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T/RS 543 and T/RS 484 Catholic Social Thought 

 

Sustainability in Graduate Course on Catholic Social Thought 

 

 Besides explaining Catholic social doctrine (CSD) with the usual language mentioned in 

the syllabus, I will also make use of the recent terminology of sustainability.  This is possible 

because all of CSD focuses on the common good, or, otherwise stated, what makes for sustainable 

human communities. Every subject CSD treats pertains in some way to understanding the 

requirements of a sustainable community.  So, a broad understanding of sustainability, i.e., 

integral sustainability, will be a thread throughout the course.   

 The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) notes that the use of the word sustainable with 

respect to the environment, the economy or the city only goes as far back as 1972, but  became 

more usual in the 1980s.  The OED defines sustainable as “of, or relating, or designating forms of 

human economic activity and culture that do not lead to environmental degradation, especially 

leading to the long-term depletion of natural resources.”  It defines a sustainable city as one 

“designed or landscaped in such a way as to ensure the continued conservation of natural 

resources and the surrounding natural environment while providing the economic base needed to 

support its inhabitants.”  These definitions reflect the most common understanding of the concept 

by scholars and activists who write about it.  

 Yet, some parts of the sustainability movement recognize that the preservation of the 

environment and the maintenance of an environmentally-friendly economy also depend on what 

happens in society. In 1987 the World Commission on Environment and Development, 

commonly designated the Bruntland Commission called for a “new charter” to promote 

sustainable development.  At length, in March of  2000, the Earth Charter Commission finally 

agreed on an Earth Charter which some think represents a global consensus on what must be done 

in insure sustainable development.  Besides the usual recommendations the Charter also says the 

following: 

1) “Affirm that with increased freedom, knowledge and power comes increased responsibility to 

promote the common good.” 

2) “Recognize and preserve the traditional knowledge and spiritual wisdom in all cultures that 

contribute to environmental protection and human well-being.” 

3) “Strengthen families and ensure the safety and loving nurture of all family members.” 

4) “Recognize the importance of moral and spiritual education for sustainable living.” 

CSD has a lot to say about these subjects, which necessarily broaden the common description of 

sustainability. 

 The concluding section of the course will focus specifically on several topics in the 

contemporary discussion on sustainability  Obviously, in turning our attention to sustainability as 

such we can only deal with a few themes in Catholic social doctrine and in the contemporary 

sustainability movement. 

 1) Different understandings of sustainability today 

 2) Christianity as the cause or a solution to the contemporary sustainability crisis. 

 3) the need for stewardship of the environment and restraint in the use of goods 

 4) The duty toward those who live in spiritual and material poverty 

 5) The role of the family in preparing the young to serve the common good throughout 

their lives 

 6) The population crisis: Too few and or too many people? 
. 
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 COURSE DESCRIPTION 
  

 The title of the course is Catholic social thought, since it not only presents the social doctrine of the Catholic 

Church but also attempts to place that doctrine in explicit dialogue with Classical and modern political philosophy.  

So, while “the teaching and spreading of her social doctrine are part of the Church’s evangelizing mission” (Pope 

John Paul II, Sollicitudo rei socialis, 41 (1988), my course will not only explain how the Church conceives her social 

doctrine, but also attempt to clarify and further develop that doctrine by the dialogue with political philosophy.  In my 

theological judgment, this kind of dialogue will help students appreciate the significance of Catholic social doctrine 

for contemporary life 

 The first part of the course will begin with an overview of classical and modern political philosophy, 

identifying principal themes in the writings of Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Marx 

and Nietzsche.  We will discuss such themes as the possibility of knowing the right political order, the inevitability of 

disputes about the meaning of justice and the common good, the inexorable influence of erroneous political opinions 

on the conduct of political life, the so-called distinction between facts and values, the impossibility of value-free 

political science, the influence of historicism on political philosophy, the difference between the good person and the 

good citizen, the role of the family and friendship in a political community, the concept of the best regime, the 

rejection of classical political philosophy as anti-democratic and unrealistic, the modern rejection of virtue in favor of 

compelling people to be good citizens, the relation of law to the mores, the place of religion in political life, the 

conquest of nature by science, the overall purpose of politics, etc.  By discussing these themes I will lay the 

foundation for understanding why Catholic social doctrine must take political philosophy into account.    

 We will next read the political writings of St. Augustine.  Extremely pertinent for contemporary Catholic 

social doctrine are Augustine’s views on justice, the other virtues, free will, sin, good and bad loves, the nature of a  

republic, just war theory and the definition of peace, the heavenly city and the earthly city, the limits of politics, the 

contribution of Christians to the common good, the relation of faith and reason, and the argument that “Christians 

necessarily make bad citizens.” 

 The second half of this course  will make use of the recently published Compendium of the Social Doctrine 

of the Church to explain what that doctrine has to contribute to understanding the dignity of the human person, the 

common good, religious liberty, marriage and the family, human rights, work, morality and the economy, the purpose 

of the political community, the universal destination of human goods, stewardship, the principles of subsidiarity and 

solidarity, safeguarding the environment, health care, population control, the new biotechnology, the promotion of 

peace, the different roles of the laity and the clergy and the fundamental goods of social life: truth, freedom, justice 

and love, et al.  Character formation and basic education for all and the liberal education of capable individuals are 

essential for the well-being of all communities. Morality and education are of the utmost importance because of the 

first principle of Catholic social doctrine (CSD), the dignity of the human person.   

 Besides explaining Catholic social doctrine with the usual language mentioned above I will also make use of 

the recent terminology of sustainability.  This is possible because all of CSD focuses on the common good, or, 

otherwise stated, what makes for sustainable human communities. Every subject CSD treats pertains in some way to 

understanding the requirements of a sustainable community.  So, a broad understanding of sustainability, i.e., integral 

sustainability, will be a thread throughout the course.   

 The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) notes that the use of the word sustainable with respect to the 

environment, the economy or the city only goes as far back as 1972, but  became more usual in the 1980s.  The OED 

defines sustainable as “of, or relating, or designating forms of human economic activity and culture that do not lead to 

environmental degradation, especially leading to the long-term depletion of natural resources.”  It defines a 

sustainable city as one “designed or landscaped in such a way as to ensure the continued conservation of natural 

resources and the surrounding natural environment while providing the economic base needed to support its 

inhabitants.”  These definitions reflect the most common understanding of the concept by scholars and activists who 

write about it.  
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 Yet, some parts of the sustainability movement recognize that the preservation of the environment and the 

maintenance of an environmentally-friendly economy also depend on what happens in society. In 1987 the World 

Commission on Environment and Development, commonly designated the Bruntland Commission called for a “new 

charter” to promote sustainable development.  At length, in March of  2000, the Earth Charter Commission finally 

agreed on an Earth Charter which some think represents a global consensus on what must be done in insure 

sustainable development.  Besides the usual recommendations the Charter also says the following: 

1) “Affirm that with increased freedom, knowledge and power comes increased responsibility to promote the 

common good.” 

2) “Recognize and preserve the traditional knowledge and spiritual wisdom in all cultures that contribute to 

environmental protection and human well-being.” 

3) “Strengthen families and ensure the safety and loving nurture of all family members.” 

4) “Recognize the importance of moral and spiritual education for sustainable living.” 

 As implied above CSD has a lot to say about these subjects, which necessarily broaden the common description of 

sustainability. 

 The concluding section of the course will focus specifically on several topics in the contemporary discussion 

on sustainability  Obviously, in turning our attention to sustainability as such we can only deal with a few themes in 

Catholic social doctrine and in the contemporary sustainability movement. 

 1) the two principal understandings of sustainability today 

 2) Christianity as the cause or a solution to the contemporary sustainability crisis. 

 3) the need for stewardship of the environment and restraint in the use of goods 

 4) The duty toward those who live in spiritual and material poverty 

 5) The role of the family in preparing the young to serve the common good throughout their lives 

 6) The population crisis: Too few and or too many people? 

In a short bibliography at the end of the syllabus I will list books and articles to consult for more information on 

additional sustainability topics. 

  

OBJECTIVES 

1.  To understand the fundamental themes of Catholic social thought and Catholic social doctrine 

2.  To become familiar with their multiple sources  

3.  To see how Catholic social doctrine is able both to contribute to the sanctification of individuals and to the 

common good of the United States. 

4.  To express thoughts and theological ideas clearly and precisely, both orally and in writing. 

5.  To understand how Catholic social doctrine contributes to the understanding of integral sustainability  

 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

 Leo Strauss     An Introduction to Political Philosophy,   

     Wayne State University Press   

 Augustine, ed. by Fortin   Political Writings, Hackett 

 Raniero Cantalamessa    Poverty, Alba House 

 Pope Leo XIII     Rerum Novarum 

Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church 

 Pope Benedict XVI    Deus Caritas Est (God is Love) 

 . 

The texts of Vatican Council II and the encyclicals of Popes Leo XIII, John Paul II and Benedict XVI are available at 

www.vatican.va 

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

  

 I expect you to do the assigned reading before each class and to participate in class discussions.  In every 

class one student will give a five minute presentation on the assigned material for the day.  You should not attempt to 

cover everything, but simply make one or two points that clarify some aspect of the reading and stimulate thought.  

These oral presentations will count as quizzes.  For each class you are to write a half a page explaining the main point 

you understood from the assigned readings.  You may bring these short expositions to the oral final exam 

 You have a choice of four out of seven papers (three pages, double spaced). You may only do one of the two 

suggested papers for December 6.  Standard English is required in all written work.  Grammatical mistakes and errors 

in diction will negatively affect grades on your papers.  You must submit papers on time and include adequate notes.  
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All papers are based on the assigned readings and recommended primary sources.   
 The comprehensive final  will include an oral exam and a take-home essay as well.  The subject of the 

essay for the final exam is the contribution of Catholic Social Doctrine  to the common good of the United States, 
understood as a sustainable community 
 Class attendance is mandatory.  NO CUTS ALLOWED. Good class participation can positively affect your 

final grade. 

 

PAPER TOPICS AND DUE DATES   
 

1)     Sept 20                 What is the quarrel between the Ancients and the Moderns?  Cf. Jonathan    

 Swift’s The Battle of the Books  

2)    Oct. 11  Augustine on the meaning of justice. Relate his understanding to the view                 

 that justice is giving others their due 

3)    Oct. 18  Evaluate Fortin’s analysis of Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum.  Keep in mind       that Pope Leo 

draws from both the ancients and the moderns in crafting his encyclical 

4)    Oct. 25  Catholic teaching on the dignity of the human person.  What are the               implications 

of this teaching for thinking about the goals of community life?    

5)    Nov. 15  Why does Catholic social doctrine call the family the vital cell of society 

6)    Dec. 6  Catholic teaching on the care of the environment In what sense is                                                      

   this teaching a response to Lynn White’s essay on Christian                                                                

   teaching as a cause of the ecological crisis 

7)    Dec. 6   Catholic obligations with respect to poverty.  

 

FINAL GRADE 

 

 -4 papers  50%, 

 -short weekly expositions and participation  25% 

 -final exam  25% 

 

READING SCHEDULE 

 

Class Date   Readings 

 

 Political philosophy and the Foundations of Catholic Social Thought 

 

“If a republic is ‘the affair of a people’ and there is no people which is not ‘united by a consensus concerning 

right,.’and there is no right where there is no justice, without doubt it must be concluded that where there is no 

justice, there is no republic” (St Augustine, Book XIX, ch. 21). 

 

1/ Aug. 30  Introduction to course 

2/ Aug. 30  Leo Strauss, An Introduction to Political Philosophy, 

     “What is Political Philosophy?” 2-39.. 

 

3/ Sept. 6   Strauss, “On Classical Political Philosophy,” 59-79.  

4/ Sept. 6   Strauss, “The Three Waves of Modernity,” 81-98. 

 

5/ Sept. 13  Strauss, “Natural Right and the Historical Approach,” 99-124.  

6/ Sept. 13  Strauss, “Progress or Return? The contemporary Crisis in Western Civilization,” 249-289. 

. 

7/ Sept. 20  St. Augustine, Political Writings,  1-47 

8/ Sept. 20  Political Writings,  48-79 

 

9/ Sept. 27  Political Writings,  83-122 

10/ Sept. 27  Political Writings, 123-163 

 

11/ Oct. 4   Political Writings, 164-212 
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12/ Oct. 4   Political Writings, 213-256 

 

 Catholic Social Doctrine 
 

“Therefore, government is to assume the safeguard of the religious freedom of all its citizens, in an effective manner, 

by just laws and by other appropriate means.  Government is also to help create conditions favorable to the fostering 

of religious life, in order that the people may be truly enabled to exercise their religious rights and to fulfill their 

religious duties, and also in order that society itself may profit by the moral qualities of justice and peace which have 

their origin in men’s faithfulness to God and to His holy will.” Vatican Council II, Declaration on Religious 

Freedom, 6 

13/ Oct. 11  Pope Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum.  

14/ Oct. 11  Fortin, Collected Essays, 191-223 (Handout) 

 

15/ Oct. 18  Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, chapter 2, “The Church’s Mission and 

Social Doctrine” 

16/ Oct. 18  Compendium, chapter 3,  “The Human person and Human Rights”  

   Cf. Benestad, “the Dignity of the Human Person” (Handout) 

 

17/       Oct. 25  Compendium, chapter 4, Principles of the Church’s Social  Doctrine                                                  

   (common good, universal destination of goods,                                                                                    

   subsidiarity, participation, solidarity, truth, freedom, justice  and love)          18/        Oct. 

25           Compendium, Chapter 5, “The family, the Vital Cell of Society.” Cf Pope                                          

  John Paul II, Familiaris consortio (On the Role of the family in the Modern                                       

   world), nos. 42-48, “Participating in the Development of Society” 

 

19/ Nov. 1  Compendium, Chapter 7, “Economic Life” Cf. Pope John Paul II, Centesimus Annus (On 

the Hundredth Anniversary of Rerum novarum), nos. 30-43 “Private Property and the 

Universal Destination of Goods” 

20/ Nov. 1  Compendium, Chapter 8, “The Political Community” Cf. Vatican Council II, Gaudium et 

spes, nos. 73-76  “The Life of the Political Community” and Vatican Council II, Dignitatis 

humanae (Declaration on Religious Freedom).  

21/ Nov. 8  Compendium, Chapter 10, “Safeguarding the Environment” chapter 11, “The Promotion of 

Peace,” Cf. Pope John Paul II, 1990 World Day of Peace Message, “Peace with God the 

Creator, Peace With All of Creation.” 

22 Nov. 8  Compendium, Conclusion “For a Civilization of Love” and Pope Benedict XVI, Deus 

caritas est,  

 

 Catholic Social Thought and Sustainability 
 

“Public absurdities are, and can be no more than the aggregate result of private absurdities; the corruption of 

community has its source in the corruption of character.”  From “The Ecological Crisis as a Crisis of Character” 

in The Unsettling of America (1986, 1997) by Wendell Barry 

 

23/ Nov. 15 Two Understandings of Sustainability Today. One position is described in  “The Earth Charter, ” 

and in Lester Brown,  in Plan B 2.0 Rescuing a Planet Under Stress and a Civilization in 

Trouble and Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons”(Handouts) 

24/ Nov. 15 For an alternative understanding, reflect on the implications of Catholic doctrine for integral 

sustainability and explain you observations in a one-page outline of an essay. Cf. Benestad 

essay on sustainability (Handout). 

25/ Nov. 29 Christianity as the cause or one of the solutions to the sustainability crisis  

            Cause: Lynn White, Jr. “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis” 

A solution: Ernest Fortin, “The Bible Made Me Do It: Christianity, Science and the 

Environment” (Handouts) 

26/ Nov. 29 Duties toward those who live in material and spiritual poverty 

“Material Poverty: a social phenomenon to be combated” and “Spiritual Poverty: an evil to 

be combated” in R. Cantalamessa, Poverty 
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27/ Dec. 6  The need for stewardship and restraint in the use of goods  

   “Material Poverty: an evangelical proposition to be embraced” and “Spiritual Poverty: an 

ideal to strive for” in R. Cantalamessa, Poverty 

28/ Dec. 6  The population crisis : too many people or too few.  Moral and immoral means of 

stabilizing population. 

Joel Cohen “Human Population Grows up” pp. 48-55 in Scientific American, September 

2005. 

Maria Sophia Aguirre, “Sustainable Development: Why the focus on Population” and 

“The Family and Economic Development: Social Economic Relevance and Policy 

Design.”  

 

 POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY AND CATHOLIC SOCIAL THOUGHT 

 In profound ways modern political philosophy  represents a break with classical philosophy and Christianity. 

“Classical philosophy,” writes Ernest Fortin, “studies human behavior . . . , in the light of virtue, and it claims to be 

able to show the way to these goals. It culminates in a discussion of the best life and, on the political level, of the best 

‘regime’ or the type of rule that is most conducive to the best life.” The best life is the life of virtue and the best 

regime promotes the practice of virtue in the lives of citizens. Good government, then, makes for good human beings. 

Of course, the converse is also true: the predominance of good human beings, especially among those who set the 

tone for society, makes for good government. Plato and Aristotle were well aware that the best regime would exist 

only in speech, as a model for actual regimes to imitate as closely as possible. They knew that a great number of 

circumstances would have to be favorable for the emergence of good regimes, much less the “best regime.” 

 Machiavelli was the first philosopher to break with the classical view. A passage from chapter 15 of The 

Prince reveals his quarrel with the classical orientation: 

And many have imagined republics and principalities that have never been seen or known to exist 

in truth: for it is so far from how one lives to how one should live that he who lets go of what is 

done for what should be done learns his ruin rather than his preservation. For a man who wants to 

make a profession of good in all regards must come to ruin among so many who are not good. 

What has never existed in reality is, for example, the best regime as described by Plato in the Republic, or the City of 

God, depicted by St. Augustine.  The ideal cannot be realized because most people do not seek excellence as they 

ought. Claiming to see things the way they are, Machiavelli proposes a political philosophy that abandons the ideal 

and takes its bearings by the way most people tend to behave most of the time. In line with his new orientation 

Machiavelli proposes a new “ought.” Henceforth, rulers should not rule in such a way as to help people live as they 

ought in some ideal sense. Rather, leaders ought to be good or bad according to the needs of the situation. In other 

words, they should not hesitate to use evil means in order to achieve decent political goals. 

 In this perspective organizing political life is simply a technical problem. Leo Strauss explains, “there is no 

evil in men which cannot be controlled; what is required is not divine grace, morality, nor formation of character, but 

institutions with teeth in them.  Or, to quote Kant, the establishment of the right social order does not require, as 

people are in the habit of saying, a nation of angels: ‘hard as it may sound, the problem of establishing the state [i.e., 

the just state] is soluble even for a nation of devils, provided they have sense,’ i.e. provided their selfishness is 

enlightened; the fundamental problem is simply one of ‘a good organization of the state of which man is indeed 

capable.’”  

 The form in which the trend inaugurated by Machiavelli became respectable and attractive was through the 

invention of universal natural rights by Thomas Hobbes and their elaboration by John Locke. The latter proposed a 

beguiling alternative to the classical position that only the practice of virtue could bring about harmony between the 

individual and society or between self-interest and the common good. Locke held that things could be so arranged in 

society that “unlimited appropriation with no concern for the need of others [would be] true charity.”
7
 The key is to 

unleash people’s acquisitive passions. Even if entrepreneurs are focused exclusively on their well-being, their genius 

creates many well-paying jobs for others. In Locke’s perspective unlimited acquisitiveness is more effective in 

promoting the common good of society than moderation or charity because it is more reliable. Simply by pursuing 

their own selfish goals people automatically contribute to the realization of the common good. 

 Locke’s political philosophy is largely responsible for the widespread acceptance of natural rights doctrines. 

Locke convinced people that they are by nature free and equal and have rights to life, liberty, and property.  Looking 

at life through the prism of rights initiated a quiet revolution in the way people understood the purpose of their own 

lives as well as the end of society. It was a quiet revolution because many citizens, including Church leaders, do not 

realize that rights are not simply another way of talking about classical virtue or the teaching of Jesus Christ. In fact, 
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the doctrine of rights presupposes an understanding of human nature “which is no longer defined in terms of its 

highest aspirations,” but rather assumes that people cannot really rise above preoccupation with their own interests. 

The language and perspective of rights, then, constitutes a sharp break with the idealism of the Ancients. Fortin 

summarizes this shift in perspective in a way that illustrates the difference between Ancients and Moderns. 

 

The passage from natural law to natural rights and later (once nature had fallen 

into disrepute) human rights represents a major shift in our understanding of 

justice and moral phenomena generally. Prior to that time the emphasis was on 

virtue and duty, that is, to what human beings owe to other human beings or to 

society at large rather than on what they can claim from them. 

 

 A lawyer’s perspective on the revolution effected by the passage from natural law to human rights is 

provided by Mary Ann Glendon’s book Rights Talk: The Impoverishment of Political Discourse. Glendon, a law 

school professor, explains why the preoccupation with creating and asserting rights in the United States undermines 

public morality. She argues that the pervasive presence of rights talk in political, social, and cultural life causes 

difficulty in defining critical questions, finding common ground for discussion, and arriving at compromises in the 

face of intractable differences. Rights talk is silent “with respect to personal, civic, and collective responsibilities.”
9
 

Furthermore, “simplistic rights talk,” says Glendon, “simultaneously reflects and distorts American culture. It 

captures our devotion to individualism and liberty, but omits our traditions of hospitality and care for the 

community.”
1
 Americans very naturally express what is important to them in terms of rights, and “frame nearly every 

social controversy as a clash of rights.”
11

 These two tendencies lead Americans to misperceive the social dimension 

of the human person. Under the influence of the rights paradigm they fail to recognize personal and collective duties.  

 Despite the limitations of rights language if it has given us both a way to talk about justice and the common 

good today and a way of effectively protecting people’s pursuit of life, liberty and happiness.  Think of the United 

Nations Declaration of Human Rights, the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights in the Constitution of 

the United States.  Many would argue that rights have brought justice, equality, freedom and prosperity to millions of 

people,  

 Several problems have arisen, nevertheless, in our reliance on rights as our principal moral language.  People 

claim rights to contradictory things, e.g. the right to life and the right to choose abortion.  This conflict cannot be 

resolved by an appeal to rights.  Secondly, sometimes the very existence of rights are treated as a cultural construct, 

or rights are regarded as true in some eras or some places, but not in others. What gives the relativizing of rights such 

force is the pervasive influence of historicism.  In Fides et ratio (1995) Pope John Paul II wrote, “the fundamental 

claim of historicism ... is that the truth of a philosophy is determined on the basis of its appropriateness to a certain 

period and certain historical purpose.  At least implicitly, therefore, the enduring validity of truth is denied.  What 

was true in one period, historicists claim, may not be true in another.”  For example, they might say that at one time it 

was right to argue that marriage should be between a man and a woman, but not. today. Same-sex relations and 

polyamory should also fall under the rubric of marriage. 

 Pope Benedict XVI has attempted to explain today’s moral climate by discussing the dictatorship of 

relativism (How is relativism related to historicism?)   “Having a clear faith, based on the creed of the Church, is 

often labeled today as fundamentalism.  Whereas, relativism, which is letting oneself be tossed and ‘swept along by 

every wind of teaching’ [Eph 4:14], looks like the only attitude in line with the times today.  We are moving towards 

establishing a dictatorship of relativism which does not recognize anything as definitive, and which has as its highest 

measure one’s own ego and one’s own desires” (modified translation).  Back in 1997 Cardinal Ratzinger had already 

pointed out in a second book-length interview that a “dictatorship of opinion” was growing. By this phrase he means 

that people are marginalized and excluded if they don’t go along with the reigning opinions.  As a result, “even good 

people no longer dare to stand by such non-conformists” (Salt of the Earth, p. 153).  This is the kind of soft despotism 

about which Tocqueville writes in his Democracy in America.  People voluntarily submit to the reigning opinions in 

order to get along.  Today’s pervasive relativism and its enforcement by opinion leaders intimidates Christians either 

to give up their “controversial” beliefs or to remain silent about them when they contradict the reigning opinions.   

 In the book co-authored with Marcello Pera, Without Roots: The West, Relativism, Christianity, Islam,  

Cardinal Ratzinger further elaborates his thoughts on the intolerant tendencies of relativism.  He describes the 

political correctness imposed by contemporary relativism as “a new dogmatism.” It attempts to impose “a single way 

of thinking and speaking.”  Fidelity to the Christian way of life or traditional values is then “branded as intolerance.”   

What appears at first glance to be a loosening of moral standards and an embrace of pluralism turns out to be an 

imposition of “the relativistic standard.”  The new relativism, “a sort of new ‘confession,’” really wants to constrict 

other points of view and, therefore, argues Cardinal Ratzinger, must be opposed in defense of religious liberty and 
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freedom of thought.  For example, the Catholic Church is branded as a bigot in some quarters when it opposes same-

sex marriage or gay adoption.  The government of Massachusetts recently drove Catholic Charities of Boston out of 

their adoption work altogether, because the Catholic agency decided not to do gay adoptions.  The dictatorship of 

relativism is so powerful that sometimes Catholic institutions voluntarily submit to political correctness even without 

being pressured by the mores or the law..   

  

 Contemporary Catholic social thought, originating in the nineteenth century,  necessarily has to take into 

account the fundamental quarrel between the Ancients and Moderns about what is needed for a just or sustainable 

community.  It draws from classical political philosophy and the thought of St. Augustine and Aquinas insights into 

the requirements of the common good of any society.   It discerns the importance, of good character, moral education, 

the family, thriving religious faith, justice and good laws as well as the importance of a searching inquiry into the 

principal ways in which political philosophers have understood the elements of the common good.  In the past 

Augustine became familiar with classical political philosophy especially through Cicero and Plato, while Aquinas 

became a renowned commentator on Aristotle. In the contemporary period popes, beginning with Pope Leo XIII, and 

Catholic scholars have been more or less successful in understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the political 

philosophers that do or should exercise an influence on contemporary discussions of all that pertains to the 

establishment of a just and sustainable society. 

 With Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum (1891) Catholic social doctrine (CSD) adopted the modern language 

of rights and throughout the twentieth century used that language along with that of duty, virtue, duty, natural law, 

subsidiarity, solidarity, the civilization of love etc. CSD, however, attempted to place rights in a teleological 

framework so that they would be exercised in the light of the good, discerned by faith and/or reason. 

 Recently, Pope Benedict XVI presented a very helpful approach to understanding Catholic social doctrine in 

his first encyclical, God is Love.   The second part of the encyclical deals with “the exercise of love by the Church as 

a community of love.”  Echoing the Bible and Augustine, Pope Benedict points out that the Spirit is that interior 

power that moves us to love as Jesus did on the cross and when he washed the feet of his disciples (no. 19).  The 

Church must be as committed to the service of charity in the form of Christlike love as it is to the preaching of the 

Word and the administration of the sacraments.  It can’t neglect any of these three tasks.  With the commissioning of 

the deacons in the early Church (Acts 6:1-6), the service of love became henceforth part of the fundamental structure 

of the Church.  This service must not be simple technical competence, but also reflect a spiritual attitude.  This is 

shown by the fact that the Church chose as deacons men “full of the Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6:3).  Pope Benedict 

again mentions the parable of the Good Samaritan to emphasize that the service of charity must go beyond the 

confines of the Church.. 

 As he did in the first part of the encyclical, Pope Benedict directs his attention to a powerful objection to the 

Church’s teaching on charity.  He notes that from the eighteenth century, especially in Marxist thought, people have 

been saying that the poor don’t need works of charity but justice.  The rich are only too happy to give alms to salve 

their conscience, but then do nothing to work for a  social order based on justice.  The pope says there is true and 

false in this position.  Certainly the state must work to establish justice, but even if justice were to be established, love 

would always be necessary. 

 The state must always ask itself how to realize an order of justice, but that question presupposes a more 

radical query: What is justice?  The pope seems to realize that there is a lot of talk about justice, but little clarity 

about its meaning. Practical reason has difficulty discerning  the meaning of justice because the love of power and 

interest deceive it.   In response to this situation, Benedict, like John Paul II, believes that faith can help purify reason 

as can the social doctrine of the Church.  The Church must never usurp the role of the state, but indirectly contributes 

to the realization of justice by forming consciences, by putting forth rational arguments and by reawakening the 

spiritual forces of people for the great tasks facing humanity.  Echoing Gaudium et spes Pope Benedict makes the 

point that the Church doesn’t have a political mission.  Establishing a just social order is the work of politics to which 

the laity of the Church in their role as citizens are invited to make concrete contributions.  Popes and bishops, for 

example, should not endorse a  particular tax policy, which is a contingent matter, whereas the laity must do so on the 

basis of their best judgment in view of justice. This is a very sophisticated position and one not readily grasped by 

American Catholics.  

 One of the student’s principal tasks in this course will be to discern how well papal social thought and 

Vatican Council II have integrated the virtues and rights.  What are the tensions between these two approaches to 

political and social life?  A second task is to understand how Catholic social doctrine could benefit contemporary 

society despite the tensions between Catholicism and contemporary culture. 
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