Laudato Si’: Theology, Politics and Beyond:
Readings for Week 1

Rerum Novarum (1891).

Therefore, those whom fortune favours are warned that riches do not bring freedom from
sorrow and are of no avail for eternal happiness, but rather are obstacles;(9) that the rich
should tremble at the threatenings of Jesus Christ - threatenings so unwonted in the mouth
of our Lord - and that a most strict account must be given to the Supreme Judge for all we
possess. The chief and most excellent rule for the right use of money is one the heathen
philosophers hinted at, but which the Church has traced out clearly, and has not only made
known to men's minds, but has impressed upon their lives. It rests on the principle that it is
one thing to have a right to the possession of money and another to have a right to use
money as one wills. Private ownership, as we have seen, is the natural right of man, and to
exercise that right, especially as members of society, is not only lawful, but absolutely
necessary. “It is lawful,” says St. Thomas Aquinas, “for a man to hold private property; and it
is also necessary for the carrying on of human existence.”” But if the question be asked:
How must one's possessions be used? - the Church replies without hesitation in the words
of the same holy Doctor: “Man should not consider his material possessions as his own, but
as common to all, so as to share them without hesitation when others are in need. Whence
the Apostle with, ‘Command the rich of this world... to offer with no stint, to apportion
largely.”” True, no one is commanded to distribute to others that which is required for his
own needs and those of his household; nor even to give away what is reasonably required
to keep up becomingly his condition in life, “for no one ought to live other than
becomingly.” But, when what necessity demands has been supplied, and one's standing
fairly taken thought for, it becomes a duty to give to the indigent out of what remains over.
"Of that which remaineth, give alms.” It is a duty, not of justice (save in extreme cases), but
of Christian charity - a duty not enforced by human law. But the laws and judgments of men
must yield place to the laws and judgments of Christ the true God, who in many ways urges
on His followers the practice of almsgiving — ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive”; and
who will count a kindness done or refused to the poor as done or refused to Himself - "As
long as you did it to one of My least brethren you did it to Me.” To sum up, then, what has
been said: Whoever has received from the divine bounty a large share of temporal
blessings, whether they be external and material, or gifts of the mind, has received them for
the purpose of using them for the perfecting of his own nature, and, at the same time, that
he may employ them, as the steward of God's providence, for the benefit of others.

Mater et Magistra (1961).

Probably the most difficult problem today concerns the relationship between political
communities that are economically advanced and those in the process of development.
Whereas the standard of living is high in the former, the latter are subject to extreme
poverty. The solidarity which binds all men together as members of a common family makes
it impossible for wealthy nations to look with indifference upon the hunger, misery and
poverty of other nations whose citizens are unable to enjoy even elementary human rights.
The nations of the world are becoming more and more dependent on one another and it



will not be possible to preserve a lasting peace so long as glaring economic and social
imbalances persist. Mindful of Our position as the father of all peoples, We feel constrained
to repeat here what We said on another occasion: "We are all equally responsible for the
undernourished peoples. Hence, it is necessary to educate one's conscience to the sense of
responsibility which weighs upon each and every one, especially upon those who are more
blessed with this world's goods." Justice and humanity demand that those countries which
produce consumer goods, especially farm products, in excess of their own needs should
come to the assistance of those other countries where large sections of the population are
suffering from want and hunger. It is nothing less than an outrage to justice and humanity to
destroy or to squander goods that other people need for their very lives. We are, of course,
well aware that overproduction, especially in agriculture, can cause economic harm to a
certain section of the population. But it does not follow that one is thereby exonerated from
extending emergency aid to those who need it. On the contrary, everything must be done to
minimize the ill effects of overproduction, and to spread the burden equitably over the
entire population. There is also a further temptation which the economically developed
nations must resist: that of giving technical and financial aid with a view to gaining control
over the political situation in the poorer countries, and furthering their own plans for world
domination. Let us be quite clear on this point. A nation that acted from these motives
would in fact be introducing a new form of colonialism—cleverly disguised, no doubt, but
actually reflecting that older, outdated type from which many nations have recently
emerged. Such action would, moreover, have harmful impact on international relations, and
constitute a menace to world peace. Necessity, therefore, and justice demand that all such
technical and financial aid be given without thought of domination, but rather for the
purpose of helping the less developed nations to achieve their own economic and social
growth. If this can be achieved, then a precious contribution will have been made to the
formation of a world community, in which each individual nation, conscious of its rights and
duties, can work on terms of equality with the rest for the attainment of universal
prosperity.

Pacem in Terris (1963).

It is generally accepted today that the common good is best safeguarded when personal
rights and duties are guaranteed. The chief concern of civil authorities must therefore be to
ensure that these rights are recognized, respected, co-ordinated, defended and promoted,
and that each individual is enabled to perform his duties more easily. For “to safeguard the
inviolable rights of the human person, and to facilitate the performance of his duties, is the
principal duty of every public authority.” Thus any government which refused to recognize
human rights or acted in violation of them, would not only fail in its duty; its decrees would
be wholly lacking in binding force. Reconciliation and Protection of Rights and Duties of
Individuals One of the principal duties of any government, moreover, is the suitable and
adequate superintendence and co-ordination of men's respective rights in society. This must
be done in such a way that the exercise of their rights by certain citizens does not obstruct
other citizens in the exercise of theirs; that the individual, standing upon his own rights,
does not impede others in the performance of their duties; that the rights of all be
effectively safeguarded, and completely restored if they have been violated. Duty of
Promoting the Rights of Individuals. In addition, heads of States must make a positive
contribution to the creation of an overall climate in which the individual can both safeguard



his own rights and fulfill his duties, and can do so readily. For if there is one thing we have
learned in the school of experience, it is surely this: that, in the modern world especially,
political, economic and cultural inequities among citizens become more and more
widespread when public authorities fail to take appropriate action in these spheres. And the
consequence is that human rights and duties are thus rendered totally ineffective. The
public administration must therefore give considerable care and thought to the question of
social as well as economic progress, and to the development of essential services in keeping
with the expansion of the productive system. Such services include road-building,
transportation, communications, drinking-water, housing, medical care, ample facilities for
the practice of religion, and aids to recreation. The government must also see to the
provision of insurance facilities, to obviate any likelihood of a citizen's being unable to
maintain a decent standard of living in the event of some misfortune, or greatly in creased
family responsibilities. The government is also required to show no less energy and
efficiency in the matter of providing opportunities for suitable employment, graded to the
capacity of the workers. It must make sure that working men are paid a just and equitable
wage, and are allowed a sense of responsibility in the industrial concerns for which they
work. It must facilitate the formation of intermediate groups, so that the social life of the
people may become more fruitful and less constrained. And finally, it must ensure that
everyone has the means and opportunity of sharing as far as possible in cultural benefits.

Gaudium et Spes (1965).

To be sure, scientific weapons are not amassed solely for use in war. Since the defensive
strength of any nation is considered to be dependent upon its capacity for immediate
retaliation, this accumulation of arms, which increases each year, likewise serves, in a way
heretofore unknown, as deterrent to possible enemy attack. Many regard this procedure as
the most effective way by which peace of a sort can be maintained between nations at the
present time. Whatever be the facts about this method of deterrence, men should be
convinced that the arms race in which an already considerable number of countries are
engaged is not a safe way to preserve a steady peace, nor is the so-called balance resulting
from this race a sure and authentic peace. Rather than being eliminated thereby, the causes
of war are in danger of being gradually aggravated. While extravagant sums are being spent
for the furnishing of ever new weapons, an adequate remedy cannot be provided for the
multiple miseries afflicting the whole modern world. Disagreements between nations are
not really and radically healed; on the contrary, they spread the infection to other parts of
the earth. New approaches based on reformed attitudes must be taken to remove this trap
and to emancipate the world from its crushing anxiety through the restoration of genuine
peace. Therefore, we say it again: the arms race is an utterly treacherous trap for humanity,
and one which ensnares the poor to an intolerable degree. It is much to be feared that if this
race persists, it will eventually spawn all the lethal ruin whose path it is now making ready.
Warned by the calamities which the human race has made possible, let us make use of the
interlude granted us from above and for which we are thankful to become more conscious
of our own responsibility and to find means for resolving our disputes in a manner more
worthy of man. Divine Providence urgently demands of us that we free ourselves from the
age-old slavery of war. If we refuse to make this effort, we do not know where we will be
led by the evil road we have set upon. It is our clear duty, therefore, to strain every muscle
in working for the time when all war can be completely outlawed by international consent.



This goal undoubtedly requires the establishment of some universal public authority
acknowledged as such by all and endowed with the power to safeguard on the behalf of all,
security, regard for justice, and respect for rights. But before this hoped for authority can be
set up, the highest existing international centers must devote themselves vigorously to the
pursuit of better means for obtaining common security. Since peace must be born of mutual
trust between nations and not be imposed on them through a fear of the available
weapons, everyone must labor to put an end at last to the arms race, and to make a true
beginning of disarmament, not unilaterally indeed, but proceeding at an equal pace
according to agreement, and backed up by true and workable safeguards.

Octogesima Adveniens (1971)

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

Centessimus Annus (1991).

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



