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Foreword 

Peter K.A. Cardinal Turkson 

"Whoever does not love a brother [or sister] whom he has seen, 
cannot love God whom he has not seen" (1 John 4:20). At the core 
of our faith are the two prescriptions of the Greatest Command­
ment (Matthew 22: 35-40 and Mark 12: 28-34) and they are indis­
solubly linked. Faith without charity is lifeless: "Faith of itself, if it 
does not have works, is dead" (James 2: 17). And perhaps the stron­
gest teaching Jesus ever gave remains the parable of the Good Sa­
maritan (Luke 10:25-37). 

We are inspired, we are moved, but what shall we do? 
How can we best respond? 

Out of the faith experience of the ecclesial community flow the so­
cial repercussions of the Scriptures, of the gospel. Down through 
the ages, holy men and women, dioceses, ecclesial movements, and 
religious orders, inspired by faith and charity, have carried out every 
imaginable form of service to the poor and the needy, including 
prisoners and refugees, the sick and dying, pilgrims and slaves, and 
many more besides. 

In this way, insisted St. John Paul II, "Christianity must be in­
serted in daily life and oriented to reforming the social reality. 
Human and Christian responsibility need to be exercised in these 
places: in family and in Church, in work and in politics:'1 

In the modern era, Pope Leo XIII was the first to formally ar­
ticulate Catholic Social Teaching, which brings our faith and tra­
dition to bear on the changing and challenging circumstances of 
modern society. 

1 St. John Paul II, Homily at the Beatification of Adolph Kolping (1813-1865), October 27, 
1991. 



viii Foreword 

As a language of faith-in-action, of reflection and reason, rooted 
in Scripture and in dialogue with the human sciences, the social 
teaching of the Church offers reliable guidelines built on reflection 
and practical wisdom accumulated over centuries. The lives of men 
and women have offered the world many a practical example of 
Christian love. Pastors and theologians have given ideas and ad­
vice on the nature of Christian fellowship in social life. Over the 
centuries, the Church has had to address many pressing issues: 
workers' rights, the evils of totalitarianism, massive disregard for 
human dignity and rights, the onslaught of the technocratic par­
adigm, economic and financial crises, destruction of the natural 
environment, human trafficking and forced migration, and too 
many others. 

The Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church covers many 
such issues, and this makes it a very useful reference for whoever de­
sires to know the Christian social message. However, because of its 
length and the unavoidable complexity of some passages, it can be 
daunting for those beginning to learn about the social doctrine of 
the Church. Besides, since its appearance in 2004, there have been 
new encyclicals and other documents that deserve a place in any 
summary of the Church's social teaching. This reflects the fact that 
new topics and challenges emerge constantly and require an answer 
rooted in faith. 

I am therefore delighted that Prof. Mons. Martin Schlag has ed­
ited this Handbook of Catholic Social Teaching. It is a catependium 
in the sense that it summarizes the Compendium and preserves 
its range of contents( .. . pendium), and it adopts the question-and­
answer approach of catechisms (cate ... ) that has proven very effec­
tive for teaching. This helps the presentation to be amenable and 
accessible to young people as well as others. 

As a consultor to the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, 
Mons. Martin Schlag has witnessed some of the debates in our 
council and stayed in close contact with us while writing the book. 
This was especially important for the coverage of the new pon­
tifical documents and new themes which the 2004 Compendium 
could not have discussed. Discussion of these are highlighted as 
"special topics:' 
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I hope this catependium will be widely read and made available 
to many people all over the world. Most of all, however, I hope and 
pray that its contents will move many hearts to respond to the stir­
rings of the Holy Spirit, and open us to the needs of our brothers 
and sisters and of the Earth, our common home. 





Preface 

At the Last Judgment the Lord will ask us what we have done for the 
poor, the hungry, the sick and the naked, those in prison, and those 
without a home. What you hold in your hands is not just an academic 
handbook, but a handbook for your life in the world. Christians 
throughout the centuries have sought to put into practice Christ's 
command to love our neighbor, and over time the Church has for­
mulated a social teaching to aid us in this great task. However, this 
teaching cannot remain theory alone. I challenge you to approach 
this book like an examination of conscience, meditating on its con­
tent and what it means for your life: How can I live out Christ's 
message of active charity? What do His words mean for me here 
and now? What would Jesus do if He were in my place? 

The task of formulating a social teaching for the whole world 
is anything but easy. The regional differences, and even more so 
those between continents, are considerable. People in some parts 
of the world suffer famine and malnutrition, while in others they 
have every material thing, but still feel unhappy. In some countries, 
Christians are persecuted and put to death, while in other coun­
tries with religious freedom, some Christians fail to exercise their 
political rights and to actively participate in social life. Needless 
to say, the list of differences could go on and on. Notwithstanding 
the recognition of these differences, the Church, over the centu­
ries, through many painful experiences, has elucidated a number of 
principles that apply to every society: human dignity, the common 
good, solidarity, and subsidiarity. She then strives to make them as 
fruitful as possible for the realities of social life, which are studied 
and described by the social sciences. 

In his concluding address during the last session of the Second 
Vatican Council, Blessed Paul VI characterized the council's spir­
ituality with "the old story of the [good] Samaritan;' which had 
been "the model of the spirituality of the council:' In the council, 
the Church has inclined herself toward humanity and its needs 
with "boundless sympathy;' and "has, so to say, declared herself the 
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servant of humanity;' proposing a "new type of humanism" centered 
on God the Father, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.1 It is this Christian or 
integral humanism that the social teaching of the Church sets forth. 

The Second Vatican Council's Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et 
Spes is an outstanding embodiment of this new Christian human­
ism. In it, the Church enters into dialogue with the world. In a 
dialogue, both parties give and receive. The Church accepts and re­
ceives the values, aims, and achievements of human activity in the 
world. At the same time, the Church offers the world the light of the 
Word of God, in which the meaning and the sense of all reality be­
come comprehensible. Man without God ultimately becomes inhu­
man. We cannot build a society worthy of man without God, as the 
atheist regimes of the twentieth century have painfully proven. That 
is why the Church cannot ever interrupt or opt out of this dialogue. 

The division into general principles and specific concerns un­
derlies the structure of Gaudium et Spes, as well as that of the 
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, which follows GS 
in the topics it addresses in its second part: the family, labor, eco­
nomic and political life, peace, ecology, etc. We can therefore apply 
to the Compendium (and also its summary in this book) the expla­
nation given by the council of its Pastoral Constitution: the subject 
matter which is described in the second, specific part is made up of 
diverse elements. Some elements have a permanent value; others, 
only a transitory one. Consequently, the constitution must be in­
terpreted according to the general norms of theological interpreta­
tion. Interpreters must bear in mind the changeable circumstances 
which the subject matter, by its very nature, involves.2 

The Compendium was published in 2004 and since then it has 
been translated into more than thirty languages. It has proved to 
be a useful pastoral instrument for spreading the Church's social 
teaching. Pope Francis has repeatedly referred to the Compendium 
as a secure guide, and it has been put onto the resource library of 
the Vatican's website among the fundamental texts of the Magiste­
rium. In order to make its contents more accessible, we offer here 
a summary in the form of a catechism. We have also included new 
documents of the popes' social teaching. The chapters and their 
content faithfully correspond to those of the Compendium. At the 
same time, we have tried to summarize the text and to reformulate 
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it in order to make it more comprehensible to a wider audience, 
Christians and non-Christians alike. This in some cases has meant 
changing the order in which the paragraphs are presented in the 
Compendium. Through our project, we hope to have fulfilled the wish 
of St. John Paul II, formulated in a document addressing the spe­
cial needs of America: "it would be very useful to have a compen­
dium or approved synthesis of Catholic social doctrine, including a 
'Catechism; which would show the connection between it and the 
new evangelization:'3 A grateful remembrance also goes to St. Jo­
semaria, so closely linked to the academic institutions in which we 
work, who always desired a catechism setting out the social rights 
and duties of Christians. 

As editor I wish to thank the Pontifical Council for Justice and 
Peace, its President Peter K.A. Cardinal Turkson, Dr. Flaminia 
Giovanelli, and Fr. Michael Czerny for their unwavering support of 
this project. I thank The Catholic University of America Press, es­
pecially John B. Martino and Gregory Black for their precise work, 
and I also thank the CCD and USCCB for permission to quote ver­
batim the New American Bible and the English translation of the 
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, respectively. (It 
should be noted that, when the Bible is quoted within the Compen­
dium or another Church document, we use the translation found in 
the document, not the NAB). Throughout our text, the original ital­
ics found in the Compendium have been removed, and capitaliza­
tion for the first word of a sentence has been altered without note. 
Spelling has also been adjusted to Standard American English. 

I extend my gratitude to my colleagues Arturo Bellocq, Gregorio 
Guitian, and Jennifer E. Miller for writing chapters, and also Pau 
Agulles, Antonio Malo, Norberto Gonzalez, and Tebaldo Vinci­
guerra for their contributions. A very special acknowledgment goes 
to Elizabeth Reichert: not only has she contributed by writing sev­
eral sections, but without her patient and diligent work of editing 
this book would never have been accomplished. 

Martin Schlag 
Rome, May 1 't, 2016, Feast Day of St. Joseph the Worker 
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Introduction: Toward a Christian Humanism 

MARTIN SCHLAG 

1. What is the social teaching of the Church? 

The social teaching of the Church applies the gospel to our life in 
society. As human beings and as Christians we are responsible for 
the world we live in, for the well-being of the people with whom we 
share this planet, and for the way we organize society. The Christian 
faith has a social dimension. Speaking of the final judgment, Jesus 
says that we will be judged by our social works (cf. Mt 25:31-46). 

This has moved Christians to reflect on their social responsibility. 
Motivated by this task, the pastors of the Church have developed 
guiding principles for the Church's social teaching. 

The teaching consists of documents published primarily by the 
popes, but also by episcopal conferences on the consequences of the 
faith for our life in society. The social teaching of the Church is part 
of the official teaching of the Catholic Church. 

There is also "Catholic social thought;' which is a broader con­
cept, and includes the reflections of theologians, other lay people, 
and workers in the social field. 

(CSDC 7-10) 

2. What is the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of 
the Church? 

As the title indicates, the Compendium offers a complete overview or 
framework of the body of Catholic social teaching. The document is 
meant to be used for formation, moral discernment, and inspiration 
and guidance for social action. In short, it summarizes and explains 
the Church's social teaching, making it accessible to all. 

(CSDC 8-10) 
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3. Does everything in the Compendium (and therefore also in 
this book) have the same weight or importance? 

No. The Compendium references magisterial texts of varying levels 
of authority. There are conciliar documents and encyclicals, but also 
papal addresses and documents from the offices of the Holy See. 
"In the social doctrine of the Church can be found the principles 
for reflection, the criteria for judgment and the directives for ac­
tion which are the starting point for the promotion of an integral 
and solidary humanism" (CSDC 7). It is the duty of every Christian 
to apply these principles and criteria to the concrete circumstances of 
their lives in order to approach them with the gospel spirit. In this 
process it is important to take into account that the passage of time 
and the changing of social circumstances will require renewed re­
flection on the various issues in order to read and respond to the 
new signs of the times while remaining faithful to the perennial 
principles of the faith. 

(CSDC 7-9) 

4. What is Christian humanism? 

Christian humanism is the contribution of the Christian faith to 
happiness on earth, not only in heaven, and to the development of 
every man and woman, their communities, and the society in gen­
eral. The Church proposes a "humanism that is up to the standards 
of God's plan of love in history, an integral and solidary human­
ism capable of creating a new social, economic and political order, 
founded on the dignity and freedom of every human person, to be 
brought about in peace, justice and solidarity" (CSDC 19). 

(CSDC 18-19) 

5. What does Christian humanism have to do with the Church's 
social teaching? 

Christian humanism is the very aim of the Church's social teaching: 
the transmission of this solidary and integral humanism, which 
is fully realized in the light of Jesus Christ, God-made-man. The 
Church responds to the deepest questions of human existence, of 
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man's place in nature, society, and history. "The direction that hu­
man existence, society and history will take depends largely on the 
answers given to the questions of man's place in nature and society; 
the purpose of the present document is to make a contribution to 
these answers" (CSDC 15). 

(CSDC 14-15) 



1 Charity: The Heart of Catholic Social Teaching 

ELIZABETH REICHERT 

Charity is at the heart of the Church's social doctrine. Every respon­
sibility and every commitment spelt out by that doctrine is derived 
from charity. 

BENEDICT XVI, CARITAS IN VERITATE, 2 

We begin with love because it is love, more than justice, that is ca­
pable of transforming the relationships among human beings. And 
it is love that moves a person to work for peace and justice. Love 
means desiring the good for another and working to bring about 
that good, which also includes the common good: "The more we 
strive to secure a common good corresponding to the real needs of 
our neighbors, the more effectively we love them'' (CV 7). 

6. Does love, or more specifically charity, work against achieving 
justice? Doesn't charity serve to maintain the status quo? 

Some argue that charity actually works against justice; it soothes the 
consciences of the rich by offering temporary solutions to the poor 
without seeking to remove the underlying causes, thus continuing 
the cycle of injustice. While there is some truth to this argument, 
there are also grave errors. One cannot ignore the present, immedi­
ate needs of the impoverished in the hope of building a just society. 
"One does not make the world more human by refusing to act hu­
manely here and now" (DCE 31). 

Furthermore, there will never be such a just ordering of society 
that love somehow becomes superfluous, because love offers more 
than just material help. "Love-caritas-will always prove necessary, 
even in the most just society .... Whoever wants to eliminate love is 
preparing to eliminate man as such. There will always be suffering 
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which cries out for consolation and help. There will always be lone­
liness .... There will never be a situation where the charity of each 
individual Christian is unnecessary, because in addition to justice 
man needs, and will always need, love" (DCE 28-29). 

(DCE 26-30; CV 6) 

7. What, then, is the relationship between charity and justice? 

"Not only is justice not extraneous to charity, not only is it not 
an alternative or parallel path to charity: justice is inseparable from 
charity, and intrinsic to it. Justice is the primary way of charity or, in 
Paul VI's words, 'the minimum measure' of it"1 

( CV 6). 
Justice means giving another his or her due. Charity means offer­

ing what is "mine" to the other. Thus, charity goes beyond justice, 
but it never lacks justice. If I love others, I must first be just towards 
them; I must first give them what is theirs according to justice. 

(CV 6) 

8. What is the relationship between charity and truth? 

St. Paul preaches the necessity of veritas in caritate, truth in love 
( cf. Eph 4: 15). Without charity, the preaching of the truth becomes 
overly harsh and cold. However, the inverse is equally important­
caritas in veritate, love in truth. "Without truth, charity degener­
ates into sentimentality. Love becomes an empty shell, to be filled 
in an arbitrary way" (CV 3). As noted above, charity is at the heart 
of the social doctrine of the Church, but this charity must always 
be enlightened by truth. "'Caritas in veritate' is the principle around 
which the Church's social doctrine turns" (CV 6). 

(CV 1-6) 

9. Looking at the Old Testament, what was different about God's 
revelation to the people of Israel? 

In God's progressive self-revelation to humanity, His revelation to 
Israel stands out because He reveals Himself as a personal God with 
a personal love for His people. He hears and responds to the cries 
of His people. "I have witnessed the affliction of my people in Egypt 
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and have heard their cry against their taskmasters, so I know well 
what they are suffering. Therefore I have come down to rescue them 
from the power of the Egyptians" (Ex 3:7-8). 

(CSDC 21; DCE 9) 

10. What does the Old Testament teach about social relationships? 

The Torah teaches not only fidelity to God, but also addresses the so­
cial relations among the people of Israel. The Ten Commandments 
in particular illuminate man's essential duties, and thus indirectly, 
his fundamental rights. The prophets call for an internalization of 
the teachings of the Law, making possible a progressive universal­
ization of these attitudes of justice and solidarity so that they extend 
to all people. 

(CSDC 22-25; DCE 9) 

11. What is the novelty of the New Testament in God's revelation 
of love for humanity? 

Jesus "proclaims: 'He who has seen me has seen the Father' (Jn 
14:9). Jesus, in other words, is the tangible and definitive manifes­
tation of how God acts towards men and women" (CSDC 28). The 
novelty of the New Testament is not so much in an idea, but in 
the person of Christ, who reveals the love of the Father, and re­
veals that we are all called to be children in the Spirit, and therefore 
brothers and sisters. 

(CSDC 28-31, 33-37; DCE 12) 

12. At the center of Jesus's teaching is the twofold commandment 
of love of God and neighbor; but can love be "commanded"? 

Sentiments come and go, but the revelation of God's love in Christ 
makes it clear that love is not merely a sentiment. Jesus is not de­
manding of us a feeling, and He does not impose upon us an exter­
nal, arbitrary commandment. "Since God has first loved us ( cf. 1 Jn 
4:10), love is now no longer a mere 'command'; it is the response to 
the gift oflove with which God draws near to us" (DCE 1). 

(CSDC 32; DCE 1, 17-18) 
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13. To whom exactly does the "love of neighbor" extend? 

The parable of the Good Samaritan universalizes the love of neigh­
bor, thereby abolishing any national or geographical limits. Jesus 
teaches that every human being must be treated as another self, 
even if he or she is an enemy (cf. Mt 5:43-44). The love of neigh­
bor extends to every human being and to all social levels; it "must 
inspire, purify and elevate all human relationships in society and in 
politics" (CSDC 33). 

(CSDC 33, 40; DCE 14-15) 

14. But, practically speaking, among the billions of people on the 
planet, how do I identify "my neighbor"? 

Because of the phenomenon of globalization, we are able to know 
almost instantly of the needs of others even in the most remote re­
gions. This calls for a new readiness to help, now that our charitable 
activity can and should extend to our brothers and sisters all over the 
world. At the same time, we cannot allow this awareness of the prob­
lems throughout the world to lead to a sort of paralysis in which, 
overwhelmed by vast suffering, we resign ourselves to doing nothing. 

"Anyone who needs me, and whom I can help, is my neighbor. 
The concept of'neighbor' is now universalized, yet it remains con­
crete. Despite being extended to all mankind, it is not reduced to a 
generic, abstract and undemanding expression of love, but calls for 
my own practical commitment here and now" (DCE 15). 

(CSDC 33, 40; DCE 15, 30-31) 

15. We are called to love our neighbor, but what about ourselves? 

"You shall love your neighbor as yourself' (Mk 12:31, italics added). 
Love of God and neighbor, then, is not a depreciation of one's self. 
Persons who themselves are transformed by love are able to trans­
form society. One must attend to his or her own needs-material, 
social, and especially spiritual. There is a "priority of the conver­
sion of heart" (CSDC 42, quoting CCC 1888) in the path to bringing 
about social change, a path that requires grace. "The inner transfor­
mation of the human person, in his being progressively conformed 
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to Christ, is the necessary prerequisite for a real transformation of 
his relationships with others" (CSDC 42). 

(CSDC 41-44) 

16. What effect does the Christian understanding of salvation 
have on our approach to social action? 

Christians believe in a new and eternal dwelling place that is pre­
pared for every human person-a new earth where justice abides. 
"This hope, rather than weaken, must instead strengthen concern 
for the work that is needed in the present reality" (CSDC 56). Far 
from leading to passivity, this truth instills in Christians a long­
ing for a foretaste in this world of what will be fully realized in the 
world to come. Furthermore, we believe that the salvation of Jesus 
Christ is offered to all people and to the whole person, in all of his or 
her dimensions. Christ redeems not only the individual person but 
also the social relations existing between men and women. Christ 
not only gave us an example to follow, but He has also transformed 
each of us into a new creation, and as a new creation, we are then 
enabled by grace to "live in newness of life" (Rom 6:4). 

(CSDC 38-41, 52-58) 

17. Does this mean that we are to expect to achieve the fullness 
of this salvation, the redemption of social relations, in the 

present age? 

This salvation begins to be made a reality already in history; how­
ever, we recognize that its completion is in the future. It is character­
ized by an "eschatological relativity;' a sort of "already, but not yet:' 
This means that all cultural, social, economic, and political accom­
plishments must be understood as relative and provisional reali­
ties. "Any totalitarian vision of society and the State, and any purely 
intra-worldly ideology of progress are contrary to the integral truth 
of the human person and to God's plan in history" ( CSDC 48). 

(CSDC 38-39, 48) 



What is Catholic Social Teaching in the Mission 

of the Church? 

ARTURO BELLOCQ 

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed 
me, ill and you cared for me, in prison and you visited me .... Amen, 
I say to you, whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, 
you did for me. 

Throughout the ages, these words have echoed in the consciences of 
Christians, moving them to open their hearts and reach out their 
hands to the needs of others. Concern for mankind has led the 
Church over time to develop a social teaching, which has its own 
sources, aims, and particular nature. 

18. Does the Church have an interest in the concrete history 
of mankind? 

The Church wants the salvation of God to reach each individual, 
wherever he or she may be; thus she shares in mankind's joys and 
hopes, anxieties and sadness, and stands in solidarity with every 
man and woman of every place and time, and brings them the good 
news of the Kingdom of God. 

(CSDC 60; GS 1) 

19. Why does the Church have an interest in social relations? 

Because social life (and with it politics, the economy, work, law, and 
culture) often determines the quality of life, and thus the conditions 
in which every man and woman understands him or herself and 
makes decisions about his or her vocation, the Church cannot be 

/ 
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indifferent to what is decided, brought about or experienced in so­
ciety; she is attentive to the moral quality-that is, the authentically 
human and humanizing aspects-of social life. 

(CSDC 62) 

20. Does the Church have its own message about social relations? 

Yes. With the light of faith, the Church has an in-depth knowledge 
of what it means to be human, our origin and our end, our true 
happiness, and our weaknesses. This "global perspective on man and 
human realities" (PP 13) that the Church offers as her distinctive 

contribution sheds light on the complex web of social relations. "She 
teaches him the demands of justice and peace in conformity with 
divine wisdom" (CSDC 3, quoting CCC 2419). 

(CSDC 3, 63; CCC 2419; PP 13) 

21. So, the Church's teaching about social relations forms part of 

her supernatural mission? 

"Christ, to be sure, gave His Church no proper mission in the po­
litical, economic or social order. The purpose which He set before 
her is a religious one" (GS 42). But out of this religious mission a 
light and an energy emerge which can serve to structure the human 
community according to the divine law. The supernatural and the 
natural are not two exclusively separate entities. "The supernatural 
is not to be understood as an entity or a place that begins where 
the natural ends, but as the raising of the natural to a higher plane. 
In this way nothing of the created or the human order is foreign 
to or excluded from the supernatural or theological order of faith 
and grace, rather it is found within it, taken on and elevated by it" 

(CSDC 64). 
(CSDC 64; GS 42) 

22. Is the social teaching of the Church concerned with all 
aspects of social life? 

No. The social teaching has its own competency, which is that of 

proclaiming Christ the Redeemer. This means that the Church's 
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social teaching does not intervene in technical questions-which 
correspond to the human sciences-nor does she propose or estab­
lish concrete systems or models of social organization. Still less does 
the Church take on the political task of bringing about the most 
just society possible. Building a just society-in all its technical 
complexity-is the mission of politics, not the Church. However, the 
vision of man and his true good in Christ that the Church possesses 
through the faith is an important contribution to a "purification of 
reason;' (DCE 28) enabling the demands of justice to be recognized 
and put into practice. 

(CSDC 68; DCE 28) 

23. What right does the Church have to announce a 
social teaching? 

The Church has not only the right but also the duty to proclaim her 
social teaching. It is an integral part of the mission that Christ en­
trusted to her-to be teacher of the truth of faith. This truth that the 
Church announces not only includes dogma, but also moral truth­
including those truths about just social order-that proceed from 
the gospel and from human nature itself. These truths are necessary 
for the salvation of man and his happiness on earth. 

(CSDC 69-70; DH 14; CIC 747, §2) 

24. Is the social teaching of the Church a simple or complex 
body of teachings? 

The social teaching of the Church was not initially considered to 
be an organic, systematic set of teachings. It has been formed over 
time through numerous interventions by the Magisterium on so­
cial issues. For this reason, it constitutes a "rich and complex" body 
of doctrine (John Paul II, Address in Puebla, Mexico 1979, III.7), in 
which principles of permanent value are mixed with teachings of a 
more transitory nature that responded to urgent needs at a particu­
lar moment. This fact requires an attentive discernment when deter­
mining to what degree a teaching forms part of the social doctrine 
of the Church. 

(CSDC 72) 
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25. Is Catholic social teaching an ideology? 

Because of the particular circumstances of its formation-many 
times characterized by confrontation with opposing conceptions 
of man and his social life-some confuse Catholic social teaching 
with an ideology, in the sense of a concrete proposal like other so­
cial projects. The Magisterium has made clear that the Church's 
social teaching does not belong to the category of ideology, nor is it 
a "third way" between capitalism and socialism, but it is rather the­
ology. It is the proclamation of the truth of faith illuminating the 
ultimate meaning of social realities, and reveals the demands made 
by the respect due to the human person. 

(CSDC 72; SRS 41) 

26. So what exactly is the social teaching of the Church? 

The social teaching of the Church is "the accurate formulation of the 
results of a careful reflection on the complex realities of human ex­
istence, in society and in the international order, in the light of faith 
and of the Church's tradition. Its main aim is to interpret these reali­
ties, determining their conformity with or divergence from the lines 
of the gospel teaching on man and his vocation, a vocation which is 
at once earthly and transcendent; its aim is thus to guide Christian 
behavior" (CSDC 72, quoting SRS 41). 

(CSDC 72; SRS 41) 

27. What are the sources of Catholic social teaching? 

As in other areas of theology, the sources of Catholic social teaching 
are Revelation and human nature, especially in its social dimension. 
Faith guides reason in its search for a way to organize a society wor­
thy of man; but faith does not substitute for reason in reason's task of 
understanding the basic concepts and specific dynamics of the dis­
tinct areas of social life, which fall under the disciplines of philosophy 
and the various social sciences. 

(CSDC 74-75) 

28. 

29. 

30. 
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28. So the Church's social teaching enters into dialogue with the 
social sciences? 

Yes. The social teaching needs the social sciences in order to have a 
proper understanding of its object-the various social realities. The 
Church's social teaching respects the legitimate autonomy of earthly 
realities and the various human sciences that study them. However, 
it invites them to open themselves to a fuller truth, known by faith, 
so that they can find their ultimate meaning and contribute to the 
authentic development of man. 

(CSDC 76; GS 36) 

29. What do we mean by "legitimate autonomy of earthly 
realities"? 

We mean that created things and earthly affairs have their own laws 
and values which must be respected. This does not mean that they 
are independent of God and the gospel message. There are moral 
limits, which are always binding. "For without the Creator the crea­
ture would disappear" ( GS 36). For instance, markets have their own 
laws, for example the law of supply and demand; they are, however, 
subject to God's moral law. 

(CSDC 45; GS 36) 

30. Does Catholic social teaching propose its own social, 
political, or economic doctrine? 

No. Revelation does not propose any sort of political, economic, 
or social system at the level of the social sciences that the Church 
should teach or promote. In these fields, faith invites reason to hon­
estly and diligently investigate the causes of and best solutions for 
problems. Faith guides reason with its fundamental principles con­
cerning man and his social dimension. These principles serve as a 
guide, without proposing concrete answers that, in many cases, are 
contingent from the point of view of the human sciences. 

(CSDC 72) 



14 HANDBOOK OF CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING 

31. Who formulates the Church's social doctrine? 

As with other areas of Christian teaching, the Church herself, as the 
custodian of Revelation, formulates and teaches the social doctrine. 
Each member of the ecclesial community-priests, religious, lay 
people, theologians, scientists, and pastors-contributes according 
to his or her own charism and ministry. However, only the Magiste­
rium is competent to teach the social doctrine with authority. In this 
case, the doctrinal weight of the various teachings depends on the 
nature of the teachings, their contingent and variable elements, and 
the frequency with which they have been invoked. 

(CSDC 79-80) 

32. Are there both perennial and contingent elements in the 

Church's social teaching? 

Perhaps more than in any other area of theology, the Church's so­
cial teaching intertwines various perennial or lasting principles­
pertaining to Revelation and to man's immutable nature-with 
contingent applications. This is because the cultural, political, and 
economic circumstances in which the Church announces her mes­
sage are constantly changing. Furthermore, the Church-along with 
humanity-continues to grow in her understanding of complex so­
cial realities and of the specific contribution offered by the gospel 
(cf. Benedict XVI, Christmas Address to the Roman Curia 2005). 
This characteristic specific to social teaching requires careful dis­
cernment on the part of those who receive it; but, far from being a 
disadvantage, it is a sign of the teaching's capacity for renewal while 
maintaining its fundamental principles. 

(CSDC 80, 85-86; SRS 3; DonVer 24) 

33. What are the tasks of proclamation and denunciation in 

Catholic social teaching? 

Because of her profound knowledge of man, the Church has a spe­
cial sensibility for recognizing violations of the dignity of the per­
son and social groups, and must make her voice heard in defense 
of the most vulnerable. But prior to this task of denunciation, the 
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Church must proclaim the truth of man and society that she pos­
sesses as her own, and then must proclaim the norms and directives 
of action that derive from them. With this teaching, the Church 
does not attempt to structure or organize society, but to appeal to, 
guide, and form consciences. 

(CSDC 81) 

34. Who receives Catholic social teaching? 

All members of the Church receive her social teaching. Each of 
the faithful, according to his or her vocation, must contribute 
to the building of a more just society. In a special way, this teach­
ing is directed to lay people because it involves responsibilities re­
lated to the building, organizing, and functioning of society: politi­
cal, economic, and administrative obligations that pertain to lay 
people in virtue of the secular nature of their vocation, and not 
to priests or religious. The light of faith does not undermine the 
rational power of the Church's social teaching, and it is therefore 
also directed toward all men and women of good will who are 
outside the Church. 

(CSDC 83) 

35. When lay people work to permeate social realities with a 
Christian spirit, do they act in the name of the Church? 

No, when lay people order earthly realities according to the spirit 
of the gospel, they do not do so in name of the Church, but as 
citizens of the State, according to their own responsibilities. The 
Church, because of her religious mission, is not tied to any politi­
cal or economic system. Sometimes "the Christian view of things 
will itself suggest some specific solution in certain circumstances. 
Yet it happens rather frequently, and legitimately so, that with 
equal sincerity some of the faithful will disagree with others on 
a given matter" (GS 43). Given the contingency of social matters, 
there will always be a legitimate plurality of temporal options for 
lay people, that is, always within the limits of Christian morality. 

(DCE 29; GS 43, 76) 
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36. When was Catholic social teaching born? 

The Church has always demonstrated her concern for social mat­
ters and offered guidance concerning ever-changing historical re­
alities. Drawing from Revelation, and owing to the teachings of the 
Fathers and the Doctors of the Church, a rich heritage of Chris­
tian social morality has been formed over time. The economic and 
political events of the nineteenth century, however, transformed 
society in such a way that a new effort of discernment of the fun­
damental principles of the social order was necessary. Leo XIII's 
emblematic encyclical Rerum Novarum is considered the begin­
ning of this new organic and synthetic way of confronting social 
problems. 

(CSDC 87-88; John Paul II, General Audience May 13, 1981) 

37. What are the central points of the social magisterium of 
Leo XIII? 

In his numerous social and political encyclicals, Leo XIII ex­
plained the Christian teaching on temporal power and its relation­
ship to religious power, stated his judgment on the new forms of 
government and social organization, and offered criteria for the 
participation of Christians in public life. Many of these teachings 
contain contingent elements specific to the circumstances and 
mentality of the time, but as a whole, these documents express the 
fundamental principles of the faith in social matters. The encyc­
lical Rerum Novarum is especially important. It studies in depth 
the labor question, brought to the fore by the economic and polit­
ical revolutions of the nineteenth century. The document outlines 
the errors of this period that resulted in certain social ills. It rules 
out socialism as a remedy and sets forth a number of teachings re­
garding work, law, and property: the principle of collaboration in­
stead of class struggle as the means to social change; the rights of 
the weak; the dignity of the poor and the obligations of the rich; 
the perfection of justice in charity; and the right to form profes­
sional associations. 

(CSDC 89) 



What is Catholic Social Teaching in the Mission of the Church? 17 

38. What did the teachings of Pius XI contribute to Catholic 
social teaching? 

Pius XI was forced to confront grave political and economic crises 
during his pontificate, and he responded with several important doc­
uments. Shortly after the serious economic crisis of 1929, he pub­
lished the encyclical Quadragesimo Anno (1931) to commemorate 

the fortieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum. In this encyclical, he de­
veloped Christian social principles at a time when industrialization 
coincided with the expansion of the national and international power 
of financial entities. The encyclical rejects both materialistic socialism 
and the liberal ideology of the times and re-affirms the value of pri­
vate property, insisting on its social value. The encyclical's teachings 
on the principle of subsidiarity and the notion of a just wage are of 
particular importance. Furthermore, Pius XI never ceased speaking 
out against the totalitarian regimes that took hold in Europe during 
his pontificate. In 1931 he protested against the atrocities of the fascist 
regime in Italy with publication of the encyclical Non Abbiamo Bi­
sogno ("We Do Not Need"). In 1937, in the encyclical Mit Brennender 
Sorge ("With Burning Anxiety"), he rejected the Nazi ideology and 

the Nazi regime's repressive measures. In the same year he also pro­
mulgated the encyclical Divini Redemptoris on atheistic communism. 

(CSDC 91-92) 

39. What characterizes the social magisterium of Pius XII? 

Pius XII was responsible for guiding the Church during the Second 
World War and afterward during reconstruction of the social order. 
While he did not write any social encyclicals, he consistently demon­
strated his concern over upheavals in the international order. In his 
many speeches and radio messages on social issues, he emphasized 
the need for a harmonious relationship between law and morality so 
that a just social order can be constructed at national and interna­
tionallevels. Additionally, in his many encounters with people across 
various social classes and professional societies, he provided concrete 
guidance on ways of contributing to the common good. 

(CSDC 93) 
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40. What were the central characteristics of John XXIII's pontificate 
in the area of social teaching? 

With his personality and his teaching, John XXIII promoted the 
universal dissemination of Catholic social teaching, in dialogue 
with all men and women of good will. In years marked by recov­
ery after the war, the beginning of decolonization, and the first 
signs of dialogue between the American and Soviet blocs, John 
XXIII showed himself capable of reading "the signs of the times 

and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel" (GS 4, italics 
added). He wrote two social encyclicals. The first, Mater et Magistra 

(1961), updates the social teaching of Rerum Novarum for a con­
text in which social problems had become universalized, and speaks 
to certain concrete problems including agriculture, relations be­
tween poor and rich countries, and the demographic problem. The 
second, Pacem in Terris (1963), addresses the conditions for pro­
moting national and international peace, and the need to respect 
human rights. 

(CSDC 94-95) 

41. What was the importance of the Second Vatican Council for 
Catholic social teaching? 

The council was a moment of great importance for Catholic social 
teaching; it brought about a profound reflection on the mission of 
the Church in the world, and therefore also on her contribution to 
the solution of social problems. The pastoral constitution Gaud­

ium et Spes outlines the face of a Church that is "truly linked with 
mankind and its history" (GS 1). The Church walks with human­
ity and together they are subject to the same earthly circumstances; 
but at the same time the Church serves "as a leaven and as a kind 
of soul for human society as it is to be renewed in Christ and trans­
formed into God's family" (GS 40). Gaudium et Spes offers a system­
atic presentation on culture, economic and social life, marriage and 
family, the political community, and peace and the community of 
nations-all in the light of Christian anthropology and the Church's 
mission. Another important council document in the body of 
Catholic social teaching is the declaration Dignitatis Humanae, in 

42. 

43. 
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which the right to religious freedom is clearly proclaimed, accompa­
nied by important clarifications on the relationship between religion 
and political power. 

(CSDC 96-97) 

42. What were Paul VI's contributions to Catholic social teaching? 

Paul VI wrote two important social documents. In the encyclical 
Populorum Progressio (1967), he explained the Christian teaching 
on authentic social development-which must be comprehensive, 
fostering "the development of each man and of the whole man'' (PP 
14)-and urged those in power to act in solidarity with the most 
vulnerable. In the same year, the Pope established the Pontifical 
Council of Justice and Peace "to stimulate the Catholic community 
to promote progress in needy regions and international social jus­
tice" (CSDC 99, quoting GS 90). Later, in the apostolic letter Octoges­
ima Adveniens (1971 ), in the midst of strong ideological controversies 
inside and outside the Church, he reflected on post-industrial soci­
ety with its many complex problems, underlining the inadequacy of 
current ideologies in responding to the challenges of the day: ur­
banization, the condition of young people, the status of women, un­
employment, discrimination, emigration, population growth, the 
influence of the media, and the ecological problem. 

(CSDC 98-100) 

43. What were John Paulll's most important social documents? 

John Paul II's long and fruitful pontificate was rich in contributions 
to social questions, including three social encyclicals. Laborem Exer­
cens ( 1981) focuses on human work as being key to the entire social 
question. Human work cannot be reduced to its objective and mate­
rial aspects, but should be considered as the place where one's per­
sonal, natural, and supernatural vocation is realized. Sollicitudo Rei 
Socialis (1987) returns to the topic of development in order to set out 
its moral implications and the moral obligations it imposes on peo­
ple in the contemporary world; it outlines the Christian and human 
meaning of solidarity among various countries and social groups, 
and also explains in detail the nature of Catholic social teaching as 
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a theological discipline. Lastly, Centesimus Annus (1991), written to 
commemorate the 100-year anniversary of Rerum Novarum, offers an 
analysis of the fall of communism and an in-depth explanation of the 
advantages of democracy and the free economy while highlighting 
the risks that these present when they are not based on an adequate 
anthropology. 

(CSDC 101-103) 

44. What are the most relevant teachings that Benedict XVI has 
left us in social matters? 

Benedict XVI wrote a social encyclical, Caritas in Veritate (2009), 
in which he analyzed the causes of society's profound cultural crisis 
and proposed a new Christian humanism, centered on charity as the 
fundamental criterion of all social relations. On numerous occasions 
he reflected on the Church's mission in society and the contribution 
that faith offers to social problems, particularly by assisting reason, 
often threatened by relativism, in perceiving ethical obligations. 

45. What are the main features of Pope Francis's teaching on 
social issues? 

In word and in deed, Pope Francis has worked to promote, both in­
side and outside the Church, a greater awareness of the grave social 
and cultural problems of our time, calling all people of good will 
to their personal and societal responsibilities. Evangelical poverty, 
characterized by a detachment from material goods, and attention 
to the most needy, are two criteria that must always be present in a 
society aspiring to be worthy of man. In his social encyclical Laudato 

Si', the Pope addresses many contemporary issues with the idea of 
an "integral ecology" which respects all human and social dimen­
sions. Against the current individualistic cultures, this ecology rec­
ognizes that everything is connected, and therefore our decisions 
must be based on ecological, social, and economic concerns together 
with an awareness of our common origin, our mutual belonging, 
and our responsibility toward future generations. 



The Dignity of the Human Person as the Core 

and Foundation of Catholic Social Teaching 

MARTIN SCHLAG 

God created mankind in his image; 
in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them. 

God blessed them and God said to them: Be fertile and multiply; fill 
the earth and subdue it. Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the 
birds of the air, and all the living things that crawl on the earth. 

GEN 1:27-28 

Every human person is created in God's image, endowed with 
dignity and inalienable rights and also duties. The human person 
is both the foundation and goal of society, and thus it is the principal 
task of every society to defend and foster human dignity in its laws 
and institutions. 

46. What is human dignity? 

Human dignity is the first and most important of all social princi­
ples. This quality that is inherent in every human being can also be 
expressed in the idea that each human person possesses certain 
inalienable rights from the moment of conception. In practice, dig­
nity means that no human being is to be degraded and reduced to 
a mere means or a tool for ends that are foreign to his or her own 
personal development. In particular, the human person's life and 
dignity must not be sacrificed for the sake of scientific research, or 
economic, military, social, or political goals. 

(CSDC 133) 
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47. Does human dignity only forbid degrading others? 

No. This is only the core or minimum expression of human dignity. 
This core entails the protection of every person against degrading 
treatment by other individuals or by society as a whole. Human dig­
nity in this sense cannot be lost, not even by the worst criminal. This 
is because human dignity is not earned or granted by others but is 
simply possessed. Beyond this, human dignity also has a positive di­
mension, which is its maximum or moral expression: every human 
being has a calling to moral excellence and should strive to flourish 
by expressing his or her dignity through a virtuous life. This means, 
in turn, that we can act beneath our dignity, thus disfiguring it. In 
this sense, human dignity is more about living virtuously than pos­
sessing rights. 

(CSDC 133-134) 

48. Before we can think about the consequences of human 
dignity for social ethics, we must understand the definition 
of a "society." What is a society? 

·~ society is a group of persons bound together organically by a 
principle of unity that goes beyond each one of them. As an assembly 
that is at once visible and spiritual, a society endures through time: 
it gathers up the past and prepares for the future" (CCC 1880). Put 
simply, a society is a group of people who are united by a common 
good. 

(CCC 1880) 

49. Why do societies come into existence? 

People join together in a society out of common utility and friend­
ship. "It is out of love for one's own good and for that of others that 
people come together in stable groups with the purpose of attaining 
a common good" (CSDC 150). Some "societies, such as the family 
and the state, correspond more directly to the nature of man; they 
are necessary to him" (CCC 1882). However, society can also be­
come oppressive or even totalitarian. That is why the Church teaches 
that public laws must be in accordance with God's will, the only true 
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source of our freedom. The Church also underscores the principle 
of subsidiarity in order to avoid oppression. Human beings are not 
uniform; each one of us pursues happiness in many different ways. 
This social pluralism is healthy as long as it remains within the lim­
its of God's moral law, which shows us the path to happiness. 

(CSDC 150-151) 

50. Where does human dignity come from? 

Human dignity comes from the fact that every man and woman 
is the living image of God Himself and called to eternal life. Even 
though we have disfigured God's image in us through sin, it is not 
completely destroyed; Christ, the perfect Image of God, has recre­
ated human nature and united it to God in the Holy Spirit. 

(CSDC 105) 

51. What does it mean to be made in the image of God? 

It means that every human being, as frail and unimportant as he or 
she may appear to human eyes, represents God on earth: "Amen, I 
say to you, whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, 
you did for me" (Mt 25:40). Each person is a unique and individual 
being. With every child that is conceived something awesome and 
wonderful comes into this world; simply by the fact of being, every 
person has the right to exist. 

(CSDC 131) 

52. What else can we learn from the Bible about human dignity? 

We learn that God created man and woman as individual selves 
with freedom and responsibility, and at the same time as persons in 
relationships. 

(CSDC 108) 

53. What does it mean to be an "individual self"? 

Being an individual self means that a human being exists as an ''I;' ca­
pable of self-understanding, self-possession, and self-determination. 
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The human person is a subjective entity, a bearer of consciousness 
and freedom, whose unique life experiences are identical to those 
of no one else. The person, including his or her body, is completely 
entrusted to him or herself, who is therefore morally responsible for 
his or her own actions. 

(CSDC 127, 131) 

54. Why is relationship so important for us if we are already an 
individual self? 

Human dignity cannot be explained apart from our relationship to 
God, other human persons, and creation. Neither our intelligence 
nor our autonomy, neither our individual selfness nor our person­
ality or personal qualities can sufficiently establish our dignity. The 
Bible teaches us that the human person was created in relationship 
with God: we have dignity because we can relate to God as His be­
loved children. No other creature (except the angels) can do this. The 
whole of our life and our dignity is essentially and constitutively an 
answer to God's love. "The human being is a personal being created by 
God to be in relationship with him; man finds life and self-expression 
only in relationship, and tends naturally to God"' (CSDC 109). 

(CSDC 109) 

55. If we are made in the image of God, are we therefore also 
made in the image of the Holy Trinity? 

Yes. This is expressed by the Bible in that God originally created the 
human person in the relationship of man and woman: God created 
the human being as a couple, as a "we" that is called to mutual com­
munion. This "we" is an image of the triune God. In the Holy Trinity 
each Divine Person gives Himself completely to the other two. In an 
analogous way, as human beings we discover ourselves as persons 
with dignity only through the sincere gift of ourselves. 

( CSDC 111; CV 53-55) 

56. What about people who are not married? Are they able to 
live out this calling to relationship? 
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Yes. We are relational and social beings by nature. Living in com­
munity is a natural characteristic that distinguishes man from other 
earthly creatures. From the very beginning of his or her existence, the 
human person is called to life in society. Those who renounce mar­
riage for the Kingdom of God because they have received the calling 
to celibacy fully realize this call to communion, each according to 
his or her own vocation, whether as a priest, religious, or layperson. 

(CSDC 110,112-114, 149) 

57. The human being is social by nature, but how has sin affected 
our relationships? 

Pride, selfishness, and other sins cause us to close in on ourselves 
and tempt us to dominate our neighbor. We have all sinned, but 
we have also all been redeemed by Christ's death and resurrection. 
Christian realism sees the abysses of sin, but we see them in the light 
of the hope given by Jesus Christ's act of redemption, in which sin 
and death are destroyed. This hope is greater than any evil. 

(CSDC 120-123, 150) 

58. What consequences does sin have for social life? 

Sin is a twofold wound affecting man's inmost self and his relation­
ships. At the root of painful personal and social divisions there is 
always sin. That is why we can speak of sin in its personal and its 
social dimensions. Every sin is essentially the personal act of an in­
dividual; however, a sin is also social when and insofar as it has social 
consequences. God's healing grace therefore also extends to social 
life, redeeming human relationships. 

(CSDC 116-117) 

59. Aren't there also sinful structures or structures of sin that mar 
human happiness? 

Yes. Every sin against the justice we owe others is a social sin. When 
many repeat these sins, a structure of sin forms and spreads. These 
structures of sin can become social customs or even laws. The con­
sequences of sin thus perpetuate the structures of sin, which grow 
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stronger and become sources of other sins, conditioning human 
thought and conduct and opposing it to the will of God and the 
good of our neighbor. Structures of sin "are rooted in personal sin 
and, therefore, are always connected to concrete acts of the individ­
uals who commit them, consolidate them and make it difficult to 
remove them" (CSDC 119). 

(CSDC 118-119) 

60. How can we overcome structures of sin? 

We can overcome structures of sin by courageously opposing and 
denouncing them, individually and together with others in society. 
Joint actions are especially necessary to change the culture in which 
we live and to make an impact on a structural level. 

(CSDC 118) 

61. What does human dignity mean for social ethics? 

Understanding that human dignity is the first and foremost social 
principle means that we owe each and every human being respect 
and recognition of his or her personhood. Understanding human 
dignity also means that such respect and recognition is not a con­
sequence of civil law but is prior to the formation of society. Societ­
ies exist in order to protect and to foster human dignity. Every so­
ciety must accept and defend human dignity through its laws and 
every other just means available, starting with the protection of in­
nocent life, because dignity is not bestowed on us by any human de­
cision but is a gift of God. The social principle of human dignity also 
means therefore that the recognition of each and every human be­
ing as a person is independent of his or her efforts or merits. Unlike 
social esteem or prestige, dignity in its core expression is not earned. 

(CSDC 153) 

62. What does this imply for any society? 

A society is just only if and insofar as it is based on respect for the 
transcendent dignity of the human person. Society is ordered to the 
human person as its ultimate end. 

(CSDC 132) 
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63. What importance does human dignity have for the social 
teaching of the Church? 

The principle of the inviolable dignity of the human person rep­
resents the heart and soul of Catholic social thought. The whole 
of the Church's social doctrine develops from it, and affirms the 
centrality of the human person in every sector and expression of 
society. The human person is its "subject, foundation and goal"2 

(CSDC 106). 
(CSDC 106-107) 

64. Is the social principle of human dignity universally accepted? 

A growing number of constitutions and international agreements 
proclaim the principle of human dignity. However, it is always 
endangered by reductionist conceptions of the human person. 
Some of these are ideological in character or are simply the re­
sult of widespread practices. The common denominator of these 
reductions is that they overemphasize one of the characteristics 
of man and woman as the image of God at the expense of the 
other. Thus they either overstress individualism (as in the forms 
of practical materialism that sacrifice the unborn and the sick to 
individual desires) or relationality (as in collectivism). The social 
teaching of the Church maintains the balance between these two 
characteristics. 

(CSDC 124-125) 

65. What about the Church's teaching on human dignity-is it 
not an ideology? 

No, the social teaching of the Church is not an ideology because it is 
based on the truth about man that God has revealed. In the Chris­
tian faith God is revealed as the truth ( cf. Jn 14:6) that at the same 
time is love (cf. 1 Jn 4:8). Because truth and love in God are the 
same, the truth that the Church teaches about man and society must 
not be imposed by violence. Actually, human dignity as a princi­
ple stems more from love than from justice, even though it requires 
laws to protect it. 

(CSDC 126) 
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66. What is the Church's task regarding human dignity? 

The pastoral task of the Church regarding human dignity is twofold: 
on the one hand, she proclaims its Christian foundations; on the 
other, she denounces its violations. Unfortunately, human history 
is full of the most loathsome and horrible rejections of human 
dignity. In order to be more effective in her mission, the Church 
is open "to ecumenical cooperation, to dialogue with other reli­
gions, to all appropriate contacts with other organizations, govern­
mental and non-governmental, at the national and international 
levels. The Church trusts above all in the help of the Lord and his 
Spirit who, poured forth into human hearts, is the surest guaran­
tee for respecting justice and human rights, and for contributing 
to peace" (CSDC 159). 

(CSDC 159) 

67. What other important social principles form part of the 
principle of human dignity? 

Freedom and equality are part of the social principle of human 
dignity. 

68. Why is freedom so important in the Christian faith? 

Freedom is important in the Christian faith because we can believe 
in and love God only in freedom. God has given us freedom as one 
of the highest manifestations of being made in His image. 

(CSDC 136) 

69. What is freedom? 

We speak of freedom in different ways, and there are actually differ­
ent types of freedom. On one level, we can speak of being free from 
physical constraint or from the threat of physical constraint (chains, 
force, terror, etc.). A second type of freedom is interior and psycho­
logical freedom through which we are able to do what we recog­
nize as good without being tied down by disordered passions, ad­
dictions, and so on. The highest form of freedom is achieved when 
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the human person realizes his or her calling to self-donation in love. 
This greatest form of freedom and dignity was realized and revealed 
by Jesus Christ on the cross. 

(CSDC 143; John Paul II, Angelus Address in Berlin June 23, 1996) 

70. Is there a link between freedom and the moral law? 

Yes. Human freedom belongs to us as creatures; it is a freedom that 
is given as a gift, like a seed that needs to be cultivated. God has given 
us the moral law as a guideline through which human nature and so­
ciety flourish. When we presume to be the creators and absolute mas­
ters of good and evil, freedom dies, destroying man and society. 

(CSDC 138) 

71. What does Jesus mean for our freedom? 

Jesus truly sets us free. Too often, either intentionally or because of 
weakness, we commit sins. Human freedom (understood here as 
self-determination) therefore needs to be liberated. This is done by 
Christ, who overcame sin and death, calls us to life, and gives us the 
grace to free ourselves from the disordered love of self. 

(CSDC 143) 

72. Good actions enhance our freedom. How do we know what 
is good for the human person and society? 

We know what is good and evil because we can recognize the nat­
ural moral law through the light of our intellect and, additionally, 
through God's Revelation. This law is universal because it extends 
to all people. In its principal precepts, the divine and natural law is 
presented in the Ten Commandments. It indicates the primary and 
essential norms regulating moral life in society, and is unchange­
able. "Its central focus is the act of aspiring and submitting to God, 
the source and judge of everything that is good, and also the act of 
seeing others as equal to oneself. The natural law expresses the dignity 
of the person and lays the foundations of the person's fundamental 
duties"3 (CSDC 140). 

(CSDC 140) 
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73. Aren't there many cultures in the world with different moral 
convictions? 

Most cultures adhere to the basic tenets of the natural law; how­
ever, not everyone inside or outside those cultures recognizes its 
precepts. Therefore God has also revealed it. The natural law, which 
is the law of God, cannot be annulled by human sinfulness or by the 
majority in a democracy. The natural moral law lays the indispens­
able moral foundation for any human community and for civil law. 

(CSDC 141-142) 

7 4. Why are all human beings equal? 

All human beings are equal in the sense that all have the same dig­
nity as creatures made in the image and likeness of God. The fact 
that the Son of God took on human nature reinforces this equality 
in dignity: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus" (Gal 3:28). The dignity of every person before God is 
"the ultimate foundation of the radical equality and brotherhood 
among all people, regardless of their race, nation, sex, origin, culture, 
or class" (CSDC 144). 

(CSDC 144) 

75. What does equality mean as a principle for the ordering 
of society? 

All people are equal in regard to their dignity and their fundamental 
rights but not in regard to their merits, their needs, and their func­
tions. As a social principle and particularly as a legal principle equal­
ity does not mean uniformity. In order to be equal and just, laws 
must treat different realities according to their differences, and iden­
tical realities according to their sameness. A law that treats different 
matters in an identical way or identical matters differently is a dis­
criminatory and unjust law. Therefore, equal things must be treated 
equally, and different things differently. For example, because of hu­
man dignity, every human person's life must be protected. It would 
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be unjust discrimination to establish differences in this protection 
because of, for example, a person's age. However, there are some ar­
eas where it makes sense to make distinctions regarding such qual­
ities as age. For example, in regard to voting, military service, and 
other civic duties, distinctions according to age make sense and are 
not unjust. 

76. But aren't all inequalities unjust? 

No. There are many natural inequalities that are not unjust: we are 
all born with different talents, in different times and places, etc. 
Additionally, each human person is born into a particular politi­
cal, economic, and social situation, and therefore inequalities are in­
evitable to a certain degree. Failure to recognize such inequalities 
would dampen incentives needed so that certain talents and assets 
can be employed in the service of the general public. Differing levels 
of merit and effort expended inevitably produce certain inequalities. 

Inequality becomes unjust when it comes about as the result of 
illegal or immoral practices, unfair methods, favoritism, or cronyism. 
The job of public authorities and of society at large is to promote 
conditions of equal opportunity, for example by fostering fair social 
competition and access to health care and education. 

(EG 202) 

77. What about men and women-are they equal? 

Yes. Men and women are equal in dignity. At the same time, there 
exists a certain "difference in equality" between male and female 
persons. There is something specific and unique to femininity that 
is different from that which is specific and unique to masculinity. 
Furthermore, "this difference in equality is enriching and indispens­
able for the harmony of life in society" (CSDC 146). Ensuring the 
rightful presence of women in the Church, in the workplace, and in 
society as a whole is not only a matter of recognizing and promot­
ing their equal dignity, but also of recognizing and promoting that 
which is specific and unique to them. 

(CSDC 146-148) 
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PAU AGULLES 

78. Is the protection of life important to human development? 

Yes. Life, by its very nature, is the foundation of all other human val­
ues, rights, and duties. If life is not respected, if it is violated or its 
elimination tolerated, then human development becomes impossible. 
Life is always a good; thus any direct attack against it is always an evil. 
This is expressed clearly in the commandment: "Thou shall not kilt:' 

(CSDC 155-156; EV 40-41, 52-57) 

79. Why is there a duty to preserve human life and health? 

This duty follows from the dignity and sanctity of human life and 
the principle of its inviolability. Health is a good that follows from 
life and is ordered toward it. Health is ordinarily the necessary con­
dition for our development, including our spiritual development. 
Caring for one's health and others' is a duty of responsibility to­
ward the lives that have been entrusted to us: our own and those 
of others. It is a duty toward self, God, and others. However, health 
care is no longer reasonable when it becomes an end in itself, or 
leads to worship of the body, or is ordered toward any evil end. The 
moral responsibility for health and body includes adequate nutri­
tion, clothing, a dignified place to live, hygiene and rest, and proper 
and proportionate medical care. Public authorities and society in 
general are also in part responsible for these duties. 

(CCC 2288-2289; EV 71) 

80. Does it make sense to speak of bioethics as a matter of justice? 

Yes. In human relations, the virtue of justice plays a fundamental 
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role. It consists in giving each person and society that which is 
rightfully theirs. Bioethics deals with a specific type of these rela­
tions, that which concerns human life and health. As such, bioethics 
is not simply a matter of applying a list of norms to specific cases; 
it is first and foremost a matter of acting justly toward human life. 

(EV 13, 57, 66, 101) 

81. And abortion, why is it a "social" issue and not just a matter 
of individual morality? 

The impact of legislation and general tolerance of abortion goes 
beyond each individual case of abortion. Laws and institutions that 
promote abortion bring with them a diminished respect for life, and 
therefore for motherhood, and also an attitude of sexual permis­
siveness. "In this sense abortion goes beyond the responsibility of 
individuals and beyond the harm done to them, and takes on a 
distinctly social dimension. It is a most serious wound inflicted on 
society and its culture" (EV 59). Women often feel pressure to abort 
from the demands of their careers, from friends, and even from 
their own families. Promoting social aid for families and mothers in 
distress is an important measure to counteract these pressures and 
to contribute to the building of a culture of life. 

(EV 26, 59; CV 28; LS 120) 

82. What are some of the social and political repercussions of 
laws like those that permit abortion or euthanasia? 

The modern State should have as its primary end the protection of 
the fundamental good of human life, and thus it has the obligation to 
guarantee the absolute prohibition of its voluntary elimination, even 
in difficult "borderline" cases. When this good is not respected, as for 
example in the cases of abortion or euthanasia, the very foundation of 
the State crumbles, and with it its authority. Moreover, the experience 
of those countries with a history of legalized abortion and euthana­
sia provide evidence of what is called the "slippery slope:'What begins 
as an exception in difficult cases has the effect of opening the door 
to widespread practices, ending in greater abuses against human life. 
(EV 72-74; PT 51; CDF, Declaration on Procured Abortion 1974, 22) 
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83. What does the Church say about suicide? 

The Church holds that, like murder, suicide is always morally unac­
ceptable. It is true that there may be certain psychological, cultural, 
and social conditions that could mitigate or even nullify the per­
son's subjective culpability. However, acknowledgment of this real­
ity should not act as a positive reinforcement of suicide, but rather 
springs from a deep understanding of the measure of God's love in 
light of the law, which applies to all sins. Even in the most desperate 
cases, though, suicide is the destruction of the living image of God. It 
is the renunciation of love of self and of the duties of justice and of 
love toward neighbor and society, as well as the denial of God's ab­
solute sovereignty over life and death. This should be distinguished 
from those cases in which one puts his or her life at risk with the goal 
of achieving an important or necessary good (e.g., the work of police­
men, firemen, and doctors). These cases do not violate the moral law. 

(CCC 2281-2283; EV 66; 1B I) 

84. Why is the Church opposed to euthanasia? 

Euthanasia is a grave violation of God's law because it is the delib­
erate killing of a human person, whatever the reasons may be or the 
means that are used to bring it about. Human life and its dignity are 
intrinsic goods, regardless of the "quality" of life-a sick person has 
the same dignity as a healthy person. Therefore, its termination is 
always a moral evil. The legitimate right to self-determination does 
not extend to life itself but rather to the way one lives that life. Fur­
thermore, as previously noted, the acceptance of euthanasia in select 
cases is subject to the "slippery slope;' leading to abuses and inflicting 
a grave wound on society, especially on society's attitude toward the 
sick and dying. 

(EV 65; IB) 

85. Does the human embryo deserve the same legal protection as 
adult humans? 

As biology has proven, the human embryo is a complete human 
being from the moment of conception. Throughout his or her 
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development, all the changes that take place are quantitative (e.g., 
size, shape, the number of cells, etc.) never qualitative (i.e., a new or 
different being). From the union of the two gametes, the embryo is 
a being of the human species that constitutes a new biological being 
(different from the mother or father, but like them), whose growth 
is continuous and relatively autonomous. It follows that, just as it is 
illicit to voluntarily eliminate a human life that is already born, it 
is likewise wrong to eliminate an unborn human life. Constitutions 
and laws must therefore protect life in the earliest stages of develop­
ment, especially in the mother's womb, the moment in which human 
life is most innocent, vulnerable, and dependent. 

(EV 58; DonVit I; DP 1-5; CDF, Declaration on Procured 

Abortion 1974, III, V) 

86. What are the main political problems related to abortion? 

The main ethical-political problem posed by the legalization of 
abortion is that it introduces grave injustice and discrimination. 
This juridical situation arbitrarily posits that a certain group of 
human beings (the unborn) be excluded from the group of pro­
tected citizens and persons. Society exists to be of service to the 
human person; thus disregard for the right to life of some human 
beings is irreconcilably opposed to the possibility of realizing the 
common good. 

(EV 72) 

87. Are there cases in which a Catholic politician can vote in 

favor of a law that permits abortion? 

If it is not possible to completely repeal an existing law that permits 
abortion, a politician, clearly and openly stating his or her opposi­
tion to abortion, can rightfully support proposals that seek to limit 
the damage of such a law and reduce its effects on the culture and 
public morality. In this way, one is not cooperating in the evil of 
abortion but is making a legitimate attempt to ameliorate the evil 
aspects of a law (in every way presently possible). The politician 
must do so in a way that does not cause scandal or confusion. 

(EV 73) 



36 H AN DB 0 0 K 0 F CAT H 0 L I C S 0 C I A L TE A C H I N G 

88. What is the Church's basic teaching on artificial procreation? 

The Church upholds the following fundamental moral principles 
regarding artificial procreation: (1) first and foremost, any medical 
intervention must treat the embryo as a person from the moment of 
conception; (2) human procreation must take place in marriage be­
tween one man and one woman, becoming mother and father only 
through one another, by means of the conjugal act-the loving act 
that is the only act worthy of bringing a new life into the world; 
(3) any medical intervention must respect human dignity when it 
seeks to assist the conjugal act to reach its natural end or to enable 
it to achieve its natural end once it has been normally performed; 
and ( 4) the moral gravity of those medical interventions that do not 
respect these principles is evaluated based on the degree to which 
they substitute for the conjugal act rather than assisting it. 

(DonVit; DP 12-13) 

89. So what kind of reproductive technologies are not in line with 
Christian morality? 

The methods that are not in line with Christian morality include ar­
tificial fertilization that takes place outside the body (like IVF and 
ICSI); artificial heterologous insemination (where the donor is not 
the spouse); and those homologous methods (where the sperm donor 
is the spouse) in which the sperm is collected outside the conjugal act. 

In addition to the aforementioned moral issues, many of these 
technologies carry with them further serious problems, including 
the widespread practice of freezing and storing embryos ( cryopres­
ervation), who will either be left to die or used for research; selec­
tive reduction of implanted embryos (by means of abortion); eugenic 
selection; and other attacks against the dignity of the child such as 
surrogate motherhood, the selling of sperm and eggs, etc. 

(DonVit II; DP 14-22) 

90. What does the Church say about stem cell research? 

Through biotechnology, man exercises his dominion over creation 
in an excellent way, transforming and ordering his many resources 
in favor of the dignity and well-being of the human person and the 

• 
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whole human race. Stem cell research thus deserves respect and en­
couragement. This new biomedical field has opened the door to 
promising results. 

Moral issues arise when human life is not respected. This occurs, 
in particular, in embryonic stem cell research in which embryos 
(usually resulting from methods of artificial reproduction) are 
destroyed in order to obtain some of their cells. Use of these cells in 
clinical or research settings by third parties involves serious moral 
problems because of these parties' cooperation in this evil and par­
ticipation in "structures of sin:' 

(DP 31-33; Pontifical Academy for Life, Declaration on 

the Production and the Scientific and Therapeutic Use of Human 

Embryonic Stem Cells 2000) 

91. What does the Church say about medical treatment? Is it 
necessary to prolong life at all costs? What about stable 
patients that can no longer feed themselves in a natural way? 

Each person has the general moral obligation to care for his or her 
own health. The following principles help to clarify the concrete 
application of this general principle: (1) no procedure should be 
performed in order to directly or intentionally hasten death, mean­
ing that all forms of euthanasia and suicide must be avoided; (2) dis­
proportionate or futile means that cause unnecessary suffering and 
offend the person's dignity must be avoided; (3) a patient has a legit­
imate right to choose whether or not to be subjected to a particular 
medical treatment. The refusal of certain treatments does not nec­
essarily equate to euthanasia; rather, it is often an expression of the 
acceptance of the human condition when faced with death. There­
fore, it is important to distinguish between directly seeking death 
and accepting one's naturally approaching death; and (4) a patient 
must not refuse or be denied ordinary and proportionate means that 
are considered "minimal;' which are aimed at maintaining life and 
providing physical and psychological comfort. The following are 
generally considered ordinary and proportionate: nutrition and hy­
dration, respiratory aid, pain relievers, postural changes, and similar 
palliative care. 

(USCCB, Q&A Regarding the Holy See's Responses on Nutrition and 

Hydration for Patients in a "Vegetative State" 2007) 
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92. What are the moral problems posed by organ transplants 
and the sale of organs? 

Organ donation is a praiseworthy and generous action that offers 
the possibility of health and life to some patients. In order to be 
morally licit, it must, however, adhere to the following principles: ( 1) 
any practice that commercializes organs is morally unacceptable; it 
uses the body as an object and is a violation of human dignity; (2) 
any act of donation requires informed consent; (3) vital organs can 
only be extracted ex cadavere, that is, from the body of one who is 
confirmed dead with moral certitude; and ( 4) with respect to trans­
plant waiting lists, criteria must be followed that are strictly immu­
nological and clinical and never discriminatory (such as sex, race, 
religion, social status, etc.) or utilitarian (such as the ability to work, 
the social utility of the patient, etc.). 

(EV 86; DP 34-35; John Paul II, Address to the 18th International 

Congress of the Transplantation Society 2000) 



The Principles of Catholic Social Teaching 

GREGORIO GUITIAN 

The Church's social teaching proposes principles for reflection; it 
provides criteria for judgment; it gives guidelines for action. 

CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH, 2423 

As the Christian community grew and as the social circumstances 
changed, Christians were called to live up to the challenge of bear­
ing social and political responsibility in society. Their Christian 
vocation called them to seek guidance in the Bible and in the living 
Tradition of the Church. There they discovered the principles and 
values that govern Christian life in society. However, they also 
understood that in addition to Revelation, reason was necessary in 
order to apply these principles well. Thus they also developed crite­
ria of practical wisdom and guidelines for action. 

93. What are the permanent or fundamental principles of 
Catholic social teaching? 

The fundamental or permanent principles of Catholic social teach­
ing are the principle of the dignity of the human person, which is 
the foundation of all other principles of Catholic social teaching, 
the principle of the common good, the principle of subsidiarity, and the 
principle of solidarity. 

(CSDC 160) 

94. What are the characteristics of these principles? 

The fundamental principles of Catholic social teaching have four 
characteristics: ( 1) they have a permanent value although social 
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circumstances change; (2) they refer to the "ultimate and organi­
zational foundations of life in society" (CSDC 163), making these 
principles the basis for the entire social teaching because they refer 
to the social reality as a whole: politics, economics, law, relations 
among various communities, and international relations; (3) the 
principles form a unity that does not allow for one to be understood 
apart from the others-among the principles there exists "reciproc­
ity, complementarities and interconnectedness" (CSDC 162) in such 
a way that one cannot be affirmed without affirming the rest, nor 
can one be denied without denying the rest; and ( 4) the permanent 
principles are always the reference point for the moral guidance and 
judgments of Catholic social teaching. 

(CSDC 161-163; CCE, The Religious Dimension of Education in a 

Catholic School1988, 29-42) 

95. Why do these principles have a permanent value? 

The fundamental principles of Catholic social teaching have a per­
manent value because they are an expression of Christian anthro­
pology, that is, an expression of the integral truth of man known 
by reason and illuminated by faith. They constitute the "primary 
articulation of the truth of society by which every conscience is 
challenged" (CSDC 163); they are truths on which the Church has 
reflected over the centuries, giving them an ever more precise foun­
dation, clarity, and form. 

(CSDC 160, 163) 

96. In addition to these fundamental principles/ what other 
principles form part of Catholic social teaching? 

The principle of the universal destination of goods and the principle 
of participation are derived from the permanent principles. 

(CSDC 197) 

97. What is the principle of the common good? 

As a consequence of the dignity, unity, and equality of all people, the 
primary goal of every society is the pursuit of the common good, 
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which consists in "the sum total of social conditions which allow 
people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment 
more fully and more easily" (CSDC 164, quoting GS 26). Respect 
for the human person, peace, social well-being, and integral devel­
opment are all essential elements of the common good. "Just as the 
moral actions of an individual are accomplished in doing what is 
good, so too the actions of a society attain their full stature when 
they bring about the common good. The common good, in fact, can 
be understood as the social and community dimension of the moral 
good" (CSDC 164). 

(CSDC 164-165; CCC 1907-1909; GS 26) 

98. What are the characteristics of the common good? 

The common good has five characteristics: ( 1) it is precisely and 
above all common: only together with every member of society is it 
possible to attain, increase, and safeguard this good. It is also com­
mon because it is the good of all, of each person, and the whole per­
son; and it is therefore not the mere sum of particular goods of each 
member of society; (2) it is indivisible: each member can participate 
in the common good and it cannot be divided among the members 
of a society; (3) it always has the flourishing of all people and of the 

whole person as its primary goal; ( 4) it has a transcendent dimension, 

which extends beyond the present -given that God is the ultimate 
end of His creatures, the common good cannot be deprived of its 
transcendent dimension; the common good is not only socioeco­
nomic well-being, but also has a spiritual dimension; and (5) it is an 
arduous good-it is difficult to attain-because "it requires the con­
stant ability and effort to seek the good of others as though it were 
one's own good" (CSDC 167). 

(CSDC 164-165,167, 170) 

99. Who has the responsibility for bringing about the 
common good? 

Because of its characteristics, "the common good therefore involves 
all members of society, no one is exempt from cooperating, accord­
ing to each one's possibilities, in attaining it and developing it" 1 
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(CSDC 167). In addition to each individual person, the responsibility 
also belongs to the State, "since the common good is the reason that 
the political authority exists"2 (CSDC 168). 

(CSDC 167-168; CCC 1908) 

100. What are the duties of the political community regarding the 
common good? 

The tasks of the political community are: ( 1) to guarantee the coher­
ency, unity, and organization of civil society; (2) to work to "make 
available to persons the necessary material, cultural, moral and spir­
itual goods" (CSDC 168) so that they may live an authentically hu­
man life; (3) to harmonize and reconcile the particular goods and 
interests of groups and persons, "not only according to the guide­
lines of the majority but also according to the effective good of all 
the members of the community, including the minority" ( CSDC 
169). This is an especially delicate task and corresponds particularly 
to public authorities. 

(CSDC 168-169) 

101. What is the principle of the universal destination of goods? 

This principle is based on the fact that God created everything that 
exists and gave the earth to man and woman so that they might 
have dominion over it with their work and enjoy its fruits (cf. Gn 
1:28-29). The principle of the universal destination of goods is at 
the base of the social ethical order and can be formulated as such: 
"God destined the earth and all it contains for all men and all peoples 
so that all created things would be shared fairly by all mankind 
under the guidance of justice tempered by charity" ( CSDC 171, 
quoting GS 69). 

(CSDC 171; GS 69) 

102. What are the primary consequences of the principle of the 
universal destination of goods? 

There are two principal consequences: the universal right to the use 
of goods and the social function of property. 
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103. What is the universal right to the use of goods? 

The human person has a right to "the material goods that corre­
spond to his primary needs and constitute the basic conditions for 
his existence" ( CSDC 171 ). In other words, it is the right to "access 
to the level of well-being necessary for his full development" ( CSDC 
172). It is a natural right, inscribed in human nature, inherent, and 
has priority with regard to any human intervention concerning 
goods, any legal system governing these goods, and any economic 
or social system or method. 

(CSDC 171-173) 

1 04. What is the social function of property? 

The principle of the universal destination of goods also has as a con­
sequence the social function of any form of private ownership. The 
social function of property means that the person "should regard 
the external things that he legitimately possesses not only as his own 
but also as common in the sense that they should be able to benefit 
not only him but also others" (CSDC 178, quoting GS 69). Follow­
ing the example of Christ, the social function of property leads us 
to show special concern for the poor, the marginalized, and those 
whose life conditions prevent their adequate growth and fulfillment. 
This is called the preferential option for the poor. 

(CSDC 178, 182; CCC 2444; MM 19; GS 69) 

105. What is meant by the "preferential option for the poor"? 

The preferential option for the poor is the Church's love for the 
poor, "inspired by the Gospel of the Beatitudes, by the poverty of 
Jesus and by his attention to the poor" (CSDC 184). This love con­
cerns both material poverty and the other numerous forms of cul­
tural and spiritual poverty present in society today. This special 
concern for the poor must be translated into a concrete social 
responsibility; it must make its way into one's way of life and de­
cisions, especially those concerning the use of material goods that 
one possesses. 

(CSDC 182-184) 
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1 06. Does the universal right to the use of goods mean that private 
property is unjust? 

No. The principle of the universal destination of goods is not op­
posed to the right to private property. Private property and other 
forms of private ownership of goods are absolutely necessary for 
personal and familial independence and in order to achieve an 
authentically social and democratic economic policy. However, 
"Christian tradition has never recognized the right to private prop­
erty as absolute and untouchable" ( CSDC 177), but rather as an 
instrument at the service of the universal destination of goods, 
subordinate to it, and with an intrinsic social function. 

(CSDC 176-177; LE 14; PP 22-23) 

107. How then can private property be reconciled with the universal 
destination of goods? 

In two ways: first, Catholic social teaching proposes the goal that "all 
may become, at least in some measure, owners" (CSDC 176); that 
people, by means of their work, will be able to acquire private prop­
erty, exercising in this way the universal right to the use of goods. 
In order to guarantee the ordered and just exercise of the universal 
right to the use of goods, a legal order is necessary-at the national 
and international levels-that delineates the exercise of this right 
and regulates rights in property. Just distribution of land deserves 
special attention, especially in developing countries and those that 
have recently changed from systems based on collectivization or 
colonization. Second, private property and the universal destination 
of goods are reconciled through the moral response of each per­
son and of peoples because "each individual can give and receive" 
( CSDC 175, quoting LC 90). The social function of property entails 
an obligation on the part of the owners not to let their goods lay idle 
and to channel them into productive activity, entrusting them to 
others who have the desire and the capacity to put them to good use. 

(CSDC 175-180) 

108. Does the social function of private property also apply to 
scx:alled intellectual property? 



The Principles of Catholic Social Teaching 45 

Yes. Catholic social teaching acknowledges that today more than 
ever, the practical application of knowledge and technology is be­

coming more decisive because the wealth of nations increasingly 
depends on ownership of intellectual property. Thus, in response to 
the principle of the universal destination of goods, "new technological 
and scientific knowledge must be placed at the service of mankind's 
primary needs" (CSDC 179). 

(CSDC 179) 

109. What is the principle of subsidiarity? 

The principle of subsidiarity is founded on human dignity and 
protects persons' inalienable freedom. In its original formulation, 
which dates back to the encyclical Quadragesimo Anno (cf. QA 78), 
this principle holds that "a community of a higher order should not 
interfere in the internal life of a community of a lower order, depriv­
ing 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" (CA 48). In a posi­
tive sense, subsidiarity is first and foremost a form of assistance to the 
human person via families and local communities that function au­
tonomously. "Such assistance is offered when individuals or groups 
are unable to accomplish something on their own, and it is always de­
signed to achieve their emancipation, because it fosters freedom and 
participation through assumption of responsibility" (CV 57).1he word 
"subsidiarity" comes from the Latin "subsidium" -help-and thus re­
fers to an attitude of support, promotion of welfare, and development. 

(CSDC 185-186; CA 48; CV 57; QA 78) 

110. Is every form of assistance an exercise of subsidiarity? 

No. Only those actions that "allow all peoples to become the artisans 
of their destiny" (PP 65) and to "take up duties of their own" (CV 
43) are authentic manifestations of subsidiarity because only assis­
tance that recognizes in the person "a subject who is always capable 
of giving something to others" (CV 57) is respectful of the person's 
dignity. The opposite of subsidiarity is the "welfare state:' which "by 
intervening directly and depriving society of its responsibility ... 
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leads to a loss of human energies and an inordinate increase of pub­
lic 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" (CA 48). 

(CSDC 187; CA 48; CV 43, 57; PP 65) 

111. From society's point of view, what is the main purpose of the 
principle of subsidiarity? 

The principle of subsidiarity promotes civil society, understood as 
the sum of those relationships that form the social fabric and con­
stitute "the basis of a true community of persons, making possible 
the recognition of higher forms of social activity"3 (CSDC 185). It 
is impossible to promote the dignity of the person without show­
ing concern for the family and the various associations that make it 
possible for people to achieve effective social growth. The principle 
of subsidiarity guarantees that the expression, capabilities, and ini­
tiative of these groups are not destroyed or absorbed into a higher­
order social organization. 

(CSDC 185; CCC 1882). 

112. What are the practical implications of the principle 
of subsidiarity? 

In the first place, subsidiarity seeks to make "citizens more responsi­
ble in actively 'being a part' of the political and social reality of their 
country" (CSDC 187), that is, enabling all people to make their con­
tribution to the common good "because every person, family and 
intermediate group has something original to offer to the commu­
nity" (CSDC 187). Consequently, the practical implications of this 
principle include the "effective promotion of the human person and 
the family; ever greater appreciation of associations and intermedi­
ate organizations ... the encouragement of private initiative ... safe­
guarding human rights and the rights of minorities; bringing about 
bureaucratic and administrative decentralization" (CSDC 187). This 
must always be done in the framework of the common good, which 
directs the application of this principle. 

(CSDC 187-190) 
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113. What specific limits does the principle of subsidiarity impose? 

The principle of subsidiarity has the goal of avoiding "certain forms 
of centralization, bureaucratization, and welfare assistance and ... 
the unjustified and excessive presence of the State in public mecha­
nisms .... an absent or insufficient recognition of private initiative­
in economic matters also-and the failure to recognize its public 
function" (CSDC 187). Monopolies that "create delays or obstacles 
to development" (CSDC 351) are an example of a structure that vio­
lates the principle of subsidiarity. 

(CSDC 187, 351; CA 48) 

114. What special functions belong to the State under the principle 
of subsidiarity? 

In addition to the promotion of the concrete applications of sub­
sidiarity already mentioned, it belongs to the State to step in to 
supply certain functions in exceptional circumstances, always 
with a view to the common good. In this sense it belongs to the 
State to act in situations of "serious social imbalance or injustice 
where only the intervention of the public authority can create con­
ditions of greater equality, justice and peace" (CSDC 188). It also 
belongs to the State to promote the economy when it is impossible 
for civil society to take the initiative. However, "this institutional 
substitution must not continue any longer than is absolutely nec­
essary" (CSDC 188). 

(CSDC 188) 

115. What is the principle of participation? 

Participation is closely linked to the principle of subsidiarity. It is the 
first consequence of this principle. It consists in the moral duty of 
citizens to contribute-individually or in association with others-to 
the cultural, economic, political, and social life of the community to 
which they belong. Participation is exercised in distinct and various 
areas of social life and must be especially promoted among the most 
disadvantaged. 

(CSDC 189; GS 75) 
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116. What is the importance of participation in community life? 

Participation in community life is one of the greatest aspirations of 
the citizen, one of the pillars of democracy, and one of the best guar­
antees of the permanence of the democratic system. "Every democ­
racy must be participative.4 This means that the different subjects 
of civil community at every level must be informed, listened to and 
involved in the exercise of the carried-out functions" (CSDC 190). 

(CSDC 190) 

117. What are the obstacles to participation? 

The first obstacle is widespread disinterest in anything concerning 
social and political life, which causes citizens to "limit their partic­
ipation to the electoral process, in many cases reaching the point 
where they even abstain from voting"5 (CSDC 191). In this respect, 
"Charges of careerism, idolatry of power, egoism and corruption 
that are oftentimes directed at persons in government ... as well 
as the common opinion that participating in politics is an absolute 
moral danger, does not in the least justify either skepticism or an ab­
sence on the part of Christians in public life'' (CFL 42). Other obsta­
cles are the various forms of pride that lead citizens to "'make deals' 
with institutions in order to obtain more advantageous conditions 
for themselves, as though these institutions were at the service of 
their selfish needs" (CSDC 191). Lastly, those totalitarian or dicta­
torial regimes where the fundamental right to participate in public 
life is denied at its origin, or those where it is only formally recog­
nized but cannot be concretely exercised, are threats to the principle 
of participation. 

(CSDC 191-192; CFL 42; GS 30-31) 

118. What is solidarity? 

Solidarity is at the same time a principle and a moral virtue. As a 
principle, it indicates that the human person, together with the hu­
man family, "is obliged to contribute to the common good of soci­
ety at all its levels" (LC 73). It is "one of the fundamental principles 
of the Christian view of social and political organization" (CA 10), 
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and is closely linked to the principles of human dignity, the com­
mon good, the universal destination of goods, and subsidiarity. The 
principle of solidarity also gives rise to the moral virtue of solidarity 
that 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 indi­
vidual, because we are all really responsible for all" (SRS 38). 

(CSDC 195; CV 58; LC 73; CA 10; SRS 38) 

119. What are some of the implications of the principle of solidarity? 

"The principle of solidarity requires that men and women of our 
day cultivate a greater awareness that they are debtors of the soci­
ety of which they have become part. They are debtors because of 
those conditions that make human existence livable, and because 
of the indivisible and indispensable legacy constituted by culture, 
scientific and technical knowledge, material and immaterial goods 
and by all that the human condition has produced" (CSDC 195). 
Likewise, the principle of solidarity particularly calls humanity to 
address the stark inequalities between developed and developing 
countries, and those within developed countries. For that reason, 
solidarity leads people to strive to change the legal structures and 
economic operations that feed these inequalities. 

(CSDC 192-193, 195). 

120. What goods does the principle of solidarity protect? 

In a context marked by growing interdependence among persons 
and peoples, the principle of solidarity protects "the equality of all 
in dignity and rights" ( CSDC 192). This principle highlights the link 
between persons and peoples and is opposed to all forms of individ­
ualism and particularism. 

(CSDC 192) 

121. What is the relation between the principle of solidarity and the 
principle of subsidiarity in the context of aiding development? 

"The principle of subsidiarity must remain closely linked to the 
principle of solidarity and vice-versa, since the former without the 
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latter gives way to social privatism, while the latter without the for­
mer gives way to paternalist social assistance that is demeaning to 
those in need. This general rule must also be taken broadly into 
consideration when addressing issues concerning international 
development aid. Such aid, whatever the donors' intentions, can 
sometimes lock people into a state of dependence and even foster 
situations of localized oppression and exploitation in the receiving 
country" (CV 58). 

122. What is the Christian contribution to the concept of 
solidarity? 

(CV 58) 

The Christian understanding of solidarity first and foremost offers 
the example of Jesus Christ who, in becoming man, is the epitome of 
solidarity with humanity to the point of giving His life on the cross. 
He demonstrates how Christian solidarity is closely linked to char­
ity. "In the light of faith, solidarity seeks to go beyond itself, to take 
on the specifically Christian dimension of total gratuity, forgiveness 
and reconciliation. One's neighbor is then not only a human being 
with his or her own rights and a fundamental equality with every­
one else, but becomes the living image of God .... 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)" (SRS 40). 

(CSDC 196; SRS 40) 

123. What are the fundamental values of social life? 

The fundamental values of social life are specific aspects of the 
moral good that the principles of the Church's social teaching aim 
to achieve. They are "points of reference for the proper structuring 
and ordered leading of life in society" (CSDC 197). These funda­
mental values are truth, freedom, justice, and love, and they con­
stitute the "indispensable point of reference for public authorities" 
(CSDC 197). 

(CSDC 197) 
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124. What is the relationship between the principles and values of 
Catholic social teaching? 

Principles are the basis from which it is possible to reach the val­
ues as goals. There is a relation of mutual interdependence between 
the two. On the one hand, the principles point toward these values, 
which are "the sure and necessary way of obtaining personal perfec­
tion and a more human social existence" (CSDC 197). On the other 
hand, achievement of these values requires the practice of the fun­
damental principles of social life. 

(CSDC 197) 

125. What is meant by the value of truth and what is its importance 
in social life? 

The value of truth means "men and women have the specific duty 
to move always towards the truth, to respect it and bear responsible 
witness to it"6 

( CSDC 198). Human coexistence can only be ordered, 
fruitful, and in conformance with human dignity when it is founded 
on truth. 

(CSDC 198; CCC 2467) 

126. What are the challenges related to the truth faced by 

society today? 

Today more than ever an intensive educational effort is needed, in 
addition to a "commitment on the part of all so that the quest for 
truth cannot be ascribed to the sum of different opinions, nor to 
one or another of these opinions-will be encouraged in every sec­
tor and will prevail over every attempt to relativize its demands 
or to offend it"7 (CSDC 198). In society, areas like the economy and 
public communication make clear the need for and call for a greater 
transparency and honesty in personal and social activity. 

(CSDC 198) 

127. What is the value of freedom? 

Freedom is the greatest sign of the human person being made in 
the image of God and is thus a sign of his or her sublime dignity. It 
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"consists in the capacity to be in possession of oneself in view of the 
genuine good, within the context of the universal common good"8 

(CSDC 200). In other words, freedom is the capacity to move one­
self toward the good and away from anything that hinders personal, 
family, or social growth. "It attains its perfection when directed 
toward God, our beatitude" (CCC 1731 ). 

(CSDC 199-200; CCC 1730-1748) 

128. What consequences does the value of freedom have for 
social life? 

Respect for freedom in social life must take form in such a way that 
each member of society is allowed to fulfill his or her personal vo­
cation. This means that each person must be able to "seek the truth 
and profess his religious, cultural and political ideas; to express his 
opinions; to choose his state of life and, as far as possible, his line of 
work; to pursue initiatives of an economic, social or political nature" 
(CSDC 200). 

(CSDC 199-200) 

129. But does freedom focus solely on the individual? 

No. A freedom understood as an arbitrary and uncontrolled ex­
ercise of one's personal autonomy would be nothing more than 
selfish individualism. "Freedom only truly exists where recipro­
cal bonds, governed by truth and justice, link people to one an­
other" (LC 26). Therefore the consequences of freedom for social 
life identified above "must take place in a 'strong juridical frame­
work;9 within the limits imposed by the common good and public 
order, and, in every case, in a manner characterized by responsi­
bility" (CSDC 200). 

(CSDC 199-200; CA 42; LC 26) 

130. What is the value of justice? 

The value of justice is closely linked to the cardinal virtue of justice, 
which is "the constant and firm will to give their due to God and 
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neighbor" (CCC 1807). It involves the determination to recognize 
the other as a person and is also the decisive criterion of morality in 
the social sphere. 

(CSDC 201; CCC 1807) 

131. What aspect of justice must be given particular consideration 

in the present day? 

The Magisterium calls for respect for the classic forms of justice: 
commutative, distributive, and legal or general justice; but, in the 
present context, special emphasis is given to social justice. So­
cial justice obligates society (not just the government) to provide 
"the conditions that allow associations or individuals to obtain 
what is their due, according to their nature and their vocation" 
(CCC 1928). Taking into account the global dimension of social 
problems, social justice is "a real development in general justice, 
the justice that regulates social relationships according to the 
criterion of observance of the law" (CSDC 201). Social justice 
"concerns the social, political and economic aspects and, above 
all, the structural dimension of problems and their respective 
solutions" 10 (CSDC 201). 

(CSDC 201; CCC 1928-1933) 

132. What are some of the threats to an authentic understanding 

of justice? 

In contemporary society, the importance of justice and the value, 
dignity, and rights of the human person are constantly voiced; how­
ever, what often occurs in reality is that-despite this proclaimed 
importance-the human person is seriously threatened by the cri­
terion of utility, and one's material possessions are often determina­
tive of one's value. Moreover, there is a widespread "contractualistic" 
or reductionist vision of justice, where what is just is determined by 
the law, and is thus a mere human convention. But "what is 'just' is 
not first determined by the law but by the profound identity of the 
human being" 11 (CSDC 202). 

(CSDC 202-203; SRS 40) 
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133. What is the role of charity in the structuring of social life? 

The Christian vision and human experience demonstrate that "by 
itself, justice is not enough. Indeed, it can even betray itself, unless 
it is open to that deeper power which is love" 12 (CSDC 203). Justice 
is the primary way of charity, its "minimum measure"13 (CV 6), but 
justice in turn "must find its fulfillment in charity"14 (CSDC 206), 
which is "the highest and universal criterion of the whole of social 
ethics" (CSDC 204), presupposing and transcending justice. With­
out charity, "no legislation, no system of rules or negotiation will 
ever succeed in persuading men and peoples to live in unity, broth­
erhood and peace; no line of reasoning will ever be able to surpass 
the appeal of love" (CSDC 207). Consequently, beyond individual 
action, charity must inform and renew economic and social organi­
zations and legal systems from within. 

(CSDC 203-207; CV 6) 



Life and Love: The Gospel of the Family 

JENNIFER E. MILLER 

Every threat to the family is a threat to society itself. The future of 
humanity, as Saint John Paul II often said, passes through the family .. .. 
So protect your families! See in them your country's greatest treasure 
and nourish them always by prayer and the grace of the sacraments. 

POPE FRANCIS, MEETING WITH FAMILIES IN MANILA, 

JANUARY 16, 2015 

The family is the basic cell or fundamental building block of soci­
ety; it is the center of social life. Both Church and society have the 
duty of promoting and fostering the dignity of marriage and family. 
Families, in turn, are called to actively participate in the mission of 
the Church and share their gifts with society. 

134. Why does the Church speak about the family? 

The Church proclaims the good news of Christ to every human per­
son. Since the family is "the first and vital cell of society"1 (CSDC 
211), the place in which the human person learns to live and to love, 
the Church concerns herself with the family as part of her continuous 
mission of evangelization to the human person. 

(CSDC Preamble to Part II) 

135. Why is the family called "the first and vital cell of society"? 

The family is the first and vital cell of society because it is the first 
form of communion between persons, between man and woman. 
From this communion are born children, who learn in the family 
and through family interactions what it means to be human and 
how to live virtuously. This also means that the family is at the 
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center of social life, with rights that belong specifically to this nat­
ural society. Both the State and civil society are called to recognize 
this priority of the family culturally and politically in the face of a 
contending individualistic mentality. 

(CSDC 209-211, 254) 

136. How is a family created? What is the relationship between 
marriage and family? 

The family is created through the institution of marriage, which Je­
sus raised to the level of a sacrament. God, as the author of marriage, 
has established the meaning of this institution. Marriage is best un­
derstood as an irrevocable covenant, as a reciprocal gift of self be­
tween husband and wife, which forms a communion of life and love. 
In this sense, it is very different from a legal contract, where contrac­
tual obligations are the primary bonds between two or more people. 

(CSDC 212, 215) 

137. What does it mean that marriage is a sacrament? 

As a sacrament, marriage is an efficacious sign of grace. As a sign, 
this indissoluble and exclusive covenant until death points to some­
thing greater: God's faithful love for His people. This love, seen in 
salvation history, especially in the Incarnation of God's Son and in 
the sacrifice of Christ for His Church, is witnessed to by the hus­
band and wife who enter into and live the grace of the Sacrament of 
Matrimony. The grace of the sacrament assists them both in helping 
one another to become holy and in working in the life of society so 
as to bring about the Kingdom of God. 

(CSDC 219-220) 

138. Is civil law important for marriage? 

Civil or State law should be consistent with natural law, which un­
derstands that only a man and a woman, in an exclusive and in­
dissoluble relationship, are capable of forming a family, and thus 
capable of marriage. Since the family is the first and vital cell of 
society, it falls to all of society to protect and promote families, both 
for the good of the spouses and children involved as well as for the , 
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stability of society, which finds its concrete possibility for existence 
and growth, at least inasmuch as these arise from procreation, in the 
family itself. For this reason, divorce and de facto unions represent 
a grave threat to the human person and to the foundations of soci­
ety. Society, while it can regulate the civil effects of marriage, cannot 
abolish the right to marriage or change its characteristics. 

(CSDC 214,216,224-225,227, 253) 

139. How does the Church seek to engage those who have 
remarried after a divorce? 

The Church involves in her life those who have divorced and re­
married and encourages them to grow in their faith. The baptized, 
in this situation, can and must participate in the life of the Church, 
continue to pray, to raise their children in the faith, and to seek the 
grace of God. In the Church's fidelity to Christ and to the truth of 
the Sacrament of Matrimony, the Sacraments of Reconciliation and 
the Eucharist are open to those who are willing to live a life consis­
tent with the indissolubility of marriage. 

(CSDC 226; FC 84) 

140. What does the Church say about homosexual unions? 

The Church respects the dignity of all persons with homosexual 
tendencies and encourages them to live a life of chastity. Since the 
structure of marriage and family is based upon the psychophysi­
cal complementarity of a man and woman, and is designed to bear 
fruit in the children born from their sexual union, the demand for 
the legal recognition of marriage or of an analogous union between 
two persons with homosexual tendencies is groundless. Legislation 
"must never weaken the recognition of indissoluble monogamous 
marriage as the only authentic form of the family" ( CSDC 229). 

(CSDC 228-229) 

141 . Is procreation the only reason for marriage? 

Marriage, as a total and permanent gift of self, is meant to bear fruit 
in the procreation and education of children. However, the irrevo­
cable covenant remains even when husband and wife are unable 
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to conceive. As an unbreakable covenant between two persons, 
marriage is also directed toward communion, the fostering of mu­
tual love. Furthermore, these couples can become fruitful as well 
through adoption or through service undertaken for others. 

(CSDC 218; GratS 11; GS 50) 

142. Does the Church encourage parents to have as many children 
as possible? 

The Church recognizes that the decision concerning when and how 
many children to bring into the world is one of the inalienable rights 
of spouses; parents are called to "responsible procreation:' The pub­
lic authorities may never intercede in a way that forces parents to 
choose between economic assistance and the right to determine 
how many children they will have. When parents decide-in prayer 
and in the context of their obligations to their current family and 
society-to avoid a new birth for a time or even for an indefinite 
period, periodic abstinence, or natural family planning as it is some­
times called, allows them to do so in terms of mutual respect and 
total acceptance. However, when sterilization, abortion, and contra­
ception are used, these morally illicit methods undermine the good 
of the human person and human sexuality. 

(CSDC 232-234) 

143. Do parents then have a "right to children"? 

The desire to have children is a good; however, this desire cannot be 
realized in such a way that it objectifies children, treating them as 
products to be acquired. Thus, an absolute "right to children" does 
not exist; rather, parents must respect the rights of their unborn 
children. These rights include the right to be born into a stable, lov­
ing family founded on marriage as well as the right to be conceived 
through the love of the conjugal act. For these reasons, parents who 
desire to have children may use methods that aid the conjugal act, 
but reproductive technologies that separate this union from con­
ception are unacceptable. Cloning for the purposes of procreation 
is included within these technologies and is therefore unacceptable. 

(CSDC 235-236, 244) 
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144. Who is responsible for the education of children? What is the 
role of parents? 

Parents are the first and primary educators of their children. Within 
the loving relationship between parents and children, they educate 
their children morally and religiously, with a special responsibility 
for the humanization of sexual education by emphasizing the moral 
and human values connected with the meaning of sexuality. This is 
both their right and obligation, which cannot be assumed by anyone 
else, including the State. However, parents are not the only educa­
tors of their children; both the Church and the State are called to aid 
them in this role. 

(CSDC 239-240, 243) 

145. How should the State and the family work together? 

Since the family is the first and vital cell of society, the relationship 
between the family and the State should be structured according 
to the principle of subsidiarity. This means that the family is called 
not to be a merely passive object of political action but rather to 
engage the State, local authorities, and family associations actively 
in forming a society that protects and strengthens the family. The 
State, when seeking to aid the family, should not attempt to assume 
its functions but should rather facilitate and sustain the family 
in accordance with the family's nature as a society. This is true at all 
economic, social, juridical, and cultural levels. 

(CSDC 214, 247; QA 80) 

146. How can the State assist parents in educating their children? 

Parents have the right to choose the educational institutions that 
they think will best help them as primary educators. The State and 
other public authorities are obliged to recognize this right and to 
ensure the concrete conditions for its exercise. This means that pub­
lic funds should be available so that parents can support and found 
the educational institutions of their choice in freedom. 

(CSDC 240-241) 
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147. What is the relationship between the family and the economy? 

The family and the market have an important relationship. Within 
the family, solidarity among generations and the education of 
children in preparation for their future work make the economy 
possible. On the other hand, the right of a person to adequate com­
pensation for work is the essential condition for beginning and 
maintaining a family. For this reason, the Church insists upon a 
"just wage;' which can be better understood as a "family wage:' 

(CSDC 248-249; LE 19; QA 70-75; VBL 77) 

148. What is a "family wage"? 

A family wage allows a family to live decently and to save in order to 
buy property that can secure future economic stability. Social provi­
sions to aid in bringing about this wage can take several forms: fam­
ily subsidies, compensation for domestic work done in the home, 
and contributions for dependent family members. In this context, 
more emphasis and greater value should be put on the work done by 
women in the home. 

(CSDC 250-251; LE 19) 

149. What concrete gifts does the family offer to an individualistic 
society? 

In a society that often focuses on the efficiency and functionality 
of the individual ("cost-efficiency;' as it is sometimes called), the 
family springs from the concrete choice for love and gratuitousness 
between a man and woman. It accepts and values those who would 
be left out of a cost-efficient society, those who are incapable of pro­
ducing, such as the elderly, the sick, and children. It prizes above all 
the importance of human, cultural, and moral values in interper­
sonal relationships and lives a love that is faithfulness. 

(CSDC 221-223, 246; FC 43) 



Special Topic: Gender Theory 

ANTONIO MALO 

150. What is gender theory? 

Gender theory is a school of thought that, in its attempt to bring 
about "self-emancipation from creation and the Creator" (Benedict 
XVI, Christmas Address to the Roman Curia 2008, 1), aims to ad­
vance a libertarian or "free" approach to issues related to sexuality, 

marriage, and family. The distinction between sex and gender is a 
central element of this theory, which emerged in feminist circles in 
North America in the late 1960s and 1970s and has since spread 
throughout much of the world. 

151. How does gender theory define the terms sex and gender? 

With the term "sex;' gender theory means that which is given in na­
ture, that is, one's biological makeup or bodily sex. The term "gender;' 

on the other hand, is understood as a social construct that defines the 
roles of men and women; and, being cultural, these are necessarily 

subject to change. In its most radical forms, gender theory states 
that everyone should be able to choose his or her gender, indepen­
dent of his or her own body and existing conjugal and family ties. 

152. What are the positive aspects of gender theory? 

Gender theory emphasizes the personal nature of human sexual­
ity. The scientific analysis of this reality reveals that human sexu­
ality, in addition to being rooted in the body, must also be person­
alized through psychological identification with one's own sex and 
through appropriate interpersonal relations, beginning with one's 
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relationship with his or her parents. Additionally, gender theory 
rightly points out that some of the social roles attributed to men and 
women throughout history are merely conventional and have nega­
tively impacted how society values women. 

153. How does gender theory differ from the Church's 
understanding of human sexuality? 

Pope Francis stated, "I ask myself, if the so-called gender theory is 
not ... an expression of frustration and resignation, which seeks 
to cancel out sexual difference because it no longer knows how to 
confront it" (Francis, General Audience April 15, 2015). While the 
Church proclaims the equal dignity of man and woman, she also cel­
ebrates their differences. In ignoring the sexual difference, in seeing 
it as something that can (and should) be overcome, gender theory 
loses the originality of femininity and masculinity. "Womanhood 
expresses the 'human' as much as manhood does, but in a different 
and complementary way" (LW 7). One's sex is not simply a matter 
of biology. "Sexuality characterizes man and woman not only on the 
physical level, but also on the psychological and spiritual, making its 
mark on each of their expressions" ( CCE, Educational Guidance in 
Human Love 1983, 5). 

154. On what points does gender theory contradict the Bible? 

The two creation accounts definitively confirm the importance of 
the sexual difference. In the first account we are told that "God cre­
ated mankind in his image; I in the image of God he created them; 
I male and female he created them'' (Gn 1:27). In the second ac­
count, man realizes that he is alone and God makes Adam "a helper 
suited to him'' (Gn 2:18). This help is mutual and does not imply any 
kind of inferiority of women to men. This help does not just refer to 
actions, but to the being of men and women. Man and woman are 
complementary not only on a physical level, but in their very exis­
tence. They complete one another; the man offers the woman some­
thing only he can give and the woman offers the man something 
only she can give. 

(MW 6; LW 7) 



Special Topic: Gender Theory 63 

155. On what points does gender theory contradict morality? 

Gender theory also contradicts sexual morality. First, in making a 
radical distinction between sex and gender, it denies both the pro­
creative and the unitive meanings of human sexuality, as can be 
seen in its attitude toward homosexual relations, in which there is 
not true communion due to an absence of the sexual difference. 
Second, based on this separation between sex and gender, gender 
theorists claim that homosexual relationships are capable of consti­
tuting a marriage. However, despite the deep feelings and commit­
ment that may be present in these relationships, they are not mar­
riage because they lack the sexual difference, and thus cannot be 
the origin of a family. 

(CSDC 229; LF 52; EG 66) 

156. What kind of effect does gender theory have on society? 

Gender theory affects society on two levels. On the political and leg­
islative level, gender theorists pressure for change in the physiog­
nomy of marriage and family. They call for the legalization and so­
cial acceptance of new models of marriage and family in the name 
of progress, tolerance, and equal rights, including the right to adopt 
children. This so-called "progress;' however, will only contribute to 
the self-destruction of the human person and society ( cf. Benedict 
XVI, Christmas Address to the Roman Curia 2008). On the cultural 
level, gender theory seeks to change the governing mentalities, 
beginning with those most vulnerable to indoctrination: children 
and adolescents. Under the guise of educating them in tolerance, 
they are encouraged to "explore" and "experiment" with their sexual­
ity so that they can choose that which best suits them. 

157. Why does the Church denounce gender theory as 
an ideology? 

The Church, which has always been interested in that which concerns 
man and woman, denounces gender theory as an ideology because 
she has the right and the duty to intervene when the natural and su­
pernatural good of persons and society are at stake. She has received 
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from God a "responsibility for creation'' (Benedict XVI, Christmas 

Address to the Roman Curia 2008, 4). For this reason, the Church 
promotes a "human ecology" that helps nations and States to differ­
entiate between that which constitutes true progress and that which 
is instead a step back, resulting in the disintegration of people and 
the social fabric. 

(Benedict XVI, Christmas Address to the Roman Curia 2008) 

158. What is this "human ecology" that the Church promotes? 

In her responsibility towards creation, the Church must first and 
foremost protect mankind, which forms part of creation. Human 
ecology means respect for the human person and "the natural and 
moral structure with which he has been endowed" (CA 38). This in­
cludes the promotion of the values of femininity and masculinity 
as the foundation of the humanization of persons. "Every outlook 
which presents itself as a conflict between the sexes is only an illu­
sion and a danger: it would end in segregation and competition 
between men and women'' (MW 14). 

On a more concrete level, human ecology applies to social pol­
icies concerning education, family, work, access to services, civic 
participation, and so on. On the one hand, we must combat any 
unjust sexual discrimination. On the other hand, and at the same 
time, the promotion of equal dignity "must be harmonized with 
attentive recognition of the difference and reciprocity between the 
sexes where this is relevant to the realization of one's humanity, 
whether male or female" (MW 14; cf. CCC 2358). 

(CA 38-39; CV 51) 

159. Gender theory has been referred to as an "ideological 
colonization." What does this mean? 

Gender theory has been called an ideological colonization because 
it attempts, using every means at its disposal, to impose a vision of 
sexuality, marriage, and family that is inhuman, and therefore capa­
ble of enslaving people ( cf. Francis, In-flight Press Conference from 

the Phillipines to Rome January 19, 2015). Gender theory seeks to 
mask this manipulation. It claims to offer greater freedom, when 
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in reality it is its denial. It claims to help each person discover his 
or her sexual identity, when in reality it prevents man and woman 
from recognizing and accepting his or her sexual identity. It fails 
to recognize that the physical, moral, and spiritual difference and 
complementarity between man and woman are directed towards the 
goods of celibacy or marriage and the development of family life. 

(CCC 2333) 

160. What should Christians do to counteract the negative 
influence of gender theory? 

This task begins in the home. Christians should actively participate 
in the education of their children, because through it the Chris­
tian culture is passed on and progresses from generation to gen­
eration. Furthermore, the family environment has to be such that 
children learn to love in being freely loved, to respect others in be­
ing respected, and to know the face of God firstly through a father 
and mother who are attentive to them. This way, daughters and sons 
discover the beauty of maternity and paternity and therefore of the 
femininity and masculinity that they respectively embody. When 
these fundamental experiences are absent or lacking, there is a loss 
of humanity in society; society as a whole suffers and in turn becomes 
a creator of violence. 

(CSDC 242-243; MW 13-14; CCE, Educational 

Guidance in Human Love 1983) 



6 Human Work, Labor, and Workers' Rights 

MARTIN ScHLAG 

The basis for determining the value of human work is not primarily 
the kind of work being done but the fact that the one who is doing it 
is a person. 

PoPE JoHN PAUL II, LABOREM ExERCENS, 6 

Work is part of God's original plan and even constitutes a path to 
holiness. However, for many, work has long been a source of op­
pression rather than fulfillment. The plight of workers, their mis­
ery and suffering, was the reason behind the first social encyclical 
in 1891. Since then a lot of progress has been made, but much still 
needs to be done at home and abroad. The Church continues to 
proclaim the rights of the working man and woman. 

161. Is work part of God's original plan or a punishment for 
original sin? 

Work is not a punishment for sin. The hardships, exhaustion, and 
frustrations that sometimes accompany work are. Prior to original 
sin, however, God invited man to work the soil and cultivate and 
care for the garden in which he had been placed. All of creation is 
good, and was created for the good of mankind. Work is part of this 
goodness, and God wants us to cooperate through our work in the 
creation that He began. 

(CSDC 255, 262; Gn 2:15) 

162. How is it that men and women cooperate with God's creation 
when they work? 

God the Father has ordered the universe through His Wisdom 
(Jesus) ,and Love (the Holy Spirit). Through their work, men and 
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women share in this divine love and wisdom, and unfold God's 
plan for creation. By transforming matter into goods that serve 
other people, we put God's creation to the service of mankind as He 
wishes. Working side by side with others we increase the common 
good, above all to the benefit of those in need. 

(CSDC 262-263, 266, 275) 

163. What did Jesus teach about work? 

Jesus taught us about work first and foremost by His example. He is 
a man of work and teaches us to appreciate work. Jesus Himself de­
voted many years of His life on earth to manual work as a carpen­
ter; and during His public ministry He worked tirelessly, perform­
ing miracles and freeing people from sickness, suffering, and death. 

(CSDC 259-261) 

164. Jesus told His followers not to worry about food and clothing. 
Isn't working for these things contrary to His teaching? 

Jesus does not say that we do not need these things, nor that we 
shouldn't work or care for them. He wants us to trust in God and not 
to be enslaved by fear. Work should not be a source of anxiety. When 
people are worried and upset about many things, they run the risk of 
neglecting the Kingdom of God and His righteousness (cf. Mt 6:33). 

(CSDC 260) 

165. What does Christianity say about work? Is it good in itself or is 
it a sort of necessary burden, an obstacle to the leisure that al­
lows us time for higher pursuits like family, prayer, and culture? 

Christian faith honors work and considers it to be a human duty. 
No Christian who is capable of working has the right not to work, 
taking advantage of and living off of the charity of others ( c£ 2 Thes 
3:6-12). "Rather, all are charged by the Apostle Paul to make it a 
point of honor to work with their own hands, so as to 'be dependent 
on nobody' (1 Thes 4:12), and to practice a solidarity which is also 
material by sharing the fruits of their labor with 'those in need' (Eph 
4:28)" (CSDC 264). 

(CSDC 264-265, 274) 
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166. But isn't the problem today that people work too much and 
have no time for other things? 

This can sometimes be the case. Work is an important part of our 
life, but not its only purpose. Work must not become an idol because 
the ultimate and definitive meaning of life is not to be found in 
work. Only God is the origin of life and the final goal of man. 

(CSDC 257) 

167. Why is it important to rest on Sunday and on the other 
feast days? 

The Bible tells us that God rested on the seventh day of creation, the 
Sabbath. Without this rest, God's work would not have been com­
plete. The Sabbath is a barrier against becoming slaves to work, and 
especially serves to protect the poor against exploitation. It ensures 
that human work does not destroy the relationships and communi­

ties in which we live. 
(CSDC 258) 

168. What exactly is "rest"? What should Christians do on Sunday? 

On Sundays and holy days of obligation, Catholics are to attend Mass 
(cf. CCC 2042). And, on these days, believers must "refrain from en­
gaging in work or activities that hinder the worship owed to God, the 
joy proper to the Lord's Day, the performance of the works of mercy, 
and the appropriate relaxation of mind and body"1 (CCC 2185). 

(CSDC 284-285) 

169. Can normal professional work be a vocation to holiness and 
evangelization? 

When we unite our work with Christ's redemption, then "work can 
be considered a means of sanctification and an enlivening of earthly 
realities with the Spirit of Christ"2 (CSDC 263). 

(CSDC 263) 

170. Is a life of hard work compatible with intense prayer? 
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Yes. When it is directed towards charity as its final goal, human 
work becomes an occasion for contemplation and devout prayer. 
This gives work a spiritual dimension. 

(CSDC 266) 

171. Why does the Church deal with work in her social teaching? 

Since the encyclical Rerum Novarum, the Church has dealt with 
work in connection with the "worker question;' that is, the prob­
lem of the exploitation of workers. In her social teaching, the 
Church defends the inalienable dignity of workers, and has never 
stopped considering the problems of workers within the context 
of the social question, which has progressively taken on world­
wide dimensions. 

(CSDC 267-269) 

172. Is a person defined by his or her work? Does one's dignity 
stem from his or her occupation? 

No, human dignity comes from being made in the image and like­
ness of God. That is why John Paul II distinguished between the 
subjective and objective dimensions of work. The objective dimen­
sion of work consists in the output, the tools and machines, and the 
exterior circumstances of work. The subjective dimension refers to 
the worker as an acting person. The two dimensions are connected, 
but the subjective dimension is more important. It is in his subjec­
tive dimension as a person that the worker possesses dignity. In 
other words, it is the worker-the person-that confers dignity on 
his or her work, and not the other way around. 

(CSDC 270-271) 

173. A person's dignity may not stem from his or her work, but 
can't work sometimes violate a person's dignity? 

Yes. Whenever a worker is viewed as a simple commodity or an im­
personal cogwheel in a machine, his or her dignity is violated. Work is 
for man, not man for work. This has consequences for the relationship 
of work to capital, for the right to work, and for one's rights in work. 

(CSDC 271-272) 
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17 4. What is the relationship between work and capital? 

"Capital" refers to the material items used for production in a given 
enterprise (farmland, tools, factories, machines, etc.), and the finan­
cial resources (money, credit, shares, bonds, etc.) employed to bring 
about production or used in financial markets. Work, because of 
its subjective or personal character, is superior to capital. However, 
they are interdependent. You cannot have one without the other: 
capital without human work is useless; work without capital is inef­
fective. For example, a machine without anyone working at it is use­
less, just as many people trying to work without tools is ineffective. 

(CSDC 276-277) 

175. That sounds easier than seems to be the case in real life. 
Haven't there been tensions between labor and capital? 

Yes. Work and capital have often been in conflict in the past, and 
those tensions tend to resurface when the socioeconomic circum­
stances change. There is a risk that capital will exploit and alienate 
workers. People are alienated when more importance is placed on 
profits than on their dignity. Finding the correct relationship be­
tween work and capital so as to guarantee the worker's dignity is a 
continuous challenge. 

(CSDC 279-280) 

176. What other aspects must be taken into consideration regarding 
the relationship between work and capital? 

Work entails the right to participate in the life of the company in 
which one works. The specific forms of participation depend on the 
circumstances of each society, and vary according to the different 
concrete situations. 

177. Are there special aspects of the dignity of work in 
agriculture? 

(CSDC 281) 

Agriculture is very important for mankind because it produces our 
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daily food. Unfortunately, in some countries an unproductive sys­
tem of immense landholdings that are not being farmed (latifun­
dium) is in place. In these cases, a redistribution of land as part of 
agrarian reform is desirable in order to achieve genuine economic 
development. 

(CSDC 299-300; LS 124-129) 

178. Does the mining or extractive industry have any special 
ethical responsibilities? 

Yes. Mining is an important industry that makes the earth's natural 
resources available for the needs of mankind. However, not infre­
quently mining companies from rich countries extract minerals and 
natural resources in poor developing countries, sometimes with the 
complicity of those in power in the poor countries, to "ensure their 
own prosperity at the expense of the well-being of the local popula­
tion" (AM 79). The Church must speak out against the unjust order 
that prevents the poor from consolidating their economies. More­
over, everywhere in the world, mining can destroy farmland, pollute 
the environment, and cause desertification. Serious damage is thus 
done to the economic foundation of populations that are not pre­
pared for or are unable to adapt to unprecedented changes to their 
lifestyle and means of sustenance. 

(AM 79-80) 

179. Why does the Church uphold the "right to work"? 

The Church upholds the "right to work" because work is a good for 
mankind that enables men and women to give expression to and 
enhance their human dignity. Besides, work is necessary in order 
to earn one's livelihood and that of the family. Work does not just 
refer to labor for wages, but also includes any serious effort to serve 
other people's needs in a systematic way; therefore parenting, man­
aging a household, voluntary work, and so on are also work. For 
most people, however, work is performed for income, and is nec­
essary to form and maintain a family, to acquire property, and to 
contribute to the common good of society. 

(CSDC 287) 
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180. What does the Church say about unemployment? 

Unemployment is a "real social disaster" (CSDC 287, quoting LE 
18), especially when it afflicts the younger generations. Full employ­
ment is therefore an important objective for every society that is 
oriented toward justice and the common good. 

(CSDC 287-288) 

181. What should a national government do to make work avail­
able to all who are capable of engaging in it? 

Governments should encourage the creation of employment oppor­
tunities within their national territories. This duty does not consist 
of directly guaranteeing work for every citizen, because this would 
make economic life rigid and restrict free, individual initiative, but 
in creating conditions that permit economic growth and ensure 

integral human development. 
(CSDC 291) 

182. What can the international community do to promote 

full employment? 

In the globalized economy work has become mobile: firms move 
to countries where work is cheaper and where there are fewer re­
strictions regarding the treatment of workers. The family of nations 
should promote international cooperation in order to protect work­
ers' rights, especially with regard to safety at work and proper wages. 

(CSDC 292) 

183. Can't the necessity of working to maintain one's livelihood 
collide with the other duties we have to our family? 

Yes, this can indeed happen. The family needs work for its material 
livelihood but it also needs time together. It is not easy to implement 
policies that do not penalize but rather support the family nucleus. 
However, it is a challenge worth taking up: family life and work 
mutually affect one another in many ways. 

(CSDC 294) 
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184. Does the right to work also apply to women? 

Yes. Men and women are created equal in dignity and rights, and 
this is also true with respect to pay, insurance, and social security. 
However, the functions of men and women are not identical. The 
"feminine genius" can contribute something unique in all expres­
sions of social life; the presence of women in the workplace is thus 
very important. Additionally, the organization of work should not 
be an obstacle to the unique role of women in the family. 

(CSDC 295; LW 9-12) 

185. What does the Church say about child labor? 

There are societies and cultures in which children work for their 
families according to their age and capabilities. If no damage is 
caused to their health, and there is sufficient time left for education 
and play, then this kind of work is a contribution to the family econ­
omy and is not a violation of human dignity. However, any harmful 
form of child labor is intolerable and constitutes a kind of violence. 

(CSDC 296) 

186. Do immigrants have a right to work? 

Yes. Every human person possesses the right to work. The great in­
equalities that exist between poor and rich countries lead a growing 
number of people to seek work in other places in order to sustain their 
families. This pressure is the reason why immigration must be regu­
lated by law, according to the criteria of justice and mercy. This means 
that the Church does not promote an open border policy; however, 
there is a right to move to another country rather than starve in one's 
own. Even though people who enter a country in violation of the laws 
are undocumented immigrants, they are to be treated as persons with 
human dignity, which means they also have the moral right to work. 

(CSDC 297-298) 

187. What are the rights of workers once they are employed? 

Workers who have found employment possess the rights that stem 
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from their dignity as human persons. Some of these rights are the 
right to a just wage; the right to rest; the right "to a working envi­
ronment and to manufacturing processes which are not harmful to 
the workers' physical health or to their moral integrity" (CSDC 301, 
quoting LE 19); the right to social security connected with unem­
ployment, old age, illness, and maternity; and the right to assemble 
and form associations. 

(CSDC 301) 

188. What qualifies as a just wage? 

Generally speaking, a wage is just if it corresponds to the value that 
the work adds to the company's productivity. The just wage is the 
fruit of one's work that permits the laborer to provide for his or her 
livelihood and to become an owner of private property, which is an 
important means of gaining independence. Employers who refuse 
to pay a just wage or who do not give it in due time and in pro­
portion to the work done commit grave injustice (cf. Lv 19:13; Dt 
24:14-15; Jas 5:4). Employers should do their best to guarantee the 
well-being of their workers and their families. 

(CSDC 302) 

189. Is the economic well-being of a country measured exclusively 
by the quantity of goods it produces? 

No, it should not only be measured by the quantity of material 
goods but also by the manner in which they are produced and the 
level of equity in the country's distribution of income. Therefore an 
economy does not function well if wages are unjust, if opportunities 
are unfair, or if the playing field for competition is not level. 

(CSDC 303) 

190. What does the Church say about unions? 

The specific task of unions is to secure the just rights of workers 
within the framework of the common good of the whole of soci­
ety. The Church recognizes this fundamental role played by labor 
unions as a form of solidarity among workers. The Church also 
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teaches that relations within the world of work should be marked by 
cooperation. Strikes are sometimes inevitable as a last resort; how­
ever, hatred and attempts to abuse or eliminate the other in violent 
forms of class struggle are unacceptable. 

(CSDC 304-307) 

191. The world of work is in constant evolution and change. What 
does this mean for the social teaching of the Church on work? 

The historical forms change, but not the permanent requirements of 
the inalienable human rights of workers. Changes, like those caused 
by globalization and technological progress, bring about economic 
and social imbalances. These must be addressed by restoring a just 
hierarchy of values, and by placing the human dignity of workers 
before all else. This is the never-ending challenge of Christian hu­
manism in the areas of business, work, and society on a global scale. 

(CSDC 319, 321-322) 



Special Topic: Immigration 

ELIZABETH REICHERT 

192. Do people have a right to migrate? 

All people have a right to secure the basic necessities of life. "When 
there are just reasons in favor for it, [one] must be permitted to emi­
grate to other countries and take up residence there. The fact that he 
is a citizen of a particular State does not deprive him of membership 
to the human family, nor of citizenship in that universal society, the 
common, world-wide fellowship of men'' (PT 25). 

193. What are the rights and duties of unauthorized or 
undocumented immigrants? 

(PT 25) 

Undocumented immigrants are especially vulnerable to exploita­
tion, and are sometimes seen as undeserving of rights and human 
services. A person's legal status does not strip him or her of dig­
nity. "Every migrant is a human person who, as such, possesses 
fundamental, inalienable rights that must be respected by every­
one and in every circumstance" (CV 62). Along with these rights 
come corresponding duties: "Immigrants are obliged to respect 
with gratitude the material and spiritual heritage of the country 
that receives them, to obey its laws and to assist in carrying civic 
burdens" (CCC 2241). 

(CSDC 297-298; CCC 2241; CV 62) 

194. Won't immigrants steal jobs from legal citizens and be a 

burden on the State? 
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"Immigration can be a resource for development rather than an 
obstacle to it.. .. These people come from less privileged areas of the 
earth and their arrival in developed countries is often perceived as 
a threat to the high levels of well-being achieved thanks to decades 
of economic growth. In most cases, however, immigrants fill a labor 
need which would otherwise remain unfilled in sectors and terri­
tories where the local workforce is insufficient or unwilling to 
engage in the work in question" (CSDC 297). They make a contribu­
tion both to the local economy through their labor, purchases, and 
taxes, and to their home country by sending money to their families. 
At the same time, they "cannot be considered as a commodity or a 
mere workforce" (CV 62); each immigrant-documented or not-is 
a human person, and as such possesses a fundamental dignity and 
inalienable rights. 

(CSDC 297-298; CV 62; GS 66) 

195. What are the government's primary duties concerning 
immigration? 

The Church proclaims that when there are just reasons people 
have the right to migrate. Thus, "the more prosperous nations 
are obliged, to the extent they are able, to welcome the foreigner" 
(CCC 2241). At the same time, the Church does not promote an 
"open borders" policy. Governments have both the right and the 
duty to secure their borders and enforce their laws. "No country 
can be expected to address today's problems of migration by it­
self" (CV 62). 

These apparently conflicting rights and duties are reconciled by 
a third principle: a country must regulate its borders with justice 
and mercy, or with "equity and balance"1 

( CSDC 298). "A nation may 
not simply decide that it wants to provide for its own people and 
no others. A sincere commitment to the needs of all must prevail" 
(USCCB, Catholic Social Teaching on Immigration and the Move­
ment of Peoples). 

(CSDC 298; CCC 2241; CV 62) 
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196. What are some positive steps that can be taken in 
immigration reform? 

We cannot turn a blind eye to the suffering of our sisters and broth­
ers and the thousands who have left behind house and home only to 
lose their lives crossing deserts or treacherous waters in the hopes 
of a brighter future. "This is a striking phenomenon because of the 
sheer numbers of people involved, the social, economic, political, 
cultural and religious problems it raises, and the dramatic chal­
lenges it poses to nations and the international community. We can 
say that we are facing a social phenomenon of epoch-making pro­
portions that requires bold, forward-looking policies of interna­
tional cooperation if it is to be handled effectively" (CV 62). 

We must first address the root causes of migration (e.g., com­
bating poverty by promoting sustainable economic development). 
Second, legal systems regarding immigration are in need of reform. 
The Church does not advocate illegal immigration, but she does 
advocate changing a broken system. Practical steps include offering 
paths for legal immigration, reuniting families, and offering earned 
legalization for undocumented immigrants. 
(CSDC 298; CV 62; USCCB, Frequently Asked Questions About Com­

prehensive Immigration Reform) 



Economic Life: Development, Prosperity, and 
Justice for All 

MARTIN SCHLAG 

We cannot separate what we believe from how we act in the 
marketplace and the broader community, for this is where we 
make our primary contribution to the pursuit of economic justice. 

USCCB, EcoNOMIC JusTICE FOR ALL, 25 

The Church not only urges us to have a heart for the poor, but she 
also emphasizes the importance of having a mind for the poor. 
Those who work in business and economics can be such "a mind:' 
Business, if it obeys legal and moral laws, does a lot of good. Busi­
nesses create jobs, produce goods, make innovations, and improve 
our lives. The Church wants an economy that produces wealth, 
prosperity, and justice for all, not just a few. 

197. What do we mean by "economy"? 

Economy is the effort to meet the material needs of the human 
person in a safe and sustainable way. Concretely, this includes the 
production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services. 
These factors enable the survival and the development of individuals, 
societies, and the world. 

198. What is the goal of the economy? 

The goal of the economy is to make available the goods and services 
that all human beings need for their survival and to enable the de­
velopment that God desires for them. The resources to do this (raw 
materials, machinery, land, labor, etc.) are scarce. We therefore need 
to organize the economy and create systems in which these scarce 
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materials are used as efficiently as possible. The origin and the end 
of the entire economy is the human person. As in all other human 
activities, in economic life human dignity must be respected and 
promoted, as must be the person's vocation to development and the 
common good of society as a whole. 

(CSDC 334, 346, 375; GS 63) 

199. What is the relationship between economy and ethics? 

As in every sphere of social life, the economy has its own logic and 
laws. Our economic system is the market economy, in which the 
market is the most important institution. In this "space" of the mar­
ket (like eBay, for example), many buyers and sellers meet to negotiate 
freely over price, quantity, and quality of products. 

The market economy is highly efficient, but to be truly free and 
good, it needs virtues, ethical norms, a culture of work, and clear 
legal rules guaranteed by the State. It must also provide for those 
who cannot offer anything to the market, for example, those unable 
to work because of illness or age or those who are penniless 
through no fault of their own. The Second Vatican Council has 
explicitly recognized the legitimate "autonomy of earthly realities;' 
but stressed that it is not "absolute;' but simply "relative" (cf. GS 
36). The laws of the market are subject to divine laws and cannot 
justify immoral behavior. Furthermore, ethics is an essential part 
of good governance and management. This means that unethical 
actions-in the long run-are also economically erroneous, and 
vice-versa: economically erroneous actions are immoral because 
they lead to a waste of resources. 

(CSDC 330-333; GS 36) 

200. What does this mean in practice? 

An increase of wealth is morally good if it is not only for a few, but 
rather improves the situation of all people. Development cannot be 
limited solely to an increase in consumption or economic growth, 
but should include the integral development of the whole person. 
Furthermore, an increase in consumption without the knowledge of 
how to sustain and reproduce this increase, is not true development. 
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Faith, family, education, health, and many other values are included 
in the concept of development. Seeking happiness only in consump­
tion is actually a form of moral poverty ("consumerism''). Therefore, 
good business must account also for the development of the whole 
person, rather than just one aspect of his or her well-being-albeit 

an important one-that of his or her consumption. 
(CSDC 334) 

201. What is the Church's general attitude to the economy? 

The Church views the economy in a positive light. She wants the 
poor to be structurally included in the economy, so that ever­
increasing numbers of people will have the dignity of earning their 
own livelihood, and be able to enjoy at least a modest prosperity, 

living without fear of poverty. 
(CSDC 373-374; GS 63, 65; EG 202) 

202. What is globalization? 

The global economy is increasingly interconnected and interdepen­
dent. Globalization is a process that began with the decreased im­
portance of national borders in economic relations after the Cold 
War. It was made possible by the improvement of transportation 
infrastructures and the digital revolution, which led to the transfer 
of production to places where it could be performed more cheaply, 
the opening of new markets, and freer sources of finance. Further­
more, world travel has become much easier, information can be 

freely exchanged, etc. 
(CSDC 361) 

203. What does the Church say about globalization? 

Globalization is an encouraging process for the international com­
munity, offering hope for a brighter and more sustainable economic 
future, but it also raises causes for concern. The hope comes from 
the development and improvement of the material and cultural 
conditions of life on a global scale. The concerns stem from an in­
creased inequality, exploitation of the poor, and the loss of cultural 
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identity. In an era of globalization, solidarity among peoples and 
among generations becomes especially important. 

(CSDC 342, 362-367) 

204. How can development be promoted? 

Development cannot be equated solely with economic growth. To 
achieve development-in addition to economic growth-the par­
ticipation of certain institutions is required: first the family, then 
education and medical care, among others. One of the tasks of the 
international economy is to achieve an integral and coherent de­
velopment for all of humanity, that is, for every person and for the 
whole person. It is not true that the rich necessarily become richer 
while the poor become poorer. In an economic system worthy of 
human dignity, economic prosperity for one group improves con­
ditions for everyone. Development within the poor countries is for 
this reason advantageous for the richer countries too. 

(CSDC 373-374) 

205. Can business be a vocation? 

Yes. God calls everyone to holiness in a special and personal way. 
"Business is a noble vocation, directed to producing wealth and im­
proving our world. It can be a fruitful source of prosperity for the 
areas in which it operates, especially if it sees the creation of jobs as 
an essential part of its service to the common good" (LS 129). It is 
a matter of justice to use well the gifts one has received, including 
material gifts. Jesus praises this attitude in the parable of the talents 
(cf. Mt 25:14-30; Lk 19:11-27). 

(CSDC 326; LS 129) 

206. Jesus was poor. How then can one follow Christ in business? 

Christians are called to put into practice and to disseminate the 
virtues of faith, hope, and love-even in the business world. Anyone 
who follows Jesus must remember the obligation to become "rich 
in what matters to God" (Lk 12:21). The most important goal in life 
cannot be to accumulate material riches; it is, rather, to love God 
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above all else, and to contribute with love to the development of 
people and society. Depending on a man or woman's individual call­
ing, one way of doing this can be through a vocation to business. 

(CSDC 326) 

207. What does the Bible say about wealth and poverty? 

The Bible says we should not aspire to riches for their own sake, but 
to those goods that make possible a happy life. Money must never 
become an idol. Jesus teaches us to pray: "Give us this day our daily 
bread:' With these words we ask the Father for what is necessary 
for our earthly life. We pray for the sustenance of our family, but 
also for the poor and for all men and women in the world. 

(CSDC 323-325) 

208. Is poverty always bad? 

When poverty is involuntary and involves misery and the lack of 
basic resources, then it is always an evil. "The poverty of the world is 
a scandal. In a world where there is such great wealth, so many re­
sources for giving food to everyone, it is impossible to understand 
how there could be so many hungry children, so many children 
without education, so many poor people!" (Francis, Address to the 
Students of the Jesuit Schools of Italy and Albania 2013). 

However, a situation of relative poverty that does not threaten 
human dignity can lead people to recognize their true needs before 
God, leading them to turn to Him and trust Him for their needs. 
While all who want to follow Jesus must be "poor in spirit" (Mt 5:3), 
there are those who voluntarily renounce wealth in order to serve 
God with a free heart. The men and women who live in this way 
bear witness to the world of our calling to love God above all things. 

(CSDC 324; EG 53) 

209. Is prosperity always good? 

A certain measure of prosperity is good because we can dedicate 
time to friendship, culture, and religion. However, there are the dan­
gers of arrogance, presumption, and insensitivity to others. A rich 
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person might think his well-being is only the result of his own 
efforts apart from God. Jesus warned against such pride: "You fool, 
this night your life will be demanded of you; and the things you 
have prepared, to whom will they belong?" (Lk 12:20). 

(CSDC 325) 

210. How can we understand the words of Jesus: "Do not 
worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of itself" 
(Mt 6:34)-is this not a contradiction of the economic way 
of thinking? 

No. Providing prudently for one's self and for others is consistent 
with the words of Jesus; Jesus also lived with such an attitude as 
a craftsman who worked for others. Anxiety for the future, on the 
other hand, is incompatible with the trust of a child of God. 

(CCC 523) 

211. How should a Christian respond to his or her own poverty? 

A Christian should do everything morally possible to free him­
self and his family from poverty through patient and diligent work. 
Sometimes, together with others, he will also have to overcome 
structures of exclusion that hinder the progress of the poor. 

(CSDC 325) 

212. How should a Christian respond to the poverty of others? 

A Christian shares in the joy and the pain of others because we are 
all sisters and brothers. We must make every effort to not only show 
compassion, but also to alleviate the suffering of others as we are 
able. The specific ways of achieving this task will differ greatly for 
each person. In general, there are two ways of approaching poverty. 
First, one can help the poor directly through donations. While this 
is necessary in order to meet the immediate needs of those in des­
perate situations, we must also work together with the poor to find 
long-term solutions. This is the second approach. Such solutions 
will enable the poor to free themselves from poverty; for example, 
by helping them find work and providing job training and afford­
able education. Entrepreneurs make an important contribution to 
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reducing poverty by creating jobs and dignified working conditions. 
Even though needs are immense, no one ought to feel overwhelmed 
by and thus exempt from the works of mercy. 

(CSDC 329; CCC 2447) 

213. Are the Kingdom of God and earthly progress the 
same thing? 

Jesus said, "My kingdom does not belong to this world" (Jn 18:36). 
The Kingdom of God should not be confused with material or 
earthly progress. However, "to the extent that [earthly progress] can 
contribute to the better ordering of human society, it is of vital 
concern to the Kingdom of God" (GS 39). The awareness of our 
responsibility before God to the world is a great incentive to work 
for integral development. 

(CSDC 55; GS 39) 

214. Does the Catholic Church identify with a specific economic 
model such as socialism, capitalism, or liberalism? 

In general terms, the Church favors a market economy that in­
cludes every person and all peoples, and is guided by the prin­
ciples of social justice and charity. The Church, however, does not 
identify herself with any specific economic model or political party. 
She does not propose "technical solutions"; she proposes the gospel. 
Over the centuries, drawing from the gospel, some principles for so­
ciallife have been elaborated, such as the respect for human dignity, 
solidarity, and subsidiarity. Christians active in the economic sec­
tor are called to apply these principles according to a well-formed 

conscience. 
(CSDC 72) 

215. So the Church never intervenes on questions of economic 

detail? 

If the fundamental rights of the person or the salvation of souls 
require it, the Church must raise her voice to denounce social injus­

tices and abuses. 
(GS 76; CCC 2245-2246) 
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216. What does the Church say about capitalism? 

With the failure of central planning in the Soviet system in mind, 
John Paul II addressed the question of whether countries should 
adopt capitalism: "If by 'capitalism' is meant an economic system 
which recognizes the fundamental and positive role of business, 
the market, private property and the resulting responsibility for the 
means of production, as well as free human creativity in the eco­
nomic 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 ifby'capi­
talism' is meant a system in which freedom in the economic sector is 
not circumscribed within a strong juridical framework which places 
it at the service of human freedom in its totality, and which sees it as 
a particular aspect of that freedom, the core of which is ethical and 
religious, then the reply is certainly negative" (CA 42). 

(CSDC 335; CA 42) 

217. How must the economic order be changed in order to 
effectively serve the human person and the common good? 

Every social change begins with the individual, with his or her own 
internal renewal. However, the community also has the duty to im­
prove its social institutions and structures. To achieve this goal, a 
combination of personal virtues and social and economic institu­
tions is needed. The necessary economic institutions will be charac­
terized by, among other things, private property, money, profit, and 
competition in the free market. The necessary social institutions 
will include the political community to which one belongs. Among 
the virtues, justice and love are of particular importance. These vir­
tues lead each person to work honestly and transparently, and they 
also motivate the person to perform volunteer and non-profit work. 

(CSDC 42, 343-345; CCC 1888) 

218. What does the Church say about private property? 

Everyone has a natural right to the fruits of his labor and the means 
to achieve these fruits. In the case oflarge expanses of unproductive 
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land, and of people eager to till it, there is "a natural right to possess 
a reasonable allotment of land where [persons] can establish [their] 
home, work for subsistence of [their] family and a secure life. This 
right must be guaranteed so that its exercise is not illusory but real. 
That means that apart from the ownership of property, rural people 
must have access to means of technical education, credit, insurance, 

and markets"1 (LS 94). 
(CSDC 176-184, GS 71; LS 94) 

219. Is this an absolute right? 

This right to private property creates individual freedom by grant­
ing material independence, promotes hard work, and clarifies what 
belongs to whom, thereby contributing to shared prosperity and 
social peace. However, the grave inequalities that can result are a 
cause of tension and injustice. The economic superiority of one per­
son may put the other in a position of inferiority and disadvantage. 
This can lead to exploitation in work relations or economic relations 
in general. For this reason it is important to understand that private 
property is also under a "social mortgage;' meaning that property is 
to be used for the common good of all, because God created material 

goods for everyone. 
(CSDC 176-184, 328-329) 

220. What does the Bible say about money? 

Money is a means of exchange, a measure of value and a reserve for 
the future. Money then is only a means: it must not become an end 
in itself. Jesus explicitly said: "You cannot serve God and mammon" 
(Mt 6:24). Money must never become an idol. Those who chase after 
money become its slave. On the other hand, money can be put to the 

service of God. 
(CSDC 328; EG 55) 

221. Are companies allowed to make profit? 

Yes. Profit is a basic indication of a company's success, but it is not 
yet sufficient evidence that the company is truly serving the society. 
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To achieve sustainable development, the legitimate pursuit of profit 
must be in line with the fundamental protection of the dignity of 
the person. Profit achieved by means of exploitation or the violation 
of social justice and workers' rights is unjust. 

(CSDC 340) 

222. Is the "free market" a good thing? 

Yes. In a free market, people freely offer and purchase goods and 
services within a legal and ethical framework. In a market econ­
omy, the consumers determine what is produced, at what price, and 
in what amount. The ethical market has proven itself to be capable 
of maintaining sustainable economic development in the long run. 
The Church values the advantages that the free market offers in 
making better use of resources. There are, however, other so-called 
"markets" that do not deserve to be called by this term because they 
are immoral, such as drug trafficking, human trafficking, the illegal 
arms trade, etc. 

(CSDC 347) 

223. The free market does not work without competition. But 
doesn't competition go against Christian charity? 

It depends. Competition is the sporting desire to overcome one's 
rival, and an efficient means of achieving important objectives of 
justice: the lowering of prices, improving the response of entrepre­
neurs to the needs of consumers, and the more responsible use of re­
sources. Competition rewards corporate effort, innovation, skills, etc. 
In this sense, competition is good. However, it is bad if it is conducted 
by unfair or unjust means (e.g., fraud), if the rules are rigged to un­
justly favor one of the competitors, or when it is inspired by hatred. 

(CSDC 347; CV 66) 

224. So the free market has no limits and no other aim than 
making money? 

No. The market is subject to ethical, legal, and cultural conditions 
and limits. For example, there are many priceless goods that are 
not marketable: human persons, their organs, and also friendship, , 
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forgiveness, family relationships, etc. The human person and his 
needs are the aim of the market. Unfortunately many people do 
not have access to the market and are unable to meet their most 
basic needs. In these cases, one must remember that the value and 
worth of a man is not dependent upon "having something;' but 
comes simply from the fact that he or she "is someone": a human 
being, our brother or sister with inherent dignity. "It is a strict duty 
of justice and truth not to allow fundamental human needs to re­
main unsatisfied, and not to allow those burdened by such needs 
to perish" (CA 34). 

(CSDC 348-350; CA 34) 

225. Does government also play a role in the economy? 

Yes. The government plays an important role in the economy. Its 
actions must be balanced, neither too intrusive nor too cautious, 
and must respect the principle of subsidiarity. This means that the 
main task of the government or the State in the economy is to cre­
ate favorable conditions for the free exercise of economic activity, 
mainly by creating the legal framework for that activity, and by 
enabling self-help. Government should foster cooperation in "small 
units;' such as the family, firms, and local communities, without 
replacing them, but rather allowing them to fulfill their duties by 
their own efforts as much as possible. When such self-help is not 
possible, the State should act according to the principle of solidarity 
and protect the most vulnerable. 

(CSDC 336-337, 351-355; LS 129) 

226. Are there other institutions that operate in the market, in 
addition to the public and private sectors? 

There is an ever-greater number of institutions working in civil so­
ciety based on economic principles which are formed and managed 
by private groups pursuing objectives of common interest. Many 
examples can be found in the provision of health care, assistance to 
the sick and elderly, neighborhood groups, groups promoting envi­
ronmental conservation and protection, etc. These activities develop 
solidarity and are particularly important for the social fabric. 

(CSDC 357; CV 39-40) 
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227. What is a business? 

A business or firm is a unit of production that includes people, 
equipment, locations, money, etc.; but, above all, a firm is a "society of 
persons" ( CA 43). A business must serve people by producing goods 
or providing services that are truly good and useful. 

(CSDC 338; CA 43) 

228. What is the relationship between companies, entrepreneur­
ship, and virtue? 

"When managed well, businesses actively enhance the dignity of 
employees and the development of virtues, such as solidarity, practi­
cal wisdom, justice, discipline, and many others. While the family is 
the first school of society, businesses, like many other social institu­
tions, continue to educate people in virtue" (VBL 3). 

(VBL 3) 

229. Is success a priority in business? 

Of course. In the first place, success consists in the efficient genera­
tion of profit, but it is not limited to this. A business is truly success­
ful only if it creates a real sustainable value for people and for soci­
ety, that is, the physical, mental, psychological, moral, and spiritual 
well-being of others. It is not enough for a business to redistribute 
part of its profits after wealth has been created, but it is first of all 
necessary that it produce human, social, and environmental value as 
a direct result of its economic activity and wealth creation. Success 
in the full sense of the word "is inextricably linked to this wider 
notion of well-being" (VBL 51). 

(CSDC 332, 339-340) 

230. Is trust important in business? 

Yes. Trust is crucial for the functioning of the economy. Without it 
we would not dare sign a contract, buy a product, or join a company. 
Trust is gained through reliability and virtuous behavior, and is 
destroyed by sin. 

(CSDC 343) 
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231. What virtues are particularly important in the economy? 

The virtues are positive traits of character that help us to recog­
nize the good and to accomplish it with inner freedom and joy. The 
most important human virtues are prudence, justice, fortitude, and 
temperance. Additionally, together with His sanctifying grace, God 
gives us the three theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. We 
need all of these for the economy, but in a particular way, the virtues 
of justice and charity are important in this field. 

(CSDC 327, 343; YC 299-309) 

232. How do we act with justice in the economy? 

We act with justice by giving the other what is rightfully his. In the 
economy, this consists primarily in the faithful fulfillment of con­
tracts, respecting agreements, the punctual delivery of goods in 
good condition, and making payments within the stipulated time. 
In order to be just, contracts must be free, that is, be entered into 
without deceit, fear, or coercion. Great economic inequality can lead 
to injustice if the negotiating partner with more power imposes 
conditions on the other. 

(CCC2411) 

233. When is a price fair or just? 

In principle, a price is fair or just when it is the outcome of free 
negotiations in the interplay between supply and demand. However, 
many factors can distort this free agreement: fraud, lack of informa­
tion, monopolies of sellers or buyers, the extreme need of one of the 
partners, etc. All such forms of exploitation, along with dispropor­
tionate interest rates (usury), are sins against justice. 

(CSDC 341, CCC 2414) 

234. Love defines family and friendship. Does love also come into 
play in the economy? 

Yes. The values of truth, justice, and freedom are born and grow from 
love. Without love, justice becomes hard and bitter. The economy 
is not a heartless machine that functions according to mechanical 
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laws, but a meeting and exchange between people who are respon­

sible for one another. 
(CSDC 204-208) 

235. Are there examples of this? 

There are many. Numerous employers and employees go above and 
beyond what is required of them. They do so out of a sense of re­
sponsibility and love for their work and for the people that depend 
on their services. Investments can also be an act of generosity be­
cause investing means sacrificing immediate consumption and us­
ing funds to create jobs. Non-profit businesses that pursue social 
goals with an entrepreneurial spirit can be another manifestation 

of generosity, justice, and charity. 
(CSDC 356-357) 

236. In the economic world, what sins must be avoided? 

All sins should be avoided, always and everywhere, in all areas of 
life, whether in business, politics, or one's private life. This is not an 
impossible or unrealistic standard, but a prerequisite for a happy 
life in society. In the economic life, one must be especially aware 
of greed, corruption, and all forms of injustice such as theft, fraud, 

usury, exploitation, etc. 
(CCC 2408-2414) 

237. Are the financial markets, banks, and speculative ventures 

structures of sin? 

No. If they are oriented toward the common good, financial mar­
kets and banks provide an important service: they provide the 
money required by businesses and the economy (financial cap­
ital). For this reason, the debtor must pay interest as the price 
for availability of liquidity. Speculation can also be good, to the ex­
tent that it creates a balance between quantity and price among 
regions and between periods of shortage and abundance. Unfor­
tunately, these financial instruments are often used incorrectly 
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and irresponsibly, and therefore lose contact with the real econ­
omy. Financial markets become inflated because of irresponsible 
monetary and credit expansion. 

(CSDC 368) 

238. How can the situation be improved? 

There is a need for conversion of hearts and the observance of eth­
ical principles. The present situation also calls for full transparency 
of operations and for legal regulations of international financial 
markets within a uniform, binding legal framework. 

(CSDC 369-372) 



Special Topic: Aging 

ELIZABETH REICHERT 

239. Why is aging an important topic in today's world? 

While large parts of the world continue to see steady population 
growth, many countries, especially in the Western world, are expe­
riencing a dramatic shift in population demographics. As birthrates 
decline and life expectancies increase, populations are rapidly aging; 
this means that the percentage of working-age people drops as the 
percentage of retired people rises. As Pope John Paul II remarked, 
"the aging of the world's population is sure to be one of the most 
important features of the twenty-first century" (John Paul II, Letter 
to the President of the Second World Assembly on Ageing 2002). 

240. What are some of the issues related to aging? 

On a cultural and human level, the elderly face not only the sick­
ness and suffering that come with age, but also isolation and neglect. 
As Pope Francis has stated, "the most serious privation that elderly 
persons undergo is not the weakening of the body and the disabil­
ity that may ensue, but abandonment and exclusion, the privation 
of love:' (Francis, Message to the General Assembly of the Pontifical 
Academy for Life 2014). On the economic level, aging gives rise to 
shortfalls in pension systems and increased health care costs. 

241. How should this problem be addressed? 

First, the "problem'' is not the number of old people: "The elderly 
should never be considered a burden on society, but a resource 
which,can contribute to society's well-being" (John Paul II, Letter 
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to the President of the Second World Assembly on Ageing 2002). It is 
not simply a matter of what we can do for them, but what we can do 
together with them. In order to build a culture that promotes the 
dignity of every human person, "it will become more and more im­
portant to promote a widespread attitude of acceptance and appre­
ciation of the elderly, and not relegate them to the fringes" (LEld 13). 

(CSDC 222) 

242. How should we treat the elderly? 

We should honor them, as God Himself commands: "Honor your 
father and your mother, as the LORD, your God, has commanded 
you, that you may have a long life and that you may prosper in the 
land the LORD your God is giving you" (Dt 5:16). "Honoring older 
people involves a threefold duty: welcoming them, helping them 
and making good use of their qualities" (LEld 12). 

243. Is the way we treat the elderly, the sick, and handicapped 
persons a measure of the humanity of a society? 

Yes. "A society truly welcomes life when it recognizes that it is also 
precious in old age, in disability, in serious illness and even when it 
is fading; when it teaches that the call to human fulfillment does not 
exclude suffering; indeed, when it teaches its members to see in the 
sick and suffering a gift for the entire community, a presence that 
summons them to solidarity and responsibility. This is the Gospel 
of life ... " (Francis, Message to the General Assembly of the Pontifical 
Academy for Life 2014). 

244. Does the Church offer any solutions to the problems 
surrounding pension systems? 

While it is not the role of the Church to propose specific sugges­
tions, she does delineate important relevant principles. First of all, 
"in responding to this question, we must not be guided chiefly by 
economic criteria; rather, we must be inspired by sound moral prin­
ciples" (John Paul II, Letter to the President of the Second World 
Assembly on Ageing 2002). More concretely, this issue demands the 
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proper application of both the principles of solidarity and subsidiar­
ity. On the one hand, the principle of solidarity moves us to recog­
nize the dignity of each person rather than basing his or her worth 
on mere utility. It calls us to look out for our brothers and sisters, 
seeing that they receive the care they need. On the other hand, soli­
clarity without subsidiarity leads to a "welfare state:' State interven­
tion, when it is required by the common good, should be limited, 
and support families and communities at a lower order because 
"needs are best understood and satisfied by people who are closest 
to them" (CA 48). 

(CSDC 187-188, CA 48) 



Political Life: Peace, Freedom, and Justice 
in Society 

MARTIN SCHLAG 

A good Christian participates actively in political life and prays for the 
politicians that they may love their people and serve them with humility. 

SEE POPE FRANCIS, MORNING MEDITATION, 

SEPTEMBER 16, 2013 

Modern nations are very complex. Politics and politicians have the 
high calling to serve the common good of their countries. Their 
service is a way of putting charity into practice. The Church does 
not identify herself with a single political party nor does she pro­
pose a specific path; rather, she proclaims those principles and 
values that order political life toward its foundation and purpose: 
the human person. 

245. What is politics good for? 

Everyone lives in communities: families, associations, neighbor­
hoods, and so on. At the highest level of social organization we live 
in nations. Politics serves to unite and order a multitude of people 
with different needs and interests, seeking their common good. 

246. What is a nation? 

A nation consists of a group of people living together in a com­
mon territory and governed by a political authority. Nations are also 
called States. 

247. What forms of nations or States are there? 

There are monarchies, in which political authority is exercised by 



98 HANDBOOK OF CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING 

only one person, the monarch. There are aristocracies, in which the 
authority is shared among a small ruling group. And there are de­
mocracies, in which the political authority resides in the population 
at large. They exercise their authority either indirectly through 

representatives or directly by the vote. 

248. What does Jesus teach about politics? 

"Jesus said to them, 'Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to 
God what belongs to God"' (Mk 12:17; cf. Mt 22:15-22, Lk 20:20-

26). In affirming this, Jesus implicitly condemned "every attempt at 
making temporal power divine or absolute: God alone can demand 
everything from man. At the same time, temporal power has the 
right to its due: Jesus does not consider it unjust to pay taxes to 

Caesar" (CSDC 379). 
(CSDC 379) 

249. What do St. Paul and other biblical witnesses write about 

politics? 

We should obey legitimate authority "because of conscience" (Rom 
13:5) as an order established by God. The Apostle certainly does not 
intend to legitimize every existing authority, but rather teaches that 
political power ought to guarantee "that we may lead a quiet and 

tranquil life in all devotion and dignity" (1 Tim 2:2). 
(CSDC 380-381) 

250. Summing up, what does the Bible as a whole teach about 

political authority? 

"The biblical message provides endless inspiration for Christian 

reflection on political power, recalling that it comes from God and 
is an integral part of the order that he created. This order is per­
ceived by the human conscience and, in social life, finds its ful­
fillment in the truth, justice, freedom and solidarity that bring 

peace"' (CSDC 383). 
(CSDC 383) 
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251. What is the basis and purpose of political authority? 

The foundation and purpose of all political life and activity is the 
human person. The political community is based on the moral law 
that God has imprinted on our human nature. Our conscience 
reveals this moral order to us, and obedience to it is the key to 
achieving the common good. 

(CSDC 384) 

252. Can't I become happy on my own? Do I have to live in a 
political community? 

Each one of us is free to pursue his or her own happiness. However, 
living in a nation-which implies living in a political community-is 
natural for us. It helps us achieve our full growth as human persons. 
By cooperating in the attainment of the common good we flourish: 
the human person is not only an autonomous individual bent on 
his or her own interests but becomes him or herself in relationship 

to others. 
(CSDC 384) 

253. How can we define the people of a nation? 

The most important characteristics of a people are a shared life and 
shared values, which are the source of communion on the spiritual 

and moral level. 
(CSDC 386) 

254. What should a nation grant its people? 

The aim of political life is the attainment of the common good, con­
sisting of peace, freedom, and justice for all. The political authority of 
a nation must recognize and respect human dignity by defending and 
promoting fundamental and inalienable human rights, which must 
not be sacrificed for the common good. It is also necessary that each 
individual citizen fulfills his or her own corresponding duties. 

(CSDC 388-389) 
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255. What are human rights? 

Human rights grant protection against the power of the government. 
Certain spheres of life must not be infringed by governmental au­
thority: life, liberty, property, religious beliefs, conscience, etc. In 
the course of time, many such rights have been upheld. Since the 
Second World War, a new kind of human rights relating to social 
protection and security has evolved. Such "rights" should rather be 
called "programmatic norms" or political goals; this is because they 
cannot be demanded by way of law (for example, one cannot demand 
that the government provide a job), but rather they serve as goals 
for policies that will foster their attainment. They include the right 
to work, to education, to health care, and so forth. 

256. What is the origin of human rights and what characterizes 
them? 

Human rights are rooted in the dignity of each and every human 
being. These rights are universal, inviolable, and inalienable. As they 
are not granted by the mere will of men, by public powers, or by the 
State, nobody can be deprived of his or her human rights. To the 
contrary, individuals must respect other persons' human rights, and 
public authority must guarantee them. 

(CSDC 153) 

257. Does the Church proclaim human rights? 

"By virtue of the Gospel committed to her, [the Church] proclaims 
the rights of man'' (GS 41). By acknowledging human rights, the 
Church sees an extraordinary opportunity to recognize human dig­
nity more effectively and to promote it universally as a characteristic 
inscribed by God the Creator on every man and every woman. 

(CSDC 152) 

258. Wouldn't it be rather selfish to demand rights only for oneself? 

Yes. Actually, the Church underlines the connection between 
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rights and duties. It would be a contradiction to claim rights for 
oneself that one denies to others. Every right also entails a cor­
responding responsibility. "Those, therefore, who claim their own 
rights, yet altogether forget or neglect to carry out their respec­
tive duties, are people who build with one hand and destroy with 
the other" ( CSDC 156, quoting PT 30). An excessive affirmation of 
rights can give rise to an exaggerated individualism that ignores 
the common good. 

(CSDC 156, 158) 

259. Do minorities have special rights within a nation? 

The Church affirms that minorities possess precise rights and duties, 
and above all, the right to exist. Moreover, minorities have the right 
to maintain their cultures, including their languages, and to main­
tain their religious beliefs, including worship services. 

(CSDC 387) 

260. What does the Church teach about democracy? 

"The Church values the democratic system inasmuch as it ensures 
the participation of citizens in making political choices, guaran­
tees to the governed the possibility both of electing and holding ac­
countable those who govern them, and of replacing them through 
peaceful means when appropriate" (CA 46). 

(CSDC 406; CA 46) 

261. In a democracy, the majority makes the laws. Can the majority, 
morally speaking, pass whatever laws it desires? 

No, a democracy must not destroy the foundational values on which 
it is built. These are: "the dignity of every human person, the respect 
of human rights, [and] commitment to the common good as the 
purpose and guiding criterion for political life. If there is no general 
consensus on these values, the deepest meaning of democracy is lost 
and its stability is compromised" (CSDC 407). 

( CSDC 397-398, 407) 
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262. What is "ethical relativism"? 

Ethical relativism is the belief that there are no objective or univer­
sal criteria for establishing moral norms. According to the Church's 
social doctrine, ethical relativism is one of the greatest threats to 
modern-day democracies. 

(CSDC 407) 

263. In addition to the important values of human dignity and 
human rights, is there anything else that democracy needs 
to exist? 

Yes. Democracy needs institutions. These institutions include free 
and general elections, the separation of powers, accountability of pol­
iticians to the people, independent and impartial judges, and lawful 
public administration. The Church acknowledges their importance. 

(CSDC 408) 

264. Are political parties important for democracy? 

Yes. Political parties are beneficial for democracy. They "have the 
task of fostering widespread participation and making public re­
sponsibilities accessible to all" (CSDC 413). They must always 
pursue the common good of the whole nation, and not only the 
interests of their electorate. 

(CSDC 413) 

265. What is "civil society"? 

Civil society refers to those relationships and resources that are 
relatively independent from the political sphere and have not been 
absorbed by the State. It consists of the network of human relation­
ships, associations, corporations, and institutions that have a social 
purpose but are not run by the government. The principle of sub­
sidiarity protects the integrity of civil society. Solidarity too finds its 
natural home in civil society, as it builds up the whole of society, 
including the political sphere. 

(CSDC 417-420; CV 39) 
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266. Is there a difference between political power and political 
authority? 

Yes. Power is force that can be used for both good and evil. Political 
authority is power directed exclusively toward the common good. 

267. When is political authority exercised in a legitimate way? 

"Authority is exercised legitimately when it acts for the common 
good and employs morally licit means to attain it" ( CompCCC 406). 
Political authority must guarantee an ordered community life with­
out usurping the free activity of individuals and groups. When ori­
enting this freedom toward the common good, it must respect and 
defend the independence of individual and social subjects. 

(CSDC 394) 

268. Are just laws and commands morally binding? 

Yes. When the political authority issues just laws, orders, and com­
mands, we are obliged in conscience to obey them. If not, one 
"opposes what God has appointed" (Rom 13:2) and commits a sin. 

(CSDC 398) 

269. Why can political authority create morally binding laws? Where 
does this moral force of the legislative power come from? 

All of the moral force of the political authority comes from its being 
exercised for good purposes and by use of means that are not only ef­
ficient but also morally acceptable. The political authority "should re­
spect the principle of the 'rule oflaw' in which the law, and not the ar­
bitrary will of some, is sovereign. Unjust laws and measures contrary 
to the moral order are not binding in conscience" (CompCCC 406). In 
such a case they cease to be law and instead become acts of violence. 

(CSDC 396, 398) 

270. How should citizens react to immoral civil laws? 

"Citizens are not obligated in conscience to follow the prescriptions 
of civil authorities if their precepts are contrary to the demands of 
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the moral order, to the fundamental rights of persons or to the teach­
ings of the Gospel"2 (CSDC 399). When morally upright people are 
called to cooperate in morally evil acts, they must refuse. It is a grave 
duty of conscience not to cooperate in practices that, although 
permitted by civil legislation, are contrary to the law of God. 

(CSDC 399) 

271. Do citizens have a right to resist political authority? 

"It is legitimate to resist authority should it violate in a serious 
or repeated manner the essential principles of natural law" (CSDC 
400). Even though the church recommends passive resistance, 
armed resistance can be legitimate against manifest tyranny, which 
does great damage to fundamental personal rights and to the com­
mon good of the country. 

(CSDC 400-401) 

272. What is the role of the judicial power? 

The role of the judicial power, exercised by independent judges in 
the courts, is to administer justice to citizens according to the law. 
Judges must seek truth impartially, and give each party its due ac­
cording to the law. Cases should be dealt with as swiftly as possible. 
Legal disputes between opposing parties are inevitable in any soci­
ety, but in fulfilling their task well, judges bring peace and harmony 
to the people of a nation. 

(CSDC 402) 

273. Are judges also required to punish crimes? 

Yes. In the courts of criminal law, judges must punish criminals 
who have been convicted in a fair and just trial according to the law. 
Punishment is only just if it is based on written law enacted prior to 
the committed deed. Moreover, it must be reasonably proven that 
the person is in fact guilty of the crime. 

274. What i~ the purpose of criminal punishment? 

The punishment of criminals serves the purpose of restoring the 
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order of justice, defending the public order, and guaranteeing the 
safety of persons. It is furthermore an instrument for the correction of 
the offender. The way the criminal punishment is carried out should 
facilitate the re-introduction of the convicted person into society. 

(CSDC 403) 

275. How are the accused and prisoners to be treated? 

Accused offenders and prisoners must be treated in conformity with 
their human dignity. They must not be subjected to degrading treat­
ment. No person can be imprisoned without a trial, and the trial 
must not be delayed. "Officials of the court are especially called to 
exercise due discretion in their investigations so as not to violate the 
rights of the accused to confidentiality and in order not to under­
mine the principle of the presumption of innocence" (CSDC 404). 

(CSDC 404) 

276. May torture be used in extreme cases? 

No. Torture must never be used. Neither circumstances nor motives 

can justify torture. 
(CSDC 404) 

277. Is the death penalty a legitimate form of criminal punishment? 

Modern society has the means to suppress crime without turning to 
the death penalty, by imprisoning and thus incapacitating criminals 
without denying them the chance to reform. "The Church sees as a 
sign of hope 'a growing public opposition to the death penalty, even 
when such a penalty is seen as a kind of"legitimate defense" on the 
part of society"'3 (CSDC 405). 

(CSDC 405; EV 27; CCC 2266-2267; AL 83) 

278. What is the purpose of the executive power, especially of 
public administration? 

The public administration at any level is oriented toward the service 
of citizens and is guided by the law. The State should act as a steward 
of the common good. 

(CSDC 412) 

l 
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279. Do civil servants need special virtues? 

Yes. Responsible authority requires those virtues that make it pos­
sible to exercise power in the service of the people (patience, mod­
esty, moderation, charity, and so on). Such authority is "exercised by 
persons who are able to accept the common good, and not prestige 
or the gaining of personal advantages, as the true goal of their work" 
(CSDC 410). 

(CSDC 410) 

280. Should Catholics engage in politics? 

Every Christian is called to attend to temporal affairs, and to prac­
tice justice and charity at the service of the common good of so­
ciety in a manner corresponding to his or her vocation. For exam­
ple, responsibility for the common good makes it morally obligatory 
to exercise the right to vote. At the same time, "not everyone is called 
to engage directly in political life. Society is also enriched by a count­
less array of organizations which work to promote the common good 
and to defend the environment, whether natural or urban" (LS 232). 

(CCC 1913-1915, 2240; LS 232) 

281. Can working in politics be a vocation? 

Men and women who possess the personal qualities for political life 
and feel inclined to political activity can be certain that they have 
received a high calling from God. Politics can be a path of justice 
and charity. 

(CV7) 

282. Are Catholics free to follow their conscience in politics, or are 
they bound to a specific "political program"? 

Catholics are free to follow their conscience in politics. No political 
program is imposed by the Magisterium of the Church; not even her 
social teachings constitute such a program because the church does 
not offer technical solutions. Catholics display a healthy pluralism 
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when they take different positions on a number of J]Olitical issues. 
However, certain values based on natural law are common to all 
people of good will, and therefore also to Catholics. These values, 
which are not negotiable, include: the right to life from conception 
to natural death; the nature of marriage as an indissoluble bond 
between one man and one woman; the right of parents to secure 
the education they deem fit for their children; the need to promote 
social justice; the development of an economy at the service of the 
common good, and similar considerations. 
(CDF, Doctrinal Note on Some Questions Regarding the Participation 

of Catholics in Political Life 2002) 

283. How does the Catholic Church relate to the State? 

The relationship of the Catholic Church with the State can be sum­
marized as simultaneously independent and cooperative. Both the 
Church and the political community manifest themselves in visi­
ble organizational structures that pursue different ends: the State 
serves the temporal common good, the Church the spiritual good. 
Even though the institutions are thus separate, they should coop­
erate in the service of the human person, who has both temporal 
and spiritual dimensions. Furthermore, the Church also contrib­
utes to the attainment of the temporal common good when she 
pursues her salvific mission. 

(CSDC 424-425) 

284. Does the Church teach religious freedom? 

Yes. The Catholic Church promotes "the right of the person and of 
communities to social and civil freedom in matters religious;' as 
indicated in the title of Dignitatis Humanae. Such a right must be 
recognized and sanctioned as a civil right to be exercised within the 
limits of the public order. "Society and the State must not force a 
person to act against his conscience or prevent him from acting in 
conformity with it. 4 Religious freedom is not a moral license to 
adhere to error, nor as an implicit right to error"5 (CSDC 421). 

(CSDC 421-423) 
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285. What are the main threats to religious freedom today? 

The main threats to religious freedom today stem from religious ex­
tremism, especially from violent Islamic fundamentalists, and from 
the subtle but nevertheless violent attempt to exclude religion from 
the public sphere in Western countries. This amounts to the impo­
sition of atheism as a new form of civil religion. ( cf. Benedict XVI, 
Message for the World Day of Peace 2011) 



The Family of Nations 

MARTIN SCHLAG 

Human interdependence is increasing and gradually spreading 
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 nations able to ''provide for the different needs of men." 

CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH, 1911, 

QUOTING GS 84 §2 

We live in a globalized world. No nation can live isolated from the 
rest. Political decisions taken in one country often affect its neigh­
bors. In this family of nations, international law and coordinated 
measures help us to progress forward on the path of peace and 
development. 

286. Since we all live in our own nations with their own needs 
and difficulties, why should we be concerned about other 
nations? 

We need to care about other nations because all men and women 
on earth form the one family of God, and as brothers and sisters we 
share a common destiny and are responsible for one another. We 
belong to various races and speak different languages, but we are all 
children of God. Thus the various nations together form one inter­

national community. 

287. What does the Bible say about the family of nations? 

What the Bible tells us about creation manifests the unity of the 
human family and teaches us that God is our loving Father and the 
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Lord of history. It also reveals that sin is the cause of division among 
peoples. Furthermore, it is part of the plan of salvation and part of 
the mission of the Church that this fragmented, scattered reality be 
brought back together through the Holy Spirit. For those who live a 
new life in Christ, racial and cultural differences must no longer be 
causes of division. 

(CSDC 429-431) 

288. What does the Christian message mean for the international 

community? 

The international community must strive, over and over again, to 
achieve the unity willed by the Creator. Reaching this communion 
of nations cannot be a result of violence but rather of a moral and 
cultural effort. 

(CSDC 432) 

289. How can this unity among nations come about? 

Unity can only be achieved if the dignity of every person, in all of 
the person's various dimensions (material and spiritual, individual 
and communal), is universally recognized; if the human relation­
ships in and between the various nations are based on the guiding 
values of freedom and truth, justice and charity; and if, by general 
agreement, the international community seeks to promote the uni­
versal common good. We all share the same planet, its climate and 
air, its oceans, and routes of transport. We are increasingly con­
nected, and we can thus only live together in peace, liberty, and 
justice if we make a common effort to jointly construct institu­
tions that protect these values. This is what we call the universal 
common good. 

(CSDC 433) 

290. What does the "sovereignty" of a nation mean? 

Sovereignty means that every nation is an independent and free 
subject of international law. The relationship among sovereign na­
tions is characterized by equality, mutual trust, support, and respect. 
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Sovereignty, therefore, is not absolute. It must not be used to justify 
attempts to subordinate other nations. 

(CSDC 434-435) 

291. How is the relationship among sovereign nations regulated? 

The relationship among free and sovereign nations is regulated by 
the law of nations and by principles of the universal moral law that 
are written on the human heart as a living expression of the shared 
conscience of humanity. 

(CSDC 436) 

292. Why is the law of nations or international law necessary? 

To resolve the tensions that arise among different political commu­
nities, which can compromise the stability of nations and interna­
tional security, it is indispensable to make use of common rules 
together with a commitment to negotiation, and to definitively 
reject the idea that international disputes can be solved through 
recourse to war. International law is the result of the quest for peace 
and stability among nations. 

(CSDC 438) 

293. Why isn't international law sufficient in itself? 

International law is not enough to ensure lasting peace because 
the principle of mutual confidence is of the utmost importance in 
consolidating law, and confidence is based on shared moral values. 
"Universal respect of the principles underlying 'a legal structure in 
conformity with the moral order' 1 is a necessary condition for the 
stability of international life" (CSDC 437). 

(CSDC 433, 437, 439) 

294. What does the Church say about the existing international 
organizations? 

In general, the Church views the role of intergovernmental organi­
zations positively. "Because of the globalization of problems, it has 
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become more urgent than ever to stimulate international political 
action that pursues the goals of peace and development through the 
adoption of coordinated measures"2 (CSDC 442). This does not mean 
that the Church endorses policies that address problems in a way that 
is contrary to the gospel and the dignity of the human person. 

(CSDC 440-442) 

295. Is the Holy See also a member of the international community? 

Yes. The Holy See is a subject of international law. This means it is "a 
sovereign authority that performs acts which are juridically its own. 
It exercises an external sovereignty recognized within the context of 
the international community" (CSDC 444) in order to carry out its 

mission. 
(CSDC 444) 

296. Are richer nations required to help poorer nations develop? 

Yes. "The Church's social doctrine encourages forms of cooperation 
that are capable of facilitating access to the international market on 
the part of countries suffering from poverty and underdevelopment" 
(CSDC 447). "The spirit of international cooperation requires that, 
beyond the strict market mentality, there should be an awareness of 
the duty to solidarity, justice and universal charity"3 (CSDC 448). 

(CSDC 446-448) 

297. Does the Church offer a certain model or concrete plan of 
action for international development? 

No, the Church leaves the technical solutions and concrete plans of 
action to the men and women of good will who actively shape pub­
lic life. However, she lifts her prophetic voice, proclaiming that "the 
need to resolve the structural causes of poverty cannot be delayed, 
not only for the pragmatic reason of its urgency for the good order 
of society, but because society needs to be cured of a sickness which 
is weakening and frustrating it, and which can only lead to new cri­
ses. Welfare projects, which meet certain urgent needs, should be 
considered merely temporary responses" (EG 202). 

(EG 202) 



1 Safeguarding the Environment 

MARTIN SCHLAG AND ELIZABETH REICHERT 

Triune Lord, wondrous community of infinite love, 
teach us to contemplate you 
in the beauty of the universe, 
for all things speak of you. 
Awaken our praise and thankfulness 
for every being that you have made. 
Give us the grace to feel profoundly joined 
to everything that is. 

PoPE FRANCIS, LAUDATO Sr' 

(A PRAYER FOR OuR EARTH), 246 

"We are all responsible for the protection and care of the environ­
ment. This responsibility knows no boundaries" (Benedict XVI, 
Message for the World Day of Peace 2010, 11). All of creation is a gift 
of God and every creature is a unique manifestation of God's glory. 
We are thus called to approach creation with an attitude of grati­
tude and appreciation, avoiding both the extremes of the idolatry 
of nature and the idolatry of human power. The Church thus pro­
poses an "integral ecology;' which values and respects both its human 
and natural elements. 

298. What does the Bible teach about the created world and 
man's place in it? 

Creation is an object of constant praise in the Old Testament. The 
world is not a hostile environment, but a gift of God where God 
Himself is present. The world, in fact, reveals the mystery of God 
who created and sustains it in harmony. "God has written a precious 
book, 'whose letters are the multitude of created things present in 
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the universe"'1 (LS 85); and we will correctly understand this book 
only if we know its author. As the creation account tells us, God 
made all things and "saw that it was good" (Gen 1:25). At the sum­
mit of this creation, God placed man and woman, the only creatures 
made "in his image" (Gen 1:27), and He entrusted all of creation to 

their responsibility. 
(CSDC 451-452, 456; LS 65-92) 

299. Does this mean that man can use nature as he desires? 

"The attitude that must characterize the way man acts in relation 
to creation is essentially one of gratitude and appreciation .... If the 
relationship with God is placed aside, nature is stripped of its pro­
found meaning and impoverished" (CSDC 487). Man must not set 
himself in the place of God, but remember that he is a "cooperator" 
with God in the work of creation; thus, only in dialogue with God 
do we find the truth from which we can draw inspiration and norms 

to foster the development of creation as God intended. 
(CSDC 452,460, 487) 

300. What was Jesus' relationship to nature? 

Christ as God's Divine Word is the Creator of all things. He then 
became man Himself and with human eyes beheld the beauty of cre­
ation. He made use of natural elements. He spoke of nature in images 
and parables, but He also dominated it (for instance when He calmed 
the storm, cf. Mt 14:22-33)."1he Lord puts nature at the service of his 
plan of redemption. He asks his disciples to look at things, at the sea­

sons and at people with the trust of children who know that they will 
never be abandoned by a provident Father (cf. Lk 11:11-13)" (CSDC 
453). And in a special way, in the sacraments, "nature is taken up by 
God to become a means of mediating supernatural life'' (LS 235). 

(CSDC 453; LS 96-100, 235) 

301. Does Christ's redemption extend to nature too? 

The world was wounded by sin, but Jesus inaugurates a new world 
and "creates anew those relationships of order and harmony that sin 
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had destroyed" (CSDC 454). The whole of creation takes part in the 
renewal brought about by the death and resurrection of the Lord, 
even though it has not yet become fully manifest. The children of 
God participate in the redemption of nature through their sanc­
tified work. After His resurrection, the gaze of Jesus is constantly 
on creation, and we can behold Him through the reflection of His 
beauty in nature. 

(CSDC 453-455; LS 99-100) 

302. How does the Christian faith explain the abuses of nature 
committed by mankind? 

The Bible shows us that the ultimate reason for all abuses of nature 
is sin. As a consequence of sin, nature turns against man, and man 
against nature. Many have come to consider nature as a resource 
that may be conquered and exploited at will and without ethical 
considerations, without responsibility for future generations, or 
respect for nature as a home to all of mankind. We at times be­
have as if there were unlimited reserves of energy at our disposal, 
and do not consider the negative effects of pollution. Nature then 
appears as an instrument in the hands of man that he can ma­
nipulate, especially by means of technology. This is a reduction­
ist conception of the natural world. It views nature in mechanistic 
and consumeristic terms. This is "ecological sin;' which calls for an 
"ecological conversion:' 

( CSDC 453, 461-462; LS 8, 217) 

303. Does this mean the Church blames science and technology 
for the abuse of nature? 

No, the results of science and technology are in themselves pos­
itive because men and women have extended their mastery over 
nearly the whole of nature and continue to do so. Christians are 
convinced that the triumphs of the human race are a sign of God's 
grace. As long as scientific progress is used for the true good of hu­
manity, the Church is in no way opposed to such progress; rather, 
she considers science and technology to be "a wonderful product 
of a God-given human creativity, since they have provided us with 
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wonderful possibilities, and we all gratefully benefit from them"2 

(CSDC 457). 
(CSDC 456-457; LS 102-103, 131) 

304. Under what circumstances does progress become part 
of humanity's true good? 

Not every increase in human power over nature is progress. We do 
not know in detail what God's plan for the future of mankind is, or 
where developments are heading. However, God has given us moral 
laws to guide our actions, our research, and the technology through 
which we dominate nature. Abiding by them always leads to hu­
manity's true good. Generally speaking, these laws consist in the 
respect for human dignity and for the rest of creation. Respect for 
human dignity implies that human beings must never be used as 
mere means. Respect for nature entails that we intervene so as to 
foster its development in its own way of being, as God created it, not 

to destroy it. 
(CSDC 458-460; LS 105) 

305. What are some of the man-made problems the Church 
has addressed? 

The Church is especially concerned about air, soil, and water pol­
lution, and about waste and the throwaway culture predominant in 
many of our societies. The Church has addressed climate change, the 
carbon cycle, and the loss of biodiversity. These problems in nature 
lead to a decline in the quality of human life and to the breakdown 
of society, and they are made worse by global inequality and the 
sometimes ineffectual responses of the international community. 

(LS 20-59) 

306. Why does the Church see the loss of biodiversity as a 
problem? 

The extinction of species affects the surrounding ecosystem and 
means the loss of important resources for food, medicine, and 
other things. "It is not enough, however, to think of different species 
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merely as potential 'resources' to be exploited, while overlooking the 
fact that they have value in themselves" (LS 33). Each species man­
ifests God's glory in its own unique way and we have no right to 
carelessly eradicate them. 

(LS 32-42, 84-87) 

307. What does the Church say about the climate and climate 
change? 

The Church appeals to scientists, consumers, and those engaged in 
industrial activity to develop a greater sense of responsibility for 
the effects of their behavior on the climate. "The climate is a com­
mon good, belonging to all and meant for all. At the global level, 
it is a complex system linked to many of the essential conditions 
for human life. A very solid scientific consensus indicates that we 
are presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the climatic system" 
(LS 23). 

(CSDC 470; LS 23-26) 

308. Does the Church offer specific technical solutions for the 
environmental crisis? 

"On many concrete questions, the Church has no reason to offer a 
definitive opinion; she knows that honest debate must be encour­
aged among experts, while respecting divergent views" (LS 61). 
However, the Church urges against the extreme positions of the 
idolatry of human power which denies any need for environmen­
tal commitment on the one hand, and of the idolatry of nature 
which proposes the idea that all human interventions are a threat 
on the other. 

(LS 60-61) 

309. What does the idolatry of human power mean? 

The idolatry of human power means reducing nature in a utilitar­
ian way to a mere object that can be manipulated and exploited. 
This is not the result of science and technological research, but of 
"scientism" and technocratic ideologies that accept no limits. Not 
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everything that can be done technically may be done ethically. 
Moral limits and conditions exist: God's law, and the respect for the 
transcendent dimension of the human person and of creation itself 
must guide our actions. 

(CSDC 462; LS 106-114) 

310. What does the idolatry of nature mean? 

It means going so far as to divinize nature or the earth. It makes an 
idol of creation and creates imbalances where, for example, "more 
zeal is shown in protecting other species than in defending the dig­
nity which all human beings share in equal measure" (LS 90). The 
Church opposes ecocentrism and biocentrism because she believes 
in man's superior dignity over and responsibility for all other living 
beings. That is why concern for ecology should always be connected 
with a concern for "human ecology;' that is, with the protection of 

human life and families. 
(CSDC 463-464; LS 90-92) 

311. Is there a middle path? 

There are several possible paths between these extremes that should 
enter into dialogue with each other in order to find a solution. 
"Discussions are needed in which all those directly or indirectly 
affected ... can make known their problems and concerns, and have 
access to adequate and reliable information in order to make deci­
sions for the common good, present and future" (LS 135). 

We must learn not to think in exclusive dichotomies; rather, we 
must seek inclusive alternatives. Very frequently the decision is not 
"either/or" but "both/and:' In this respect, the Church proposes the 
idea of an "integral ecology:' 

(LS 135) 

312. What is an "integral ecology"? 

An integral ecology recognizes that we are a part of nature; and 
therefore "the human environment and the natural environment 
deteriorate together" (LS 50). Our attitude toward human beings 
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affects our attitude toward creation and vice-versa. When we are 
deaf to the cry of the poor, it is difficult to hear the cry of nature. 
"There can be no renewal of our relationship with nature without 
a renewal of humanity itself" (LS 118). An integral ecology is one 
that respects both human and social dimensions; it recognizes that 
everything is connected. It consists of a broader vision that consid­
ers ecological, social, and economic concerns in making decisions. 

(LS 48-49,117-121, 138-142) 

313. How does concern for the environment fit into the operation 
of our economic institutions? 

As part of this integral ecology, Pope Francis has called for an "eco­
nomic ecology" that would consider all the costs involved in its de­
cisions, including "the economic and social costs of using up shared 
environmental resources" (CV 50). In the long run, environmental 
protection is also economically advantageous because an economy 
that destroys the environment in which it exists negatively affects 
the production of wealth. In the short and medium term it might 
seem more advantageous to generate profit at the expense of the en­
vironment (e.g., through pollution, depletion of natural resources, 
destruction of biodiversity). The consequences of these so-called 
"negative externalities" must be reduced, and in turn we must seek 
innovative ways to reduce the environmental impact of production 
and encourage the responsible consumption of goods. 

(CSDC 470; CV 50; LS 138-142, 183-196) 

314. Is there a link between poverty and ecological damage? 

Yes. The environmental crisis affects those who are poorest in a par­
ticularly harsh and dramatic way. Erosion and desertification, rising 
sea levels, armed conflicts and forced emigration, and the lack of the 
economic and technological means to confront epidemics, pollution, 
and other calamities have their greatest effect on the poor. Many peo­
ple live in the polluted suburbs oflarge cities, in makeshift residences 
or in huge complexes that are crumbling and unsafe. These facts 
create an urgent need for economic and ecological development. 

(CSDC 482; LS 48-52, 150-153) 
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315. Taking into consideration the overpopulation in many of these 
urban areas, would it not be a solution to reduce the number 
of births? 

No, demographic growth is fully compatible with integral economic 
development. Environmental concern must not become a pretext 
for political and economic decisions that would be at odds with the 
dignity of the human person. "How can we genuinely teach the im­
portance of concern for other vulnerable beings, however trouble­
some or inconvenient they may be, if we fail to protect a human 
embryo, even when its presence is uncomfortable and creates diffi­
culties?" (LS 120) Developmental aid by international organizations 
or States must not be conditioned on the introduction of steriliza­
tion or abortion programs or other immoral measures. 

(CSDC 483; LS 50, 91, 120) 

316. Ecological damage often affects indigenous people. Do they 
have a special right to protection or must they simply accede 
to progress? 

Indigenous peoples have a special relationship to their lands because 
the very meaning of their existence is tied to them. This relationship 
therefore deserves particular attention, and must be appropriately 
protected. 

(CSDC 471; LS 146) 

317. What is environmental sustainability? 

Environmental sustainability means using today's resources in a 
way that our present needs are satisfied while also seeing to it that 
future generations will be able to satisfy theirs. There are a number 
of scientific disciplines that study the different aspects of ecologi­
cal sustainability and sustainable development. The Church encour­
ages these studies because responsibility for the environment, which 
is the common heritage of mankind, extends not only to present 
needs but also to those of the future. 

(CSDC 467; LS 159-161) 
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318. What does the Church say about biotechnology, especially 
genetically modified organisms? 

"It is difficult to make a general judgment about genetic modification 
(GM), whether vegetable or animal, medical or agricultural, since 
these vary greatly among themselves and call for specific consid­
erations" (LS 133). The Christian faith tells us that man may inter­
vene in creation, including in the genetic code of living beings. At 
the same time, the Church strongly urges responsibility because 
nature is a gift entrusted by the Creator to the intelligence and moral 
responsibility of men and women. We may improve living beings or 
their natural environment but not damage them. It is necessary to 
accurately evaluate the real benefits as well as the possible risks on 
the organisms themselves, the social and economic consequences, 
and the long-term effects on human beings and the surrounding eco­
system. Acting lightly or irresponsibly in such matters is unacceptable. 

(CSDC 458-460, 472-480; LS 132-136) 

319. Do the principles of solidarity and subsidiarity pertain to the 
use of biotechnology in developing countries? 

The spirit of international solidarity will promote the exchange of 
scientific and technological knowledge and the transfer of technol­
ogies to developing countries in order to help them develop their 
own scientific and technological institutions. At the same time, the 
principle of subsidiarity appeals to political leaders of the develop­
ing countries to do everything in their power to develop on their 
own, with their own means and strength. An important effort in this 
process of development is combatting corruption and promoting 
trade policies that are favorable to their people, giving special atten­
tion to the particular characteristics and needs of their countries. 

(CSDC 474-476) 

320. Does the State have a responsibility to intervene in the 
protection of the environment? 

Yes. The State must enact legal rules to protect the environment. The 
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earth's population possesses the right to a safe and healthy natural 
environment. This implies the legal duty of national and interna­
tional authorities to protect the environment at a juridical level. 

(CSDC 468-469) 

321. Is State intervention necessary at the international level? 

Yes. The Church hopes for a "change of direction;' and calls on the 
international community to enter into an effective dialogue on the 
environment because "interdependence obliges us to think of one 
world with a common plan" (LS 164). 

(LS 163-164) 

322. And in domestic politics? 

Politicians should not only think in the short term in order to win 
elections: "True statecraft is manifest when, in difficult times, we 
uphold high principles and think of the long-term common good" 
(LS 178). We sorely need healthy politics "capable of reforming and 
coordinating institutions, promoting best practices and overcom­
ing undue pressure and bureaucratic inertia. It should be added, 
though, that even the best mechanisms can break down when there 
are no worthy goals and values, or a genuine and profound human­
ism to serve as the basis of a noble and generous society" (LS 181). 
When government licenses are required, "environmental impact as­
sessment should .... be part of the process from the beginning, and 
be carried out in a way which is interdisciplinary, transparent and 
free of all economic or political pressure" (LS 183). 

(LS 178-183) 

323. What is the appropriate reaction of a Christian to the 
frightening prospects of environmental destruction? 

The serious ecological problems we face are "a summons to pro­
found interior conversion" (LS 217). They call for new lifestyles 
inspired by sobriety, temperance, humility, and self-discipline at 
both the individual and social levels. These virtues liberate and 
give hope and joy. We must therefore break with the logic of mere 
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consumption ("consumerism") and promote forms of agricultural 
and industrial production that respect the order of creation and sat­
isfy the basic human needs of all. We should also create awareness, 
helping consumers to understand their social responsibility, and de­
velop education in "ecological citizenship:' 

(CSDC 486; LS 206-211, 216-224) 



Special Topic: Hunger 

TEBALDO VINCIGUERRA 

324. Is hunger still a problem? 

Hunger is a grave problem. According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization, about 795 million people were undernourished in the 
world in 2015. The majority of these people live in developing coun­
tries, primarily in Asia and Africa. Within these countries, it is often 
in rural areas that the population is most affected by hunger. 

(L&F 6, 9) 

325. What is the difference between hunger and malnutrition? 

Hunger means an insufficient calorie intake. Malnutrition refers to 
an imbalanced diet; for example, lacking in vitamins and minerals 
(with serious repercussions on health and intellectual development) 
or consumption of excessive amounts of carbohydrates (which is a 
factor in diabetes and obesity). Malnutrition affects over two bil­
lion people in the world. Most of these people do not have access 
to a balanced and varied diet due to poverty, while others-though 
affluent-are uneducated on these issues. It is crucial to protect 
against malnutrition in the earliest years, as the negative effects can 
be lifelong. 

(L&F 7-8) 

326. What are the sources of food waste? 

A considerable part of the food that is produced goes bad shortly 
after harvest as many areas are unable to preserve it or bring it to 
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the market. In these cases we speak of "post-harvest losses" rather 
than waste. Examples of food waste include the massive volume 
of fish thrown out by fishing boats because only certain parts are 
used, waste in the various stages of processing and distribution, 
and uneaten food thrown out by consumers. There is often a con­
siderable difference in the food waste in poor countries and rich 
countries (where people often throw out their own body weight in 
food each year). 

(L&F 56) 

327. What are some of the issues surrounding food production 

today? 

More and more, we know "what" to do: we have developed irrigation 
systems and techniques of food preservation, and we understand 
the steps needed to develop small agricultural businesses and the 
dangers of certain farming practices. The situation, though, remains 
problematic, as may be seen in the number of people that lack 
food; the number of communities previously suffering from hun­
ger that now suffer from malnutrition due to the spread of poor 
eating habits; poverty in the areas where food is produced; the 
generalized specialization and concentration of food production 
on a global level; and the slow processes of access to title deeds 
for land in rural and indigenous communities. These problems are 
not new. The impression is thus that the situation continues be­
cause of a "lack of wilt:' 

(L&F 13-14, 16-25) 

328. What are the major approaches to food production? 

Simplifying things, there are two contrasting approaches: on the 
one hand, there is production that is intensive and extensive, highly 
mechanized, and based on sophisticated research (chemical, genetic, 
biotechnological, and so on). On the other hand, there is produc­
tion at the local or family level, which places value on biodiversity 
and natural local species ("agroecology" and "family agriculture" are 
emblematic terms of this approach). It is necessary to continue for­
ward without a closed ideological mentality, continually evaluating 
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various initiatives, and encouraging those initiatives that best con­
tribute to human development, the environment, food quality, an 
inclusive economy, and a fair distribution of profits. 

329. What can nations do about hunger and about food 
in general? 

At the national level, each country must adopt appropriate policies 
to order the economy so that each person has the opportunity to 
work and consequently to obtain food, and to use its own natural 
resources in a sustainable way. Policies that support food producers 
are also needed, such as adequate training and access to markets, 
credit, and technology. 

Concern for food and nutrition is also a duty of governments. 
This includes educating those who choose and prepare foods, and 
also holding responsible producers of food (to maintain high prod­
uct quality and ensure decent working conditions at all levels of 
the supply chain) and those who work in advertising (so they do 
not promote food or eating habits that could be harmful to people's 
health). These policies will of course vary from country to country, 
depending on the level of development and the agricultural, political, 
climatic and cultural context. 

(L&F 14, 116-118, 121-122, 129-140) 

330. And at the international level? 

Actions at the international level are essential for coordination. 
Pope Francis wrote, "The problem is that we still lack the culture 
needed to confront this crisis. We lack leadership capable of striking 
out on new paths and meeting the needs of the present with con­
cern for all and without prejudice towards coming generations ... .It 
is remarkable how weak international political responses have been" 
(LS 53-54). International action is more necessary than ever in 
order to balance trade policies, particularly to enable the least devel­
oped countries to strengthen their agricultural sectors, and to reg­
ulate fishing on the high seas so that all can equally benefit rather 
than only the few States with adequate fleets. It is important to re­
member that action at the international level must be guided by the 
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principle of subsidiarity, providing help to individual countries as 
needed without unnecessarily substituting for their own initiative. 

(LS 53-59; L&F 41, 75, 128) 

331. What is the best long-term strategy against hunger? 

We must remain vigilant about the "hunger problem;' consulting 
many indicators such as local availability of food, prices at the local 
and global levels, diseases and natural disasters that can affect the 
particular production of a region or crop, changes in customer 
tastes or needs, and misconduct on the part of some market par­
ticipants, especially with regard to speculation. We must also antic­
ipate and react to any concerning decline in the environmental 
factors that affect food production, such as biodiversity, soil fertil­
ity, water reserves, climatic conditions, and the stock of fish in the 
oceans. At the same time, vigilance over these indicators will only 
bear fruit if we also address the "great cultural, spiritual and edu­
cational challenge [that] stands before us" (LS 202). This is the best 
long-term strategy. 

(LS 202-221; L&F 121, 124-127) 

332. What can individual Christians do to fight hunger? 

On a personal level, one must take care not to waste food, and to 
buy food as often as possible that is produced while respecting the 
environment and allowing workers fair wages and due respect. The 
recognition that food is not only the fruit of human work, but also 
a gift of divine providence will help us to be more careful to avoid 
waste. More broadly, Christians can find in their faith and in their 
spirituality "ample motivation to care for nature and for the most 
vulnerable of their brothers and sisters" (LS 64). 

On a societal level, the various organizations of civil society and 
individuals must monitor the actions of their governmental author­
ities, so that laws and policies truly serve the common good. For 
example, authorities must avoid exchange agreements that worsen 
the situation of poor agricultural countries, and they should not 
promote food as biofuel if this affects food security. 

(LS 63-64; L&F 66-68, 85-91) 
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333. What does the Church do about hunger? 

The Church has always manifested a particular concern for the 
poor, the hungry, and for producers of food. Dioceses, religious or­
ders, and associations like the Caritas network are at the forefront in 
the fight against hunger and the development of rural communities 
through training, legal assistance, and the supply of materials and 
credit. At the international level, the Holy See and the popes have 
repeatedly urged and continue to charge member States to strive 
to responsibly resolve the scourge of hunger. They have denounced 
with particular insistence the "paradox of plenty;' referring to those 
countries with abundant natural resources that suffer incredible 
poverty. They have also condemned food waste and the use of food 
as a weapon against innocent people. Furthermore, various Catholic 
associations conduct dialogues with the private sector, encouraging 
them to continually improve their performance in ecological, fiscal, 
and social terms. 

(L&F 146-150) 



1 The Promotion of Just Peace 

MARTIN ScHLAG 

Nothing is lost with peace, everything may be lost with war. 
PoPE Prus XII, DECENNIUM DuM ExPLETUR 

Peace goes beyond the mere absence of war; it is fullness of life. It is 
the goal of every society and is essential to its functioning and flour­
ishing. Peace is constantly threatened by political tensions, war, and 
terrorism. The Church calls us to forgiveness and moves us to work 
for peace on the individual, societal, and international levels. 

334. What is peace? 

Peace is the fruit of justice and love. Peace is a great good and a uni­
versal duty founded on an ordering of society that has its roots in 
God Himself, and is based on justice and charity. Peace is not merely 
the absence of war, nor can it be reduced solely to maintaining a 
balance of power between enemies. Violence that is unjust force is 
never a means to achieving peace. 

(CSDC 494-496) 

335. What does the Bible teach about peace? 

The Bible teaches us that where there is violence, God cannot be 
present (cf. 1 Chr 22:8-9). Peace is first and foremost a gift from 
God, one of the greatest gifts God offers to mankind, and it involves 
obedience to the divine plan. God has established peace as the goal 

of life in society. 
(CSDC 488-490) 
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336. Is peace part of Christian teaching? 

The promise of peace that runs through the entire Old Testament 
finds its fulfillment in the person of Jesus. Jesus "is our peace" (Eph 
2: 14). He has broken down the dividing wall of hostility among peo­
ple, reconciling them with God (cf. Eph 2:14-16). Jesus gives a peace 
that the world cannot give (cf. Jn 14:27). 

(CSDC 491-493) 

337. What does the Church teach on war in general? Can war 

ever be just? 

A war of aggression is intrinsically immoral. In the tragic case 
where such a war breaks out, leaders of the attacked State have the 
right and the duty to organize a defense using the force of arms. 
Even in the case of a just defense, however, war is '"the failure of all 
true humanism: 1 'it is always a defeat for humanity"'2 (CSDC 497). 

It is therefore better not to speak of a "just war" but of the just 
defense of peace. 

(CSDC 497-500) 

338. Under what conditions could the defense of peace through 

the use of arms be just? 

"To be licit, the use of force must correspond to certain strict con­
ditions: 'the damage inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or 
community of nations must be lasting, grave and certain; all other 
means of putting an end to it must have been shown to be impractical 
or ineffective; there must be serious prospects of success; the use of 
arms must not produce evils and disorders graver than the evil to be 
eliminated. The power of modern means of destruction weighs very 
heavily in evaluating this condition"'3 (CSDC 500). 

(CSDC 500-501; CCC 2309) 

339. Is it licit for nations to maintain armed forces? 

"The requirements of legitimate defense justify the existence 
in States of armed forces, the activity of which should be at the 
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service of peace. Those who defend the security and freedom of a 
country, in such a spirit, make an authentic contribution to peace"4 

(CSDC 502). 
(CSDC 502) 

340. How should the armed forces treat innocent people? 

The reason for the existence of armed forces is the legitimate defense 
of innocent human beings. Therefore, there is a duty to protect 
and help innocent victims who are not able to defend themselves 
from acts of aggression. This principle also implies an obliga­
tion to spare civil populations from the effects of war. The rules 
of international humanitarian law delineate acceptable behavior 
during war. 

(CSDC 502-505) 

341. Do nations have a duty toward people under attack in other 
nations? 

"The international community as a whole has the moral obligation 
to intervene on behalf of those groups whose very survival is threat­
ened or whose basic human rights are seriously violated" ( CSDC 
506). As members of the human family of nations, States cannot 
remain indifferent. On the contrary, they have the duty to protect: 
if all other available means should prove ineffective, it is "legitimate 
and even obligatory to take concrete measures to disarm the aggres­
sor"5 (CSDC 506). Obviously, the measures adopted must be carried 
out in full respect of international law and the fundamental principle 
of equality among States. 

(CSDC 506) 

342. What does the Church say about arms of mass destruction? 

Arms of mass destruction-whether biological, chemical, or nu­
clear-have been explicitly condemned by the Magisterium: "Any 
act of war aimed indiscriminately at the destruction of entire cit­
ies or extensive areas along with their population is a crime against 
God and man himself. It merits unequivocal and unhesitating 
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condemnation" (CSDC 509, quoting GS 80). Furthermore, "it is 
hardly possible to imagine that in an atomic era, war could be used 
as an instrument of justice" (CSDC 497, quoting PT 127). 

(CSDC 497, 509; GS 80) 

343. Are there other practices of warfare besides arms of 
mass destruction that have been singled out as evil by the 
Magisterium? 

The Church demands the total elimination of anti-personnel 
landmines and of all other weapons that inflict excessively trau­
matic injury or that strike indiscriminately. She also demands that 
the use of children and adolescents as soldiers in armed conflicts 
be stopped. 

(CSDC 510-512) 

344. What must a member of the armed forces do if he or she 
receives unjust orders? 

Military personnel should obey just orders. However, "every mem­
ber of the armed forces is morally obliged to resist orders that call 
for perpetrating crimes against the law of nations and the universal 
principles of this law6 .... Such acts cannot be justified by claiming 
obedience to the orders of superiors" (CSDC 503). 

(CSDC 503) 

345. What should nations do to avoid the tragedy of war? 

Seeking alternative solutions to war is a matter of tremendous ur­
gency. Nearly every conflict of interests has the potential to be 
solved by means other than war, for example, by negotiations. It is 
essential, however, to seek the causes underlying conflicts, especially 
those connected with structural situations of injustice, poverty, and 
exploitation. It can be therefore be said that "another name for peace 
is development" (CSDC 498, quoting CA 52). 

(CSDC 498-499) 
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346. What other means exist for avoiding war besides negotia­
tions and a long-term plan of development? 

War is always the last measure, to be used when all other attempts 
have failed. Before entering into war, the international community 
should impose sanctions aimed at correcting the behavior of the 
government of a country that violates the rules of peaceful and 
ordered international coexistence or that practices serious forms of 
oppression toward its population. 

(CSDC 507) 

347. Does the Church advocate disarmament? 

Yes. The Church proposes the goal of "general, balanced and con­
trolled disarmament"7 (CSDC 508). Each State may possess the 
means necessary for its legitimate defense; however, any stockpiling 
or indiscriminate trading in arms beyond this measure cannot be 
morally justified. 

(CSDC 508-511) 

348. What is terrorism? 

Terrorism is one of the most brutal forms of violence. It aims at 
intimidating and destabilizing public authority or populations by 
spreading fear and terror among civilians through the destruction 
of life or property. It often targets innocent people in places of ev­
eryday life, making them chance victims of violence. 

(CSDC 513) 

349. Can terrorism ever be justified? What about those who kill in 

the name of God? 

Terrorism can never be justified for any reason, especially religious 
reasons. "It is a profanation and a blasphemy to declare oneself a ter­
rorist in God's name"8 (CSDC 515). Terrorism is to be condemned 
in the most absolute terms. States have the right and the duty to 
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defend innocent people from terrorism. Such a defense, however, 
does not justify means that are contrary to international law and 
human rights. 

(CSDS 514-515) 

350. How can terrorism most effectively be avoided? 

It is important to discover the causes that can lead to terrorism. "The 
fight against terrorism presupposes the moral duty to help create 
those conditions that will prevent it from arising or developing" 
(CSDC 513). In this context, commitment on the political and 
educational levels is especially urgent, as the recruitment of terrorists 
is easier in places where injustices occur and human rights are 
infringed upon. 

(CSDC 513-514) 

351. Does the Church contribute to world peace? 

"The promotion of peace in the world is an integral part of the 
Church's mission of continuing Christ's work of redemption on 
earth. In fact, the Church is, in Christ, a "'sacrament" or sign and 
instrument of peace in the world and for the world"'9 (CSDC 516). 
This means that the Church offers the world a community of for­
giveness and reconciliation, without which peace is impossible. 

(CSDC 516) 

352. Can there be peace without forgiveness? 

There can be no peace without justice, and no justice without for­
giveness. Certainly, "mutual forgiveness must not eliminate the need 
for justice and still less does it block the path that leads to truth'' 
(CSDC 518). However, every act of violence leaves behind a heavy 
burden of pain, which cannot simply be done away with, but can 
only be accepted when mutual forgiveness is offered and received. 
This is a long and difficult process, but one that is possible. 

(CSDC 517-518) 
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353. What is the Church's most important contribution to peace? 

The Church's most important contribution to peace is the celebra­
tion of the Eucharist, which is a limitless wellspring for all authentic 
Christian community, forgiveness, and commitment to peace. The 
Church engages the battle for peace through prayer. "Prayer opens 
the heart not only to a deep relationship with God but also to an 
encounter with others marked by respect, understanding, esteem 

and love"10 (CSDC 519). 
(CSDC 519-520) 



1 Transforming the Culture 

MARTIN ScHLAG 

Our faith is not just a weekend obligation, a mystery to be celebrated 
around the altar on Sunday. It is a pervasive reality to be practiced 
every day in homes, offices,factories, schools, and businesses across 
our land. 

USCCB, EcoNOMIC JusTICE FOR ALL, PREFACE, 25 

The New Evangelization calls every Christian to go forth and pro­
claim the gospel, each according to his or her own vocation. This 
involves the inculturation of the faith. ''A faith that does not affect a 
person's culture is a faith 'not fully embraced, not entirely thought 
out, not faithfully lived"' 1 (CFL 59). The gospel has the power to 
renew cultural and social realities, both taking up the good in them 
and cleansing their sinful elements. 

354. Obviously, the social teaching of the Church needs to be put 
into practice. What is its main contribution to Christian action? 

The Church contributes to the building up of the human commu­
nity by bringing out the social significance of the gospel. The pasto­
ral activity of the Church in the social sector and the social action of 
Christians always place the human person at the center, especially 
the poor and suffering. Through their lives and deeds, Christians 
should strive to shape their societies. Our faith can renew the culture 
and society in which we live. 

(CSDC 521-523, 527) 

355. What is culture? 

In reference to individual persons, the word "culture" indicates "ev­
erything whereby man develops and perfects his many bodily and 
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spiritual qualities" (GS 53). On a societal level, it refers to the sum of 
all elements that shape our life in society. There are many different 
cultures because the elements of culture vary according to time and 
place. Such elements are typically of a technological, symbolic, and 
institutional nature. Culture is essential for human life; without it we 
could not fully develop as human beings. Thus culture also has an 

ethical and religious component. 
(GS 53) 

356. Does the Christian faith have anything to do with culture? 

Yes. A living faith forms and penetrates culture from the inside. It 
thus renews and cleanses the mores and behaviors in a society. We 

call this "inculturation:' 
(CSDC 523) 

357. What is the "New Evangelization"? 

The New Evangelization, in broad terms, refers to evangelizing those 
societies that have never known the gospel, and re-evangelizing those 

societies that have previously experienced the gospel, but have also 
seen a secularization of their cultures. The New Evangelization thus 
calls for the inculturation of the Christian faith in present -day society, 
which begins with the affirmation of the good that exists in our soci­
eties, and then strives to cleanse them of their sinful elements. The 

social teaching plays an important part in this effort. 
(CSDC 523) 

358. Whom does the Church entrust with spreading the social 
doctrine and inculturating the faith? 

Every Christian and the entire people of God have a role to play in the 
Church's mission. As baptized members of the faith, it is our honor 
and duty to share the gift of faith with others. No person can leave 
the task of evangelization and inculturation of the faith to others. All 
Christians are also called to perform pastoral work in the social sec­
tor. All Christians are called to become active subjects in discovering 
the truth, and to bear witness to the truth in word and in deed. 

(CSDC 525, 538) 
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359. But aren't there different functions in the Church? 

Yes, there are. It is Christ's will that in the Church there are sacred 
ministers (also called clergy), and other Christian faithful who are 
called laity. Furthermore, there is a third group of Christians who 
consecrate themselves to God in a religious order by professing the 
evangelical counsels. "In virtue of their rebirth in Christ there exists 
among all the Christian faithful a true equality with regard to dig­
nity and the activity whereby all cooperate in the building up of the 
Body of Christ in accord with each one's own condition and func­
tion"2 (CCC 872). 

(CCC 872; LG 31-32) 

360. What is the main task of the pastors of the Church, such as 
bishops, priests, catechists, and religious brothers and sisters? 

The Church has "the duty of scrutinizing the signs of the times 
and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel. Thus, in lan­
guage intelligible to each generation, she can respond to the pe­
rennial questions which men ask about this present life and the 
life to come, and about the relationship of the one to the other. 
We must therefore recognize and understand the world in which 
we live, its explanations, its longings, and its often dramatic char­
acteristics" (GS 4). The first task of the pastors of the Church thus 
consists in listening to their brothers and sisters with keen interest 
about the social issues of the day, and in the desire to understand 
and to share. 

(CSDC 533) 

361 . Is that all? 

In addition to the fundamental task of sharing the gospel, pastors 
must also orient, guide, and teach it in its social dimension to their 
fellow Christians. Our Christian formation is incomplete without 
knowledge of the social doctrine of the Church. It should be part 
of the formation of all Christians, particularly of the lay faithful, 
whose gift and duty it is to take into account their obligations in 
civil society. 

(CSDC 528-531) 
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362. How should this work of formation be oriented? 

The teaching of the Church's social doctrine should be directed 
toward making life and work in this world more human and more 
Christian. It does not consist of words alone but should serve to 
motivate good actions. For this reason, the best catechesis is the wit­
ness of a Christian life. Regarding the social teaching of the Church, 
the first step in the formation of all lay Christians should be to help 
them fulfill their everyday activities in the cultural, social, economic, 

and political spheres, and to develop in them a sense of duty that is 
at the service of the common good. A next step concerns the special 
formation of those Christians who have the talent and feel the call 
to serve the community in roles of leadership. 

(CSDC 530-531) 

363. What is the calling of the lay faithful? 

The calling of the lay faithful is to give witness to Christ and to be 
contemplatives in the middle of the world, which means seeking God 
in everything they do. We call this "the secular nature of their Chris­
tian discipleship" (CSDC 541). It is their duty to proclaim the gospel 
in word and in deed in all human activities: in the family; in their pro­
fessional commitments in the world of work, culture, science, and 
research; and in the exercise of social, economic, and political respon­
sibilities. All secular realities that form the context of their Christian 
life are matters the lay faithful can transform by a life of holiness. 

(CSDC 541-545) 

364. How can the lay faithful bring this about? 

Lay Catholics are disciples of Christ. Like the clergy and the reli­
gious, God marks them with the very image of His Son Jesus Christ 
through the sacraments. Because of their common priesthood stem­
ming from baptism, the laity can transform secular realities through 
their work. "The lay faithful are called to cultivate an authentic lay 
spirituality by which they are reborn as new men and women, both 
sanctified and sanctifiers, immersed in the mystery of God and 
inserted in society" (CSDC 545). 

(CSDC 542, 545) 
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365. Is the mission of the lay Catholic only a question of the sacra­
ments and prayer? 

No, the lay faithful must become ever more competent in their pro­
fessional work, thereby carrying out their social duties and strength­
ening their moral lives. They must strive to acquire the professional 
and technical skills necessary for their work as well as to grow in 
virtue. "There cannot be two parallel lives in their existence: on the 
one hand, the so-called 'spiritual' life, with its values and demands; 
and on the other, the so-called 'secular' life, that is, life in a family, at 
work, in social relationships, in the responsibilities of public life and 
in culture" (CSDC 546, quoting CFL 59). 

(CSDC 546) 

366. What is the goal of Christians in working together with others 
in order to improve society? 

The essential aim of Christians with regard to the improvement of 
society is the promotion of human dignity, both in the lives of 
individuals and in social institutions and structures. In undertaking 
this task, the conversion of one's own heart must take priority over 
the renewal of social institutions and structures because concern for 
others stems from the transformation of one's own heart. 

(CSDC 552) 

367. Where does the promotion of human dignity begin? 

The family, educational institutions, and the Church teach people 
how to live in accordance with their dignity. "Promoting human 
dignity implies above all affirming the inviolability of the right to 
life, from conception to natural death, the first among all rights and 
the condition for all other rights of the person''3 (CSDC 553). Fur­
thermore, respect for human dignity requires respect for the reli­
gious dimension of the person, that is, the effective recognition of 
the right to freedom of conscience and the religious freedom of 
individuals and institutions. In the present cultural context, there is 
also a particularly urgent need to defend indissoluble marriage 
between one man and one woman, and to defend the family. 

(CSDC 553) 
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368. Can ecclesial associations, groups, and movements be 
useful for the evangelization of society and the inculturation 
of the faith? 

These groups can be very helpful because they bring people together 
in the name of their Christian vocation and mission, and thus mul­
tiply efforts. Exchanging experiences and supporting each other in 
the Christian life within a particular professional or cultural field 
can promote the formation of mature Christians. 

(CSDC 550) 

369. Is the social field an area where Catholics should cooperate 
with other Christian denominations and with believers in 
other religions? 

The social teaching of the Church is a privileged instrument of dia­
logue among Christians, with the Jews, our elder brethren in the faith, 
and with believers in other religions. The social problems of our day 
are so complex and difficult that they can only be tackled together. 
Such a cooperation will promote awareness of the brotherhood we 
share with other Christians, and of the spiritual heritage of all reli­
gions that obliges all believers to struggle for peace and development. 

(CSDC 534-537) 

370. What is the ultimate aim and purpose of the social doctrine 
of the Church? 

The ultimate aim and purpose of the social doctrine of the Church 
is the eternal salvation of souls. This is inseparable from building a 
"civilization oflove" on earth. Toward this end, the Church proposes 
"the principles and values that can sustain a society worthy of the 
human person. Among these principles, solidarity includes all the 
others in a certain way .... Love is the only force (cf. 1 Cor 12:31-

14:1) that can lead to personal and social perfection, allowing soci­
ety to make progress towards the good" (CSDC 580). This implies 
the discovery that all political decisions and economic exchanges 
stem from human relationships, and that there is a human dimen­
sion to them. 

(CSDC 580; CV 36) 



Special Topic: Communications and 
Social Media 

NORBERTO GONZALEZ GAITANO 

371. What is the Church's general attitude toward the media? 

All means of communication are very important for society, and 
thus also for Catholic social ethics. Since Vatican Council II (cf. 
Vatican Council II, Inter Mirifica, 1-2), and especially with Pope 
John Paul II's teachings and the testimony of his attitude towards 
journalists and communicators, the Church has stressed its positive 
outlook toward the media. At the same time, she continually calls 
for discernment, since "the world of mass media also has need of 
Christ's redemption" (John Paul II, Apostolic Letter The Rapid 
Development 2005, 4). 

(CSDC 376; John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Redemptoris Missio 37) 

372. Can we speak of a media ethics? Who would be responsible 
for it? 

When speaking of media-related ethical issues, the Church con­
siders mainly the people who work in the media more than the 
"instruments" of social communication. It only makes sense to talk 
about morality where free choice is involved; thus it is not the in­
struments, but what people do with them that is the primary ethical 
concern. Consequently, we can speak of the moral duties of various 
groups: media producers, journalists, scriptwriters, film directors, 
photographers, editors, etc.; media owners; public authorities; and 
even users of media. Although people speak about "the media" do­
ing this or that, it is not some blind force of nature beyond human 
control. Even though the use of the media often has unintended 



Special Topic: Communications and Social Media 1 43 

consequences, it is still people that choose to use the media for good 
or for evil. 

(CSDC 560-561; EC 1) 

373. What are the most relevant principles of media ethics? 

To begin, it must be said that the community of persons and the 
human person are the end and the measure of communication. 
Ethical principles and norms relevant in other fields also apply to 
social communication: "Principles of social ethics like solidarity, 
subsidiarity, justice and equity, and accountability in the use of 
public resources and the performance of roles of public trust are 
always applicable. Communication must always be truthful, since 
truth is essential to individual liberty and to authentic commu­
nity among persons" (EC 20). Truth further demands the dissem­
ination of responsible information-media content should not 
promote xenophobia, discrimination, or nationalism disguised as 
patriotism. 

In situations of conflict, the media should be on the side of the 
weak-of the victims, not of the powerful: "the decision makers have 
a serious moral duty to recognize the needs and interests of those 
who are particularly vulnerable-the poor, the elderly and unborn, 
children and youth, the oppressed and marginalized, women and 
minorities, the sick and disabled-as well as families and reli­
gious groups" (EC 22). At the same time, this must be done without 
exploiting the vulnerable for ideological purposes. 

(CSDC 414-416; PT 90) 

37 4. What should one keep in mind when using the media? 

"The first duty of media users is to be discerning and selective. 
Parents, families and the Church have precise responsibilities they 
cannot renounce" (CSDC 562). This responsibility is twofold: to 
"govern" the media consumption of their children, and to educate 
their children in virtue so as to foster temperance, develop a critical 
mind, and promote sound prudential judgments. 

Catholics have the duty to be correctly informed about the life of 
the Church. This requires, on the one hand, that the faithful search 
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for reliable sources, and on the other, that pastors be transparent. 
The faithful, pastors, and people working in Church communica­
tions should be aware that their words and actions are at the service 
of the whole communion of the Church. 

375. Does the Church promote freedom of speech? 

Yes. The Church upholds freedom of speech, which is closely related 
to freedom of religion. If one is deprived of the other, they both 
become devoid of meaning, merely formal and apparent freedoms. 
Both freedom of speech and freedom of religion are threatened in 
today's society, especially by religious extremists and intolerant rel­
ativism. In the case of the latter, many people have become subject 
to what recent popes have called the "tyranny" or "dictatorship" of 

relativism. Without truth, it is power that governs. The powerful of­
ten intimidate and even silence believers through political and eco­
nomic pressure, manipulation, or even psychological abuse. 

(PT 12) 

376. Are there limits to freedom of speech? 

As has been said for the freedom of religion and conscience, the just 
limits of the exercise of the freedom of speech "must be determined in 
each social situation with political prudence, according to the require­
ments of the common good, and ratified by the civil authority through 
legal norms consistent with the objective moral order" (CSDC 422). 

377. Can and should the government intervene intervene in this 
area of speech? 

The Church's teaching on freedom of conscience in relation to the 
common good can easily be applied to freedom of speech. The gov­
ernment can and should intervene when it is needed for "the effec­
tive safeguard of the rights of all citizens and for the peaceful settle­
ment of conflicts of rights, also out of the need for an adequate care 
of genuine public peace, which comes about when men live together 
in good order and in true justice, and finally out of the need for a 
proper guardianship of public morality" (DH 7). 
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378. What makes social media different from other means 
of communication? 

Social media distinguishes itself from "old" media in that its audience 
participates more actively in the communication process. Users are 
also content producers themselves, rather than mere consumers. 
Social media platforms have opened up an entire world, allowing us 
to share our lives, knowledge, joys, and sorrows with our brothers 
and sisters across the globe. 

379. What are some of the challenges posed by social media and 
other new technologies? 

Social media and other new technologies pose new challenges to 
human culture inasmuch as they are shaping personal relations and 
changing family and social relationships: "Today the modern me­
dia, which are an essential part of life for young people in partic­
ular, can be both a help and a hindrance to communication in and 
between families. The media can be a hindrance if they become a 
way to avoid listening to others, to evade physical contact, to fill up 
every moment of silence and rest, so that we forget that 'silence is 
an integral element of communication; in its absence, words rich 
in content cannot exist: (Benedict XVI, Message for the World Com­
munications Day 2012). The media can help communication when 
they enable people to share their stories, to stay in contact with dis­
tant friends, to thank others or to seek their forgiveness, and to open 
the door to new encounters. By growing daily in our awareness of 
the vital importance of encountering others, ... we will employ tech­
nology wisely, rather than letting ourselves be dominated by it. Here 
too, parents are the primary educators, but they cannot be left to 
their own devices. The Christian community is called to help them 
in teaching children how to live in a media environment in a way 
consonant with the dignity of the human person and service of the 
common good" (Francis, Message for the World Communications 
Day 2015). 

(LS 47) 
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