. If there is no transcendent truth, in obedience
to which man achieves his full identity, then there is no sure prin-
ciple for guaranteeing just relations between people. Their self-interest
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as a class, group or nation would inevitably set them in opposition to
one another” (CA, n. 44).
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 99)

124. First among the rules governing the relations between States
is that of truth. This calls, above all, for the elimination of every trace
of racism, and the consequent recognition of the principle that all
States are by nature equal in dignity. Each of them accordingly is
vested with the right to existence, to self-development, to the means
fitting to its attainment, and to be the one primarily responsible for
this self-development. Add to that the right of each to its good name,
and to the respect which is its due.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 86)

125. In the light of faith, solidarity seeks to go beyond itself, to
take on the specifically Christian dimension of total gratuity, for-
giveness and reconciliation. One’s neighbor is then not only a human
being with his or her own rights and a fundamental equality with
everyone else, but becomes the living image of God the Father, re-
deemed by the blood of Jesus Christ and placed under the permanent
action of the Holy Spirit. One’s neighbor must therefore be loved,
even if an enemy, with the same love with which the Lord loves him
or her; and for that person’s sake one must be ready for sacrifice,
even the ultimate one: to lay down one’s life for the brethren (cf. 1 Jn
3:16).

At that point, awareness of the common fatherhood of God, of
the brotherhood of all in Christ—‘children in the Son’—and of the
presence and life-giving action of the Holy Spirit will bring to our
vision of the world a new criterion for interpreting it. Beyond human
and natural bonds, already so close and strong, there is discerned in
the light of faith a new model of the unity of the human race, which
must ultimately inspire our solidarity. This supreme model of unity,
which is a reflection of the intimate life of God, one God in three
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Persons, is what we Christians mean by the word ‘communion.’ This
specifically Christian communion, jealously preserved, extended and
enriched with the Lord’s help, is the soul of the Church’s vocation to
be a ‘sacrament,’ in the sense already indicated.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 40)

III.  S OLIDARITY

126. [Solidarity], then, is not a feeling of vague compassion or
shallow distress at the misfortunes of so many people, both near and
far. On the contrary, it is a firm and persevering determination to
commit oneself to the common good; that is to say, to the good of all
and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all.
This determination is based on the solid conviction that what is hin-
dering full development is that desire for profit and that thirst for
power already mentioned. These attitudes and ‘structures of sin’ are
only conquered—presupposing the help of divine grace—by a dia-
metrically opposed attitude: a commitment to the good of one’s neigh-
bor with the readiness, in the gospel sense, to ‘lose oneself’ for the
sake of the other instead of exploiting him, and to ‘serve him’ instead
of oppressing him for one’s own advantage (cf. Mt 10:40–42; 20:25;
Mk 10:42–45; Lk 22:25–27).
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 38)

127. In the spirit of solidarity and with the instruments of dia-
logue we will learn: respect for every human person; respect for the
true values and cultures of others; respect for the legitmate autonomy
and self-determination of others; to look beyond ourselves in order
to understand and support the good of others; to contribute to our
own resources in social solidarity for the development and growth
that come from equity and justice; to build structures that will ensure
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that social solidarity and dialogue are permanent features of the world
we live in.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1986, n. 5)

128. The same duty of solidarity that rests on individuals exists
also for nations: “Advanced nations have a very heavy obligation to
help the developing peoples” (GS, n. 86). It is necessary to put this
teaching of the Council into effect. Although it is normal that a na-
tion should be the first to benefit from the gifts that Providence has
bestowed on it as the fruit of the labors of its people, still no country
can claim on that account to keep its wealth for itself alone. Every
nation must produce more and better quality goods to give to all its
inhabitants a truly human standard of living, and also to contribute to
the common development of the human race. Given the increasing
needs of the under-developed countries, it should be considered quite
normal for an advanced country to devote a part of its production to
meet their needs, and to train teachers, engineers, technicians and
scholars prepared to put their knowledge and their skill at the dis-
posal of less fortunate peoples.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 48)

129. In order to overcome today’s widespread individualistic
mentality, what is required is a concrete commitment to solidarity
and charity, beginning in the family with the mutual support of hus-
band and wife and the care which the different generations give to
one another. In this sense the family, too, can be called a community
of work and solidarity.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 49)

130. We are all united in this progress toward God. We have
desired to remind all men how crucial is the present moment, how
urgent the work to be done. The hour for action has now sounded. At
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stake are the survival of so many innocent children and, for so many
families overcome by misery, the access to conditions fit for human
beings; at stake are the peace of the world and the future of civiliza-
tion. It is time for all men and all peoples to face up to their respon-
sibilities.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 80)

131. The exercise of solidarity within each society is valid when
its members recognize one another as persons. Those who are more
influential, because they have a greater share of goods and common
services, should feel responsible for the weaker and be ready to share
with them all they possess. Those who are weaker, for their part, in
the same spirit of solidarity, should not adopt a purely passive atti-
tude or one that is destructive of the social fabric, but, while claim-
ing their legitimate rights, should do what they can for the good of
all. The intermediate groups, in their turn, should not selfishly insist
on their particular interests, but respect the interests of others.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 39)

132. In this way what we nowadays call the principle of solidar-
ity, the validity of which both in the internal order of each nation and
in the international order I have discussed in the Encyclical Sollicitudo
Rei Socialis (cf. SRS, nn. 38–40), is clearly seen to be one of the
fundamental principles of the Christian view of social and political
organization. This principle is frequently stated by Pope Leo XIII,
who uses the term ‘friendship,’ a concept already found in Greek
philosophy. Pope Pius XI refers to it with the equally meaningful
term ‘social charity.’ Pope Paul VI, expanding the concept to cover
the many modern aspects of the social question, speaks of a ‘civili-
zation of love’ (cf. RN, n. 25; QA, n. 3; Paul VI, Homily for the
Closing of the Holy Year, 1975).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 10)
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133. Solidarity helps us to see the ‘other’—whether a person,
people or nation—not just as some kind of instrument, with a work
capacity and physical strength to be exploited at low cost and then
discarded when no longer useful, but as our ‘neighbor,’ a ‘helper’ (cf.
Gn 2:18–20) to be made a sharer, on a par with ourselves, in the
banquet of life to which all are equally invited by God.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 39)

IV.  SUBSIDIARITY

134. The teaching of the Church has elaborated the principle of
subsidiarity, according to which “a community of a higher order
should not interfere in the internal life of a community of a lower
order, depriving the latter of its functions, but rather should support
it in case of need and help to co-ordinate its activity with the activi-
ties of the rest of society, always with a view to the common good”
(CA, n. 48; cf. QA, nn. 184–186). God has not willed to reserve to
himself all exercise of power. He entrusts to every creature the func-
tions it is capable of performing, according to the capacities of its
own nature. This mode of governance ought to be followed in social
life. The way God acts in governing the world, which bears witness
to such great regard for human freedom, should inspire the wisdom
of those who govern human communities. They should behave as
ministers of divine providence. The principle of subsidiarity is op-
posed to all forms of collectivism. It sets limits for state intervention.
It aims at harmonizing the relationships between individuals and so-
cieties. It tends toward the establishment of true international order.
(CCC, nn. 1883–1885)

135. Moreover, just as it is necessary in each state that relations
which the public authority has with its citizens, families and
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intermediate associations be controlled and regulated by the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity, it is equally necessary that the relationships which
exist between the worldwide public authority and the public authori-
ties of individual nations be governed by the same principle. This
means that the worldwide public authority must tackle and solve prob-
lems of an economic, social, political or cultural character which are
posed by the universal common good. For, because of the vastness,
complexity and urgency of those problems, the public authorities of
the individual states are not in a position to tackle them with any
hope of a positive solution. The worldwide public authority is not
intended to limit the sphere of action of the public authority of the
individual state, much less to take its place. On the contrary, its pur-
pose is to create, on a world basis, an environment in which the pub-
lic authorities of each state, its citizens and intermediate associa-
tions, can carry out their tasks, fulfill their duties and exercise their
rights with greater security.
(Pacem in Terris, nn. 140–141)

136. At the outset it should be affirmed that in economic affairs
first place is to be given to the private initiative of individual men
who, either working by themselves, or with others in one fashion or
another, pursue their common interests.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 51)

137. Nevertheless, it remains true that precautionary activities
of public authorities in the economic field, although widespread and
penetrating, should be such that they not only avoid restricting the
freedom of private citizens, but also increase it, so long as the basic
rights of each individual person are preserved inviolate. Included
among these is the right and duty of each individual normally to
provide the necessities of life for himself and his dependents. This
implies that whatever be the economic system, it allow and facilitate
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for every individual the opportunity to engage in productive activity.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 55)

138. In this regard, Rerum Novarum points the way to just re-
forms which can restore dignity to work as the free activity of man.
These reforms imply that society and the State will both assume re-
sponsibility, especially for protecting the worker from the nightmare
of unemployment. Historically, this has happened in two converging
ways: either through economic policies aimed at ensuring balanced
growth and full employment, or through unemployment insurance
and retraining programs capable of ensuring a smooth transfer of
workers from crisis sectors to those in expansion.... The State must
contribute to the achievement of these goals both directly and indi-
rectly. Indirectly and according to the principle of subsidiarity, by
creating favorable conditions for the free exercise of economic ac-
tivity, which will lead to abundant opportunities for employment and
sources of wealth. Directly and according to the principle of solidar-
ity, by defending the weakest, by placing certain limits on the au-
tonomy of the parties who determine working conditions, and by
ensuring in every case the necessary minimum support for the unem-
ployed worker.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 15)

V.  PARTICIPATION

139. The two aspirations, to equality and to participation, seek
to promote a democratic type of society. Various models are pro-
posed, some are tried out, none of them gives complete satisfaction,
and the search goes on between ideological and pragmatic tenden-
cies. The Christian has the duty to take part in this search and in the
organization and life of political society. As a social being, man builds
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his destiny within a series of particular groupings which demand, as
their completion and as a necessary condition for their development,
a vaster society, one of a universal character, the political society. All
particular activity must be placed within that wider society, and
thereby it takes on the dimension of the common good.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 24)

140. It is essential for every human being to have a sense of
participating, of being a part of the decisions and endeavors that shape
the destiny of the world. Violence and injustice have often in the past
found their root causes in people’s sense of being deprived of the
right to shape their own lives. Future violence and injustice cannot
be avoided when the basic right to participate in the choices of soci-
ety is denied.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1985, n. 9)

141. It is a strict duty of justice and truth not to allow funda-
mental human needs to remain unsatisfied, and not allow those bur-
dened by such needs to perish. It is also necessary to help these needy
people to acquire expertise, to enter the circle of exchange, and to
develop their skills in order to make the best use of their capacities
and resources.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 34)

142. It is in full accord with human nature that juridical–politi-
cal structures should, with ever better success and without any dis-
crimination, afford all their citizens the chance to participate freely
and actively in establishing the constitutional bases of a political com-
munity, governing the state, determining the scope and purpose of
various institutions, and choosing leaders.... Authorities must beware
of hindering family, social, or cultural groups, as well as intermedi-
ate bodies and institutions. They must not deprive them of their own
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lawful and effective activity, but should rather strive to promote them
willingly and in an orderly fashion. For their part, citizens both as
individuals and in association should be on guard against granting
government too much authority and inappropriately seeking from it
excessive conveniences and advantages, with a consequent weaken-
ing of the sense of responsibility on the part of individuals, families,
and social groups.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 75)

143. All citizens have the right to participate in the life of their
community: this is a conviction which is generally shared today. But
this right means nothing when the democratic process breaks down
because of corruption and favoritism, which not only obstruct legiti-
mate sharing in the exercise of power but also prevent people from
benefitting equally from community assets and services, to which
everyone has a right.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1999, n. 6)

144. While scientific and technological progress continues to
overturn man’s surrounding, his patterns of knowledge, work, con-
sumption and relationships, two aspirations persistently make them-
selves felt in these new contexts, and they grow stronger to the extent
that he becomes better informed and better educated: the aspiration
to equality and the aspiration to participation, two forms of man’s
dignity and freedom.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 22)

145. The dignity of the human person involves the right to take
an active part in public affairs and to contribute one’s part to the
common good of the citizens. For, as Our Predecessor of happy
memory, Pius XII, pointed out: “The human individual, far from be-
ing an object and, as it were, a merely passive element in the social
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order, is, in fact, must be and must continue to be, its subject, its
foundation and its end” (Christmas Eve Radio Message, 1944).
(Pacem in Terris, n. 26)

VI.  A LIENATION  AND MARGINALIZATION

146. Marxism criticized capitalist bourgeois societies, blaming
them for the commercialization and alienation of human existence.
This rebuke is of course based on a mistaken and inadequate idea of
alienation, derived solely from the sphere of relationships of produc-
tion and ownership, that is, giving them a materialistic foundation
and moreover denying the legitimacy and positive value of market
relationships even in their own sphere.... [N]evertheless, alienation—
and the loss of the authentic meaning of life—is a reality in Western
societies too. This happens in consumerism, when people are en-
snared in a web of false and superficial gratifications rather than be-
ing helped to experience their personhood in an authentic and con-
crete way. Alienation is found also in work, when it is organized so
as to ensure maximum returns and profits with no concern whether
the worker, through his own labor, grows or diminishes as a person,
either through increased sharing in a genuinely supportive commu-
nity or through increased isolation in a maze of relationships marked
by destructive competitiveness and estrangement, in which he is con-
sidered only a means to an end. The concept of alienation needs to be
led back to the Christian vision of reality, by recognizing in alien-
ation a reversal of means and ends. When man does not recognize in
himself and in others the value and grandeur of the human person, he
effectively deprives himself of the possibility of benefiting from his
humanity and of entering into that relationship of solidarity and com-
munion with others for which God created him.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 41)
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147. The man of today seems ever to be under threat from what
he produces, that is to say from the result of the work of his hands
and, even more so, of the work of his intellect and the tendencies of
his will. All too soon, and often in an unforeseeable way, what this
manifold activity of man yields is not only subjected to alienation, in
the sense that it is simply taken away from the person who produces
it, but rather it turns against man himself, at least in part through the
indirect consequences of its effects returning on himself.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 15)

148. The question of morality, to which Christ provides the an-
swer, cannot prescind from the issue of freedom. Indeed, it considers
that issue central, for there can be no morality without freedom: “It
is only in freedom that man can turn to what is good” (GS, n. 17).
But what sort of freedom? The Council, considering our contempo-
raries who “highly regard” freedom and “assiduously pursue” it, but
who “often cultivate it in wrong ways as a license to do anything
they please, even evil,” speaks of “genuine” freedom: “Genuine free-
dom is an outstanding manifestation of the divine image in man. For
God willed to leave man ‘in the power of his own counsel’ (cf. Sir
15:14), so that he would seek his Creator of his own accord and would
freely arrive at full and blessed perfection by cleaving to God” (GS,
n. 17). Although each individual has a right to be respected in his
own journey in search of the truth, there exists a prior moral obliga-
tion, and a grave one at that, to seek the truth and to adhere to it once
it is known (cf. Dignitatis Humanae, n. 2).
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 34)

149. Not only is it wrong from the ethical point of view to disre-
gard human nature, which is made for freedom, but in practice it is
impossible to do so. Where society is so organized as to reduce arbi-
trarily or even suppress the sphere in which freedom is legitimately
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exercised, the result is that the life of society becomes progressively
disorganized and goes into decline.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 25)

150. Freedom is the measure of man’s dignity and greatness.
Living the freedom sought by individuals and peoples is a great chal-
lenge to man’s spiritual growth and to the moral vitality of nations.
(Address to the Fiftieth General Assembly of the United Nations Or-
ganization, 1995, n. 2)

151. Freedom is not simply the absence of tyranny or oppres-
sion. Nor is freedom a license to do whatever we like. Freedom has
an inner ‘logic’ which distinguishes it and ennobles it: freedom is
ordered to the truth, and is fulfilled in man’s quest for truth and in
man’s living in the truth. Detached from the truth about the human
person, freedom deteriorates into license in the lives of individuals,
and, in political life, it becomes the caprice of the most powerful and
the arrogance of power.
(Address to the Fiftieth General Assembly of the United Nations Or-
ganization, 1995, n. 12)

VII.  SOCIAL  FREEDOM

152. Since it is not an ideology, the Christian faith does not
presume to imprison changing socio-political realities in a rigid
schema, and it recognizes that human life is realized in history in
conditions that are diverse and imperfect. Furthermore, in constantly
reaffirming the transcendent dignity of the person, the Church’s
method is always that of respect for freedom.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 46)
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153. It has also to be borne in mind that relations between States
should be based on freedom, that is to say, that no country may un-
justly oppress others or unduly meddle in their affairs. On the con-
trary, all should help to develop in others a sense of responsibility, a
spirit of enterprise, and an earnest desire to be the first to promote
their own advancement in every field.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 120)

154. Consequently, the inseparable connection between truth
and freedom—which expresses the essential bond between God’s
wisdom and will—is extremely significant for the life of persons in
the socio-economic and socio-political sphere.
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 99)

VIII.  C ULTURE

155. There are many ties between the message of salvation and
human culture. For God, revealing Himself to His people to the ex-
tent of a full manifestation of Himself in His Incarnate Son, has spo-
ken according to the culture proper to each epoch. Likewise, the
Church, living in various circumstances in the course of time, has
used the discoveries of different cultures so that in her preaching she
might spread and explain the message of Christ to all nations, that
she might examine it and more deeply understand it, that she might
give it better expression in liturgical celebration and in the varied life
of the community of the faithful.

But at the same time, the Church, sent to all peoples of every
time and place, is not bound exclusively and indissolubly to any race
or nation, any particular way of life or any customary way of life
recent or ancient. Faithful to her own tradition and at the same time
conscious of her universal mission, she can enter into communion
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with the various civilizations, to their enrichment and the enrich-
ment of the Church herself.

The Gospel of Christ constantly renews the life and culture of
fallen man; it combats and removes the errors and evils resulting
from the permanent allurement of sin. It never eases to purify and
elevate the morality of peoples. By riches coming from above, it makes
fruitful, as it were from within, the spiritual qualities and traditions
of every people and of every age. It strengthens, perfects and re-
stores them in Christ. Thus the Church, in the very fulfillment of her
own function, stimulates and advances human and civic culture; by
her action, also by her liturgy, she leads them toward interior liberty.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 58)

156. All human activity takes place within a culture and inter-
acts with culture. For an adequate formation of a culture, the
involvement of the whole man is required, whereby he exercises his
creativity, intelligence, and knowledge of the world and of people.
Furthermore, he displays his capacity for self-control, personal sac-
rifice, solidarity and readiness to promote the common good. Thus,
the first and most important task is accomplished within man’s heart.
The way in which he is involved in building his own future depends
on the understanding he has of himself and of his own destiny.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 51)

157. Rich or poor, each country possesses a civilization handed
down by their ancestors: institutions called for by life in this world,
and higher manifestations of the life of the spirit, manifestations of
an artistic, intellectual and religious character. When the latter pos-
sess true human values, it would be grave error to sacrifice them to
the former. A people that would act in this way would thereby lose
the best of its patrimony; in order to live, it would be sacrificing its
reasons for living. Christ’s teaching also applies to people: “What
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does it profit a man to gain the whole world if he suffers the loss of
his soul?” (Mt 16:26)
(Populorum Progressio, n. 40)

158. Culture is the vital space within which the human person
comes face to face with the Gospel. Just as culture is the result of life
and activity of a human group, so the persons belonging to that group
are shaped to a large extent by the culture in which they live. As
persons and society change, so too does the culture change with them.
As a culture is transformed, so too are persons and societies
transformed by it. From this perspective, it becomes clearer why
evangelization and inculturation are naturally and intimately related
to each other. The Gospel and evangelization are certainly not identical
with culture; they are independent of it. Yet the Kingdom of God
comes to people who are profoundly linked to culture, and the building
of the Kingdom cannot avoid borrowing elements of human cultures.
(Ecclesia in Asia, n. 21)

159. As she carries out missionary activity among nations, the
Church encounters different cultures and becomes involved in the
process of inculturation.... She transmits to them her own values, at
the same time taking the good elements that already exist in them
and renewing them from within.
(Redemptoris Missio, n. 52)

160. ...[I]t is not possible to understand man on the basis of
economics alone, nor to define him simply on the basis of class mem-
bership. Man is understood in a more complete way when he is situ-
ated within the sphere of culture through his language, history, and
the position he takes towards the fundamental events of life, such as
birth, love, work and death. At the heart of every culture lies the
attitude man takes to the greatest mystery: the mystery of God.

Article Four
The Social Order



The Social Agenda
A Collection of Magisterial Texts

80

Different cultures are basically different ways of facing the question
of the meaning of personal existence. When this question is elimi-
nated, the culture and moral life of nations are corrupted.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 24)

IX.  GENUINE HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

161. Increased possession is not the ultimate goal of nations nor
of individuals. All growth is ambivalent. It is essential if man is to
develop as a man, but in a way it imprisons man if he considers it the
supreme good, and it restricts his vision. Then we see hearts harden
and minds close, and men no longer gather together in friendship but
out of self-interest, which soon leads to oppositions and disunity.
The exclusive pursuit of possessions thus becomes an obstacle to
individual fulfillment and to man’s true greatness. Both for nations
and for individual men, avarice is the most evident form of moral
underdevelopment.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 19)

162. In brief, modern underdevelopment is not only economic
but also cultural, political and simply human, as was indicated twenty
years ago by the Encyclical Populorum Progressio. Hence at this
point we have to ask ourselves if the sad reality of today might not
be, at least in part, the result of a too narrow idea of development,
that is, a mainly economic one.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 15)

163. Integral human development—the development of every
person and of the whole person, especially of the poorest and most
neglected in the community—is at the very heart of evangelization.
Between evangelization and human development—development and
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liberation—there are, in fact, profound links. These include links of
an anthropological order, because man who is to be evangelized is
not an abstract being but is subject to social and economic questions.
(Ecclesia in Africa, n. 68)

164. The development of technology and the development of
contemporary civilization, which is marked by the ascendancy of
technology, demand a proportional development of morals and eth-
ics. For the present, this last development seems unfortunately to be
always left behind. Accordingly, in spite of the marvel of this progress,
in which it is difficult not to see also authentic signs of man’s great-
ness, signs that in their creative seeds were revealed to us in the pages
of the book of Genesis, as early as where it describes man’s creation,
this progress cannot fail to give rise to disquiet on many counts. The
first reason for disquiet concerns the essential and fundamental ques-
tion: Does this progress, which has man for its author and promoter,
make human life on earth ‘more human’ in every aspect of that life?
Does it make it more ‘worthy of man’? There can be no doubt that in
various aspects it does. But the question keeps coming back with
regard to what is most essential—whether in the context of this
progress, man, as man, is becoming truly better, that is to say, more
mature spiritually, more aware of the dignity of his humanity, more
responsible, more open to others, especially the neediest and the weak-
est, and readier to give and to aid all.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 15)

165. At the same time, however, the ‘economic’ concept itself,
linked to the word ‘development,’ has entered into crisis. In fact, there
is a better understanding today that the mere accumulation of goods
and services, even for the benefit of the majority, is not enough for
the realization of human happiness. Nor, in consequence, does the
availability of the many real benefits provided in recent times by
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science and technology, including the computer sciences, bring free-
dom from slavery. On the contrary, the experience of recent years
shows that unless all the considerable body of resources and poten-
tial at man’s disposal is guided by a moral understanding and by an
orientation towards the true good of the human race, it easily turns
against man to oppress him.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 28)

166. If further development calls for the work of more and more
technicians, even more necessary is the deep thought and reflection
of wise men in search of a new humanism which will enable modern
man to find himself anew by embracing the higher values of love and
friendship, of prayer and contemplation. This is what will permit the
fullness of authentic development, a development which is for each
and all the transition from less human conditions to those which are
more human.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 20)

X.  THE COMMON  GOOD

167. By the common good is to be understood “the sum total of
social conditions which allow people, either as groups or as indi-
viduals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and more easily” (GS,
n. 26). The common good concerns the life of all. It calls for pru-
dence from each, and even more from those who exercise the office
of authority. It consists of three essential elements:

First, the common good presupposes respect for the person as
such. In the name of the common good, public authorities are bound
to respect the fundamental and inalienable rights of the human per-
son. Society should permit each of its members to fulfill his voca-
tion. In particular, the common good resides in the conditions for the
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exercise of the natural freedoms indispensable for the development
of the human vocation, such as “the right to act according to a sound
norm of conscience and to safeguard ... privacy, and rightful freedom
also in matters of religion” (GS, n. 26).

Second, the common good requires the social well-being and
development of the group itself. Development is the epitome of all
social duties. Certainly, it is the proper function of authority to arbi-
trate, in the name of the common good, between various particular
interests; but it should make accessible to each what is needed to
lead a truly human life: food, clothing, health, work, education and
culture, suitable information, the right to establish a family, and so
on.

Finally, the common good requires peace, that is, the stability
and security of a just order. It presupposes that authority should en-
sure by morally acceptable means the security of society and its mem-
bers. It is the basis of the right to legitimate personal and collective
defense.
(CCC, nn. 1906–1909)

168. Every day, human interdependence grows more tightly
drawn and spreads by degrees over the whole world. As a result, the
common good, that is, the sum of those conditions of social life which
allow social groups and their individual members relatively thorough
and ready access to their own fulfillment, today takes on an increas-
ingly universal complexion and consequently involves rights and
duties with respect to the whole human race. Every social group must
take account of the needs and legitimate aspirations of other groups,
and even of the general welfare of the entire human family....

This social order requires constant improvement. It must be
founded on truth, built on justice and animated by love; in freedom it
should grow every day toward a more humane balance.  An improve-
ment in attitudes and abundant changes in society will have to take
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place if these objectives are to be gained. God’s Spirit, Who with a
marvelous providence directs the unfolding of time and renews the
face of the earth, is not absent from this development. The ferment of
the Gospel, too, has aroused and continues to arouse in man’s heart
the irresistible requirements of his dignity.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 26)

169. Authority is exercised legitimately only when it seeks the
common good of the group concerned and if it employs morally licit
means to attain it. If rulers were to enact unjust laws or take mea-
sures contrary to the moral order, such arrangements would not be
binding in conscience. In such a case, “authority breaks down com-
pletely and results in shameful abuse” (PT, n. 51).
(CCC, n. 1903)

170. Moreover, if we carefully consider the essential nature of
the common good on the one hand, and the nature and function of
public authority on the other, everyone sees that there is an intrinsic
connection between the two. And, indeed, just as the moral order
needs public authority to promote the common good in civil society,
it likewise demands that public authority actually be able to attain it.
From this it follows that the governmental institutions, on which public
authority depends and through which it functions and pursues its
end, should be provided with such structure and efficacy that they
can lead to the common good by ways and methods which are suit-
ably adapted to various contingencies.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 136)

171. Considering the common good on the national level, the
following points are relevant and should not be overlooked: to pro-
vide employment for as many workers as possible; to take care lest
privileged groups arise even among the workers themselves; to main-
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tain a balance between wages and prices; to make accessible the goods
and services for a better life to as many persons as possible; either to
eliminate or to keep within bounds the inequalities that exist between
different sectors of the economy—that is, between agriculture, in-
dustry and services; to balance properly any increases in output with
advances in services provided to citizens, especially by public au-
thority; to adjust, as far as possible, the means of production to the
progress of science and technology; finally, to ensure that the advan-
tages of a more humane way of existence not merely subserve the
present generation but have regard for future generations as well.

As regards the common good of human society as a whole, the
following conditions should be fulfilled: that the competitive striv-
ing of peoples to increase output be free of bad faith; that harmony in
economic affairs and a friendly and beneficial cooperation be fos-
tered; and, finally, that effective aid be given in developing the eco-
nomically underdeveloped nations.
(Mater et Magistra, nn. 79–80)

172. It is agreed that in our time the common good is chiefly
guaranteed when personal rights and duties are maintained. The chief
concern of civil authorities must therefore be to ensure that these
rights are acknowledged, respected, coordinated with other rights,
defended and promoted, so that in this way each one may more eas-
ily carry out his duties. For to safeguard the inviolable rights of the
human person, and to facilitate the fulfillment of his duties, should
be the chief duty of every public authority.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 60)

173. That these desired objectives be more readily obtained, it
is necessary that public authorities have a correct understanding of
the common good. This embraces the sum total of those conditions
of social living, whereby men are enabled more fully and more readily
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to achieve their own perfection. Hence, we regard it as necessary
that the various intermediary bodies and the numerous social
undertakings wherein an expanded social structure primarily finds
expression, be ruled by their own laws, and as the common good
itself progresses, pursue this objective in a spirit of sincere concord
among themselves. Nor is it less necessary that the above mentioned
groups present the form and substance of a true community. This
they will do, only if individual members are considered and treated
as persons, and are encouraged to participate in the affairs of the
group.

Accordingly, as relationships multiply between men, binding
them more closely together, commonwealths will more readily and
appropriately order their affairs to the extent these two factors are
kept in balance: (1) the freedom of individual citizens and groups of
citizens to act autonomously, while cooperating one with the other;
(2) the activity of the State whereby the undertakings of private indi-
viduals and groups are suitably regulated and fostered.
(Mater et Magistra, nn. 65–66)

174. It is also demanded by the common good that civil authori-
ties should make earnest efforts to bring about a situation in which
individual citizens can easily exercise their rights and fulfill their
duties as well. For experience has taught us that, unless these au-
thorities take suitable action with regard to economic, political, and
cultural matters, inequalities between the citizens tend to become
more and more widespread, especially in the modern world, and as a
result human rights are rendered totally ineffective and the fulfill-
ment of duties is compromised.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 63)
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XI.  “S OCIAL  SIN”

175. Moreover, one must denounce the existence of economic,
financial and social mechanisms which, although they are manipu-
lated by people, often function almost automatically, thus accentuat-
ing the situation of wealth for some and poverty for the rest. These
mechanisms, which are maneuvered directly or indirectly by the more
developed countries, by their very functioning favor the interests of
the people manipulating them. But in the end they suffocate or con-
dition the economies of the less developed countries. Later on, these
mechanisms will have to be subjected to a careful analysis under the
ethical-moral aspect.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 16)

176. To speak of ‘social sin’ means in the first place to recog-
nize that, by virtue of human solidarity, which is as mysterious and
intangible as it is real and concrete, each individual’s sin in some
way affects others.... Some sins, however, by their very matter con-
stitute a direct attack on one’s neighbor and, more exactly, in the
language of the Gospel, against one’s brother or sister. They are an
offense against God because they are offenses against one’s neigh-
bor. These sins are usually called ‘social sins,’ and this is the second
meaning of the term.... Likewise, the term ‘social’ applies to every
sin against justice in interpersonal relationships, committed either
by the individual against the community or by the community against
the individual.... Also social is every sin against the common good
and its exigencies in relation to the whole broad spectrum of the
rights and duties of citizens.
(Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, n. 16)

177. If the present situation can be attributed to difficulties of
various kinds, it is not out of place to speak of structures of sin which,
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as I stated in my Apostolic Exhortation Reconciliatio et Paenitentia,
are rooted in personal sin, and thus always linked to the concrete acts
of individuals who introduce these structures, consolidate them and
make them difficult to remove. And thus they grow stronger, spread,
and become the source of other sins, and so influence people’s
behavior.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 36)
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THE ROLE OF THE STATE
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I.  TEMPORAL  AUTHORITY

178. “Human society can be neither well-ordered nor prosper-
ous unless it has some people invested with legitimate authority to
preserve its institutions and to devote themselves as far as is neces-
sary to work and care for the good of all” (PT, n. 46).

By ‘authority’ one means the quality by virtue of which persons
or institutions make laws and give orders to men and expect obedi-
ence from them.

Every human community needs an authority to govern it. The
foundation of such authority lies in human nature. It is necessary for
the unity of the state. Its role is to ensure as far as possible the com-
mon good of the society.

The authority required by the moral order derives from God:
“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there
is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been insti-
tuted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what
God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment” (Rom
13:1–2).

The duty of obedience requires all to give due honor to author-
ity and to treat those who are charged to exercise it with respect, and,
insofar as it is deserved, with gratitude and goodwill. Pope St. Clem-
ent of Rome provides the Church’s most ancient prayer for political
authorities: “Grant to them, Lord, health, peace, concord, and stabil-
ity, so that they may exercise without offense the sovereignty that
you have given them. Master, heavenly King of the ages, you give
glory, honor, and power over the things of earth to the sons of men.
Direct, Lord, their counsel, following what is pleasing and accept-
able in your sight, so that by exercising with devotion and in peace
and gentleness the power that you have given to them, they may find
favor with you” (St. Clement of Rome, Ad Cor, n. 61).
(CCC, nn. 1897–1900)
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179. It follows also that political authority, both in the commu-
nity as such and in the representative bodies of the state, must always
be exercised within the limits of the moral order and directed toward
the common good—with a dynamic concept of that good—accord-
ing to the juridical order legitimately established or due to be
established. When authority is so exercised, citizens are bound in
conscience to obey. Accordingly, the responsibility, dignity and im-
portance of leaders are indeed clear.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 74)

180. Indeed it follows from the moral order itself that authority
is necessary for civil society, for civil society is ruled by authority;
and that authority cannot be used to thwart the moral order without
instantly collapsing because its foundation has been destroyed. This
is the warning of God Himself: “A word, then, for the kings’ ears to
hear, kings’ hearts to heed: a message for you, rulers, wherever you
be! Listen well, all you that have multitudes at your command, for-
eign hordes to do your bidding. Power is none but comes to you from
the Lord, nor any royalty but from One who is above all. He it is that
will call you to account for your doings with a scrutiny that reads
your inmost thoughts” (Wis 6:1–4).
(Pacem in Terris, n. 83)

181. Authority does not derive its moral legitimacy from itself.
It must not behave in a despotic manner, but must act for the com-
mon good as a “moral force based on freedom and a sense of respon-
sibility” (GS, n. 74). “A human law has the character of law to the
extent that it accords with right reason, and thus derives from the
eternal law. Insofar as it falls short of right reason it is said to be an
unjust law, and thus has not so much the nature of law as of a kind of
violence” (Aquinas, STh, I–II, 93, 3, ad 3).
(CCC, n. 1902)
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II.  T HE RULE OF LAW

182. The rule of law is the necessary condition for the establish-
ment of an authentic democracy. For democracy to develop, there is
a need for civic education and the promotion of public order and
peace. In effect, there is no authentic and stable democracy without
social justice. Thus the Church needs to pay greater attention to the
formation of consciences, which will prepare the leaders of society
for public life at all levels, promote civic education, respect for law
and for human rights, and inspire greater efforts in the ethical train-
ing of political leaders.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 56)

183. But authority is not to be thought of as a force lacking all
control. Indeed, since it is the power to command according to right
reason, authority must derive its obligatory force from the moral or-
der, which in turn has God for its first source and final end. Where-
fore our Predecessor of happy memory, Pius XII, said: “The absolute
order of living beings and man’s very destiny (We are speaking of
man who is free, bound by obligations and endowed with inalienable
rights, and at once the basis of society and the purpose for which it
exists) also includes the state as a necessary society invested with the
authority without which it could not come into being or live.... And
since this absolute order, as we learn from sound reason, and espe-
cially from the Christian faith, can have no origin save in God Who
is our Creator, it follows that the dignity of the State’s authority is
due to its sharing to some extent in the authority of God Himself”
(Pius XII, Christmas Eve Radio Message, 1944).
(Pacem in Terris, n. 47)

184. It is urgently necessary at this moment of history to
strengthen juridical instruments capable of promoting freedom of
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conscience in the areas of political and social life. The gradual and
constant development of an internationally recognized legal order
could well provide one of the surest bases for the peace and orderly
progress of the human family. It is likewise essential that compa-
rable efforts be undertaken nationally and regionally to ensure that
all individuals, wherever they live, enjoy the protection of interna-
tionally recognized legal norms.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1991, n. 6)

185. Since the right to command is required by the moral order
and has its source in God, it follows that, if civil authorities pass laws
or command anything opposed to the moral order and, consequently,
contrary to the will of God, neither the laws made nor the authoriza-
tions granted can be binding on the consciences of the citizens, since
God has more right to be obeyed than men. Otherwise, authority
breaks down completely and results in shameful abuse. As St. Tho-
mas Aquinas teaches: “Human law has the true nature of law only in
so far as it corresponds to right reason, and in this respect it is evi-
dent that it is derived from the eternal law. In so far as it falls short of
right reason, a law is said to be a wicked law; and so, lacking the true
nature of law, it is rather a kind of violence” (Aquinas, STh, I–II, 93,
3, ad 2).
(Pacem in Terris, n. 51)

186. Pope Leo XIII was aware of the need for a sound theory of
the State in order to ensure the normal development of man’s spiri-
tual and temporal activities, both of which are indispensable. For
this reason, in one passage of Rerum Novarum he presents the orga-
nization of society according to the three powers—legislative,
executive and judicial—something which at the time represented a
novelty in Church teaching. Such an ordering reflects a realistic vi-
sion of man’s social nature, which calls for legislation capable of
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protecting the freedom of all. To that end, it is preferable that each
power be balanced by other powers and by other spheres of responsi-
bility which keep it within proper bounds. This is the principle of the
‘rule of law,’ in which the law is sovereign, and not the arbitrary will
of individuals.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 44)

187. It must also be restated that no social group, for example, a
political party, has the right to usurp the role of sole leader, since this
brings about the destruction of the true subjectivity of society and of
the individual citizens, as happens in every form of totalitarianism.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 15)

III.  T HE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT

188. If, however, this political and juridical structure is to produce
the advantages which may be expected of it, public officials must
strive to meet the problems which arise in a way that conforms both
to the complexities of the situation and the proper exercise of their
function. This requires that, in constantly changing conditions,
legislators never forget the norms of morality, or constitutional
provisions, or the common good. Moreover, executive authorities must
coordinate the activities of society with discretion, with a full
knowledge of the law and after careful consideration of circumstances,
and the courts must administer justice impartially and without being
influenced by favoritism or pressure. The good order of society also
demands that individual citizens and intermediate organizations
should be effectively protected by law whenever they have rights to
be exercised or obligations to be fulfilled.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 69)
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189. This intervention of public authorities that encourages,
stimulates, regulates, supplements, and complements, is based on
the principle of subsidiarity as set forth by Pius XI in his Encyclical
Quadragesimo Anno: “It is a fundamental principle of social phil-
osophy, fixed and unchangeable, that one should not withdraw from
individuals and commit to the community what they can accomplish
by their own enterprise and industry. So, too, it is an injustice and at
the same time a grave evil and a disturbance of right order, to trans-
fer to the larger and higher collectivity functions which can be
performed and provided for by lesser and subordinate bodies. Inas-
much as every social activity should, by its very nature, prove a help
to members of the body social, it should never destroy or absorb
them” (QA, n. 23).
(Mater et Magistra, n. 53)

190. In the political sphere, it must be noted that truthfulness in
the relations between those governing and those governed, openness
in public administration, impartiality in the service of the body poli-
tic, respect for the rights of political adversaries, safeguarding the
rights of the accused against summary trials and convictions, the just
and honest use of public funds, the rejection of equivocal or illicit
means in order to gain, preserve or increase power at any cost—all
these are principles which are primarily rooted in, and in fact derive
their singular urgency from, the transcendent value of the person and
the objective moral demands of the functioning of States.
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 101)

IV.  CHURCH AND STATE

191. The protection and promotion of the inviolable rights of
man ranks among the essential duties of government. Therefore,
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government is to assume the safeguard of the religious freedom of
all its citizens, in an effective manner, by just laws and by other ap-
propriate means. Government is also to help create conditions
favorable to the fostering of religious life, in order that the people
may be truly enabled to exercise their religious rights and to fulfill
their religious duties, and also in order that society itself may profit
by the moral qualities of justice and peace which have their origin in
men’s faithfulness to God and to His holy will.
(Dignitatis Humanae, n. 6)

V.  FORMS OF GOVERNMENT

192. If authority belongs to the order established by God, “the
choice of the political regime and the appointment of rulers are left
to the free decision of the citizens” (GS, n. 74). The diversity of po-
litical regimes is morally acceptable, provided they serve the
legitimate good of the communities that adopt them. Regimes whose
nature is contrary to the natural law, to the public order, and to the
fundamental rights of persons cannot achieve the common good of
the nations on which they have been imposed.
(CCC, n. 1901)

193. In modern times, this concept has been opposed by totali-
tarianism, which, in its Marxist-Leninist form, maintains that some
people, by virtue of a deeper knowledge of the laws of the develop-
ment of society, or through membership of a particular class or through
contact with the deeper sources of the collective consciousness, are
exempt from error and can therefore arrogate to themselves the exer-
cise of absolute power. It must be added that totalitarianism arises
out of a denial of truth in the objective sense. If there is no transcendent
truth, in obedience to which man achieves his full identity, then there
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is no sure principle for guaranteeing just relations between people.
Their self-interest as a class, group or nation would inevitably set
them in opposition to one another. If one does not acknowledge tran-
scendent truth, then the force of power takes over, and each person
tends to make full use of the means at his disposal in order to impose
his own interests or his own opinion, with no regard for the rights of
others. People are then respected only to the extent that they can be
exploited for selfish ends. Thus, the root of modern totalitarianism is
to be found in the denial of the transcendent dignity of the human
person who, as the visible image of the invisible God, is therefore by
his very nature the subject of rights which no one may violate—no
individual, group, class, nation or State. Not even the majority of a
social body may violate these rights, by going against the minority,
by isolating, oppressing, or exploiting it, or by attempting to annihi-
late it.

The culture and praxis of totalitarianism also involve a rejection
of the Church. The State or the party which claims to be able to lead
history towards perfect goodness, and which sets itself above all val-
ues, cannot tolerate the affirmation of an objective criterion of good
and evil beyond the will of those in power, since such a criterion, in
given circumstances, could be used to judge their actions. This ex-
plains why totalitarianism attempts to destroy the Church, or at least
to reduce her to submission, making her an instrument of its own
ideological apparatus.

Furthermore, the totalitarian State tends to absorb within itself
the nation, society, the family, religious groups and individuals them-
selves. In defending her own freedom, the Church is also defending
the human person, who must obey God rather than men (cf. Acts
5:29), as well as defending the family, the various social organiza-
tions and nations—all of which enjoy their own spheres of autonomy
and sovereignty.
(Centesimus Annus, nn. 44–45)
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194. In determining the structure and operation of government
which a State is to have, great weight has to be given to the circum-
stances of a given people, circumstances which will vary at different
times and in different places. We consider, however, that it is in keep-
ing with the innate demands of human nature that the State should
take a form which embodies the three-fold division of powers corre-
sponding to the three principal functions of public authority. In that
type of State, not only the official functions of government but also
the mutual relations between citizens and public officials are set down
according to law, which in itself affords protection to the citizens
both in the enjoyment of their rights and in the fulfillment of their duties.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 68)

195. If the citizens’ responsible cooperation is to produce the
good results which may be expected in the normal course of political
life, there must be a statute of positive law providing for a suitable
division of the functions and bodies of authority and an efficient and
independent system for the protection of rights. The rights of all per-
sons, families and groups, and their practical application, must be
recognized, respected and furthered, together with the duties bind-
ing on all citizens. Among the latter, it will be well to recall the duty
of rendering the political community such material and personal ser-
vice as are required by the common good. Rulers must be careful not
to hamper the development of family, social or cultural groups, nor
that of intermediate bodies or organizations, and not to deprive them
of opportunities for legitimate and constructive activity; they should
willingly seek, rather, to promote the orderly pursuit of such activity.
Citizens, for their part, either individually or collectively, must be careful
not to attribute excessive power to public authority, not to make exagger-
ated and untimely demands upon it in their own interests, lessening in
this way the responsible role of persons, families and social groups.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 75)
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196. When we speak of the reform of institutions, the State comes
chiefly to mind, not as if universal well-being were to be expected
from its activity, but because things have come to such a pass through
the evil of what we have termed ‘individualism’ that, following upon
the overthrow and near extinction of that rich social life which was
once highly developed through associations of various kinds, there
remain virtually only individuals and the State. This is to the great
harm of the State itself, for, with a structure of social governance
lost, and with the taking over of all the burdens which the wrecked
associations once bore, the State has been overwhelmed and crushed
by almost infinite tasks and duties.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 78)

VI.  DEMOCRACY

197. The Church values the democratic system inasmuch as it
ensures the participation of citizens in making political choices, guar-
antees to the governed the possibility both of electing and holding
accountable those who govern them, and of replacing them through
peaceful means when appropriate. Thus she cannot encourage the
formation of narrow ruling groups which usurp the power of the State
for individual interests or for ideological ends.

Authentic democracy is possible only in a State ruled by law,
and on the basis of a correct conception of the human person. It re-
quires that the necessary conditions be present for the advancement
both of the individual through education and formation in true ide-
als, and of the subjectivity of society through the creation of structures
of participation and shared responsibility. Nowadays there is a tend-
ency to claim that agnosticism and sceptical relativism are the
philosophy and the basic attitude which correspond to democratic
forms of political life.... It must be observed in this regard that if
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there is no ultimate truth to guide and direct political activity, then
ideas and convictions can easily be manipulated for reasons of power.
As history demonstrates, a democracy without values easily turns
into open or thinly disguised totalitarianism.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 46)

198. The Church respects the legitimate autonomy of the demo-
cratic order and is not entitled to express preferences for this or that
institutional or constitutional solution. Her contribution to the politi-
cal order is precisely her vision of the dignity of the person revealed
in all its fullness in the mystery of the Incarnate Word.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 47)

199. Democracy cannot be idolized to the point of making it a
substitute for morality or a panacea for immorality. Fundamentally,
democracy is a ‘system’ and, as such, is a means and not an end. Its
moral value is not automatic, but depends on conformity to the moral
law to which it, like every other form of human behavior, must be
subject: in other words, its morality depends on the morality of the
ends which it pursues and of the means which it employs. If today
we see an almost universal consensus with regard to the value of
democracy, this is to be considered a positive ‘sign of the times,’ as
the Church’s Magisterium has frequently noted. But the value of
democracy stands or falls with the values which it embodies and
promotes.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 70)

200. When these principles are not observed, the very basis of
political coexistence is weakened, and the life of society itself is gradu-
ally jeopardized, threatened and doomed to decay  (cf. Ps 14:3–4; Rv
18:2–3, 9–24). Today, when many countries have seen the fall of
ideologies which bound politics to a totalitarian conception of the
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world—Marxism being the foremost of these—there is no less grave
a danger that the fundamental rights of the human person will be
denied and that the religious yearnings which arise in the heart of
every human being will be absorbed once again into politics. This is
the risk of an alliance between democracy and ethical relativism,
which would remove any sure moral reference point from political
and social life, and, on a deeper level, make the acknowledgment of
truth impossible. Indeed, “if there is no ultimate truth to guide and
direct political activity, then ideas and convictions can easily be ma-
nipulated for reasons of power. As history demonstrates, a democracy
without values easily turns into open or thinly disguised totalitarian-
ism” (CA, n. 46). Thus, in every sphere of personal, family, social
and political life, morality—founded upon truth and open in truth to
authentic freedom—renders a primordial, indispensable and im-
mensely valuable service not only for the individual person and his
growth in the good, but also for society and its genuine development.
(Veritatis Splendor, n. 101)

201. Only respect for life can be the foundation and guarantee
of the most precious and essential goods of society, such as demo-
cracy and peace. There can be no true democracy without a recognition
of every person’s dignity and without respect for his or her rights.
Nor can there be true peace unless life is defended and promoted.
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 101)
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I.  THE UNIVERSAL  DESTINATION  OF MATERIAL  GOODS

202. “Fill the earth and subdue it” (Gn 1:28). The Bible, from
the first page on, teaches us that the whole of creation is for man,
that it is his responsibility to develop it by intelligent effort, and
by means of his labor to perfect it, so to speak, for his use. If the
world is made to furnish each individual with the means of liveli-
hood and the instruments for his growth and progress, each man
has, therefore, the right to find in the world what is necessary for
himself. The recent Council reminded us of this: “God intended
the earth and all that it contains for the use of every human being
and people. Thus, as all men follow justice and unite in charity,
created goods should abound for them on a reasonable basis” (GS,
n. 69). All other rights whatsoever, including those of property
and of free commerce, are to be subordinated to this principle.
They should not hinder, but on the contrary, favor its application.
It is a grave and urgent social duty to redirect them to their pri-
mary finality.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 22)

203. The Successors of Leo XIII have repeated this twofold
affirmation: the necessity and therefore the legitimacy of private
ownership, as well as the limits which are imposed on it. The
Second Vatican Council likewise clearly restated the traditional
doctrine in words which bear repeating: “In making use of the
exterior things we lawfully possess, we ought to regard them not
just as our own but also as common, in the sense that they can
profit not only the owners but others too” (GS, n. 69); and a little
later we read: “Private property or some ownership of external
goods affords each person the scope needed for personal and fam-
ily autonomy, and should be regarded as an extension of human
freedom.... Of its nature, private property also has a social function
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which is based on the law of the common purpose of goods” (GS, n.
71).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 30)

204. To own goods privately, as We saw above, is a right natural
to man, and to exercise this right, especially in life in society, is not
only lawful, but clearly necessary. “It is lawful for man to own his
own things. It is even necessary for human life” (Aquinas, STh, II–II,
66, 2, c). But if the question be asked: How ought man to use his
possessions? the Church replies without hesitation: “As to this point,
man ought not regard external goods as his own, but as common so
that, in fact, a person should readily share them when he sees others
in need. Wherefore the Apostle says:‘Charge the rich of this world ...
to give readily, to share with others’” (Aquinas, STh, II-II, 66, 2, c).
No one, certainly, is obliged to assist others out of what is required
for his own necessary use or for that of his family, or even to give to
others what he himself needs to maintain his station in life becomingly
and decently: “No one is obliged to live unbecomingly” (Aquinas,
STh, II-II, 32, a. 6). But when the demands of necessity and propriety
have been met, it is a duty to give to the poor out of that which remains.
“Give that which remains as alms” (Lk 11:41).   These are duties not
of justice, except in cases of extreme need, but of Christian charity,
which obviously cannot be enforced by legal action. But the laws
and judgments of men yield precedence to the law and judgment of
Christ the Lord, Who in many ways urges the practice of alms-giving:
“It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35), and Who
will judge a kindness done or denied to the poor as done or denied to
Himself: “As long as you did it for one of these, the least of My
brethren, you did it for Me” (Mt 25:40). The substance of all this is
the following: whoever has received from the bounty of God a greater
share of goods, whether corporeal and external, or of the soul, has
received them for this purpose, namely, that he employ them for his
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own perfection and, likewise, as a servant of Divine Providence, for
the benefit of others. “Therefore, he that hath talent, let him constantly
see to it that he be not silent; he that hath an abundance of goods, let
him be on the watch that he grow not slothful in the generosity of
mercy; he that hath a trade whereby he supports himself, let him be
especially eager to share with his neighbor the use and benefit thereof”
(St. Gregory the Great, Evangelium Homiliae, 9, 7).
(Rerum Novarum, n. 22)

II.  PRIVATE  PROPERTY

205. The fact that God gave the whole human race the earth to
use and enjoy cannot indeed in any manner serve as an objection
against private possessions. For God is said to have given the earth to
mankind in common, not because He intended indiscriminate own-
ership of it by all, but because He assigned no part to anyone in
ownership, leaving the limits of private possessions to be fixed by
the industry of men and the institutions of peoples. Yet, however the
earth may be apportioned among private owners, it does not cease to
serve the common interest of all, inasmuch as no living being is sus-
tained except by what the fields bring forth. Those who lack resources
supply labor, so that it can be truly affirmed that the entire scheme of
securing a livelihood consists in the labor which a person expends
either on his own land or in some working occupation, the compen-
sation for which is drawn ultimately from no other source than from
the varied products of the earth and is exchanged for them.

For this reason it also follows that private possessions are clearly
in accord with nature. The earth indeed produces in great abundance
the things to preserve and, especially, to perfect life, but of itself it
could not produce them without human cultivation and care.
(Rerum Novarum, nn. 8–9)
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206. Accordingly, twin rocks of shipwreck must be carefully
avoided. For, as one is wrecked upon, or comes close to, what is
known as ‘individualism’ by denying or minimizing the social and
public character of the right of property, so by rejecting or minimiz-
ing the private and individual character of this same right, one
inevitably runs into ‘collectivism’ or at least closely approaches its
tenets. Unless this is kept in mind, one is swept from his course upon
the shoals of that moral, juridical, and social modernism which We
denounced in the Encyclical (i.e.,Ubi Arcano Dei Consilio) issued at
the beginning of Our Pontificate. And, in particular, let those realize
this who, in their desire for innovation, do not scruple to reproach
the Church with infamous calumnies, as if she had allowed to creep
into the teachings of her theologians a pagan concept of ownership
which must be completely replaced by another that they with amaz-
ing ignorance call ‘Christian’.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 46)

207. It is necessary to state once more the characteristic prin-
ciple of Christian social doctrine: the goods of this world are originally
meant for all. The right to private property is valid and necessary, but
it does not nullify the value of this principle. Private property, in fact,
is under a ‘social mortgage,’ which means that it has an intrinsically
social function, based upon and justified precisely by the principle
of the universal destination of material goods.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 42)

208. In the light of today’s ‘new things,’ we have re-read the
relationship between individual or private property and the univer-
sal destination of material wealth. Man fulfills himself by using his
intelligence and freedom. In so doing he utilizes the things of this
world as objects and instruments and makes them his own. The foun-
dation of the right to private initiative and ownership is to be found
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in this activity. By means of his work man commits himself, not only
for his own sake but also for others and with others. Each person
collaborates in the work of others and for their good. Man works in
order to provide for the needs of his family, his community, his na-
tion, and ultimately all humanity (Laborem Exercens, n. 10). More-
over, he collaborates in the work of his fellow employees, as well as
in the work of suppliers and in the customers’ use of goods, in a
progressively expanding chain of solidarity. Ownership of the means
of production, whether in industry or agriculture, is just and legiti-
mate if it serves useful work. It becomes illegitimate, however, when
it is not utilized or when it serves to impede the work of others, in an
effort to gain a profit which is not the result of the overall expansion
of work and the wealth of society, but rather is the result of curbing
them or of illicit exploitation, speculation or the breaking of solidar-
ity among working people (Laborem Exercens, n. 14). Ownership of
this kind has no justification, and represents an abuse in the sight of
God and man.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 43)

209. First, then, let it be considered as certain and established
that neither Leo nor those theologians who have taught under the
guidance and authority of the Church have ever denied or questioned
the twofold character of ownership, called usually individual or so-
cial, according as it regards either separate persons or the common
good. For they have always unanimously maintained that nature, rather
than the Creator Himself, has given man the right of private owner-
ship not only that individuals may be able to provide for themselves
and their families but also that the goods which the Creator destined
for the entire family of mankind may through this institution truly
serve this purpose. All this can be achieved in no wise except through
the maintenance of a certain and definite order.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 45)
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III.  E CONOMIC  SYSTEMS

210. The Church has rejected the totalitarian and atheistic
ideologies associated in modem times with ‘communism’ or
‘socialism.’ She has likewise refused to accept, in the practice of
‘capitalism,’ individualism and the absolute primacy of the law of
the marketplace over human labor. Regulating the economy solely
by centralized planning perverts the basis of social bonds; regulating
it solely by the law of the marketplace fails social justice, for “there
are many human needs which cannot be satisfied by the market” (CA,
n. 34). Reasonable regulation of the marketplace and economic
initiatives, in keeping with a just hierarchy of values and a view to
the common good, is to be commended.
(CCC, n. 2425)

211. Returning now to the initial question: can it perhaps be
said that, after the failure of Communism, capitalism is the victori-
ous social system, and that capitalism should be the goal of the coun-
tries now making efforts to rebuild their economy and society? Is
this the model which ought to be proposed to the countries of the
Third World which are searching for the path to true economic and
civil progress?

The answer is obviously complex. If by capitalism is meant an
economic system which recognizes the fundamental and positive role
of business, the market, private property, as well as free human cre-
ativity in the economic sector, then the answer is certainly in the
affirmative, even though it would perhaps be more appropriate to
speak of a ‘business economy,’ ‘market economy,’ or simply ‘free
economy’. But, if by ‘capitalism’ is meant a system in which free-
dom in the economic sector is not circumscribed within a strong ju-
ridical framework which places it at the service of human freedom in
its totality and sees it as a particular aspect of that freedom, the core
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of which is ethical and religious, then the reply is certainly negative.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 42)

212. The development of economic activity and growth in pro-
duction are meant to provide for the needs of human beings. Economic
life is not meant solely to multiply goods produced and increase profit
or power; it is ordered first of all to the service of persons, of the
whole man, and of the entire human community. Economic activity,
conducted according to its own proper methods, is to be exercised
within the limits of the moral order, in keeping with social justice so
as to correspond to God’s plan for man.
(CCC, n. 2426)

213. It would appear that, on the level of individual nations and
of international relations, the free market is the most efficient instru-
ment for utilizing resources and effectively responding to needs. But
this is true only for those needs which are ‘solvent,’ insofar as they
are endowed with purchasing power, and for those resources which
are ‘marketable’ insofar as they are capable of obtaining a satisfac-
tory price. But there are many human needs which find no place on
the market. It is a strict duty of justice and truth not to allow funda-
mental human needs to remain unsatisfied, and not to allow those
burdened by such needs to perish. It is also necessary to help these
needy people to acquire expertise, to enter the circle of exchange,
and to develop their skills in order to make the best use of their ca-
pacities and resources. Even prior to the logic of a fair exchange of
goods and the forms of justice appropriate to it, there exists some-
thing which is due to man because he is man, by reason of his lofty
dignity. Inseparable from that required ‘something’ is the possibility
to survive and, at the same time, to make an active contribution to the
common good of humanity. In Third World contexts, certain objec-
tives stated by Rerum Novarum remain valid, and, in some cases,
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still constitute a goal yet to be reached, if a man’s work and his very
being are not to be reduced to the level of a mere commodity. These
objectives include a sufficient wage for the support of the family,
social insurance for old age and unemployment, and adequate pro-
tection for the conditions of employment.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 34)

214. It should also be noted that the justice of a socioeconomic
system and, in each case, its just functioning, deserve in the final
analysis to be evaluated by the way in which man’s work is properly
remunerated in the system. Here we return once more to the first
principle of the whole ethical and social order, namely, the principle
of the common use of goods. In every system, regardless of the fun-
damental relationships within it between capital and labor, wages,
that is to say remuneration for work, are still a practical means
whereby the vast majority of people can have access to those goods
which are intended for common use: both the goods of nature and
manufactured goods. Both kinds of goods become accessible to the
worker through the wage which he receives as remuneration for his
work. Hence, in every case, a just wage is the concrete means of
verifying the justice of the whole socioeconomic system and, in any
case, of checking that it is functioning justly. It is not the only means
of checking, but it is a particularly important one and, in a sense, the
key means.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 19)

215. In general, such attempts [to rebuild a democratic society
inspired by social justice] endeavor to preserve free-market mecha-
nisms, ensuring, by means of a stable currency and the harmony of
social relations, the conditions for steady and healthy economic
growth in which people, through their own work, can build a better
future for themselves and their families. At the same time, these at-
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tempts try to avoid making market mechanisms the only point of
reference for social life, and they tend to subject them to public con-
trol, which upholds the principle of the common destination of
material goods. In this context, an abundance of work opportunities,
a solid system of social security and professional training, the free-
dom to join trade unions and the effective action of unions, the
assistance provided in cases of unemployment, the opportunities for
democratic participation in the life of society—all these are meant to
deliver work from the mere condition of ‘a commodity,’ and to guar-
antee its dignity.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 19)

216. Attention must be given also to another matter that is closely
connected with the foregoing. Just as the unity of human society
cannot be founded on an opposition of classes, so also the right or-
dering of economic life cannot be left to a free competition of forces.
For from this source, as from a poisoned spring, have originated and
spread all the errors of individualist economic teaching. Destroying
through forgetfulness or ignorance the social and moral character of
economic life, it held that economic life must be considered and
treated as altogether free from, and independent of, public authority,
because in the market, i.e., in the free struggle of competitors, it would
have a principle of self-direction which governs it much more per-
fectly than would the intervention of any created intellect. But free
competition, while justified and certainly useful, provided it is kept
within certain limits, clearly cannot direct economic life—a truth
which the outcome of the application in practice of the tenets of this
evil individualistic spirit has more than sufficiently demonstrated.
Therefore, it is most necessary that economic life be again subjected
to and governed by a true and effective directing principle. This func-
tion is one that the economic dictatorship which has recently dis-
placed free competition can still less perform, since it is a headstrong
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power and a violent energy that, to benefit people, needs to be strongly
curbed and wisely ruled. But it cannot curb and rule itself. Loftier
and nobler principles—social justice and social charity—must, there-
fore, be sought whereby this dictatorship may be governed firmly
and fully. Hence, the institutions themselves of peoples and, particu-
larly those of all social life, ought to be penetrated with this justice,
and it is most necessary that it be truly effective, that is, establish a
juridical and social order which will, as it were, give form and shape
to all economic life. Social charity, moreover, ought to be as the soul
of this order, an order which public authority ought to be ever ready
effectively to protect and defend. It will be able to do this the more
easily as it rids itself of those burdens which, as We have stated above,
are not properly its own.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 88)

217. The modern business economy has positive aspects. Its basis
is human freedom exercised in the economic field, just as it is exer-
cised in many other fields. Economic activity is indeed but one sec-
tor in a great variety of human activities, and like every other sector,
it includes the right to freedom, as well as the duty of making re-
sponsible use of freedom. But it is important to note that there are
specific differences between the trends of modern society and those
of the past, even the recent past. Whereas at one time the decisive
factor of production was the land, and, later, capital—understood as
a total complex of the instruments of production—today the decisive
factor is increasingly man himself, that is, his knowledge, especially
his scientific knowledge, his capacity for interrelated and compact
organization, as well as his ability to perceive the needs of others and
to satisfy them.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 32)
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IV.  M ORALITY , JUSTICE, AND THE ECONOMIC  ORDER

218. Even though economics and moral science each employs
its own principles in its own sphere, it is, nevertheless, an error to say
that the economic and moral orders are so distinct from and alien to
each other that the former depends in no way on the latter. Certainly
the laws of economics, as they are termed, being based on the very
nature of material things and on the capacities of the human body
and mind, determine the limits of what productive human effort can-
not, and of what it can, attain in the economic field and by what
means. Yet it is reason itself that clearly shows, on the basis of the
individual and social nature of things and of men, the purpose which
God ordained for all economic life.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 42)

219. Justice is to be observed not merely in the distribution of
wealth, but also in regard to the conditions under which men engage
in productive activity. There is, in fact, an innate need of human na-
ture requiring that men engaged in productive activity have an op-
portunity to assume responsibility and to perfect themselves by their
efforts.

Consequently, if the organization and structure of economic life
be such that the human dignity of workers is compromised, or their
sense of responsibility is weakened, or their freedom of action is
removed, then we judge such an economic order to be unjust, even
though it produces a vast amount of goods whose distribution con-
forms to the norms of justice and equity.
(Mater et Magistra, nn. 82–83)

220. Yet, if we look into the matter more carefully and more
thoroughly, we shall clearly perceive that, preceding this ardently
desired social restoration, there must be a renewal of the Christian
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spirit, from which so many immersed in economic life have, far and
wide, unhappily fallen away, lest all our efforts be wasted and our
house be built not on a rock but on shifting sand.

And so, Venerable Brethren and Beloved Sons, having surveyed
the present economic system, We have found it laboring under the
gravest of evils. We have also summoned Communism and Social-
ism again to judgment and have found all their forms, even the most
modified, to wander far from the precepts of the Gospel.
(Quadragesimo Anno, nn. 127–128)

221. I would like to invite economists and financial profession-
als, as well as political leaders, to recognize the urgency of the need
to ensure that economic practices and related political policies have
as their aim the good of every person and of the whole person.  This
is not only a demand of ethics but also a sound economy. Experience
seems to confirm that economic success is increasingly dependent
on a more genuine appreciation of individuals and their abilities, on
their fuller participation, on their increased and improved knowledge
and information, and on a stronger solidarity.
(World Day of Peace Message, 2000, n. 16)

222. Furthermore, the course of events thus far makes it clear
that there cannot be a prosperous and well ordered society unless
both private citizens and public authorities work together in economic
affairs.  Their activity should be characterized by mutual and ami-
cable efforts, so that the roles assigned to each fit in with require-
ments of the common good, as changing times and customs suggest.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 56)
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V.  A GENUINE THEOLOGY  OF LIBERATION

223. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is a message of freedom and a
force for liberation. In recent years, this essential truth has become
the object of reflection for theologians, with a new kind of attention
which is itself full of promise. Liberation is first and foremost libera-
tion from the radical slavery of sin. Its end and its goal is the freedom
of the children of God, which is the gift of grace. As a logical conse-
quence, it calls for freedom from many different kinds of slavery in
the cultural, economic, social and political spheres, all of which de-
rive ultimately from sin, and so often prevent people from living in a
manner befitting their dignity.... Faced with the urgency of certain
problems, some are tempted to emphasize, unilaterally, the libera-
tion from servitude of an earthly and temporal kind. They do so in
such a way that they seem to put liberation from sin in second place,
and so fail to give it the primary importance it is due.
(Libertatis Conscientia, Introduction)

224. Faced with the urgency of sharing bread, some are tempted
to put evangelization into parentheses, as it were, and postpone it
until tomorrow: first the bread, then the Word of the Lord. It is a fatal
error to separate these two, and even worse to oppose one to the
other.  In fact, the Christian perspective naturally shows they have a
great deal to do with one another.
(Libertatis Conscientia, VI, n. 3)

225. To the extent that they remain fully Marxist, these currents
continue to be based on certain fundamental tenets which are not
compatible with the Christian conception of humanity and society....
Let us recall the fact that atheism and the denial of the human per-
son, his liberty and his rights, are at the core of the Marxist theory.
This theory, then, contains errors which directly threaten the truths
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of the faith regarding the eternal destiny of individual persons.  More-
over, to attempt to integrate into theology an analysis whose criterion
of interpretation depends on this atheistic conception is to involve
oneself in terrible contradictions.
(Libertatis Conscientia, VII, nn. 8–9)

226. We must not ignore the fact that many, even generous Chris-
tians who are sensitive to the dramatic questions involved in the
problem of liberation, in their wish to commit the Church to the lib-
eration effort are frequently tempted to reduce her mission to the
dimensions of a simply temporal project. They would reduce her aims
to a man-centered goal; the salvation of which she is the messenger
would be reduced to material well-being. Her activity, forgetful of
all spiritual and religious preoccupation, would become initiatives
of the political or social order. But if this were so, the Church would
lose her fundamental meaning. Her message of liberation would no
longer have any originality and would easily be open to monopoliza-
tion and manipulation by ideological systems and political parties.
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, n. 32)

227. Hence, when preaching liberation and associating herself
with those who are working and suffering for it, the Church is cer-
tainly not willing to restrict her mission only to the religious field
and dissociate herself from man’s temporal problems. Nevertheless,
she reaffirms the primacy of her spiritual vocation and refuses to
replace the proclamation of the kingdom by the proclamation of forms
of human liberation: she even states that her contribution to libera-
tion is incomplete if she neglects to proclaim salvation in Jesus Christ.
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, n. 34)

228. The variety of situations and problems that exist in our
world is indeed great and rapidly changing. For this reason it is all
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the more necessary to guard against generalizations and unwarranted
simplifications. It is possible, however, to highlight some trends that
are emerging in present-day society. The gospel records that the weeds
and the good grain grew together in the farmer’s field. The same is
true in history, where in everyday life there often exist contradictions
in the exercise of human freedom, where there is found, side by side
and at times closely intertwined, evil and good, injustice and justice,
anguish and hope.
(Christifideles Laici, n. 3)

VI.  STATE  INTERVENTION  AND THE ECONOMY

229. Another task of the State is that of overseeing and directing
the exercise of human rights in the economic sector. However, pri-
mary responsibility in this area belongs not to the State but to indi-
viduals and to the various groups and associations which make up
society. The State could not directly ensure the right to work for all
its citizens unless it controlled every aspect of economic life and
restricted the free initiative of individuals. This does not mean, how-
ever, that the State has no competence in this domain, as was claimed
by those who argued against any rules in the economic sphere. Rather,
the State has a duty to sustain business activities by creating condi-
tions which will ensure job opportunities, by stimulating those ac-
tivities where they are lacking or by supporting them in moments of
crisis. The State has the further right to intervene when particular
monopolies create delays or obstacles to development. In addition to
the tasks of harmonizing and guiding development, in exceptional
circumstances the State can also exercise a substitute function, when
social sectors or business systems are too weak or are just getting
underway, and are not equal to the task at hand. Such supplementary
interventions, which are justified by urgent reasons touching the
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common good, must be as brief as possible, so as to avoid removing
permanently from society and business systems the functions which
are properly theirs, and so as to avoid enlarging excessively the sphere
of state intervention to the detriment of both economic and civil free-
dom.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 48)

230. Everyone has the right of economic initiative; everyone
should make legitimate use of his talents to contribute to the abun-
dance that will benefit all and to harvest the just fruits of his labor.
He should seek to observe regulations issued by legitimate authority
for the sake of the common good.
(CCC, n. 2429)

231. It is right to speak of a struggle against an economic sys-
tem, if the latter is understood as a method of upholding the absolute
predominance of capital, the possession of the means of production
and of the land, in contrast to the free and personal nature of human
work (cf. Laborem Exercens, n. 7). In the struggle against such a
system, what is being proposed as an alternative is not the socialist
system, which in fact turns out to be State capitalism, but rather a
society of free work, of enterprise and of participation. Such a soci-
ety is not directed against the market, but demands that the market be
appropriately controlled by the forces of society and by the State, so
as to guarantee that the basic needs of the whole of society are satis-
fied.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 35)

232. Individual initiative alone and the mere free play of com-
petition could never assure successful development. One must avoid
the risk of increasing still more the wealth of the rich and the domin-
ion of the strong, whilst leaving the poor in their misery and adding
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to the servitude of the oppressed. Hence programs are necessary in
order “to encourage, stimulate, coordinate, supplement and integrate”
(MM, n. 44) the activity of individuals and of intermediary bodies. It
pertains to the public authorities to choose, even to lay down the
objectives to be pursued, the ends to be achieved, and the means for
attaining these, and it is for them to stimulate all the forces engaged
in this common activity. But let them take care to associate private
initiative and intermediary bodies with this work. They will thus avoid
the danger of complete collectivization or of arbitrary planning, which,
by denying liberty, would prevent the exercise of the fundamental
rights of the human person.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 33)

233. Indeed, as is easily perceived, recent developments of sci-
ence and technology provide additional reasons why, to a greater
extent than heretofore, it is within the power of public authorities to
reduce imbalances, whether these be between various sectors of eco-
nomic life, or between different regions of the same nation, or even
between different peoples of the world as a whole. These same
developments make it possible to keep fluctuations in the economy
within bounds, and to provide effective measures for avoiding mass
unemployment. Consequently, it is requested again and again of public
authorities responsible for the common good, that they intervene in a
wide variety of economic affairs, and that, in a more extensive and
organized way than heretofore, they adapt institutions, tasks, means,
and procedures to this end.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 54)

234. At the outset it should be affirmed that in economic affairs
first place is to be given to the private initiative of individual men
who, either working by themselves, or with others in one fashion or
another, pursue their common interests.
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But in this matter, for reasons pointed out by our predecessors, it
is necessary that public authorities take active interest, the better to
increase output of goods and to further social progress for the benefit
of all citizens.

This intervention of public authorities that encourages, stimu-
lates, regulates, supplements, and complements, is based on the
principle of subsidiarity as set forth by Pius XI in his Encyclical
Quadragesimo Anno: “It is a fundamental principle of social phi-
losophy, fixed and unchangeable, that one should not withdraw from
individuals and commit to the community what they can accomplish
by their own enterprise and industry. So, too, it is an injustice and at
the same time a grave evil and a disturbance of right order, to trans-
fer to the larger and higher collectivity functions which can be
performed and provided for by lesser and subordinate bodies. Inas-
much as every social activity should, by its very nature, prove a help
to members of the body social, it should never destroy or absorb
them” (QA, n. 23).
(Mater et Magistra, nn. 51–53)

235. Socialization also presents dangers. Excessive interven-
tion by the state can threaten personal freedom and initiative. The
teaching of the Church has elaborated the principle of subsidiarity,
according to which “a community of a higher order should not inter-
fere in the internal life of a community of a lower order, depriving
the latter of its functions, but rather should support it in case of need
and help to co-ordinate its activity with the activities of the rest of
society, always with a view to the common good” (CA, n. 48).
(CCC, n. 1883)

236. It is the task of the State to provide for the defense and
preservation of common goods such as the natural and human envi-
ronments, which cannot be safeguarded simply by market forces.
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Just as in the time of primitive capitalism the State had the duty of
defending the basic rights of workers, so now, with the new capital-
ism, the State and all of society have the duty of defending those
collective goods which, among others, constitute the essential frame-
work for the legitimate pursuit of personal goals on the part of each
individual.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 40)

237. The principle of subsidiarity is opposed to all forms of
collectivism. It sets limits for state intervention. It aims at harmoniz-
ing the relationships between individuals and societies. It tends
toward the establishment of true international order.
(CCC, n. 1885)

238. These general observations also apply to the role of the
State in the economic sector. Economic activity, especially the activ-
ity of a market economy, cannot be conducted in an institutional,
juridical or political vacuum. On the contrary, it presupposes sure
guarantees of individual freedom and private property, as well as a
stable currency and efficient public services. Hence the principal task
of the State is to guarantee this security, so that those who work and
produce can enjoy the fruits of their labors and thus feel encouraged
to work efficiently and honestly. The absence of stability, together
with the corruption of public officials and the spread of improper
sources of growing rich and of easy profits deriving from illegal or
purely speculative activities, constitutes one of the chief obstacles to
development and to the economic order.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 48)

239. In order to be fully effective, these efforts ought not re-
main scattered or isolated, much less be in competition for reasons
of power or prestige: the present situation calls for concerted planning.
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A planned program is of course better and more effective than occa-
sional aid left to individual goodwill. It presupposes, as We said above,
careful study, the selection of ends and the choice of means, as well
as a reorganization of efforts to meet the needs of the present and the
demands of the foreseeable future. More important, a concerted plan
has advantages that go beyond the field of economic growth and so-
cial progress; for, in addition, it gives significance and value to the
work undertaken. While shaping the world, it sets a higher value on
man.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 50)

VII.  B USINESS

240. Mention has just been made of the fact that people work
with each other, sharing in a ‘community of work’ which embraces
ever widening circles. A person who produces something other than
for his own use generally does so in order that others may use it after
they have paid a just price, mutually agreed upon through free bar-
gaining. It is precisely the ability to foresee both the needs of others
and the combinations of productive factors most adapted to satisfy-
ing those needs that constitutes another important source of wealth
in modern society. Besides, many goods cannot be adequately pro-
duced through the work of an isolated individual; they require the
cooperation of many people in working towards a common goal. Or-
ganizing such a productive effort, planning its duration in time,
making sure that it corresponds in a positive way to the demands
which it must satisfy, and taking the necessary risks: all this, too, is a
source of wealth in today’s society. In this way, the role of disci-
plined and creative human work and, as an essential part of that work,
initiative and entrepreneurial ability become increasingly evident and
decisive.
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This process, which throws practical light on a truth about the
person which Christianity has constantly affirmed, should be viewed
carefully and favorably. Indeed, besides the earth, man’s principal
resource is man himself. His intelligence enables him to discover the
earth’s productive potential and the many different ways in which
human needs can be satisfied. It is his disciplined work in close col-
laboration with others that makes possible the creation of ever more
extensive working communities which can be relied upon to trans-
form man’s natural and human environments. Important virtues are
involved in this process, such as diligence, industriousness, prudence
in undertaking reasonable risks, reliability and fidelity in interper-
sonal relationships, as well as courage in carrying out decisions which
are difficult and painful but necessary, both for the overall working
of a business and in meeting possible setbacks.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 32)

241. Without this consideration it is impossible to understand
the meaning of the virtue of industriousness, and more particularly it
is impossible to understand why industriousness should be a virtue:
for virtue, as a moral habit, is something whereby man becomes good
as man. This fact in no way alters our justifiable anxiety that in work,
whereby matter gains in nobility, man himself should not experience
a lowering of his own dignity. Again, it is well known that it is pos-
sible to use work in various ways against man, that it is possible to
punish man with the system of forced labor in concentration camps,
that work can be made into a means for oppressing man, and that in
various ways it is possible to exploit human labor, that is to say, the
worker. All this pleads in favor of the moral obligation to link indus-
triousness as a virtue with the social order of work, which will enable
man to become, in work, ‘more a human being’ and not be degraded
by it, not only because of the wearing out of his physical strength
(which, at least up to a certain point, is inevitable), but especially
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through damage to the dignity and subjectivity that are proper to
him.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 9)

242. The Church acknowledges the legitimate role of profit as
an indication that a business is functioning well. When a firm makes
a profit, this means that productive factors have been properly em-
ployed and corresponding human needs have been duly satisfied. But
profitablility is not the only indicator of a firm’s condition. It is pos-
sible for the financial accounts to be in order, and yet for the
people—who make up the firm’s most valuable asset—to be humili-
ated and their dignity offended ... Profit is a regulator of the life of a
business, but it is not the only one; other human and moral factors
must also be considered, which, in the long term, are at least equally
important for the life of a business.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 35)

243. Everyone has the right of economic initiative; everyone
should make legitimate use of his talents to contribute to the abun-
dance that will benefit all and to harvest the just fruits of his labor.
He should seek to observe regulations issued by legitimate authority
for the sake of the common good.
(CCC, n. 2429)

244. The Church offers her social teaching as an indispensable
and ideal orientation, a teaching which, as already mentioned, re-
cognizes the positive value of the market and of enterprise, but which
at the same time points out that these need to be oriented towards the
common good. This teaching also recognizes the legitimacy of work-
ers’ efforts to obtain full respect for their dignity and to gain broader
areas of participation in the life of industrial enterprises so that, while
cooperating with others and under the direction of others, they can in
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a certain sense “work for themselves” (cf. Laborem Exercens, n. 15)
through the exercise of their intelligence and freedom.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 43)

245. It should be noted that in today’s world, among other rights,
the right of economic initiative is often suppressed. Yet it is a right
which is important not only for the individual but also for the com-
mon good. Experience shows us that the denial of this right, or its
limitation in the name of an alleged ‘equality’ of everyone in society,
diminishes, or, in practice, absolutely destroys the spirit of initiative,
that is to say, the creative subjectivity of the citizen. As a conse-
quence, there arises, not so much a true equality as a ‘leveling down.’
In the place of creative initiative there appears passivity, dependence
and submission to the bureaucratic apparatus which, as the only ‘or-
dering’ and ‘decision-making’ body—if not also the ‘owner’—of the
entire totality of goods and the means of production, puts everyone
in a position of almost absolute dependence, which is similar to the
traditional dependence of the worker-proletarian in capitalism. This
provokes a sense of frustration or desperation and predisposes people
to opt out of national life, impelling many to emigrate and also fa-
voring a form of ‘psychological’ emigration.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 15)

246. Above all, it must be emphasized that enterprises and bod-
ies of this sort, in order that they may survive and flourish, should be
continuously adapted—both in their productive structure and in their
operating methods—to new conditions of the times. These new con-
ditions constantly arise from advances in science and technology, or
from changing consumer needs and preferences. It is especially ap-
propriate that all this be done by the craftsmen themselves and by the
associates in the cooperatives.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 87)
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247. Nevertheless, to decide what is more helpful to the overall
economic situation is not the prerogative of individual productive
enterprises, but pertains to the public authorities and those institutions
which, established either nationally or among a number of countries,
function in various sectors of economic life. From this is evident the
propriety or necessity of ensuring that not only managers or agents
of management are represented before such authorities and
institutions, but also workers or those who have the responsibility of
safeguarding the rights, needs, and aspirations of workers.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 99)

VIII.  E CONOMISM  AND CONSUMERISM

248. What is in question is the advancement of persons, not just
the multiplying of things that people can use. It is a matter—as a
contemporary philosopher has said and as the Council has stated—
not so much of ‘having more’ as of ‘being more’ (cf. GS, n. 35).
Indeed, there is already a real perceptible danger that, while man’s
dominion over the world of things is making enormous advances, he
should lose the essential threads of his dominion and in various ways
let his humanity be subjected to the world and become himself
something subject to manipulation in many ways—even if the
manipulation is often not perceptible directly—through the whole
organization of community life, through the production system and
through pressure of the means of social communication. Man cannot
relinquish himself or the place in the visible world that belongs to
him; he cannot become the slave of things, the slave of economic
systems, the slave of production, the slave of his own products.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 16)
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249. This superdevelopment, which consists in an excessive
availability of every kind of material good for the benefit of certain
social groups, easily makes people slaves of ‘possession’ and of
immediate gratification, with no other horizon than the multiplication
or continual replacement of the things already owned with others
still better. This is the so-called civilization of ‘consumption’ or
‘consumerism’ which involves so much ‘throwing away’ and
‘waste’.... To ‘have’ objects and goods does not in itself perfect the
human subject, unless it contributes to the maturing and enrichment
of that subject’s ‘being’, that is to say, unless it contributes to
realization of the human vocation as such.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 28)

250. To call for an existence which is qualitively more satisfying
is of itself legitimate, but one cannot fail to draw attention to the new
responsibilities and dangers connected with this phase of history. The
manner in which new needs arise and are defined is always marked
by a more or less appropriate concept of man and of his true good. A
given culture reveals its overall understanding of life through the
choices it makes in production and consumption. It is here that the
phenomenon of consumerism arises.  In singling out new needs and
new means to meet them, one must be guided by a comprehensive
picture of man which respects all the dimensions of his being and
which subordinates his material and instinctive dimensions to his
interior and spiritual ones.... It is not wrong to want to live better;
what is wrong is a style of life which is presumed to be better when
it is directed towards having rather than being and which wants to
have more, not in order to be more, but in order to spend life in
enjoyment as an end in itself.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 36)
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I.  THE NATURE OF WORK

251. The Church finds in the very first pages of the book of
Genesis the source of her conviction that work is a fundamental di-
mension of human existence on earth. An analysis of these texts makes
us aware that they express—sometimes in an archaic way of mani-
festing thought—the fundamental truths about man, in the context of
the mystery of creation itself. These truths are decisive for man from
the very beginning, and at the same time they trace out the main lines
of his earthly existence, both in the state of original justice and also
after the breaking, caused by sin, of the Creator’s original covenant
with creation in man. When man, who had been created “in the im-
age of God ... male and female” (Gn 1:27), hears the words: “Be
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it” (Gn 1:28–29),
even though these words do not refer directly and explicitly to work,
beyond any doubt they indirectly indicate it as an activity for man to
carry out in the world. Indeed, they show its very deepest essence.
Man is the image of God partly through the mandate received from
his Creator to subdue, to dominate, the earth. In carrying out this
mandate, man, every human being, reflects the very action of the
Creator of the universe.

Work understood as a ‘transitive’ activity, that is to say, an ac-
tivity beginning in the human subject and directed towards an external
object, presupposes a specific dominion by man over ‘the earth,’ and
in its turn it confirms and develops this dominion. It is clear that the
term ‘the earth’ of which the biblical text speaks is to be understood
in the first place as that fragment of the visible universe that man
inhabits. By extension, however, it can be understood as the whole
of the visible world insofar as it comes within the range of man’s
influence and of his striving to satisfy his needs. The expression ‘sub-
due the earth’ has an immense range. It means all the resources that
the earth (and, indirectly, the visible world) contains and which,
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through the conscious activity of man, can be discovered and used
for his ends. And so these words, placed at the beginning of the Bible,
never cease to be relevant. They embrace equally the past ages of
civilization and economy, as also the whole of modern reality and
future phases of development, which are perhaps already to some
extent beginning to take shape, though for the most part they are still
almost unknown to man and hidden from him.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 4)

252. In our time, the role of human work is becoming increas-
ingly important as the productive factor both of non-material and of
material wealth. Moreover, it is becoming clearer how a person’s
work is naturally interrelated with the work of others. More than
ever, work is work with others and work for others: it is a matter of
doing something for someone else. Work becomes ever more fruitful
and productive to the extent that people become more knowledge-
able of the productive potentialities of the earth and more profoundly
cognizant of the needs of those for whom their work is done.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 31)

253. In the design of God, every man is called upon to develop
and fulfill himself, for every life is a vocation. At birth, everyone is
granted, in germ, a set of aptitudes and qualities for him to bring to
fruition. Their coming to maturity, which will be the result of educa-
tion received from the environment and personal efforts, will allow
each man to direct himself toward the destiny intended for him by
his Creator. Endowed with intelligence and freedom, he is respon-
sible for his fulfillment, as he is for his salvation. He is aided, or
sometimes impeded, by those who educate him and those with whom
he lives, but each one remains, whatever be these influences affect-
ing him, the principal agent of his own success or failure. By the
unaided effort of his own intelligence and his will, each man can
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grow in humanity, can enhance his personal worth, can become more
a person.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 15)

254. Human work proceeds directly from persons created in the
image of God and called to prolong the work of creation by subduing
the earth, both with and for one another.  Hence work is a duty: “If
any one will not work, let him not eat” (2 Thes 3:10). Work honors
the Creator’s gifts and the talents received from him. It can also be
redemptive. By enduring the hardship of work in union with Jesus,
the carpenter of Nazareth and the one crucified on Calvary, man col-
laborates in a certain fashion with the Son of God in his redemptive
work. He shows himself to be a disciple of Christ by carrying the
cross, daily, in the work he is called to accomplish. Work can be a
means of sanctification and a way of animating earthly realities with
the Spirit of Christ.
(CCC, n. 2427)

255. Throughout the course of the centuries, men have labored
to better the circumstances of their lives through a monumental
amount of individual and collective effort. To believers, this point is
settled: considered in itself, such human activity accords with God’s
will. For man, created to God’s image, received a mandate to subject
to himself the earth and all that it contains, and to govern the world
with justice and holiness, a mandate to relate himself and the totality
of things to Him, who was acknowledged as the Lord and Creator of
all.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 34)

256. Man has to subdue the earth and dominate it, because as
the ‘image of God’ he is a person, that is to say, a subjective being
capable of acting in a planned and rational way, capable of deciding
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about himself, and with a tendency to self-realization. As a person,
man is therefore the subject of work. As a person, he works, he per-
forms various actions belonging to the work process; independently
of their objective content, these actions must all serve to realize his
humanity, to fulfill the calling to be a person that is his by reason of
his very humanity.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 6)

257. Man must work, both because the Creator has commanded
it and because of his own humanity, which requires work in order to
be maintained and developed. Man must work out of regard for oth-
ers, especially his own family, but also for the society he belongs to,
the country of which he is a child, and the whole human family of
which he is a member, since he is the heir to the work of generations
and at the same time a sharer in building the future of those who will
come after him in the succession of history. All this constitutes the
moral obligation of work, understood in its wide sense. When we
have to consider the moral rights, corresponding to this obligation,
of every person with regard to work, we must always keep before our
eyes the whole vast range of points of reference in which the labor of
every working subject is manifested.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 16)

II.  J UST WAGES AND COMPENSATION

258. Among the most important duties of employers, the princi-
pal one is to give every worker what is justly due him. Assuredly, to
establish a rule of pay in accord with justice, many factors must be
taken into account. But, in general, the rich and employers must re-
member that no laws, either human or divine, permit them for their
own profit to oppress the needy and the wretched or to seek gain
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from another’s want. To defraud anyone of the wage due him is a
great crime that calls down avenging wrath from Heaven: “Behold,
the wages of the laborers ... which have been kept back by you un-
justly, cry out: and their cry has entered into the ears of the Lord of
Hosts” (Jas 5:4). Finally, the rich must religiously avoid harming in
any way the savings of the workers, either by coercion, or by fraud,
or by the arts of usury; and the more for this reason, that the workers
are not sufficiently protected against injustices and violence, and their
property, being so meager, ought to be regarded as all the more sa-
cred. Could not the observance alone of the foregoing laws remove
the bitterness and the causes of the conflict?
(Rerum Novarum, n. 20)

259. In determining the amount of the wage, the condition of a
business and of the one carrying it on must also be taken into ac-
count; for it would be unjust to demand excessive wages which a
business cannot stand without its ruin and consequent calamity to
the workers. If, however, a business makes too little money, because
of lack of energy or lack of initiative or because of indifference to
technical and economic progress, that must not be regarded a just
reason for reducing the compensation of the workers. But if the busi-
ness in question is not making enough money to pay the workers an
equitable wage because it is being crushed by unjust burdens or forced
to sell its product at less than a just price, those who are thus the
cause of the injury are guilty of grave wrong, for they deprive work-
ers of their just wage and force them under the pinch of necessity to
accept a wage less than fair.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 72)

260. It also seems necessary to make provision for a twofold
insurance, one covering agricultural output, the other covering farm-
ers and their families. Because, as experience shows, the income of
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individual farmers is, on the average, less than that of workers in
industry and the services, it does not seem to be fully in accord with
the norms of social justice and equity to provide farmers with insur-
ance or social security benefits that are inferior to those of other classes
of citizens. For those insurance plans or provisions that are estab-
lished generally should not differ markedly one from the other,
whatever be the economic sector wherein the citizens work, or from
which they derive their income.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 135)

261. Besides wages, various social benefits intended to ensure
the life and health of workers and their families play a part here. The
expenses involved in health care, especially in the case of accidents
at work, demand that medical assistance should be easily available
for workers, and that, as far as possible, it should be cheap or even
free of charge. Another sector regarding benefits is the sector associ-
ated with the right to rest. In the first place, this involves a regular
weekly rest comprising at least Sunday, and also a longer period of
rest, namely the holiday or vacation taken once a year or possibly in
several shorter periods during the year. A third sector concerns the
right to a pension and to insurance for old age and in case of acci-
dents at work. Within the sphere of these principal rights, there
develops a whole system of particular rights which, together with
remuneration for work, determine the correct relationship between
worker and employer. Among these rights, there should never be
overlooked the right to a working environment and to manufacturing
processes which are not harmful to the workers’ physical health or to
their moral integrity.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 19)

262. In the first place, the worker must be paid a wage sufficient
to support him and his family. That the rest of the family should also
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contribute to the common support, according to the capacity of each,
is certainly right, as can be observed especially in the families of
farmers, but also in the families of many craftsmen and small shop-
keepers. But to abuse the years of childhood and the limited strength
of women is grossly wrong. Mothers, concentrating on household
duties, should work primarily in the home or in its immediate vicin-
ity. It is an intolerable abuse, and to be abolished at all cost, for
mothers, on account of the father’s low wage, to be forced to engage
in gainful occupations outside the home to the neglect of their proper
cares and duties, especially the training of children. Every effort must
therefore be made that fathers of families receive a wage large enough
to meet ordinary family needs adequately. But if this cannot always
be done under existing circumstances, social justice demands that
changes be introduced as soon as possible whereby such a wage will
be assured to every adult working man. It will not be out of place
here to render merited praise to all, who with a wise and useful pur-
pose, have tried and tested various ways of adjusting the pay for work
to family burdens in such a way that, as these increase, the former
may be raised and, indeed, if the contingency arises, there may be
enough to meet extraordinary needs.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 71)

263. A just wage is the legitimate fruit of work. To refuse or
withhold it can be a grave injustice. In determining fair pay, both the
needs and the contributions of each person must be taken into ac-
count. “Remuneration for work should guarantee man the opportunity
to provide a dignified livelihood for himself and his family on the
material, social, cultural and spiritual level, taking into account the
role and the productivity of each, the state of the business, and the
common good” (GS, n. 67). Agreement between the parties is not
sufficient to justify morally the amount to be received in wages.
(CCC, n. 2434)

Article Seven
Work and Wages



140

The Social Agenda
A Collection of Magisterial Texts

264. Finally, remuneration for labor is to be such that man may
be furnished the means to cultivate worthily his own material, social,
cultural, and spiritual life and that of his dependents, in view of the
function and productiveness of each one, the conditions of the fac-
tory or workshop, and the common good.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 67)

265. We shall now touch upon a matter of very great impor-
tance, and one which must be correctly understood in order to avoid
falling into error on one side or the other. We are told that free con-
sent fixes the amount of a wage; that, therefore, the employer, after
paying the wage agreed to would seem to have discharged his obli-
gation and not to owe anything more; that only then would injustice
be done if either the employer should refuse to pay the whole amount
of the wage, or the worker should refuse to perform all the work to
which he had committed himself; and that in those cases, but in no
others, is it proper for the public authority to safeguard the rights of
each party.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 43)

266. Let it be granted, then, that worker and employer may en-
ter freely into agreements and, in particular, concerning the amount
of the wage; yet there is always underlying such agreements an ele-
ment of natural justice, and one greater and more ancient than the
free consent of contracting parties, namely, that the wage shall not
be less than enough to support a worker who is thrifty and upright.
If, compelled by necessity or moved by fear of a worse evil, a worker
accepts a harder condition, which, although against his will he must
accept because an employer or contractor imposes it, he certainly
submits to force, against which justice cries out in protest.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 45)
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267. Furthermore, society and the State must ensure wage lev-
els adequate for the maintenance of the worker and his family,
including a certain amount for savings. This requires a continuous
effort to improve workers’ training and capability so that their work
will be more skilled and productive, as well as careful controls and
adequate legislative measures to block shameful forms of exploita-
tion, especially to the disadvantage of the most vulnerable workers,
of immigrants and of those on the margins of society. The role of
trade unions in negotiating minimum salaries and working condi-
tions is decisive in this area.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 15)

III.  T HE WORK PLACE

268. Work, of course, can have contrary effects, for it promises
money, pleasure and power, invites some to selfishness, others to
revolt; it also develops professional awareness, sense of duty and
charity to one’s neighbor. When it is more scientific and better orga-
nized, there is a risk of its dehumanizing those who perform it, by
making them its servants, for work is human only if it remains intel-
ligent and free. John XXIII gave a reminder of the urgency of giving
everyone who works his proper dignity by making him a true sharer
in the work he does with others: “every effort should be made that
the enterprise become a community of persons in the dealings, ac-
tivities and standing of all its members” (MM, n. 91). Man’s labor
means much more still for the Christian: the mission of sharing in
the creation of the supernatural world, which remains incomplete
until we all come to build up together that perfect Man of whom St.
Paul speaks, “who realizes the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13).
(Populorum Progressio, n. 28)
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269. This requires that mutual relations between employers and
directors, on the one hand, and the employees of the enterprise, on
the other, be marked by mutual respect, esteem, and good will. It
also demands that all collaborate sincerely and harmoniously in their
joint undertaking, and that they perform their work not merely with
the objective of deriving an income, but also of carrying out the role
assigned them and of performing a service that results in benefit to
others. This means that the workers may have a say in, and may make
a contribution toward, the efficient running and development of the
enterprise. Thus, our predecessor of happy memory, Pius XII, clearly
indicated: “The economic and social functions which everyone as-
pires to fulfill, require that efforts of individuals be not wholly sub-
jected to the will of others” (Allocution, 1956). Beyond doubt, an
enterprise truly in accord with human dignity should safeguard the
necessary and efficient unity of administration. But it by no means
follows that those who work daily in such an enterprise are to be
considered merely as servants, whose sole function is to execute or-
ders silently, and who are not allowed to interject their desires and
interests, but must conduct themselves as idle standbys when it comes
to assignment and direction of their tasks.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 92)

270. Finally, ‘humane’ working hours and adequate freetime need
to be guaranteed, as well as the right to express one’s own personal-
ity at the workplace without suffering any affront to one’s conscience
or personal dignity. This is the place to mention once more the role
of trade unions, not only in negotiating contracts, but also as ‘places’
where workers can express themselves. They serve the development
of an authentic culture of work and help workers to share in a fully
human way in the life of their place of employment.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 15)
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271. The following duties, on the other hand, concern rich men
and employers: Workers are not to be treated as slaves; justice de-
mands that the dignity of human personality be respected in them,
ennobled as it has been through what we call the Christian character.
If we hearken to natural reason and to Christian philosophy, gainful
occupations are not a mark of shame to man, but rather of respect, as
they provide him with an honorable means of supporting life. It is
shameful and inhuman, however, to use men as things for gain and to
put no more value on them than what they are worth in muscle and
energy. Likewise, it is enjoined that the religious interests and the
spiritual well-being of the workers receive proper consideration.
Wherefore, it is the duty of employers to see that the worker is free
for adequate periods to attend to his religious obligations; not to ex-
pose anyone to corrupting influences or the enticements of sin; and
in no way to alienate him from care for his family and the practice of
thrift. Likewise, more work is not to be imposed than strength can
endure, nor that kind of work which is unsuited to a worker’s age or
sex.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 20)

272. Therefore the Church can and should help modern society
by tirelessly insisting that the work of women in the home be recog-
nized and respected by all in its irreplaceable value. This is of par-
ticular importance in education: for possible discrimination between
the different types of work and professions is eliminated at its very
root once it is clear that all people, in every area, are working with
equal rights and equal responsibilities. The image of God in man and
in woman will thus be seen with added luster. While it must be rec-
ognized that women have the same right as men to perform various
public functions, society must be structured in such a way that wives
and mothers are not in practice compelled to work outside the home,
and that their families can live and prosper in a dignified way, even
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when they themselves devote their full time to their own family. Fur-
thermore, the mentality which honors women more for their work
outside the home than for their work within the family must be over-
come. This requires that men should truly esteem and love women
with total respect for their personal dignity, and that society should
create and develop conditions favoring work in the home.
(Familiaris Consortio, n. 23)

273. Similarly with work: while it can sometimes be given ex-
aggerated significance, it is for all something willed and blessed by
God. Man created to His image “must cooperate with his Creator in
the perfecting of creation and communicate to the earth the spiritual
imprint he himself has received” (Paul VI, Letter to the Fifty-First
Session of the French Social Weeks). God, Who has endowed man
with intelligence, imagination and sensitivity, has also given him the
means of completing His work in a certain way: whether he be artist
or craftsman, engaged in management, industry or agriculture,
everyone who works is a creator. Bent over a material that resists his
efforts, a man by his work gives his imprint to it, acquiring, as he
does so, perseverance, skill and a spirit of invention. Further, when
work is done in common, when hope, hardship, ambition and joy are
shared, it brings together and firmly unites the wills, minds and hearts
of men: in its accomplishment, men find themselves to be brothers.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 27)

IV.  UNEMPLOYMENT

274. When we consider the rights of workers in relation to the
‘indirect employer,’ that is to say, all the agents at the national and
international level that are responsible for the whole orientation of
labor policy, we must first direct our attention to a fundamental is-



145

sue: the question of finding work, or, in other words, the issue of
suitable employment for all who are capable of it. The opposite of a
just and right situation in this field is unemployment, that is to say,
the lack of work for those who are capable of it. It can be a question
of general unemployment or of unemployment in certain sectors of
work. The role of the agents included under the title of indirect em-
ployer is to act against unemployment, which in all cases is an evil,
and which, when it reaches a certain level, can become a real social
disaster. It is particularly painful when it especially affects young
people, who, after appropriate cultural, technical and professional
preparation, fail to find work, and see their sincere wish to work and
their readiness to take on their own responsibility for the economic
and social development of the community sadly frustrated. The obli-
gation to provide unemployment benefits, that is to say, the duty to
make suitable grants indispensable for the subsistence of unemployed
workers and their families, is a duty springing from the fundamental
principle of the moral order in this sphere, namely the principle of
the common use of goods or, to put it in another and still simpler
way, the right to life and subsistence.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 18)

275. Access to employment and to professions must be open to
all without unjust discrimination: men and women, healthy and dis-
abled, natives and immigrants. For its part, society should, accord-
ing to circumstances, help citizens find work and employment.
(CCC, n. 2433)

276. Beginning our discussion of the rights of man, we see that
every man has the right to life, to bodily integrity, and to the means
which are suitable for the proper development of life; these are pri-
marily food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, and, finally, the
necessary social services. Therefore, a human being also has the right
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to security in cases of sickness, inability to work, widowhood, old
age, unemployment, or in any other case in which he is deprived of
the means of subsistence through no fault of his own.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 11)

V.  UNIONS

277. From the fact that human beings are by nature social, there
arises the right of assembly and association. They have also the right
to give the societies of which they are members the form they con-
sider most suitable for the aim they have in view, and to act within
such societies on their own initiative and on their own responsibility
in order to achieve their desired objectives.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 23)

278. The rules, therefore, which Leo XIII issued in virtue of his
authority, deserve the greatest praise in that they have been able to
break down this hostility and dispel these suspicions; but they have
even a higher claim to distinction in that they encouraged Christian
workers to found mutual associations according to their various oc-
cupations, taught them how to do so, and resolutely confirmed in the
path of duty a goodly number of those whom socialist organizations
strongly attracted by claiming to be the sole defenders and champi-
ons of the lowly and oppressed.

With respect to the founding of these societies, the Encyclical
On the Condition of Workers most fittingly declared that “workers’
associations ought to be so constituted and so governed as to furnish
the most suitable and most convenient means to attain the object pro-
posed, which consists in this, that the individual members of the
association secure, so far as is possible, an increase in the goods of
body, of soul, and of property” (RN, n. 53), yet it is clear that “moral
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and religious perfection ought to be regarded as their principal goal,
and that their social organization as such ought above all to be di-
rected completely by this goal”  (RN, n. 53). For “when the regulations
of associations are founded upon religion, the way is easy toward
establishing the mutual relations of the members, so that peaceful
living together and prosperity will result” (RN, n. 54).
(Quadragesimo Anno, nn. 31–32)

279. Labor which is too long and too hard, and the belief that
pay is inadequate, not infrequently give workers cause to strike and
become voluntarily idle. This evil, which is frequent and serious,
ought to be remedied by public authority, because such interruption
of work inflicts damage not only upon employers and upon the work-
ers themselves, but also injures trade and commerce and the general
interests of the State; and, since it is usually not far removed from
violence and rioting, it very frequently jeopardizes public peace. In
this matter it is more effective and salutary that the authority of the
law anticipate and completely prevent the evil from breaking out by
removing early the causes from which it would seem that conflict
between employers and workers is bound to arise.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 39)

280. In the task of development, man, who finds his life’s pri-
mary environment in the family, is often aided by professional
organizations. If it is their objective to promote the interests of their
members, their responsibility is also great with regard to the educa-
tive task which at the same time they can and ought to accomplish.
By means of the information they provide and the formation they
propose, they can do much to give to all a sense of the common good
and of the consequent obligations that fall upon each person.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 38)
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281. All these rights, together with the need for the workers
themselves to secure them, give rise to yet another right: the right of
association, that is, to form associations for the purpose of defending
the vital interests of those employed in the various professions. These
associations are called labor or trade unions. The vital interests of
the workers are to a certain extent common for all of them; at the
same time, however, each type of work, each profession, has its own
specific character which should find a particular reflection in these
organizations.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 20)

282. Among the basic rights of the human person is to be num-
bered the right of freely founding unions for working people. These
should be able truly to represent them and to contribute to the orga-
nizing of economic life in the right way. Included is the right of freely
taking part in the activity of these unions without risk of reprisal.
Through this orderly participation joined to progressive economic
and social formation, all will grow day by day in the awareness of
their own function and responsibility, and thus they will be brought
to feel that they are comrades in the whole task of economic deve-
lopment and in the attainment of the universal common good
according to their capacities and aptitudes.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 68)

283. The civil authority itself constitutes the syndicate as a ju-
ridical personality in such a manner as to confer on it simultaneously
a certain monopoly-privilege, since only such a syndicate, when thus
approved, can maintain the rights (according to the type of syndi-
cate) of workers or employers, and since it alone can arrange for the
placement of labor and conclude so-termed labor agreements. Any-
one is free to join a syndicate or not, and only within these limits can
this kind of syndicate be called free; for syndical dues and special
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assessments are exacted of absolutely all members of every speci-
fied calling or profession, whether they are workers or employers;
likewise, all are bound by the labor agreements made by the legally
recognized syndicate. Nevertheless, it has been officially stated that
this legally recognized syndicate does not prevent the existence, with-
out legal status, however, of other associations made up of persons
following the same calling.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 92)

VI.  STRIKES

284. Recourse to a strike is morally legitimate when it cannot
be avoided, or at least when it is necessary to obtain a proportionate
benefit. It becomes morally unacceptable when accompanied by vio-
lence, or when objectives are included that are not directly linked to
working conditions or are contrary to the common good.
(CCC, n. 2435)

285. One method used by unions in pursuing the just rights of
their members is the strike or work stoppage, as a kind of ultimatum
to the competent bodies, especially the employers. This method is
recognized by Catholic social teaching as legitimate in the proper
conditions and within just limits. In this connection, workers should
be assured the right to strike, without being subjected to personal
penal sanctions for taking part in a strike. While admitting that it is a
legitimate means, we must at the same time emphasize that a strike
remains, in a sense, an extreme means. It must not be abused; it must
not be abused especially for ‘political’ purposes. Furthermore, it must
never be forgotten that, when essential community services are in
question, they must in every case be ensured, if necessary, by means
of appropriate legislation. Abuse of the strike weapon can lead to the
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paralysis of the whole of socioeconomic life, and this is contrary to
the requirements of the common good of society, which also corre-
sponds to the properly understood nature of work itself.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 20)

286. When, however, socio-economic disputes arise, efforts must
be made to come to a peaceful settlement. Although recourse must
always be had first to a sincere dialogue between the parties, a strike,
nevertheless, can remain even in present day circumstances a neces-
sary, though ultimate, aid for the defense of the workers’ own rights
and the fulfillment of their just desires. As soon as possible, how-
ever, ways should be sought to resume negotiation and the discussion
of reconciliation.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 68)
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I.  THE SCANDAL  OF POVERTY

287. For this reason, I wish to call attention to a number of gen-
eral indicators, without excluding other specific ones. Without going
into an analysis of figures and statistics, it is sufficient to face squarely
the reality of an innumerable multitude of people—children, adults
and the elderly—in other words, real and unique human persons,
who are suffering under the intolerable burden of poverty. There are
many millions who are deprived of hope due to the fact that, in many
parts of the world, their situation has noticeably worsened. Before
these tragedies of total indigence and need, in which so many of our
brothers and sisters are living, it is the Lord Jesus himself who comes
to question us (cf. Mt 25:31–46).
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 13)

288. Looking at all the various sectors—the production and dis-
tribution of foodstuffs, hygiene, health and housing, availability of
drinking water, working conditions (especially for women), life ex-
pectancy and other economic and social indicators—the general
picture is a disappointing one, both considered in itself and in rela-
tion to the corresponding data of the more developed countries. The
word ‘gap’ returns spontaneously to mind.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 14)

289. Those who lack fortune’s goods are taught by the Church
that, before God as judge, poverty is no disgrace, and that no one
should be ashamed because he makes his living by toil. And Jesus
Christ has confirmed this by fact and by deed, Who for the salvation
of men, “being rich, became poor” (2 Cor 8:9) and, although He was
the Son of God and God Himself, yet He willed to seem and to be
thought the son of a carpenter; nay, He even did not disdain to spend
a great part of his life at the work of a carpenter. “Is not this the
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carpenter, the Son of Mary?” (Mk 6:3)  Those who contemplate this
Divine example will more easily understand these truths: True dig-
nity and excellence in men resides in moral living, that is, in virtue;
virtue is the common inheritance of man, attainable equally by the
humblest and the mightiest, by the rich and the poor; and the reward
of eternal happiness will follow upon virtue and merit alone, regard-
less of the person in whom they may be found. Nay, rather, the favor
of God Himself seems to incline more toward the unfortunate as a
class; for Jesus Christ calls the poor blessed, and He invites most
lovingly all who are in labor or sorrow to come to Him for solace,
embracing with special love the lowly and those harassed by injus-
tice. At the realization of these things, the proud spirit of the rich is
easily brought down, and the downcast heart of the afflicted is lifted
up; the former are moved toward kindness, the latter toward reason-
ableness in their demands. Thus the distance between the classes,
which pride seeks, is seduced, and it will easily be brought to pass
that the two classes, with hands clasped in friendship, will be united
in heart.
(Rerum Novarum, nn. 23–24)

290. We should add here that in today’s world there are many
other forms of poverty. For are there not certain privations or depri-
vations which deserve this name? The denial or the limitation of
human rights—as, for example, the right to religious freedom, the
right to share in the building of society, the freedom to organize and
to form unions, or to take initiatives in economic matters—do these
not impoverish the human person as much as, if not more than, the
deprivation of material goods? And is development which does not
take into account the full affirmation of these rights really develop-
ment on the human level?
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 15)
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291. The fact is that many people, perhaps the majority today,
do not have the means which would enable them to take their place
in an effective and humanly dignified way within a productive sys-
tem in which work is truly central.... Thus, if not actually exploited,
they are to a great extent marginalized: economic development takes
place over their heads, so to speak, when it does not actually reduce
the already narrow scope of their old subsistence economies.... Many
other people, while not completely marginalized, live in situations in
which the struggle for a bare minimum is uppermost.... Unfortunately,
the great majority of people in the Third World still live in such con-
ditions.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 33)

II.  SOCIAL  JUSTICE

292. In reality, besides commutative justice, there is also social
justice with its own set obligations, from which neither employers
nor working men can escape. Now it is of the very essence of social
justice to demand from each individual all that is necessary for the
common good.
(Divini Redemptoris, n. 51)

293. To satisfy the demands of justice and equity, strenuous ef-
forts must be made, without disregarding the rights of persons or the
natural qualities of each country, to remove as quickly as possible
the immense economic inequalities, which now exist and in many
cases are growing and which are connected with individual and so-
cial discrimination. Justice and equity likewise require that the
mobility, which is necessary in a developing economy, be regulated
in such a way as to keep the life of individuals and their families
from becoming insecure and precarious. When workers come from
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another country or district and contribute to the economic advance-
ment of a nation or region by their labor, all discrimination as regards
wages and working conditions must be carefully avoided. All the
people, moreover, above all, the public authorities, must treat them
not as mere tools of production but as persons, and must help them to
bring their families to live with them and to provide themselves with
a decent dwelling; they must also see to it that these workers are
incorporated into the social life of the country or region that receives
them. Employment opportunities, however, should be created in their
own areas as far as possible. In economic affairs, which today are
subject to change, as in the new forms of industrial society in which
automation, for example, is advancing, care must be taken that suffi-
cient and suitable work and the possibility of the appropriate technical
and professional formation are furnished. The livelihood and the
human dignity, especially of those who are in very difficult condi-
tions because of illness or old age, must be guaranteed.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 66)

294. All of you who have heard the cry of the needy and are
trying to meet their needs are the persons we consider the promoters,
and, so to speak, the apostles of beneficial and genuine development
which, far from consisting in wealth which looks to individual ad-
vantage or is sought for its own sake, is rather to be found in an
economy adjusted to the welfare of the human person and in daily
sustenance provided for all, the source, as it were, of fraternal char-
ity and a clear sign of the help of Divine Providence.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 86)

295. Justice is, at one and the same time, a moral virtue and a
legal concept. Sometimes it is represented as a blindfolded figure; in
effect, though, it is the proper task of justice to be clear-sighted and
vigilant in ensuring the balance between rights and duties, in foster-
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ing an equitable sharing of burdens and benefits. Justice makes whole;
it does not destroy; it leads to reconciliation, not to revenge. Upon
examination, at its deepest level, it is rooted in love, which finds its
most significant expression in mercy. Therefore, justice, if separated
from merciful love, becomes cold and cutting.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1998, n. 1)

296. But, as we have often stated, the most important duty in
the realm of justice is to allow each country to promote its own de-
velopment, within the framework of a cooperation free from any spirit
of domination, whether economic or political. The complexity of the
problems raised is certainly great, in the present intertwining of mu-
tual dependencies. Thus it is necessary to have the courage to
undertake a revision of the relationships between nations, whether it
is a question of the international division of production, the structure
of exchanges, the control of profits, the monetary system—without
forgetting the actions of human solidarity—to question the models
of growth of the rich nations and change people’s outlooks, so that
they may realize the prior call of international duty, and to renew in-
ternational organizations so that they may increase in effectiveness.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 43)

297. True mercy is, so to speak, the most profound source of
justice. If justice is in itself suitable for arbitration between people
concerning the reciprocal distribution of objective goods in an equit-
able manner, love and only love (including that kindly love we call
mercy) is capable of restoring man to himself.

Mercy that is truly Christian is also, in a certain sense, the most
perfect incarnation of equality between people and therefore also the
most perfect incarnation of justice as well, insofar as justice aims at
the same result in its own sphere. However, the equality brought by
justice is limited to the realm of objective and extrinsic goods, while
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love and mercy bring it about that people meet one another in that
value which is man himself, with the dignity that is proper to him. At
the same time, “equality” of people through “patient and kind” love
does not take away differences....
(Dives in Misericordia, n. 14)

298. All experts in social problems are seeking eagerly a struc-
ture so fashioned in accordance with the norms of reason that it can
lead economic life back to sound and right order. But this order, which
We Ourselves ardently long for and with all Our efforts promote,
will be wholly defective and incomplete unless all the activities of
men harmoniously unite to imitate and attain, in so far as it lies within
human strength, the marvelous unity of the Divine plan. We mean
that perfect order which the Church, with great force and power,
preaches, and which right human reason itself demands, that all things
be directed to God as the first and supreme end of all created activity,
and that all created good under God be considered as mere instru-
ments to be used only in so far as they conduce to the attainment of
the supreme end. Nor is it to be thought that gainful occupations are
thereby belittled or judged less consonant with human dignity; on
the contrary, we are taught to recognize in them with reverence the
manifest will of the Divine Creator Who placed man upon the earth
to work it and use it in a multitude of ways for his needs. Those who
are engaged in producing goods, therefore, are not forbidden to in-
crease their fortune in a just and lawful manner; for it is only fair that
he who renders service to the community and makes it richer should
also, through the increased wealth of the community, be made richer
himself according to his position, provided that all these things be
sought with due respect for the laws of God and without impairing
the rights of others, and that they be employed in accordance with
faith and right reason. If these principles are observed by everyone,
everywhere, and always, not only the production and acquisition of
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goods but also the use of wealth, which now is seen to be so often
contrary to right order, will be brought back soon within the bounds
of equity and just distribution. The sordid love of wealth, which is
the shame and great sin of our age, will be opposed in actual fact by
the gentle yet effective law of Christian moderation which commands
man to seek first the Kingdom of God and His justice, with the assur-
ance that, by virtue of God’s kindness and unfailing promise, tempo-
ral goods also, in so far as he has need of them, shall be given him
besides.
(Quadragesimo Anno, n. 136)

299. Our contemporaries are coming to feel these inequalities
with an ever-sharper awareness, since they are thoroughly convinced
that the ampler technical and economic possibilities which the world
of today enjoys can and should correct this unhappy state of affairs.
Hence, many reforms in the socioeconomic realm and a change of
mentality and attitude are required of all. For this reason, the Church
down through the centuries and in the light of the Gospel has worked
out the principles of justice and equity demanded by right reason
both for individual and social life and for international life, and she
has proclaimed them especially in recent times. This sacred council
intends to strengthen these principles according to the circumstances
of this age and to set forth certain guidelines, especially with regard
to the requirements of economic development.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 63)

III.  C HARITY  AND THE PREFERENTIAL  OPTION FOR

         THE POOR

300. Charity is the greatest social commandment. It respects
others and their rights. It requires the practice of justice, and it alone
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makes us capable of it. Charity inspires a life of self-giving: “Who-
ever seeks to gain his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life will
preserve it” (Lk 17:33).
(CCC, n. 1889)

301. It will not be superfluous therefore to reexamine and fur-
ther clarify in this light the characteristic themes and guidelines dealt
with by the Magisterium in the recent years. Here I would like to
indicate one of them: the preferential option or love of preference for
the poor. This is an option, a special form of primacy in the exercise
of Christian charity, to which the whole tradition of the Church bears
witness. It affects the life of each Christian inasmuch as he or she
seeks to imitate the life of Christ, but it applies equally to our social
responsibilities and hence to our manner of living, and to the logical
decisions to be made concerning our ownership and the use of goods.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 42)

302. Rereading the encyclical [Rerum Novarum] in the light of
contemporary realities enables us to appreciate the Church’s con-
stant concern for and dedication to categories of people who are
especially beloved to the Lord Jesus. The content of the text is an
excellent testimony to the continuity within the Church of the so-
called “preferential option for the poor,” an option which I defined as
a “special form of primacy in the exercise of Christian charity” (SRS,
n. 42).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 11)

303. In seeking to promote human dignity, the Church shows a
preferential love of the poor and voiceless, because the Lord has iden-
tified himself with them in special way (cf. Mt 25:40). This love
excludes no one, but simply embodies a priority of service to which
the whole Christian tradition bears witness. This love of preference
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for the poor, and the decisions which it inspires in us, cannot but
embrace the immense multitudes of the hungry, the needy, the home-
less, those without medical care and, above all, those without hope
of a better future.
(Ecclesia in Asia, n. 34)

304. The Church’s love of preference for the poor is wonder-
fully inscribed in Mary’s Magnificant. The God of the Covenant,
celebrated in the exultation of her spirit by the Virgin of Nazareth, is
also he who “has cast down the mighty from their thrones, and lifted
up the lowly ... filled the hungry with good things, sent the rich away
empty ... scattered the proud-hearted ... and his mercy is from age to
age on those who fear him” (Lk 4:18). Mary is deeply imbued with
the spirit of the poor of Yahweh, who in the prayer of the Psalms
awaited from God their salvation, placing all their trust in him (cf. Ps
25; 31; 35; 55).
(Redemptoris Mater, n. 37)

305. “If a brother or a sister be naked,” says Saint James, “if
they lack their daily nourishment, and one of you says to them:‘Go
in peace, be warmed and be filled,’ without giving them what is nec-
essary for the body, what good does it do?” (Jas 2:15–16) Today no
one can be ignorant any longer of the fact that in whole continents
countless men and women are ravished by hunger, countless num-
bers of children are undernourished, so that many of them die in
infancy, while the physical growth and mental development of many
others are retarded and, as a result, whole regions are condemned to
the most depressing despondency.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 45)

306. And yet many today go so far as to condemn the Church as
the ancient pagans once did, for such outstanding charity, and would
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substitute in lieu thereof a system of benevolence established by the
laws of the State. But no human devices can ever be found to sup-
plant Christian charity, which gives itself entirely for the benefit of
others. This virtue belongs to the Church alone, for, unless it is de-
rived from the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, it is in no wise a virtue;
and whosoever departs from the Church wanders far from Christ.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 30)

307. As can be readily deduced, and as the Church has always
seriously warned, it is proper that the duty of helping the poor and
unfortunate should especially stir Catholics, since they are members
of the Mystical Body of Christ. “In this we have come to know the
love of God,” said John the Apostle, “that He laid down His life for
us, and we likewise ought to lay down our life for the brethren. He
who has the goods of this world and sees his brother in need and
closes his heart to him, how does the love of God abide in him?” (1
Jn 3:16–17)
(Mater et Magistra, n. 159)

IV.  T HE WELFARE  STATE

308. [I]n exceptional circumstances the State can also exercise
a substitute function, when sectors or business systems are too weak
or are just getting under way, and are not equal to the task at hand.
Such supplementary interventions, which are justified by urgent rea-
sons touching the common good, must be as brief as possible, so as
to avoid removing permanently from society and business systems
the functions which are properly theirs, and so as to avoid enlarging
excessively the sphere of State intervention to the detriment of both
economic and civil freedom. In recent years the range of such inter-
vention has vastly expanded, to the point of creating a new type of



163

state, the so-called ‘Welfare State.’ This has happened in some coun-
tries in order to respond better to many needs and demands, by
remedying forms of poverty and deprivation unworthy of the human
person. However, excesses and abuses, especially in recent years,
have provoked very harsh criticisms of the Welfare State, dubbed the
‘Social Assistance State.’ Malfunctions and defects in the Social As-
sistance State are the result of an inadequate understanding of the
tasks proper to the State. Here again the principle of subsidiarity
must be respected: a community of a higher order should not inter-
fere in the internal life of a community of a lower order, depriving
the latter of its functions, but rather should support it in case of need
and help to coordinate its activity with the activities of the rest of
society, always with a view to the common good. By intervening
directly and depriving society of its responsibility, the Social Assis-
tance State leads to a loss of human energies and an inordinate increase
of public agencies, which are dominated more by bureaucratic ways
of thinking than by concern for serving their clients, and which are
accompanied by an enormous increase in spending. In fact, it would
appear that needs are best understood and satisfied by people who
are closest to them and who act as neighbors to those in need. It
should be added that certain kinds of demands often call for a re-
sponse which is not simply material but which is capable of perceiving
the deeper human need. One thinks of the condition of refugees, im-
migrants, the elderly, the sick, and all those in circumstances which
call for assistance, such as drug abusers: all these people can be helped
effectively only by those who offer them genuine fraternal support,
in addition to the necessary care.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 48)

309. If Pope Leo XIII calls upon the State to remedy the condi-
tion of the poor in accordance with justice, he does so because of his
timely awareness that the state has the duty of watching over the
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common good and of ensuring that every sector of social life, not
excluding the economic one, contributes to achieving that good, while
respecting the rightful autonomy of each sector. This should not,
however, lead us to think that Pope Leo expected the state to solve
every soci al problem. On the contrary, he frequently insists on nec-
essary limits to the State’s intervention and on its instrumental char-
acter, inasmuch as the State exists in order to protect their rights and
not stifle them.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 11)

310. It is not right, as We have said, for either the citizen or the
family to be absorbed by the State; it is proper that the individual and
the family should be permitted to retain their freedom of action, as
far as this is possible without jeopardizing the common good and
without injuring anyone. Nevertheless, those who govern must see
to it that they protect the community and its constituent parts: the
community, because nature has entrusted its safeguarding to the sov-
ereign power in the State to such an extent that the protection of the
public welfare is not only the supreme law, but is the entire reason
and cause for sovereignty.
(Rerum Novarum, n. 35)
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I.  THE GOODNESS OF THE CREATED ORDER

311. “And God saw that it was good” (Gn 1:25). These words
from the first chapter of the Book of Genesis reveal the meaning of
what God has done. To men and women, the crown of the entire
process of creation, the Creator entrusts the care of the earth (cf. Gn
2:15). This brings concrete obligations in the area of ecology for
every person. Fulfillment of these obligations supposes an openness
to a spiritual and ethical perspective capable of overcoming selfish
attitudes and lifestyles which lead to the depletion of natural resources.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 25)

312. The seventh commandment enjoins respect for the integ-
rity of creation. Animals, like plants and inanimate beings, are by
nature destined for the common good of past, present, and future
humanity. Use of the mineral, vegetable, and animal resources of the
universe cannot be divorced from respect for moral imperatives.
Man’s dominion over inanimate and other living beings granted by
the Creator is not absolute; it is limited by concern for the quality of
life of his neighbor, including generations to come; it requires a reli-
gious respect for the integrity of creation.
(CCC, n. 2415)

II.  E NVIRONMENTAL  PROBLEMS

313. Everyone certainly knows that in some parts of the world
there is an imbalance between the amount of arable land and the size
of the population, and, in other parts, between the fertility of the soil
and available farm implements. Consequently, necessity demands a
cooperative effort on the part of the people to bring about a quicker
exchange of goods, or of capital, or the migration of people themselves.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 101)
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314. [N]atural resources are limited; some are not, as it is said,
renewable. Using them as if they were inexhaustible, with absolute
dominion, seriously endangers their availability not only for the
present generation but, above all, for generations to come.... We all
know that the direct or indirect result of industrialization is, ever
more frequently, the pollution of the environment, with serious con-
sequences for the health of the population. Once again it is evident
that development, the planning which governs it, and the way in which
resources are used must include respect for moral demands. One of
the latter undoubtedly imposes limits on the use of the natural world.
The dominion granted to man by the Creator is not an absolute power,
nor can one speak of a freedom to ‘use and misuse,’ or to dispose of
things as one pleases. The limitation imposed from the beginning by
the Creator himself and expressed symbolically by the prohibition
not to “eat of the fruit of the tree” (cf. Gn 2:16–17) shows clearly
enough that, when it comes to the natural world, we are subject not
only to biological laws but also to moral ones, which cannot be vio-
lated with impunity.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 34)

315. We seem to be increasingly aware of the fact that the ex-
ploitation of the earth, the planet on which we are living, demands
rational and honest planning. At the same time, exploitation of the
earth not only for industrial but also for military purposes and the
uncontrolled development of technology outside the framework of a
long-term authentically humanistic plan often bring with them a threat
to man’s natural environment, alienate him in his relations with
nature and remove him from nature.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 15)

316. Equally worrying is the ecological question which accom-
panies the problem of consumerism and which is closely connected
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to it. In his desire to have and to enjoy rather than to be and to grow,
man consumes the resources of the earth and his own life in an ex-
cessive and disordered way. At the root of the senseless destruction
of the natural environment lies an anthropological error, which un-
fortunately is widespread in our day. Man, who discovers his capacity
to transform and, in a certain sense, create the world through his own
work, forgets that this is always based on God’s prior and original
gift of the things that are. Man thinks that he can take arbitrary use of
the earth, subjecting it without restraint to his will, as though the
earth did not have its own requisites and a prior God-given purpose,
which man can indeed develop but must not betray. Instead of carry-
ing out his role as a cooperator with God in the work of creation,
man sets himself up in place of God and thus ends up provoking a
rebellion on the part of nature, which is more tyrannized than gov-
erned by him. In all this, one notes first the poverty or narrowness of
man’s outlook, motivated as he is by a desire to possess things rather
than to relate them to the truth, and lacking that disinterested, unself-
ish and aesthetic attitude that is born of wonder in the presence of
being and of the beauty which enables one to see in visible things the
message of the invisible God who created them. In this regard, hu-
manity today must be conscious of its duties and obligations towards
future generations.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 37)

317. While the horizon of man is thus being modified according
to the images that are chosen for him, another transformation is mak-
ing itself felt, one which is the dramatic and unexpected consequence
of human activity. Man is suddenly becoming aware that by an ill-
considered exploitation of nature he risks destroying it and becoming,
in his turn, the victim of this degradation. Not only is the material
environment becoming a permanent menace—pollution and refuse,
new illness and absolute destructive capacity—but the human
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framework is no longer under man’s control, thus creating an envi-
ronment for tomorrow which may well be intolerable. This is a
wide-ranging social problem which concerns the entire human fam-
ily. The Christian must turn to these new perceptions in order to take
on responsibility, together with the rest of men, for a destiny which
from now on is shared by all.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 21)

318. In addition to the irrational destruction of the natural envi-
ronment, we must also mention the more serious destruction of the
human environment, something which is by no means receiving the
attention it deserves. Although people are rightly worried—though
much less than they should be—about preserving the natural habi-
tats of the various animal species threatened with extinction, because
they realize that each of these species makes its particular contribu-
tion to the balance of nature in general, too little effort is made to
safeguard the moral conditions for an authentic ‘human ecology.’
Not only has God given the earth to man, who must use it with re-
spect for the original good purpose for which it was given to him, but
man, too, is God’s gift to man. He must therefore respect the natural
and moral structure with which he has been endowed. In this con-
text, mention should be made of the serious problems of modern
urbanization, of the need for urban planning which is concerned with
how people are to live, and of the attention which should be given to
a ‘social ecology’ of work.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 38)

III.  E NVIRONMENTAL  STEWARDSHIP

319. As one called to till and look after the garden of the world
(cf. Gn 2:15), man has a specific responsibility towards the environ-
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ment in which he lives, towards the creation which God has put at
the service of his personal dignity, of his life, not only for the present
but also for future generations. It is the ecological question—rang-
ing from the preservation of the natural habitats of the different species
of animals and of other forms of life to ‘human ecology’ properly
speaking—which finds in the Bible clear and strong ethical direc-
tion, leading to a solution which respects the great good of life, of
every life. In fact, “the dominion granted to man by the Creator is not
an absolute power, nor can one speak of a freedom to ‘use and mis-
use,’ or to dispose of things as one pleases. The limitation imposed
from the beginning by the Creator himself and expressed symboli-
cally by the prohibition not to ‘eat of the fruit of the tree’ (cf. Gn
2:16–17) shows clearly enough that, when it comes to the natural
world, we are subject not only to biological laws but also to moral
ones, which cannot be violated with impunity” (SRS, n. 34).
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 42)

320. Those responsible for business enterprises are responsible
to society for the economic and ecological effects of their opera-
tions. They have an obligation to consider the good of persons and
not only the increase of profits. Profits are necessary, however. They
make possible the investments that ensure the future of a business,
and they guarantee employment.
(CCC, n. 2432)

321. The promotion of human dignity is linked to the right to a
healthy environment, since this right highlights the dynamics of the
relationship between the individual and the society. A body of inter-
national, regional, and national norms on the environment is gradually
giving juridic form to this right. But juridic measures are by them-
selves not sufficient.... The world’s present and future depend on the
safeguarding of creation, because of the endless interdependence
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between human beings and their environment. Placing human well-
being at the center of concern for the environment is actually the
surest way of safeguarding creation.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1999, n. 10)

IV.  T ECHNOLOGY

322. The development of industry and of the various sectors
connected with it, even the most modern electronics technology, es-
pecially in the fields of miniaturization, communications and
telecommunications and so forth, shows how vast is the role of tech-
nology, that ally of work that human thought has produced, in the
interaction between the subject and the object of work (in the widest
sense of the word).... [T]echnology is undoubtedly man’s ally. It fa-
cilitates his work, perfects, accelerates and augments it.  However, it
is also a fact that, in some instances, technology can cease to be
man’s ally and become almost his enemy, as when the mechaniza-
tion of work supplants him, taking away all personal satisfaction and
the incentive to creativity and responsibility, when it deprives many
workers of their employment, or when through exalting the machine,
it reduces man to the status of its slave.
(Laborem Exercens, n. 5)

323. The present generation knows that it is in a privileged po-
sition: progress provides it with countless possibilities that only a
few decades ago were undreamed of. Man’s creative activity, his in-
telligence and his work, have brought about profound changes both
in the field of science and technology and in that of social and cul-
tural life. Man has extended power over nature and has acquired
deeper knowledge of the laws of social behavior.... Today’s young
people, especially, know that the progress of science and technology
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can produce not only new material goods but also a wider sharing in
knowledge.... The achievements of biological, psychological and so-
cial science will help man to understand better the riches of his own
being.... But side by side with all this, or rather, as part of it, there are
also difficulties that appear whenever there is growth.
(Dives in Misericordia, n. 10)
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Article Ten
The International Community

I.  THE HUMAN FAMILY

324. According to biblical Revelation, God created the human
being—man and woman—in his image and likeness. This bond bet-
ween the human person and the Creator provides the basis of his or
her dignity and fundamental inalienable rights, of which God is the
guarantor. To these personal rights obviously correspond duties to-
ward others. Neither the individual nor society, the State nor any
human institution can reduce a person, or a group of persons, to the
status of an object. Revelation, indeed, insists just as much on the
unity of the human family: all persons created in God have the same
origin. Whatever throughout history may have been their dispersion
or the accentuation of their differences, they are destined to form one
sole family according to God’s plan established ‘in the beginning.’
As St. Paul told the Athenians: “From one single stock he created the
whole human race so that they could occupy the entire earth,” and so
everyone can say with the poet that they are of God’s same ‘race.’
(The Church and Racism, nn. 19–20)

325. Moreover, the Church by divine right pertains to all nations.
This is confirmed by the fact that she already is everywhere on earth
and strives to embrace all peoples.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 178)

326. At that point, awareness of the common fatherhood of God,
of the brotherhood of all in Christ—children in the Son—and of the
presence and life-giving action of the Holy Spirit will bring our
vision of the world a new criterion for interpreting it. Beyond human
and natural bonds, already so close and strong, there is discerned in
the light of faith a new model of the unity of the human race, which
must ultimately inspire our solidarity.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 40)
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II.  F REE TRADE

327. The teaching of Leo XIII in Rerum Novarum is always
valid: if the positions of the contracting parties are too unequal, the
consent of the parties does not suffice to guarantee the justice of
their contract, and the rule of free agreement remains subservient to
the demands of the natural law. What was true of the just wage for
the individual is also true of international contracts: an economy of
exchange can no longer be based solely on the law of free competi-
tion, a law which, in its turn, too often creates an economic
dictatorship. Freedom of trade is fair only if it is subject to the de-
mands of social justice.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 59)

328. There is a need to establish a greater justice in the sharing
of goods, both within national communities and on the international
level. In international exchanges there is a need to go beyond rela-
tionships based on force, in order to arrive at agreements reached
with the good of all in mind. Relationships based on force have never,
in fact, established justice in a true and lasting manner, even if at
certain times the alteration of positions can often make it possible to
find easier conditions for dialogue. The use of force, moreover, leads
to the setting in motion of opposing forces, and from this, springs a
climate of struggle which opens the way to situations of extreme
violence and to abuses. But, as we have often stated, the most impor-
tant duty in the realm of justice is to allow each country to promote
its own development, within the framework of a cooperation free
from any spirit of domination, whether economic or political. The
complexity of the problems raised is certainly great, in the present
intertwining of mutual dependencies. Thus it is necessary to have the
courage to undertake a revision of the relationships between nations,
whether it is a question of the international division of production,
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the structure of exchanges, the control of profits, the monetary sys-
tem—without forgetting the actions of human solidarity—to question
the models of growth of the rich nations and change people’s out-
looks, so that they may realize the prior call of international duty,
and to renew international organizations so that they may increase in
effectiveness.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 43)

329. In this area one cannot employ two systems of weights and
measures. What holds for a national economy or among developed
countries is valid also in commercial relations between rich nations
and poor nations. Without abolishing the competitive market, it should
be kept within the limits which make it just and moral, and therefore
human. In trade between developed and underdeveloped economies,
conditions are too disparate, and the degrees of genuine freedom
available too unequal. In order that international trade be human and
moral, social justice requires that it restore to the participants a cer-
tain equality of opportunity. This equality is a long-term objective,
but to reach it, we must begin now to create true equality in discus-
sions and negotiations. Here again, international agreements on a
rather wide scale would be helpful: they would establish general norms
for regulating certain prices, for guaranteeing certain types of pro-
duction, for supporting certain new industries. Who is there who does
not see that such a common effort aimed at increased justice in busi-
ness relations between peoples would bestow on developing nations
positive assistance, the effects of which would be not only immedi-
ate but lasting?
(Populorum Progressio, n. 61)
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III.  P EACE AND WAR

330. Peace is not merely the absence of war; nor can it be re-
duced solely to the maintenance of a balance of power between
enemies; nor is it brought about by dictatorship. Instead, it is rightly
and appropriately called an enterprise of justice. Peace results from
that order structured into human society by its divine Founder, and
actualized by men as they thirst after ever greater justice. The com-
mon good of humanity finds its ultimate meaning in the eternal law.
But since the concrete demands of this common good are constantly
changing as time goes on, peace is never attained once and for all,
but must be built up ceaselessly. Moreover, since the human will is
unsteady and wounded by sin, the achievement of peace requires a
constant mastering of passions and the vigilance of lawful authority.
But this is not enough. This peace on earth cannot be obtained unless
personal well-being is safeguarded and men freely and trustingly share
with one another the riches of their inner spirits and their talents. A
firm determination to respect other men and peoples and their dig-
nity, as well as the studied practice of brotherhood, are absolutely
necessary for the establishment of peace. Hence, peace is likewise
the fruit of love, which goes beyond what justice can provide.  That
earthly peace which arises from love of neighbor symbolizes and
results from the peace of Christ which radiates from God the Father.
For by the cross the incarnate Son, the prince of peace reconciled all
men with God. By thus restoring all men to the unity of one people
and one body, He slew hatred in His own flesh; and, after being lifted
on high by His resurrection, He poured forth the spirit of love into
the hearts of men. For this reason, all Christians are urgently sum-
moned to do in love what the truth requires, and to join with all true
peacemakers in pleading for peace and bringing it about. Motivated
by this same spirit, we cannot fail to praise those who renounce the
use of violence in the vindication of their rights and who resort to
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methods of defense which are otherwise available to weaker parties,
too, provided this can be done without injury to the rights and duties
of others or of the community itself.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 78)

331. Respect for and development of human life require peace.
Peace is not merely the absence of war, and it is not limited to main-
taining a balance of powers between adversaries. Peace cannot be
attained on earth without safeguarding the goods of persons, free
communication among men, respect for the dignity of persons and
peoples, and the assiduous practice of fraternity. Peace is “the tran-
quillity of order” (St. Augustine, De civ. Dei, IX.13.1). Peace is the
work of justice and the effect of charity.
(CCC, n. 2304)

332. Injustice, excessive economic or social inequalities, envy,
distrust, and pride raging among men and nations constantly threaten
peace and cause wars. Everything done to overcome these disorders
contributes to building up peace and avoiding war: “Insofar as men
are sinners, the threat of war hangs over them and will so continue
until Christ comes again; but insofar as they can vanquish sin by
coming together in charity, violence itself will be vanquished and
these words will be fulfilled: ‘they shall beat their swords into plow-
shares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up
sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore’” (GS, n.
78; cf. Is 2:4).
(CCC, n. 2317)

333. Non-combatants, wounded soldiers, and prisoners must be
respected and treated humanely. Actions deliberately contrary to the
law of nations and to its universal principles are crimes, as are the
orders that command such actions. Blind obedience does not suffice
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to excuse those who carry them out. Thus the extermination of a
people, nation, or ethnic minority must be condemned as a mortal
sin. One is morally bound to resist orders that command genocide.
(CCC, n. 2313)

IV.  A RMS

334. On the other hand, it is with deep sorrow that We note the
enormous stocks of armaments that have been and still are being
made in more economically developed countries, with a vast outlay
of intellectual and economic resources. And so it happens that, while
the people of these countries are loaded with heavy burdens, other
countries, as a result, are deprived of the collaboration they need in
order to make economic and social progress.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 109)

335. “I was hungry and you gave me no food … naked and you
did not clothe me … in prison and you did not visit me” (Mt 25:42).
These words become charged with even stronger warning, when we
think that, instead of bread and cultural aid, the new States and nations
awakening to independent life are being offered,sometimes in
abundance, modern weapons and means of destruction placed at the
service of armed conflicts and wars that are not so much a requirement
for defending their just rights and their sovereignty, but rather a form
of chauvinism, imperialism, and neocolonialism of one kind or
another.
(Redemptor Hominis, n. 16)

336. The teaching of the Catholic Church in this area has been
clear and consistent. It has deplored the arms race, called nonetheless
for mutual progressive and verifiable reduction of armaments as well
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as greater safeguards against possible misuse of these weapons. It
has done so while urging that the independence, freedom, and
legitimate security of each and every nation be respected.
(Message to the Second Special Session of the United Nations for
Disarmament, n. 5)

337. An insane arms race swallowed up the resources needed
for the development of national economies and for assistance to the
less developed nations. Scientific and technological progress, which
should have contributed to man’s well-being, was transformed into
an instrument of war: science and technology were directed to the
production of ever more efficient and destructive weapons.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 18)

V.  THE UNIVERSAL  COMMON  GOOD

338. Human interdependence is increasing and gradually spread-
ing throughout the world. The unity of the human family, embracing
people who enjoy equal natural dignity, implies a universal common
good. This good calls for an organization of the community of na-
tions able to “provide for the different needs of men; this will involve
the sphere of social life to which belong questions of food, hygiene,
education ... and certain situations arising here and there, as for ex-
ample ... alleviating the miseries of refugees dispersed throughout
the world, and assisting migrants and their families” (GS, n. 84).
(CCC, n. 1911)

339. Like the common good of individual states, so too the uni-
versal common good cannot be determined except by having regard
for the human person. Therefore, the public and universal authority,
too, must have as its fundamental objective the recognition, respect,
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safeguarding and promotion of the rights of the human person; this
can be done by direct action when required, or by creating on a world
scale an environment in which leaders of the individual countries
can suitably maintain their own functions.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 139)

VI.  TRANSNATIONAL  AND INTERNATIONAL  ORGANIZATIONS

340. It is therefore our ardent desire that the United Nations
Organization in its structure and in its means may become ever more
equal to the magnitude and nobility of its tasks, and may the time
come as quickly as possible when every human being will find therein
an effective safeguard for the rights which derive directly from his
dignity as a person, and which are therefore universal, inviolable,
and inalienable rights. This is all the more to be hoped for since all
human beings, as they take an ever more active part in the public life
of their own country, are showing an increasing interest in the affairs
of all peoples, and are becoming more consciously aware that they
are living members of the whole human family.
(Pacem in Terris, n. 145)

341. [I]nternational collaboration on a worldwide scale requires
institutions that will prepare, coordinate and direct it, until finally
there is established an order of justice which is universally recog-
nized. With all Our heart, We encourage these organizations which
have undertaken this collaboration for the development of the peoples
of the world, and Our wish is that they grow in prestige and author-
ity. “Your vocation,” as We said to the representatives of the United
Nations in New York, “is to bring not some people but all peoples to
treat each other as brothers....”
(Populorum Progressio, n. 78)
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342. Since the relationships between countries today are closer
in every region of the world, by reason of science and technology, it
is proper that peoples become more and more interdependent.

 Accordingly, contemporary problems of the moment—whether
in the fields of science and technology, or of economic and social
affairs, or of public administration, or of cultural advancement—these,
because they may exceed the capacities of individual States, very
often affect a number of nations and, at times, all the nations of the
earth.

 As a result, individual countries, although advanced in culture
and civilization, in number and industry of citizens, in wealth, in
geographical extent, are not able by themselves to resolve satisfacto-
rily their basic problems.  Accordingly, because States must on
occasion complement or perfect one another, they really consult their
own interests only when they take into account at the same time the
interests of others. Hence, dire necessity warns commonwealths to
cooperate among themselves and provide mutual assistance.
(Mater et Magistra, nn. 200–202)

343. But it is necessary to go still further. At Bombay, We called
for the establishment of a great World Fund, to be made up of part of
the money spent on arms, to relieve the most destitute of this world
(Paul VI, Message to the World, Entrusted to Journalists). What is
true of the immediate struggle against want, holds good also when
there is a question of development. Only worldwide collaboration,
of which a common fund would be both means and symbol, will
succeed in overcoming vain rivalries and in establishing a fruitful
and peaceful exchange between peoples.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 51)
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VII.  I MMIGRATION

344. The sentiment of universal fatherhood which the Lord has
placed in Our heart makes Us feel profound sadness in considering
the phenomenon of political refugees: a phenomenon which has as-
sumed large proportions and which always hides numberless and acute
sufferings.

Such expatriations show that there are some political regimes
which do not guarantee for individual citizens a sufficient sphere of
freedom within which their souls are allowed to breathe humanly; in
fact, under those regimes even the lawful existence of such a sphere
of freedom is either called into question or denied. This undoubtedly
is a radical inversion of the order of human society, because the rea-
son for the existence of public authority is to promote the common
good, a fundamental element of which is the recognition of that sphere
of freedom and the safeguarding of it.
(Pacem in Terris, nn. 103–104)

345. In its history, America has experienced many immigrations,
as waves of men and women came to its various regions in the hope
of a better future. The phenomenon continues even today, especially
with many people and families from Latin American countries who
have moved to the northern parts of the continent, to the point where,
in some cases, they constitute a substantial part of the population.
They often bring with them a cultural and religious heritage which is
rich in Christian elements. The Church is well aware of the problems
created by this situation and is committed to spare no effort in deve-
loping her own pastoral strategy among these immigrant people, in
order to help them settle in their new land and to foster a welcoming
attitude among the local population, in the belief that a mutual open-
ness will bring enrichment to all. Church communities will not fail
to see in this phenomenon a specific call to live an evangelical frater-
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nity and at the same time a summons to strengthen their own religious
spirit with a view to a more penetrating evangelization. With this in
mind, the Synod Fathers recalled that the Church in America must be
a vigilant advocate, defending against any unjust restriction the natural
right of individual persons to move freely within their own nation
and from one nation to another. Attention must be called to the rights
of migrants and their families, and to respect for their human dignity,
even in cases of non-legal immigration. Migrants should be met with
a hospitable and welcoming attitude which can encourage them to
become part of the Church’s life, always with due regard for their
freedom and their specific cultural identity. Cooperation between the
dioceses from which they come and those in which they settle, also
through specific pastoral structures provided for in the legislation
and praxis of the Church, has proved extremely beneficial to this
end. In this way, the most adequate and complete pastoral care pos-
sible can be ensured. The Church in America must be constantly
concerned to provide for the effective evangelization of those recent
arrivals who do not yet know Christ.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 65)

346. From bitter experience, then, we know that the fear of ‘dif-
ference,’ especially when it expresses itself in a narrow and exclusive
nationalism which denies any rights to ‘the other,’ can lead to a true
nightmare of violence and terror. And yet if we make the effort to
look at matters objectively, we can see that, transcending all the dif-
ferences which distinguish individuals and peoples, there is a
fundamental commonality. For different cultures are but different
ways of facing the question of the meaning of personal existence.
And it is precisely here that we find one source of the respect which
is due to every culture and every nation.
(Address to the Fiftieth General Assembly of the United Nations Or-
ganization, 1995, n. 9)
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VIII.  F OREIGN DEBT

347. The existence of a foreign debt which is suffocating quite a
few countries of the American continent represents a complex prob-
lem. While not entering into its many aspects, the Church, in her
pastoral concern, cannot ignore this difficult situation, since it touches
the life of so many people. For this reason, different Episcopal Con-
ferences in America, conscious of the gravity of the question, have
organized study meetings on the subject and have published docu-
ments aimed at pointing out workable solutions. I, too, have frequently
expressed my concern about this situation, which in some cases has
become unbearable. In light of the imminent Great Jubilee of the
Year 2000, and recalling the social significance that Jubilees had in
the Old Testament, I wrote: “In the spirit of the Book of Leviticus
(25:8–12), Christians will have to raise their voice on behalf of all
the poor of the world, proposing the Jubilee as an appropriate time to
give thought, among other things, to reducing substantially, if not
cancelling outright, the international debt which seriously threatens
the future of many nations” (TMA, n. 36).

Once more I express the hope, which the Synod Fathers made
their own, that the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, together
with other competent agencies, such as the Section for Relations with
States of the Secretariat of State, through study and dialogue with
representatives of the First World and with the leaders of the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, will seek ways of resolv-
ing the problem of the foreign debt and produce guidelines that would
prevent similar situations from recurring on the occasion of future
loans.  On the broadest level possible, it would be helpful if interna-
tionally known experts in economics and monetary questions would
undertake a critical analysis of the world economic order, in its posi-
tive and negative aspects, so as to correct the present order, and that
they would propose a system and mechanisms capable of ensuring
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an integral and concerted development of individuals and peoples.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 59)

348. Furthermore, in her search for justice in a world marred by
social and economic inequalities, the Church cannot ignore the heavy
burden incurred by many developing nations in Asia, with its conse-
quent impact upon their present and future. In many cases, these coun-
tries are forced to cut down spending on the necessities of life, such
as food, health, housing, and education, in order to service their debts
to international monetary agencies and banks. This means that people
are trapped in living conditions which are an affront to human dig-
nity.
(Ecclesia in Asia, n. 40)

349. The Synod Fathers voiced concern about the external debt
afflicting many American nations and expressed solidarity with them.
They were consistent in reminding public opinion of the complexity
of this issue, acknowledging that the debt is often the result of cor-
ruption and poor administration. In keeping with the spirit of the
Synod’s deliberations, such an acknowledgment does not mean to
place on one side all the blame for a phenomenon which is extremely
complex in its origin and in the solutions which it demands.  Among
the causes which have helped to create massive external debt are not
only high interest rates, caused by speculative financial policies, but
also the irresponsibility of people in government who, in incurring
debt, have given too little thought to the real possibility of repaying
it. This has been aggravated by the fact that huge sums obtained
through international loans sometimes go to enrich individuals
instead of being used to pay for the changes needed for the country’s
development. At the same time, it would be unjust to impose the
burden resulting from these irresponsible decisions upon those who
did not make them. The gravity of the situation is all the more evident
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when we consider that even the payment of interest alone represents
a burden for the economy of poor nations, which deprives the
authorities of the money necessary for social development, educa-
tion, health and the establishment of a fund to create jobs.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 22)

IX.  NATIONALISM  AND ETHNIC  TENSIONS

350. Among still other obstacles which are opposed to the for-
mation of a world which is more just and which is better organized
toward a universal solidarity, We wish to speak of nationalism and
racism. It is only natural that communities which have recently
reached their political independence should be jealous of a national
unity which is still fragile, and that they should strive to protect it.
Likewise, it is to be expected that nations endowed with an ancient
culture should be proud of the patrimony which their history has
bequeathed to them. But these legitimate feelings should be ennobled
by that universal charity which embraces the entire human family.
Nationalism isolates people from their true good. It would be espe-
cially harmful where the weakness of national economies demands
rather the pooling of efforts, of knowledge and of funds, in order to
implement programs of development and to increase commercial and
cultural exchange.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 62)

351. The first of these principles is the inalienable dignity of
every human person, irrespective of racial, ethnic, cultural, or na-
tional origin, or religious belief. Individuals do not exist for themselves
alone, but achieve their full identity in relation to others. The same
can be said about groups of people.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1989, n. 3)
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352. Even today, much remains to be done to overcome reli-
gious intolerance, which in different parts of the world is closely
connected with the oppression of minorities. Unfortunately, we are
still witnessing attempts to impose a particular religious idea on oth-
ers, either directly, by proselytism, which relies on means which are
truly coercive, or indirectly, by the denial of certain civil or political
rights.... Intolerance can also result from the recurring temptation to
fundamentalism, which easily leads to serious abuses such as the
radical suppression of all public manifestations of diversity, or even
the outright denial of freedom of expression. Fundamentalism can
also lead to the exclusion of others from civil society.
(World Day of Peace Message, 1991, n. 4)

353. Racism is not the exclusive lot of young nations, where
sometimes it hides beneath the rivalries of clans and political parties,
with heavy losses for justice and at the risk of civil war. During the
colonial period, it often flared up between the colonists and the in-
digenous population, and stood in the way of mutually profitable
understanding, often giving rise to bitterness in the wake of genuine
injustices. It is still an obstacle to collaboration among disadvan-
taged nations and a cause of division and hatred within countries
whenever individuals and families see the inviolable rights of the
human person held in scorn, as they themselves are unjustly sub-
jected to a regime of discrimination because of their race or their
color.
(Populorum Progressio, n. 63)

354. If the Church in America, in fidelity to the Gospel of Christ,
intends to walk the path of solidarity, she must devote special atten-
tion to those ethnic groups which even today experience
discrimination. Every attempt to marginalize the indigenous peoples
must be eliminated. This means, first of all, respecting their territories
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and the pacts made with them; likewise, efforts must be made to
satisfy their legitimate social, health and cultural requirements. And
how can we overlook the need for reconciliation between the indig-
enous peoples and the societies in which they are living?
(Ecclesia in America, n. 64)

355. Racism and racist acts must be condemned. The applica-
tion of legislative, disciplinary and administrative measures, or even
appropriate external pressure, can be timely. Countries and interna-
tional organizations have at their disposal a whole range of initiatives
to be taken or encouraged. It is equally the responsibility of the citi-
zens concerned, but without, for that reason, going so far as to replace
violently one unjust situation with another injustice. Constructive
solutions must always be envisaged.
(The Church and Racism, n. 33)

356. Lay people, whose particular vocation places them in the
midst of the world and in charge of the most varied temporal tasks,
must for this very reason exercise a very special form of evangeliza-
tion.... Their own field of evangelizing activity is the vast and
complicated world of politics, society and economics, but also the
world of culture, of the sciences and the arts, of international life, of
the mass media. It also includes other realities which are open to
evangelization, such as human love, the family, the education of chil-
dren and adolescents, professional work, suffering.
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, n. 70)

X.  THE GLOBAL  ECONOMY

357. A feature of the contemporary world is the tendency
towards globalization, a phenomenon which, although not exclusively
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American, is more obvious and has greater repercussions in America.
It is a process made inevitable by increasing communication between
the different parts of the world, leading in practice to overcoming
distances, with evident effects in widely different fields. The ethical
implications can be positive or negative. There is an economic glo-
balization which brings some positive consequences, such as
efficiency and increased production and which, with the develop-
ment of economic links between the different countries, can help to
bring greater unity among peoples and make possible a better ser-
vice to the human family. However, if globalization is ruled merely
by the laws of the market applied to suit the powerful, the conse-
quences cannot but be negative. These are, for example, the
absolutizing of the economy, unemployment, the reduction and de-
terioration of public services, the destruction of the environment and
natural resources, the growing distance between rich and poor, un-
fair competition which puts the poor nations in a situation of ever
increasing inferiority. While acknowledging the positive values which
come with globalization, the Church considers with concern the nega-
tive aspects which follow in its wake.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 20)

358. If an authentic economic order is to be established on a
worldwide basis, an end will have to be put to profiteering, to na-
tional ambitions, to the appetite for political supremacy, to militaristic
calculations, and to machinations for the sake of spreading and im-
posing ideologies.
(Gaudium et Spes, n. 85)

359. As I mentioned earlier, the complex phenomenon of glo-
balization is one of the features of the contemporary world particularly
visible in America. An important part of this many-faceted reality is
the economic aspect. By her social doctrine the Church makes an
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effective contribution to the issues presented by the current global-
ized economy. Her moral vision in this area rests on the threefold
cornerstone of human dignity, solidarity and subsidiarity. The glo-
balized economy must be analyzed in the light of the principles of
social justice, respecting the preferential option for the poor, who
must be allowed to take their place in such an economy, and the
requirements of the international common good. For the Church’s
social doctrine is a moral vision which aims to encourage govern-
ments, institutions and private organizations to shape a future
consonant with the dignity of every person. Within this perspective it
is possible to examine questions of external debt, internal political
corruption and discrimination both within and between nations. The
Church in America is called not only to promote greater integration
between nations, thus helping to create an authentic globalized cul-
ture of solidarity, but also to cooperate with every legitimate means
in reducing the negative effects of globalization, such as the domina-
tion of the powerful over the weak, especially in the economic sphere,
and the loss of the values of local cultures in favor of a misconstrued
homogenization.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 55)

360. However much society worldwide shows signs of fragmen-
tation, expressed in the conventional names First, Second, Third and
even Fourth World, their interdependence remains close. When this
interdependence is separated from its ethical requirements, it has di-
sastrous consequences for the weakest. Indeed, as a result of a sort of
internal dynamic and under the impulse of mechanisms which can
only be called perverse, this interdependence triggers negative ef-
fects even in the rich countries. It is precisely within these countries
that one encounters, though on a lesser scale, the more specific mani-
festations of underdevelopment. Thus it should be obvious that
development either becomes shared in common by every part of the
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world or it undergoes a process of regression even in zones marked
by constant progress. This tells us a great deal about the nature of
authentic development: either all the nations of the world partici-
pate, or it will not be true development.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 17)

361. Circumstances have changed, both within the debtor na-
tions and in the international financial market; the instrument chosen
to make a contribution to development has turned into a counterpro-
ductive mechanism. This is because the debtor nations, in order to
service their debt, find themselves obliged to export the capital needed
for improving or at least maintaining their standard of living. It is
also because, for the same reason, they are unable to obtain new and
equally essential financing.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 19)

362. Another important area in which the Church is present in
every part of America is social and charitable work. The many
initiatives on behalf of the elderly, the sick and the needy, through
nursing homes, hospitals, dispensaries, canteens providing free meals,
and other social centers are a concrete testimony of the preferential
love for the poor which the Church in America nurtures. She does so
because of her love for the Lord and because she is aware that “Jesus
identified himself with the poor” (cf. Mt 25:31–46). In this task which
has no limits, the Church in America has been able to create a sense
of practical solidarity among the various communities of the continent
and of the world, showing in this way the fraternal spirit which must
characterize Christians in every time and place.

For this service of the poor to be both evangelical and
evangelizing, it must faithfully reflect the attitude of Jesus, who came
“to proclaim Good News to the poor” (Lk 4:18). When offered in
this spirit, the service of the poor shows forth God’s infinite love for
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all people and becomes an effective way of communicating the hope
of salvation which Christ has brought to the world, a hope which
glows in a special way when it is shared with those abandoned or
rejected by society. This constant dedication to the poor and
disadvantaged emerges in the Church’s social teaching, which
ceaselessly invites the Christian community to a commitment to
overcome every form of exploitation and oppression. It is a question
not only of alleviating the most serious and urgent needs through
individual actions here and there, but of uncovering the roots of evil
and proposing initiatives to make social, political and economic
structures more just and fraternal.
(Ecclesia in America, n. 18)

363. One of the principal characteristics of our time is the
multiplication of social relationships, that is, a daily more complex
interdependence of citizens, introducing into their lives and activities
many and varied forms of association, recognized for the most part
in private and even in public law. This tendency seemingly stems
from a number of factors operative in the present era, among which
are technical and scientific progress, greater productive efficiency,
and a higher standard of living among citizens.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 59)

364. Since the relationships between countries today are closer
in every region of the world, by reason of science and technology, it
is proper that peoples become more and more interdependent. Ac-
cordingly, contemporary problems of moment—whether in the fields
of science and technology, or of economic and social affairs, or of
public administration, or of cultural advancement—these, because
they may exceed the capacities of individual States, very often affect
a number of nations and, at times, all of the nations of the earth.
(Mater et Magistra, nn. 200–201)
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I.  THE CHALLENGE  OF CATHOLIC  SOCIAL  TEACHING

365. After formulating principles and guidelines for the solu-
tion of the worker question, Pope Leo XIII made this incisive state-
ment: “Everyone should put his hand to the work which falls to his
share, and that at once and straightway, lest the evil which is already
so great become, through delay, absolutely beyond remedy,” and he
added, “in regard to the Church, her cooperation will never be found
lacking” (RN, n. 51).
(Centesimus Annus, n. 56)

366. This is the plea, Venerable Brothers, we make at the close
of this Letter, to which we have for a considerable time directed our
concern about the Universal Church. We desire that the divine Re-
deemer of mankind, “who has become for us God-given wisdom,
and justice, and sanctification, and redemption” (1 Cor 1:30) may
reign and triumph gloriously in all things and over all things, for
centuries on end. We desire that, in a properly organized order of
social affairs, all nations will at last enjoy prosperity, and happiness,
and peace.
(Mater et Magistra, n. 263)

367. As far as the Church is concerned, the social message of
the Gospel must not be considered a theory, but, above all else, a
basis and a motivation for action. Inspired by this message, some of
the first Christians distributed their goods to the poor, bearing wit-
ness to the fact that, despite different social origins, it was possible
for people to live together in peace and harmony. Through the power
of the Gospel, down the centuries monks tilled the land, men and
women Religious founded hospitals and shelters for the poor, con-
fraternities as well as individual men and women of all states of life
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devoted themselves to the needy and to those on the margins of soci-
ety, convinced as they were that Christ’s words, “as you did it to one
of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40), were
not intended to remain a pious wish, but were meant to become a
concrete life commitment. Today more than ever, the Church is aware
that her social message will gain credibility more immediately from
the witness of actions than as a result of its internal logic and consis-
tency. This awareness is also a source of her preferential option for
the poor, which is never exclusive or discriminatory towards other
groups. This option is not limited to material poverty, since it is well
known that there are many other forms of poverty, especially in mod-
ern society—not only economic but cultural and spiritual poverty as
well. The Church’s love for the poor, which is essential for her and a
part of her constant tradition, impels her to give attention to a world
in which poverty is threatening to assume massive proportions in
spite of technological and economic progress. In the countries of the
West, different forms of poverty are being experienced by groups
which live on the margins of society, by the elderly and the sick, by
the victims of consumerism, and even more immediately by so many
refugees and migrants. In the developing countries, tragic crises loom
on the horizon unless internationally coordinated measures are taken
before it is too late.
(Centesimus Annus, n. 57)

368. In this commitment, the sons and daughters of the Church
must serve as examples and guides, for they are called upon, in con-
formity with the program announced by Jesus himself in the
synagogue at Nazareth, to “preach good news to the poor ... to pro-
claim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to
set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable
year of the Lord” (Lk 4:18–19). It is appropriate to emphasize the
preeminent role that belongs to the laity, both men and women, as
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was reaffirmed in the recent Assembly of the Synod. It is their task to
animate temporal realities with Christian commitment, by which they
show that they are witnesses and agents of peace and justice. I wish
to address especially those who, through the sacrament of Baptism
and the profession of the same Creed, share a real, though imperfect,
communion with us. I am certain that the concern expressed in this
Encyclical, as well as the motives inspiring it, will be familiar to
them, for these motives are inspired by the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
We can find here a new invitation to bear witness together to our
common convictions concerning the dignity of man, created by God,
redeemed by Christ, made holy by the Spirit and called upon in this
world to live a life in conformity with this dignity. I likewise address
this appeal to the Jewish people, who share with us the inheritance of
Abraham, “our father in faith” (cf. Rom 4:11) and the tradition of the
Old Testament, as well as to the Muslims who, like us, believe in a
just and merciful God. And I extend it to all the followers of the
world’s great religions.
(Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 47)

369. It is to all Christians that we address a fresh and insistent
call to action.  In our encyclical on the Development of Peoples, we
urged that all should set themselves to the task: “Laymen should take
up as their own proper task the renewal of the temporal order.  If the
role of the hierarchy is to teach and to interpret authentically the
norms of morality to be followed in this matter, it belongs to the
laity, without waiting passively for orders and directives, to take the
initiatives freely and to infuse a Christian spirit into the mentality,
customs, laws and structures of the community in which they live”
(PP, n. 42). Let each one examine himself, to see what he has done
up to now, and what he ought to do. It is not enough to recall principles,
state intentions, point to crying injustice and utter prophetic
denunciations; these words will lack real weight unless they are
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accompanied for each individual by a livelier awareness of personal
responsibility and by effective action. It is too easy to throw back on
others responsibility for injustice, if at the same time one does not
realize how each one shares in it personally and how personal
conversion is needed first. This basic humility will rid action of all
inflexibility and sectarianism; it will also avoid discouragement in
the face of a task which seems limitless in size. The Christian’s hope
comes primarily from the fact that he knows that the Lord is working
with us in the world, continuing in His Body which is the Church
and, through the Church, in the whole of mankind—the Redemption
which was accomplished on the cross and which burst forth in victory
on the morning of the resurrection. This hope springs also from the
fact that the Christian knows that other men are at work, to undertake
actions of justice and peace working for the same ends. For beneath
an outward appearance of indifference, in the heart of every man
there is a will to live in brotherhood and a thirst for justice and peace,
which is to be expanded.
(Octogesima Adveniens, n. 48)
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