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CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING 

“Paths of Glory” -  Bishop Benedict Singh (Guyana)            ) 
“Globalization, Spirituality and Justice” – Daniel Groody   ) Acknowledgements 
2,000 Years of Catholic Ethics by Rob Esdaille                      )        
 

It seems that many Catholics do not realise the social teaching of the church is an essential part of 
the catholic faith. 
One reason why the body of catholic social teaching is underappreciated, under communicated and 
not fully understood is that the principles on which the doctrine is based are not clearly articulated 
and conveniently condensed. They are not arranged for catechetical purposes like the 10 
commandments or the 7 sacraments. So the question must be asked “What are those catholic social 
principles that are not accepted as an essential part of the faith?” The next step of course, is to have 
these principles “internalised” so that they go beyond the economic to include family, religious, 
social, political, technological, recreational and cultural considerations. From the relevant 
documents available ten social principles can be gleaned: 

 The principle of human dignity 

 The principle of respect for human life 

 The principle of association 

 The principle of participation 

 The principle of preferential protection for the poor and vulnerable 

 The principle of solidarity 

 The principle of stewardship 

 The principle of subsidiarity 

 The principle of human equality 

 The principle of the common good 
 

Human Dignity 
Every human is created in the image of God and redeemed by Jesus Christ and therefore is 
invaluable and worthy of respect as a member of the human family. So every person – regardless of 
race, sex, age, national origin, religion, sexual orientation, employment or economic status, health, 
intelligence achievement or any differentiating characteristic – is worthy of respect. It is not what 
you do or what you have that gives you a claim on respect; it is simply being human that establishes 
your dignity. Catholic social teaching asserts that all human beings must see within every person 
both a reflection of God and a mirror of themselves, and must honour and respect this dignity as a 
divine gift. 
Human Life 
Every person from the moment of conception to natural death has inherent dignity and a right to life 
consistent with that dignity. Human life is at every stage of development and decline is precious and 
therefore worthy of protection and respect. 
Association 
The person is not only sacred but also social. How we organise our society – in economics and 
politics, in law and policy – directly affects human dignity and the capacity of individuals to grow in 
community. By association with others – in families and in other social institutions that foster 
growth, protect dignity and promote the common good – human persons achieve their fulfilment. 
Participation 
We believe people have a right and duty to participate in society, seeking together the common 
good and well-being of all, especially the poor and the vulnerable. The human person has a right not 
to be shut out from participating in those institutions that are necessary for human fulfilment.  
Preferential Protection for the Poor and Vulnerable 
In a society marred by deepening divisions between rich and poor, our tradition recalls the story of 
the last judgement (Mt. 25:31-46), and instructs us to put the needs of the poor and vulnerable first. 
The common good requires this. The opposite of rich and powerful is poor and powerless. If the 
good of all, the common good, is to prevail preferential protection must move towards those 
affected adversely by the absence of power and the presence of privation. 
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Solidarity 
Catholic social teaching proclaims that we are our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers, wherever they live. 
We are one family. Learning to practice the virtue of solidarity means learning that loving our 
neighbour has global dimensions in an interdependent world. 
Stewardship 
The catholic tradition insists that we show our respect for the Creator by our stewardship of 
creation. The steward is a manager, not an owner. In an era of rising consciousness about our 
physical environment, our tradition is calling on us to a sense of moral responsibility for the 
protection of the environment – croplands, grasslands, woodlands, air, water, minerals and other 
natural deposits. Stewardship responsibilities also look towards our use of our personal talents, our 
attention to personal health and our use of personal property. 
Subsidiarity 
This principle deals chiefly with the responsibilities and limits of government, and the essential role 
of voluntary organisations. The principle of subsidiarity puts a proper limit in government by insisting 
that no higher level of organisation should perform any function that can be handled efficiently and 
effectively at a lower level or organised by human persons who, individually or in groups, are closer 
to the problems and closer to the ground. Oppressive governments are always in violation of the 
principle of subsidiarity; overactive governments frequently violate this principle.   
Human Equality 
Equality of all persons comes from their essential dignity. While differences in talents are part of 
god’s plan, social and cultural discrimination in fundamental rights are not compatible with God’s 
design. Treating equals equally is one way of defining justice, also understood as rendering to each 
person his or her due. Underlying the notion of equality is the simple principle of fairness; one of the 
earliest ethical stirrings felt in the human person is a sense of what is ‘fair’ and what is not. 
Common Good 
The common good is understood as the social conditions that allow people to reach their full human 
potential, and to realise their full human dignity. The social condition presupposes ‘respect for the 
person’, ‘the social well-being and development of the group’ and the maintenance by public 
authority of ‘peace and security’. Today, an age of global interdependence, the principle of the 
common good points to the need for international structures that can promote the just 
development of the human family across regional and national lines. 
 

2,000 Years of Catholic Ethics 
At its core, Catholic Social Teaching is simply the attempt to spell out the ethical consequences of 
the confession, “Jesus is Lord,” for the way in which we live. It is important to note that it is faith 
which is the starting-point for this reflection, not simply concern about particular issues facing 
society. 
Such reflection has been a feature of Christian faith since the first Easter. The first believers in 
Jerusalem had to learn how to relate their new faith to the faith of Judaism (Ac 2.42-7) and how it 
should change their attitudes to property (Ac 4.32-7), to their pagan neighbours and to their 
persecutors. They had to come to terms with the ways in which paganism underpinned so much of 
public life, from the food in the markets (Ro 14.1ff) to the worship of the emperor (1 Tim 2.1-4). And 
they sought to make sense of their experience of the equality of all believers within the stratified 
and slave-owning society they knew (Gal 3.25-8; Col 3.11). 
Later on, in the High Middle Ages, Catholic theologians were key players in the attempt to restrict 
the violence unleashed by warring princes, developing what became “The Just War” theory, with its 
various checks and balances. 
St. Francis is now remembered for rethinking our relationship to the natural world. During the 
colonisation of the Americas Spanish, Dominican and Jesuit theologians upheld the dignity of the 
indigenous peoples whose lands were being invaded (Think of the film, The Mission), and laid the 
foundation for much of the modern concern for human rights. Whatever the limitations of their 
approaches, they made a serious attempt to think systematically about the moral value of human 
actions. 
 

Rerum Novarum – “Of New Things” (1891) 
However, these rich insights and sometimes sophisticated approaches did not become known as 
‘Catholic Social Teaching’ until a series of papal Encyclical Letters on ethical issues was published, 
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beginning in 1891. In that year, Pope Leo XIII wrote the Encyclical Letter, Rerum Novarum - “Of New 
Things” addressing the new issues facing European society as a result of the Industrial Revolution 
and the social transformation this brought about. 
 On the one hand, he expressed moral outrage at the disparity between “the enormous fortunes of 
some few individuals, and the utter poverty of the masses” (paragraph 1), many of whom lived in 
conditions little better than slavery. On the other hand, Pope Leo upheld the right to private 
property and rejected Marxist belief in the inevitability of ‘class-struggle’. He upheld the dignity of 
human work and, despite his desire to avoid violent revolution, laid down the basic principle of the 
priority of Labour over Capital: in other words, people are more important than property and 
everyone has a right to the basic necessities of life and a just wage (paragraph 34). 
Moreover, he identified the role of the state as the promotion of both ‘public well-being and private 
prosperity’ (paragraph 26). This aim became known in later Catholic teaching as promoting the 
Common Good. It is the principle that the rights of one group cannot be set aside for the 
convenience of the majority. It demands of the state a special concern for the protection of the 
rights of the poor (paragraph 29), a theme much developed by Liberation Theologians in the last 40 
years. Moreover, Leo acknowledged the legitimate role of Trade Unions as defenders of the working 
class. 
A concern for the dignity and value of the human person, and for the poor in particular, has proved 
to be an enduring feature of Catholic Social Teaching since the time of Pope Leo. But the real 
importance, historically, of Rerum Novarum - “Of New Things” was the new willingness of the Pope 
to engage with the rapid changes happening in contemporary society, drawing on the riches of 
Catholic Tradition to identify the moral issues involved. This is the core of all later Catholic Social 
Teaching. 
Catholic Social Teaching In The Age of the Dictators 
It wasn’t until 1931 that another ‘Social Encyclical’, Quadragesimo Anno – “On the Fortieth Year”, 
was published, by Pius XI. By this time, Mussolini was in power in Italy and the fear of Soviet 
Bolshevism hung over the West, which was in the midst of ‘The Great Depression’. Much of the 
letter was a summary of Leo XIII’s argument and much of the argument seems outdated, but a few 
points retain their immediacy and relevance. The Pope criticises the failure to pay men a living wage 
able to support a family (paragraph 71) and blames this partly on those (as we would now say) 
consumers who unreasonably force down prices (paragraph 72). He points out that both wealth and 
“immense power and despotic economic domination,” are concentrated in the hands of a few 
(paragraph 104), and he hits out both against the irresponsible behaviour of some banks and the 
damage done by those who promote illusory desires through marketing (paragraph 132). 
The principal idea for which the Encyclical is remembered today is that of Subsidiarity (paragraph 79-
80): decision-making and social organisation should be kept as close to the grass-roots as possible. 
But Quadrogessimo Anno - “On the Fortieth Year” can also be seen as recognising the structural 
nature of injustice, the forces in society which pervert people’s intentions and distort social order – 
an idea not fully developed until the Pontificate of John Paul II; and Pius XI offers the beginnings of a 
spirituality of justice, centred on the four virtues of justice, courage, prudence and the love of Christ. 
Good Pope John – Joy & Hope 
The War-Time Pope, Pius XII, preoccupied with maintaining the outward neutrality of the Catholic 
Church, said relatively little on questions of economic order and, as the Cold War took hold, 
seemingly felt unable to criticise Western Capitalism, lest he give succour to Communism. So it was 
John XXIII who issued the next important statements of Catholic Social Teaching (as well as calling 
the Second Vatican Council). What was new was the more optimistic tone, and greater willingness to 
engage with the contemporary world. Mater et Magistra – “Mother and Teacher” (1961) is the first 
encyclical to be addressed to a global Church, rather than to purely European concerns. Thus, there 
is a lengthy treatment of the duty to provide both development and emergency aid (paragraph 84-
157) and of the then-impending population explosion (paragraphs 99-185). 
In accordance with its envisaged global audience, the Encyclical closes with an appeal to 
international cooperation founded on a moral order (paragraphs 200-211) and a prolonged 
exposition of the Christian vision of our humanity as creatures, bearing the image of God 
(paragraphs 219). From here onwards the dignity of the human person was to become a central 
tenet of Catholic Social Teaching. Moreover, Catholics are called actively to seek responses to the 
challenges of the day (paragraphs 236). Ethics has to be lived both by our own individual conversion 
of heart and by changing structures, so that all can share in the riches of the world. 
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John XXIII’s other social encyclical, Pacem In Terris – “Peace on Earth” (1963), “on building peace 
throughout the world on truth, justice, love and freedom,” was written as he lay dying and shortly 
after the Cuban Missile Crisis. This was the first such letter to be addressed “to all men of goodwill”: 
The argument is based on his Catholic understanding of human nature and on the inalienable 
“fundamental rights and duties” planted therein by God (paragraph 9). Here the Church embraces 
fully protection of Human Rights (paragraph 143) and freedom of conscience, before applying these 
concepts to economic and political life. John XXIII’s treatment of the matter introduces an important 
insight: every individual human right creates corresponding duties towards society (paragraphs 22, 
28). Later papal letters on social ethics generally follow John XXIII’s method of surveying 
developments in contemporary society to detect what he calls the ‘signs of the times’, indications of 
the action of the Holy Spirit in our world. The conclusion of his reflection is a denunciation of the 
arms race and a call for disarmament (paragraphs 93, 113). 
John XXIII’s approach to social ethics – the effort to discern the action of the Holy Spirit in our world 
– was picked up by the Second Vatican Council in its final document, Gaudium et Spes – “The Joys 
and Hopes” (1965), the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. This begins with a 
meditation on our shared humanity, with our doubts and fears and hopes and longings. Only in the 
Crucified and Risen Christ, say the Council Fathers, do we find the key to understand ourselves and 
to answer the challenges of the present day. This is what Catholic Social Teaching is about: it does 
not seek to provide final, closed answers, derived solely from the Revelation once given through 
Christ. Rather, it seeks to mediate between that founding event (the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus of Nazareth) and our contemporary experience, moving between the two in search of 
illumination, wisdom, right living and justice. 
Later in the 1960s, Pope Paul VI offered his own major contribution to Catholic Social Teaching, 
Populorum Progressio - ‘The Development of Peoples’ (1967), in which he argued that 
“Development is the new name for peace” and challenged the ideology of ‘progress’ which fails to 
meet the legitimate aspirations of the poor. All people are called to fulfilment and to a sharing in the 
good things of the earth – and all other considerations in economics must be subordinated to this 
principle (paragraph 22). Here the Church claims to be not an expert in economics but “an expert in 
humanity” and a voice for the voiceless (paragraph 13), placing three values at the centre of its life – 
solidarity, social justice and charity. 
John Paul II – Solidarity, Social Sin and Jubilee 
As might be expected, Pope John Paul II’s long pontificate saw a whole series of profound, if 
sometimes difficult, Social Encyclicals, founded on his ‘Personalist’ philosophy (putting the infinite 
value of the human person centre-stage), beginning with Laborem Exercens - ‘On Human Work’ 
(1981), in which he begins to explore the theology of Solidarity, so significant for his Pontificate and 
for the events then unfolding in Poland and across Eastern Europe. 
Another milestone was Sollicitudo Rei Socialis – “The Social Concern of the Church” (1987) which 
offered a critique of both Capitalist and Communist economics and introduced the concept of 
structures of Sin (section 36) to describe social systems and market mechanisms which cause evil 
(e.g. ecological damage, increasing inequality, social exclusion) even though no one set out directly 
to cause harm when they were devised. This was also the first Papal letter to commit the whole 
Church to ‘the option or love of preference for the poor‘, in imitation of Christ and living out of our 
social responsibilities (paragraph 42); and it began tentatively to formulate a response to the 
ecological crisis (paragraph 34). 
The commemorative letter to mark the centenary of Leo XIII’s 1891 Encyclical Centesimus Annus – 
“The One Hundredth Year” (1991) provokes both a reflection on the collapse of Marxist ideology in 
Europe in 1989 and prescient warnings against an ‘idolatry of the market’ and a culture in which 
‘having’ is more important than ‘being’. 
Lastly, Pope John Paul’s letter in preparation for the Third Millennium, Tertio Millennio Adveniente 
(1994), took up the biblical concept of Jubilee to explore the necessity for a deep conversion of both 
the Church and Society in preparation for the new century. This included both acts of repentance by 
the Church community and an insistence on the Church’s need to proclaim Good News to the Poor. 
In the past 2 meetings we have looked at the principles of CTS and the history of this over the 2,000 
years from the time of the early church until 1994. Tonight we are looking, in some detail, at the 
Pope Benedict’s inspiring 2009 Encyclical Caritas in Veritate (Charity in Truth) – the latest in the 
developing message to live out our vocation to bring life and justice to all peoples. 
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With the election of Pope Benedict XVI, a new page has been turned in Catholic Social Teaching. His 
social encyclical, Caritas In Veritate – “Charity in Truth” (2009) should be read in the light of his two 
earlier letters, Deus Caritas Est – “God is love” (2005) and Spe Salvi – “In hope we were saved” 
(2007): It is God’s love which is the basis for our ethical response and it is Christian hope in God 
which motivates our actions for justice. 
The encyclical is wide ranging and  addresses the following themes: globalisation, the economic 
crisis, the limits of free-market economics, the environment, poverty and development, social 
inequalities, the role of technology, human migration, consumerism, population control, religious 
freedom, religious and secularist fundamentalism, human rights – and their limits. For Pope Benedict 
each of these issues has profound ethical, moral and personal implications which must be addressed 
if development is to be genuinely human. 
Let me start with the title – which is normally translated as ‘charity in Truth’ in English, but which I 
think is misleading. I understand that the Latin language has three different words for love: eros 
describes sexual passion; amiticia means friendship, and caritas conveys the idea of self-giving love. 
My point here is that we need to ignore the modern use of the word ‘charity’ which means some 
kind of voluntary or non-profit organisation, and focus on the basic idea of self-giving love.  
Caritas in Veritate begins with the Pope saying that he has reversed the term ‘truth in love’ found in 
Ephesians 4.16, where St Paul urges us ‘to grow up’ into the full body of Christ by speaking the truth 
in love. This shows the close linkages of the words ‘truth’ and ‘love’ in Christian life. 
Now if I understand it correctly, the Pope in the encyclical turns the phrases around because he is 
worried that concern for other people, unless it is based upon the truth, is blind. In other words, in 
the modern world there is a huge amount of activity and vocal concern about such issues as global 
poverty and the environment. But the Pope argues that unless this activism is based upon the 
spiritual foundation of self-giving love it will fail. However, unless it is also based on the truth, the 
truth about humanity and its destiny, the truth about what really makes people flourish, it will also 
fail. He argues: 
‘Without truth, without trust and love for what is true, there is no social conscience and 
responsibility, and social action ends up serving private interests and the logic of power, resulting in 
social fragmentation, especially in a globalised society at difficult times like the present.’  
That is a pretty damning criticism of modern society, as the pope states that without truth ‘there is 
no social conscience and responsibility’. Yet I would suggest that it is also accurate, however 
uncomfortable that makes many of us feel.  
The Pope does not mention this particular verse, but I think that he is effectively reminding us of 
Matthew 7: 1-6 on not judging, on taking the speck of dust out of our neighbour’s eye whilst not 
noticing the plank in our own eye. That parable points out our tendency to jump to conclusions, to 
notice other people’s failures, but to be  very reticent about the painful task of looking inwards at 
our own failings. 
I might even suggest that the frenetic activism and endless concerns about “issues and abuses” that 
is characteristic of modern society may actually reflect an inner emptiness in society; people keep 
themselves busy because they do not want to be left alone with their personal inner void. 
So how do we form an effective basis for concern for others? The answer is given right at the 
beginning of Caritas in Veritate, which says: 
‘every responsibility and every commitment spelt out by the church’s social doctrine is derived from 
the love which, according to the teaching of Jesus, is the synthesis of the entire law (Mt 22: 36-40). 
This refers to the episode shortly before the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry, when he was asked by a 
lawyer what was the greatest commandment. Jesus replied: 
‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. 
This is the greatest and the first commandment. And a second is like it. You shall love your neighbour 
as yourself.’ 
In other words, if we truly want to help our neighbours, to promote the ‘common good’ in the 
Pope’s words, our efforts must be based upon a prayerful striving to know and love god. 
The Encyclical is divided into 6 chapters. 
The 1st chapter analyses the message of Populorum Progressio, in which we heard earlier Pope Paul 
V1 taught that progress is first and foremost a vocation ‘in the design of God, every man is called 
upon to develop and fulfil himself, for every life is a vocation.’ Without God, progress becomes 
dehumanised 
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The 2nd chapter explores “Human Development in our Time”.  It asks to what extent Pope Paul V1’s 
expectations have been fulfilled by the model of development adopted in recent decades. It is 
recognised that profit is useful if it serves as a means towards an end that provides a sense of both 
how to produce it and how to make good use of it. Once profit becomes the exclusive goal, if it is 
produced by improper means and without the common good as its ultimate end, it risks destroying 
wealth and creating poverty. In this context he enumerates certain ‘malfunctions’ of development: 
financial dealings that are ‘largely speculative’, migratory flows ‘often provoked by some particular 
circumstances and then given insufficient attention’, and ‘the unregulated exploitation of the earth’s 
resources’. 
The 3rd chapter covers “Fraternity, Economic Development and Society”. Pope Benedict explores 
the experience of gift and argues that without a sense of the common good the market becomes 
detached from the political community with grave consequences for man. He calls for clear ethical 
governance and behaviour at an individual level if economic activity is not to harm man. ‘Justice 
must be applied to every phrase of economic activity…as every economic decision has a moral 
consequence.’ Love goes beyond justice, but must first see justice done.    
In chapter 4 on “The Development of People, Rights and Duties, the Environment”, Pope Benedict 
argues that the sharing of reciprocal duties is a more powerful incentive than the mere assertion of 
rights, exploring the need for economies and society as a whole to be underpinned by an ethic that 
promotes an openness to life. This should manifest itself in policies that support and promote the 
centrality of the family, encourage solidarity with all and promote stewardship of the environment. 
Many people today would claim that they owe nothing to anyone except to themselves. Appeals are 
made to alleged rights, arbitrary and non-essential in nature, accompanied by the demand that they 
be recognized and promoted by public structures, while, on the other hand, elementary and basic 
rights remain unacknowledged and are violated in much of the world. A link has often been noticed 
between claims to a “right to excess”, and even to transgression and vice, within affluent societies, 
and the lack of food, drinkable water, basic instructions and elementary health care in areas of the 
underdeveloped world. Today the subject of development is also closely related to the duties arising 
from our relationship to the natural environment. The environment is God’s gift to everyone, and in 
our use of it we have a responsibility towards the poor, towards future generations and towards 
humanity as a whole. This invites contemporary society to a serious review of its lifestyle, which, in 
many parts of the world, is prone to hedonism and consumerism, regardless of their harmful 
consequences. What is needed is an effective shift in mentality which can lead to the adoption of 
new life-styles, in which the quest for truth, beauty, goodness and communion with others for the 
sake of common growth are the factors which determine consumer choices, savings and 
investments.          
In chapter 5 on “The Co-operation of the Human Family” the Pope appeals for humanity to re-
discover that we are all one. Exclusion of religion from the public square (or at the other extreme, 
religious fundamentalism) hinders encounter and dialogue between people and is a loss for all of 
society for it prevents fraternal collaboration and authentic progress. This co-operation between 
people is essential for development, with subsidiarity as a guiding principle in the way economies 
structure themselves. One of the deepest forms of poverty a person can experience is isolation. If we 
look closely at other kinds of poverty, including material forms, we see that they are born from 
isolation, from not being loved or from difficulties in being able to love. Poverty is often produced by 
a rejection of God’s love, by man’s basic and tragic tendency to close in on himself, thinking himself 
to be self-sufficient or merely an insignificant and ephemeral fact, a “stranger” in a random universe. 
In a critique of international structures, the Pope calls on the United Nations to reform and for a 
global institution to govern globalisation. On the issue of finance, he calls on complete reform which 
seeks the common good rather than the total good and which places the human at the heart of all 
economic endeavour. 
The final chapter explores “The Development of Peoples and Technology”, where the Pope again 
calls for the common good to inform our choices for it is not what technology enables us to do that 
should govern choices, but rather whether this would serve humanity. Merely technical and 
organizational development is not truly human progress. The development of peoples is intimately 
linked to the development of individuals. A person’s development is compromised, if he claims to be 
solely responsible for producing what he becomes. By analogy, the development of peoples goes 
awry if humanity thinks it can re-create itself through the “wonders” of technology, just as economic 
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development is exposed as a destructive sham if it relies on the “wonders” of finance in order to 
sustain unnatural and consumerist growth.  
Underpinning the entire Encyclical is the argument that without a belief in God, authentic 
development is impossible. Only if we are aware of our calling, as individuals and as a community, to 
be part of God’s family as his sons and daughters, will we be able to generate a new vision and 
muster new energy in the service of a truly integral humanism. The greatest service to development 
then, is a Christian humanism that enkindles charity and takes its lead from truth, accepting both as 
a lasting gift from God. Openness to God makes us open to our sisters and brothers and towards an 
understanding of life as a joyful task to be accomplished in a spirit of solidarity. ‘development needs 
Christians with their arms raised towards God in prayer, just as it need love and forgiveness, self-
denial, acceptance of others, justice and peace’. 
According to Pope Benedict, reality is essentially encountered as a gift and so our response to the 
reality of the world should have the same quality of ‘gratuitousness’. What might, at first sight, seem 
to be very dense and rather abstract reflections on the nature of Christian charity then take flesh as 
very concrete requirements for the ordering of the economy: proper human relationships don’t stop 
at the level of ‘contractual obligations’, but are characterised by love, warmth, understanding: 
“charity transcends justice and completes it in the logic of giving and forgiving” (paragraph 6). 
Proper human living – and hence proper economics – seeks “relationships of gratuitousness, mercy 
and communion.” Only this commitment to charity (expressed in economic life through the not-for-
profit, cooperative and voluntary sectors) is capable of producing real development that promotes 
the Common Good. Moreover, respect for Truth and for our own nature as moral beings requires 
that the ‘free market’ be brought under ethical direction and regulation (paragraph 36). Finally, the 
concept of justice is extended to include inter-generational justice – our duty to those who will 
inherit stewardship of the earth from us (paragraph 48), and we are called to accept our finitude and 
mortality. Only in embracing our dependence on God can we find the wisdom to direct authentic 
development, ‘doing love in truth’. 
Beyond The Social Encyclicals 
This sketch of the papal ‘Social Encyclicals’ of the last 120 years cannot  to provide an adequate 
guide to the riches of Catholic Social Teaching, although the key concepts can be seen as they 
emerge – the priority of Labour over Capital and the promotion of Human Dignity; seeking the 
Common Good, on the one hand, and promoting Subsidiarity, on the other; the discernment of the 
action of the Spirit in our world and the denunciation of structural injustice; the different factors 
prompting Catholic Christians to get involved in building up society – a concern for Justice, a 
commitment to Solidarity and the sheer demands of Love; and so on. (These themes have been 
developed more systematically in the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, published 
by the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace in 2004). 
However, alongside the papal documents should be placed the teaching documents and initiatives of 
the local churches. Most striking and most influential are the Latin American Bishops’ Conference 
(CELAM) gatherings at Medellín (1968) and, Puebla (1979) which gave currency to the term, ‘option 
for the poor’. But the USA Bishops’ (USCCB) documents on The Challenge of Peace (1983) and 
Economic Justice For All (1986), like the English & Welsh Bishops’ Conference The Common Good 
(1997), are good examples of how the ethical principles developed by papal theologians have been 
(and must be) applied in different local situations. 
This is as it should be, for Catholic Social Teaching is not principally a fixed block of doctrine or 
received wisdom from the past. Rather, it is a way of reflecting about the world today, viewing it as 
God’s world, entrusted to us, and viewing all others as our brothers and sisters. “Am I my brother’s 
keeper?” asked Cain (Gen 4.9). “Yes,” says Catholic Social Teaching. That is our task and our gift. 
 


