Week 3 Readings

Augustine, City of God

For what else is man's misery but his own disobedience to himself, so that in consequence
of his not being willing to do what he could do, he now wills to do what he cannot? For
though he could not do all things in Paradise before he sinned, yet he wished to do only
what he could do, and therefore he could do all things he wished. But now, as we recognize
in his offspring, and as divine Scripture testifies, Man is like to vanity. For who can count
how many things he wishes which he cannot do, so long as he is disobedient to himself, that
is, so long as his mind and his flesh do not obey his will? For in spite of himself his mind is
both frequently disturbed, and his flesh suffers, and grows old, and dies; and in spite of
ourselves we suffer whatever else we suffer, and which we would not suffer if our nature
absolutely and in all its parts obeyed our will... But Almighty God was not destitute of a plan
by which He might people His city with the fixed number of citizens which His wisdom had
foreordained even out of the condemned human race, discriminating them not now by
merits, since the whole mass was condemned as if in a vitiated root, but by grace, and
showing, not only in the case of the redeemed, but also in those who were not delivered,
how much grace He has bestowed upon them. For every one acknowledges that he has
been rescued from evil, not by deserved, but by gratuitous goodness, when he is singled out
from the company of those with whom he might justly have borne a common punishment,
and is allowed to go scathless.

Pope Francis, Laudato Si

Yet all is not lost. Human beings, while capable of the worst, are also capable of rising above
themselves, choosing again what is good, and making a new start, despite their mental and
social conditioning. We are able to take an honest look at ourselves, to acknowledge our
deep dissatisfaction, and to embark on new paths to authentic freedom. No system can
completely suppress our openness to what is good, true and beautiful, or our God-given
ability to respond to his grace at work deep in our hearts. | appeal to everyone throughout
the world not to forget this dignity which is ours. No one has the right to take it from us.

Aquinas, Summa Theologica

Our natural knowledge begins from sense. Hence our natural knowledge can go as far
as it can be led by sensible things. But our mind cannot be led by sense so far as to see
the essence of God; because the sensible effects of God do not equal the power of
God as their cause. Hence from the knowledge of sensible things the whole power of
God cannot be known; nor therefore can His essence be seen. But because they are
His effects and depend on their cause, we can be led from them so far as to know of
God “whether He exists,” and to know of Him what must necessarily belong to Him, as



the first cause of all things, exceeding all things caused by Him. Hence we know that
His relationship with creatures so far as to be the cause of them all.

Pope Francis, Laudato Si

The world came about as the result of a decision, not from chaos or chance, and this exalts
it all the more. The creating word expresses a free choice. The universe did not emerge as
the result of arbitrary omnipotence, a show of force or a desire for self-assertion. Creation is
of the order of love. God’s love is the fundamental moving force in all created things: “For
you love all things that exist, and detest none of the things that you have made; for you
would not have made anything if you had hated it” (Wis 11:24). Every creature is thus the
object of the Father’s tenderness, who gives it its place in the world. Even the fleeting life of
the least of beings is the object of his love, and in its few seconds of existence, God enfolds
it with his affection. Saint Basil the Great described the Creator as “goodness without
measure,” while Dante Alighieri spoke of “the love which moves the sun and the stars.”
Consequently, we can ascend from created things “to the greatness of God and to his loving
mercy.”

von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord

Beauty is the word which shall be our first. Beauty is the last thing which the thinking
intellect dares to approach since only it dances as an uncontained splendor around the
double constellation of the true and the good and their inseparable relation to one another.
Beauty is the disinterested one, without which the ancient world refused to understand
itself, a word which both imperceptibly and unmistakably has bid farewell to our new world,
a world of interests, leaving it to its own avarice and sadness. No longer loved or fostered by
religion, beauty is lifted from its face as a mask, and its absence exposes features on that
face which threaten to become incomprehensible to man. We no longer dare to believe in
beauty, and we make of it a mere appearance in order the more easily to dispose of it. Our
situation today shows that beauty demands for itself at least as much courage and decision
as do truth and goodness, and she will not allow herself to be separated and banned from
her two sisters without taking them along with herself in an act of mysterious vengeance.
We can be sure that whoever sneers at her name, as if she were the ornament of a
bourgeois past, whether he admits it or not, can no longer pray and soon will no longer be
able to love.

Pope Francis, Laudato Si’
The Lord was able to invite others to be attentive to the beauty that there is in the world

because he himself was in constant touch with nature, lending it an attention full of
fondness and wonder. As he made his way throughout the land, he often stopped to



contemplate the beauty sown by his Father, and invited his disciples to perceive a divine

message in things: “Lift up your eyes, and see how the fields are already white for harvest”
(Jn 4:35). “The kingdom of God is like a grain of mustard seed which a man took and sowed
in his field; it is the smallest of all seeds, but once it has grown, it is the greatest of plants.”

By learning to see and appreciate beauty, we learn to reject self-interested pragmatism. If
someone has not learned to stop and admire something beautiful, we should not be
surprised if he or she treats everything as an object to be used and abused without scruple.
If we want to bring about deep change, we need to realize that certain mindsets really do
influence our behaviour. Our efforts at education will be inadequate and ineffectual unless
we strive to promote a new way of thinking about human beings, life, society and our
relationship with nature. Otherwise, the paradigm of consumerism will continue to advance,
with the help of the media and the highly effective workings of the market.

Romano Guardini, Letter from Lake Como

| want to look for an example, so that what is said will not remain void. Take a sailboat.
Here on Lake Como they sail along, heavy, fit for great cargo. Yet the mass of wood and
canvas and the power of the wind are so perfectly formed that the load is made light. When
such a boat pulled its path before the wind, my heart laughed, as it laughs when, by a
perfected form, something is made light and bright from within. It pained my heart as | was
in one of these boats, these noble creations, and suddenly saw a gas motor built in. The
thing struck out across the waves with a clattering, upright mast, all naked without a sail,
like a ghost of its very self! Allow the distance to go still farther, out of the sailboat comes
the steamboat, then the great ocean liner — “culture” indeed, the lustrous work of
technology! Yet such a colossus moves through the sea, insensible for wind and weather. It
is so immense that nature no longer has any power over it. Within it, man no longer senses
nature. The people eat and sleep and dance; they live as if in the houses and on the streets
of some great city. Do you sense how something decisive has been lost? How here
something is not merely incrementally advanced, simply made bigger, but rather that some
wavering border has been crossed, a border that one cannot precisely indicate, a border
that one senses once it has long been crossed. Beyond this border the living nearness to
nature has been lost. Every primordial phenomenon of human culture, which we have
designated by “boat” and “ship”, constructs of the human spirit, yet entirely inserted within
nature — “culture,” yet still always created through the living movement and activity of the
entire person — this is no longer there. In the sailboat, alongside the whole
spiritual/intellectual character of the situation, humanity had a natural existence. He dwelt
in a natural culture. In the modern steamship, he stands in an entirely artificial situation.
Nature is turned off as far as possible. That does not yet say enough. Nature, measured by
elastic and living human limits, is decisively shut down. Nature is conclusively pushed off



into the distance. There was an order, a habitat, that made possible a “humane” existence
in a very special sense. With the steamship it is no longer present. The sailor in the serious
and true sense of the word, as a fundamental form of human being, filled with a special
stuff of existence, is no longer possible. The people aboard the giant steamboat are no
longer essentially different from the mechanics and operators employed in a factory. Do
you understand what | mean? In all handwork we find such primordial phenomena and
near-to-nature human culture. Therein is man a creative being and he stands breast to
breast against the things and forces of nature. He is human in the deepest sense of the
word. This humane culture is nearly entirely sunken. We no longer have rolling wagons
with the animal that pulls it, and with all the life within and around it, but the automobile.
The doctor for a long time now no longer stands in living, feeling contact with that nature,
from whose forces health and strength are created in the body. Our food is entirely artificial
all the way down the line. We have withdrawn ourselves from out of the living order of the
times and tides, with morning and evening, day and night, work days and Sundays, the
phases of the moon and the seasons. We live now in an order of fabricated time, with
clocks and hours of business and pleasure determined. ... The sphere in which we live is
growing ever more artificial, ever less human, ever more — | cannot help myself, barbaric!
And over Italy hangs the deep melancholy of this downfall.

Pope Francis, Laudato Si’

Since the market tends to promote extreme consumerism in an effort to sell its products,
people can easily get caught up in a whirlwind of needless buying and spending. Compulsive
consumerism is one example of how the techno-economic paradigm affects individuals.
Romano Guardini had already foreseen this: “The gadgets and technics forced upon him by
the patterns of machine production and of abstract planning mass man accepts quite
simply; they are the forms of life itself. To either a greater or lesser degree mass man is
convinced that his conformity is both reasonable and just.” This paradigm leads people to
believe that they are free as long as they have the supposed freedom to consume. But those
really free are the minority who wield economic and financial power. Amid this confusion,
postmodern humanity has not yet achieved a new self-awareness capable of offering
guidance and direction, and this lack of identity is a source of anxiety. We have too many
means and only a few insubstantial ends.

There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means “an increase of ‘progress’
itself”, an advance in “security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; ...an assimilation of new
values into the stream of culture,” as if reality, goodness and truth automatically flow from
technological and economic power as such. The fact is that “contemporary man has not
been trained to use power well,” because our immense technological development has not
been accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values and conscience. Each
age tends to have only a meagre awareness of its own limitations. It is possible that we do



not grasp the gravity of the challenges now before us. “The risk is growing day by day that
man will not use his power as he should”; in effect, “power is never considered in terms of
the responsibility of choice which is inherent in freedom” since its “only norms are taken
from alleged necessity, from either utility or security.” But human beings are not completely
autonomous. Our freedom fades when it is handed over to the blind forces of the
unconscious, of immediate needs, of self-interest, and of violence. In this sense, we stand
naked and exposed in the face of our ever-increasing power, lacking the wherewithal to
control it. We have certain superficial mechanisms, but we cannot claim to have a sound
ethics, a culture and spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and teaching clear-
minded self-restraint.

Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation.

A spirituality of liberation will center on a conversion to the neighbor, the oppressed person,
the exploited social class, the despised ethnic group, the dominated country. Our
conversion to the Lord implies this conversion to the neighbor. Evangelical conversion is
indeed the touchstone of all spirituality. Conversion means a radical transformation of
ourselves; it means thinking, feeling, and living as Christ—present in exploited and alienated
persons. To be converted is to commit oneself to the process of the liberation of the poor
and oppressed, to commit oneself lucidly, realistically, and concretely. It means to commit
oneself not only generously, but also with an analysis of the situation and a strategy of
action. To be converted is to know and experience the fact that, contrary to the laws of
physics, we can stand straight, according to the Gospel, only when our center of gravity is
outside ourselves. Conversion is a permanent process in which very often the obstacles we
meet make us lose all we had gained and start anew. The fruitfulness of our conversion
depends on our openness to doing this, our spiritual childhood. All conversion implies a
break. To wish to accomplish it without conflict is to deceive oneself and others: “No one is
worthy of me who cares more for father or mother than for me.” But it is not a question of a
withdrawn and pious attitude. Our conversion process is affected by the socio-economic,
political, cultural, and human environment in which it occurs. Without a change in these
structures, there is no authentic conversion. We have to break with our mental categories,
with the way we relate to others, with our way of identifying with the Lord, with our cultural
milieu, with our social class, in other words, with all that can stand in the way of a real,
profound solidarity with those who suffer, in the first place, from misery and injustice. Only
thus, and not through purely interior and spiritual attitudes, will the “new person” arise
from the ashes of the “old.” Christians have not done enough in this area of conversion to
the neighbor, to social justice, to history. They have not perceived clearly enough yet that to
know God is to do justice. They still do not live in one sole action with both God and all
humans. They still do not situate themselves in Christ without attempting to avoid concrete
human history. They have yet to tread the path which will lead them to seek effectively the
peace of the Lord in the heart of social struggle.



Pope Francis, Laudato Si’

Many of the poor live in areas particularly affected by phenomena related to warming, and
their means of subsistence are largely dependent on natural reserves and ecosystemic
services such as agriculture, fishing and forestry. They have no other financial activities or
resources which can enable them to adapt to climate change or to face natural disasters,
and their access to social services and protection is very limited. For example, changes in
climate, to which animals and plants cannot adapt, lead them to migrate; this in turn affects
the livelihood of the poor, who are then forced to leave their homes, with great uncertainty
for their future and that of their children. There has been a tragic rise in the number of
migrants seeking to flee from the growing poverty caused by environmental degradation.
They are not recognized by international conventions as refugees; they bear the loss of the
lives they have left behind, without enjoying any legal protection whatsoever. Sadly, there is
widespread indifference to such suffering, which is even now taking place throughout our
world. Our lack of response to these tragedies involving our brothers and sisters points to
the loss of that sense of responsibility for our fellow men and women upon which all civil
society is founded.

In the present condition of global society, where injustices abound and growing numbers of
people are deprived of basic human rights and considered expendable, the principle of the
common good immediately becomes, logically and inevitably, a summons to solidarity and a
preferential option for the poorest of our brothers and sisters. This option entails
recognizing the implications of the universal destination of the world’s goods, but it
demands before all else an appreciation of the immense dignity of the poor in the light of
our deepest convictions as believers. We need only look around us to see that, today, this
option is in fact an ethical imperative essential for effectively attaining the common good.



