CHAPTER 9: MATERIAL GOODS AND  CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING (Decalogue 7 & 10)

7. 
'You shall not steal.' (Exod. 20:15). 

10. 'You shall not desire your neighbour's house, his field, or his manservant, or his maidservant, his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbour's.' (Deut. 5:21) 

NECESSARY READING:  

CCC 1877-1948, 2401-2463, 2534-2557

Fernandez & Socias ch.15, pp.311-29

Contents:  

Three basic principles of the Church 's social teaching: solidarity, the common good and subsidiarity. 

Universal destination of created goods and the role of private property

Respect for the goods of others: theft, just contracts, gambling, 


Respect for creation: ecology, animals and vivisection

Social doctrine of the Church: Critique of Fascism and Communism, laissez-faire capitalism and of modern relativistic democracy.

Labour-capital relations:  Economic activity and social justice: theology of work

Solidarity between nations. International Law. Development and Population Issues

Preferential love for the poor

The Tenth commandment: envy and avarice


The right use of possessions: evangelical poverty and detachment

The Basic Elements Of Catholic Social Teaching 

1. SOLIDARITY (Sollecitudo Rei Socialis, [Pope John Paul II, 1988] 39; 

Christian Freedom and Liberation (C.D.F.(1986) 89-91).


Solidarity indicates a link and a reciprocal obligation between the individual and society. Man with his brothers is obliged to contribute to the common good of society at all its levels. This duty of solidarity flows from the dignity of each individual, created in God's image, and his consequent rights and duties. No man is an island. Man grows and develops in relation to others, and he in his turn must show solidarity with others.

The principle of solidarity is opposed to all forms of individualism which denies man's social nature, and would see in society only a utilitarian grouping which balances mechanically the interests of individuals. 'There is no such thing as society' is a statement which typifies the individualist ethos. The principle of solidarity also denies the tenets of collectivism (e.g. Marxism) which strips man of his personal dignity and reduces him to a mere object of social and economic processes.

2. THE COMMON GOOD ( Pacem in Terris, [Pope John XXIII, 1963] 53-59).

The common good of a State, or of all humanity, consists in the complex of institutions and conditions which permit the individual and smaller social units to attain their divinely ordered purposes, collaborating in an ordered manner. We should act for the common good, not according to selfish individualism. The common good usually takes priority over personal interests.


One can illustrate this by comparing the State or society to an organism, such as an olive tree. The individual cells die and are continually replaced by new ones~ but the organism as a whole lives on. Moreover, the parts of the tree, its leaves and roots – are not isolated parts. They come together to form a whole, greater than the sum of the parts. Leaves and roots serve the whole. Similarly, the individuals in society are not isolated units but form a spiritual and ethical unity. They should serve the whole.


Organisms do not let their individual members perish but feed and protect them. Only in extreme necessity is one sacrificed to save the whole. Society too should not desert or abandon its members but nourish and care for them.


On the other hand, the individual does have certain inalienable rights which society can never override. The dignity of the person must be protected against all forms of totalitarianism. Man is never merely a member of a State or company. The common good prevails over the individual good only so far as a man has obligations towards a certain social organism i.e. insofar as he is a member of it, an employee in a factory, a citizen in a town, a subscriber to an association. In particular, the common good of an earthly organisation must give way to supernatural goods. 'The supernatural salvation of a single individual is more precious than the natural good of the whole universe', St. Thomas Aquinas (I-II 112,9).


In the ultimate analysis, the purpose of society is to perfect the human personality. Human society is for man, not man for society. Persons are the active and responsible subj ects of social life. Society has a divinely willed function, but only man is willed by God as an end in himself.

3. The Principle Of SUBSIDIARITY 


Pope Pius XI gave the classical definition in 1931:

Just as it is wrong to withdraw from the individual and commit to a group what private enterprise and industry can accomplish, so too it is an injustice, a grave evil and a disturbance of right order, for a larger and higher association to arrogate to itself functions which can be performed efficiently by smaller and lower societies. This is a fundamental principle of social philosophy, unshaken and unchangeable. Of its very nature the true aim of all society shouId be to help members of the social body, but never to destroy or absorb them.                                  (Quadragesimo Anno, 79)
Families, local associations and professional bodies should be allowed to fulfil their natural roles and not have their functions taken over by the State. The principle of subsidiarity emphasises personal autonomy. It protects the individual and small group from being taken over by larger organisms. It opposes State-centralising tendencies. Higher social entities (e.g. the State) should intervene in the affairs of smaller bodies only when help is needed, or for largescale tasks which only a larger organisation can tackle. The State has the right to intervene in family affairs only when parents are seriously neglecting or are incapable of their duties (cf. Gaudium et Spes, 86, Gravissimum Educationis, 3).

See also Mater et Magistra 117 & 152 (Pope John XXIII, 1961).


The Question Of Private Property (CCC 2402-2406)
Let us now turn to two practical problems in the area of social morality. the first of these is the idea of private property. Consider this story. A Benedictine priest was working in a poor village mission in South America. Most of his parishioners had very little land. They often went hungry, suffering malnutrition and starvation. One day a wealthy landowner who had large herds of cattle nearby came up to him angrily to complain. He'd had one of his cows stolen and killed for food. He suspected one of the village families. 'Well,' said the priest, 'they probably had nothing else to eat, and were starving. You've got thousands, and you wouldn't miss just one.' 'I thought the commandments said 'Thou shalt not steal'' retorted the rich man, 'but there you go, justifying theft!' And he marched off in a fury, threatening to call in the military police, convinced the priest was a communist subversive.

On that reckoning the Church Fathers, like SS. Basil, Ambrose, John Chrysostom and Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Pope Paul VI and many others would rank as card-carrying communists.

'If a person is in extreme necessity, he has the right to take from the riches of others what he himself needs' (Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, 69). If life, health or liberty are dangerously at risk, a man may take the food, clothing or fuel he and his family desperately need, provided there is no other way.

St. Basil (4th century) had some straight talking for the rich landowners of his day. He accused them of keeping for themselves what was intended for the common good. God is not unjust, he continued. He has made them rich so that they may help the poor, and receive from God the reward of benevolence. But to fail in this is robbery, even murder.

St Ambrose likewise warned the rich to aid the needy: 'You are not making a gift of your possessions to the poor person. You are handing over to him what is his. For what has been given in common for the use of all? you have arrogated to yourself. The world is given to all, not only to the rich'. (Quoted by Pope Paul VI in PopuIorum Progressio, 23 (1967))

Hence we are stewards, not possessors. of this world's goods. Ownership is always conditional, never absolute. The right to own property is a secondary right. It is secondary to the right to life and the basic needs of others. Our possessions, talents and time are all given to us for the building of God's Kingdom. They are not absolutely ours. Ultimately they are God's. One day we shall be judged on how we have used them.

Marxists ought to consider that common ownership has been practised longest not under their godless regimes, but in Catholic monasteries and religious orders - a voluntary religious communism, flowing from Christian charity, not Soviet diktat.

This does not mean, however, that we follow Marxist theory and abolish private property. This causes more problems than it solves. Private property is in accord with natural and divine law. It is the normal method by which the world's goods are shared out. The Church has vigorously defended the individual's right to own private property against Marxist and Socialist schemes for its confiscation. It may well be that in the Garden of Eden, before the Fall, there was no need for private property – everything was equally shared. Sadly, in this world, private property is necessary for various reasons. If everything were held in common, things would be misused or left damaged. Quarrels over use would be frequent. Some people don't work unless they have to, and many work better if they have a direct share in the fruits of their labour.

The right to own some private property is essential for human freedom. It guarantees man a personal sphere of action and independence, in which to develop, grow, care for a family and exercise his divinely-given stewardship and responsibility. Remove this right and man is left naked before the forces of the all-possessing totalitarian state. It gives rise to lively economic exchange.

Providence has divided the riches of nature unequally among the peoples in order to encourage the formation of bonds of love between peoples of different countries and races. Merchants should not be ambassadors of greed but of understanding between peoples. The institution of private property offers man the chance of giving unselfishly to others. For if everything belongs to everyone, none could practise almsgiving or lending. State handouts are cold and impersonal in comparison to personal charity.

Our usual English error is to regard property rights as absolute. We forget the social responsibility inherent in ownership. 'Hands off, it's mine!' Laws are often made by the rich to protect their property, at the expense of the poor. Not so long ago, Englishmen were hanged for sheepstealing or transported for stealing loaves of bread, even if their families were starving. Even today, modern English law enshrines a weird set of priorities. Murder a baby in its mother's womb: nothing can be done. Corrupt a couple's children with explicit 'sex education' in some council boroughs: they have no redress. Seduce a man's wife and wreck his marriage: perfectly legal. But steal £10 from a man's wallet, and you will soon find yourself before the magistrates. Property is protected. Life, morality and family are not.

Governments which distribute wealth unfairly undermine their own authority. By disobeying God, they reduce their claim upon the obedience of their citizens. Aquinas noted that a bad or immoral law is an act of violence. Grossly unjust governments are no better than brigands or pirates (cf. St. Augustine, City Of God IV, 4 ) .

Labour Over Capital  (CCC 2426-2436)
Now let us move on to another area of social concern: the question of human work and money. Consider these three pictures:

One world: City boardrooms and stockbrokers' offices, champagne bars and fat cigars; bowler-hatted gents in pin-striped suits, carrying the Financial Times and crowding the Tube trains. Millions of pounds to be made or lost in a morning's dealing.

Another world: the deafening noise of ring frames spinning in the mill. Oil and grease, fluff in the air; bales hoisted up from lorries; feeding armfuls of fibre into the card; piecing up and doffing and pushing the full spindles along in little trucks; the brew-up every two hours and the Thursday wage-packet.

A third world: the DHSS queue, the Jobcentre interview, the fortnightly Giro in the Post; long, boring, angry days; staying in bed all morning, with nothing to get up for, wishing the world would go away; another quarrel with the wife; another letter, 'Dear Sir, We regret that at present we have no vacancies for the type of employment you are seeking. . .'.

Three worlds in one. One world divided by the clash between the forces of labour and the forces of capital. A society divided against itself by the sinful effects of capitalist theory. Can the insights of Catholic social thought show us where the modern economic system has gone wrong? What are the faults of the theory on which it is based?

Firstly we need to examine the terms 'labour' and 'capital'. 'Labour' means human work. By work, man shapes the world around him. He applies his powers of body and mind to raw matter. All human wealth and possessions arise through labour, applied to the earth's God-given resources. 'It is only by the labour of working men that states grow rich' (Pope Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, 27). 'Capital' signifies property, money, resources, tools and equipment. All capital is a result of previous labour. Much of Britain's wealth results from the labour of our forefathers.

A working man may store up a little capital for himself by diligence and thrift. He invests in new equipment to do a higher quality and quicker job. Labour plus extra capital investment here produce a greater output. Or else a man may sell his labour for wages. He becomes an employee. He works with another's capital and materials. The owner of capital makes a profit on the sale of the finished product.

But 'Capital cannot do without labour, nor labour without capital' (Rerum Novarum, 15). A machine shop is useless if no one is prepared to work in it. A joiner cannot work if he has neither tools nor wood. Labour and capital have to cooperate in a just manner for a peaceful and prosperous society. Marxist theory is a reaction against the abuses of liberal capitalism. It wants all capital taken over by the State and the abolition of private property. With that, personal freedom also goes. This attempted solution creates more problems than it solves. It also promotes class war and hatred between the classes who labour and the property owners. This often ends in mutual destruction rather than a j ust distribution.

The worker and employer have to make a wage contract. Theories of laissezfaire (free-for-all) capitalism state that market forces alone – the laws of supply and demand – should determine wage contracts. However, if the market is left to work by itself, the strong can enforce unjust contracts on the weak. Poor people have to work or starve. Capitalists form cartels to keep prices up and wages down. During the Industrial Revolution and now in Third World countries, many capital owners keep much of the fruit of labour for themselves. They resist all attempts to legislate about working conditions, minimum wages, child labour and social benefits. Alternatively, exaggerated wage claims by strong unions can bankrupt a small company.

So although during the 1980's and 90's Western governments have advocated the free play of market forces, it is worth remembering that Pope Pius XI roundly condemned liberal capitalism for leading to 'the international imperialism of money'. The Catholic Church maintains that a free market has to be governed by certain moral principles. Otherwise it is a jungle war. A working man has a right to a family wage. His wife and children should not be forced to go out to work. Workers have the right of free association, the right to form trade unions to defend their just interests.

Pope John Paul II criticises capitalist economics for its error of economism in the encyclical Laborem Exercens. The error is that labour is treated merely as a commodity to be bought and sold like sugar or oil, with no reference to its human dimension. Human labour is put on a level with life-less materials. This is to commit human beings to an accountant's equation on a par with fuel costs9 raw materials and profit margins. It leads to decisions being taken about the fate of workers purely on the basis of profit.

But human labour is not an inert 'raw material'. It is personal. A man puts himself into his work. Man needs to work and exercise skill in a craft in order to achieve a sense of fulfilment and self-respect as a useful member of the human community. True, work makes us sweat. It can be a penance. But it is also creative, fashioning the world with God and cooperating with one another. Man should be ennobled, not degraded, by his work (or the lack of it).

Laissez-faire liberal capitalism is a theory of greed made to seem respectable. It tramples across man's spiritual nature, his right to work and to a craft. Money and profit take precedence over truly human interests. The Pope calls this the error of practical materialism. It is the reason why the Western economic system is having such miserable effects.

On the one hand, the system can lead to the monotony of the car-assembly line. Raw materials go into factories and come out improved: living men enter and come out degraded by soul-destroying boredom. Yes, they may settle for higher wage rates, but does that morally compensate for spiritual and mental atrophy?

On the other hand, for the sake of 'efficiency' and 'productivity', the system has thrown millions onto the dole. A factory on a three-shift day sacks an entire staff and switches to continental 12-hour shifts with extra overtime. Family life is disrupted. Workers are pressured to work at weekends or they feel they may be next out. The balance of life is destroyed for the material profit of a faceless holdings corporation.

The priority of labour over capital is a key principle in Catholic social thought. Humanity comes before profit. Man is more important than the products he makes. Man is the subject of work, and all work is in the service of man. he is not a mere instrument, a cog in the machine. The whole purpose of the economy is to provide him with the essentials of life.

The system should be made for man, not man fed into the system and chewed up. But how? The Church supplies only the underlying principles for socio-economic life. People must then apply them in their concrete situation and era. The Church does not have a fully worked-out blueprint for British society in 1995. It is up to us all to see how best, by means of political systems or parties, the common good can be advanced.

FURTHER READING:
Gaudium et Spes  77-82 (Vatican II, 1965)

Peschke K.H., Christian Ethics Vol I, pp.73-99, 159-67, 263-74; Vol II, pp.210-20; 275-83, 

Dorr D., Option For The Poor, Dublin, revised edition, 1992 

Hoffner J., Christian Social Doctrine, Cologne, 1978.

The Papal Social Encyclicals (see final bibliography)

CHAPTER 10 :  TRUTH AND COMMUNICATIONS

8. 
'You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.' (Exod. 20:16) 

Contents:

What is truth?

Bearing witness to Truth: martyrdom

Sins against truth

Respect for truth:


Rights of information: truth telling to the dying, government disclosure and propaganda.


Secrets: professional, medical, military, legal, confessional

Use of the media: ethics of journalism and television. Prejudice.

Truth, beauty and sacred art

The Nature of Truth:

Read the Catechism 2464-2513 and Fernandez & Socias ch.16, pp.331-49


G.K.Chesterton pointed out that the human mind is a machine for finding out truth. If it is thwarted in this vital task, it breaks down or goes awry.

It was Pontius Pilate who famously asked the Lord: What is Truth? And did not wait for an answer. The scholastic answer to Pilate’s question is adaequatio mentis ad rem, literally “the ad-equation (correlation) of the mind to the real thing.” Truth is grasped when the idea in the human mind accurately corresponds to the reality outside.


In the Old Testament, the Hebrew language has no abstract concept of intellectual truth. The nearest term is the Hebrew word emeth, which denotes something firm, solid, binding, and worthy of trust. One can put one’s faith in the person or thing which possesses emeth. It will not deceive or let you down. So truth is a personal quality like reliability, steadfastness, trustworthiness, honesty, integrity.


To the classical Greeks, the word for truth, aletheia, signified reality as intellectually comprehended. Etymologically it means “non-concealment.” Truth to the Greeks was something known, cognitive rather than personal.  

In the New Testament, these two approaches flow together. Truth is intellectual, but also personal, for Jesus is Truth incarnate: “I am the way, the truth and the life.” He is “full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14) Truth is that which has certainty and force. It is a living power, a vital energy: “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of truth, who liberates mankind from sin and the slavery of the devil, who is “the father of lies.” 

Truth is the Gospel, the true teaching or faith. The Church is the pillar and ground of truth. In St John aletheia takes on the specific sense of revelation, divine reality, authenticity. So truth is not only intellectual, it is the divinely revealed reality of the living God.  Sin and untruth are unreality, whereas God is the source of all truth.

Further reading: J.L.Mackenzie, Dictionary of the Bible: ‘Truth’, pp.901-902. 

Witnessing to the Truth


As Catholic Christians we believe that, by no merit of our own, we have been blessed with unparalleled access to Divine Truth. Undeserving sinners as we are, the Lord has been richly generous to us, and revealed the mysteries of his love, and his plans for the human race. Perhaps it is better not to say that “we have the Truth.” The Truth, who is Christ, is much greater than we are.  Preferably, then,  say that “the Truth possesses us.” For we are subject to Divine Truth, we cannot manipulate it. We must serve the Truth, which is greater than humankind.


The knowledge of Truth brings with it the duty to teach and spread Truth. He who knows Truth must speak and act against error. Truth has its own intrinsic power which cannot be suppressed. Hence Christians must be witnesses to the Gospel. This witness reaches its apex in those who preferred truth to physical life itself, and died as martyrs to Christ.


Truthfulness in word requires truthfulness in deed as well. We have to live out what we profess with our lips. Otherwise the world will see us as hypocrites. Truthfulness is inseparably linked to moral uprightness. Sinfulness predisposes us to avoid truth.

Christians do not have a monopoly on truth. As early as the second century, St Justin Martyr spoke of “seeds of the Word” being present in the classical non-Christian philosophers of his day. The Church does not possess all Truth. She does have all that is necessary for salvation, and has it without error. But reflections of divine truth can also be glimpsed in the non-Christian religions. Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism and so on can sometimes function as a preparation for the Gospel, in so far as they raise man’s mind and heart to God and to the eternal questions of human existence.


For this reason Vatican II spoke of dialogue with separated Christians and with non-Christian believers. There are insights to be gained from them, without jeopardizing the unique and irreplaceable revelation, which exists in the Church’s deposit of faith. Just as Jesus was willing to speak with the Syro-Phoenician woman, who persuaded him to heal her daughter, so the Church may sometimes learn more about her mission by dialogue with those of other faiths.

Sins against Truth:

Please read and make notes on CCC 2475-87 and Fernandez & Socias pp. 337-41

How does the lie undermine society? Distinguish between calumny and detraction.

False speech is defined as giving misleading or false information to someone who has no right to the truth, and is threatening violence or being a nuisance. Can you think of any scenarios when this might be morally justifiable? (see CCC 2489)

What might you say to a person who does not bother to seek religious truth? How might you awaken his inbuilt dynamism towards truth?

Respect for the Truth: Professional Secrets:  CCC 2488-2492 

Explain the difference between the confessional secret and the medical secret. 


You are a doctor, and a bus driver who has fainted at work comes for treatment. Cardiac tests show that he is suffering from angina and is a likely candidate for a heart attack. He refuses to inform his employers. What should you do?


Another patient, a married man, is found to have the AIDS virus. He refuses to disclose how he may have acquired the virus. He does not wish to abstain from sexual relations with his wife, but he refuses to tell her about his HIV+ infection. What course of action might you take? 

Use of the Social Communications Media: CCC 2493-99

To think about:  To what extent do the mass-media in your country systematically distort the truth? Are there particular issues or subjects which they usually treat in a biased manner? In what ways is truth sacrificed for the sake of profit, or in order not to offend powerful interests? Can Christians do anything about this?  

Truth, Beauty and Sacred Art  CCC 2500-03


Metaphysics, the science of being, is not a subject which features on this course. I mention it because it deduces that there are four transcendental qualities: the one, the good, the true and the beautiful. Each of these (unity, goodness, truth and beauty) is found in its highest perfection in God Himself.


The created world reflects these qualities of the Creator. The world around us has an astonishing beauty, if we only open our eyes and minds to behold it. Both on the astronomical scale, and on the atomic scale, and in the human form, the wonders of creation are breathtaking. They offer us a glimpse of the glory of God.


The study of aesthetics, of beauty in art, is one which we cannot explore in detail here. Suffice it to say that good art – be it painting, sculpture, architecture, music, drama or literature, captures and illuminates some of that divine truth and beauty inscribed in the created world, and helps the viewer, or listener, or reader to appreciate aspects of it which he has not previously recognised. Good art will deepen our perception of reality. It can be a pathway towards Him who is Ultimate Reality and Beauty.


Rembrandt’s portraits, Michaelangelo’s David, York Minster, Beethoven’s Ninth, a Shakespeare play or a Jane Austen novel – they enrich us as human beings and hopefully predispose us to become better persons. Good art doesn’t have to be as highbrow as this: folk music, jazz, landscape photos on a calendar, woodcarving, pottery, your local parish church or town hall can also be carriers of beauty. But can the same be said of splodges of paint thrown at a canvas, piles of bricks and unmade beds at the Tate, heavy metal rock music, our inner-city blocks of flats, those neurotic BBC “Plays of the Month” and trashy novels which sell only because of their sex episodes?


Much of what has passed for art in the late 20th century seems merely to reflect the moral decadence and spiritual bankruptcy of the age. The self-indulgent urge to shock seems to have replaced the disciplined attempt to reflect something of Divine Beauty. When all the rules and conventions have been smashed, the “work of art” is no longer capable of carrying any meaning. It is interesting to hear of young artists, who have abandoned the modern abstract art in which they were trained at art school, and have gone back to classical subjects, portraits and landscapes, because “that’s what people want.”


The Church is ideally placed to recover her role as a leading sponsor of art, commissioning works which beautifully depict episodes in the history of salvation.

Think of a work of art you have seen recently which you thought was beautiful.  Note down what qualities you appreciated. Next think of some work of art which you thought was rubbish, though you were probably too polite to say so. Why did it seem ugly or senseless to you? Did truth-content have anything to do with the difference in your reactions to the two works?

Further reading: E. Michael Jones, Degenerate Moderns, ch.7 on Picasso

NECESSARY READING: 

CCC 2464-2513

Fernandez & Socias ch.16, pp.332-49
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Adaequatio mentis ad rem is the scholastic definition to answer Pilate’s question. Truth is grasped when the contents of the mind accurately correspond to the reality – the ad-equation of the mind to the reality or thing.
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