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I express myself here as a Christian and in a personal capacity. I will not always distinguish between the Encyclical and my own opinions. “Teaching” is not dogma.

A Fresh Vision for Humanity

Pope Benedict XVI’s third Encyclical follows in a long tradition which began with Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum in 1891. The originality of Caritas in veritate lies in the Pope’s rather personal reflection on the need for the combined radiance of faith and reason to guide the renewal of the Church’s social teaching in the context of globalization. This refinement enhances the Encyclical as a whole with a novel anthropological vigour. It reminds us how much the social question today - touching on development and globalization, the breakdown of traditional forms of solidarity, the effects of various crises – has to be more than just a superficial discussion of procedures and rules. It involves a commitment to a fresh vision for humanity, the very raison d’être for the Church’s interest in socio-economic issues. 

Why does the Church take an interest in economic questions? Because the Church is interested in the human person in his entirety, body and soul, without separating the material from the immaterial. Contrary to what is often thought, Christianity’s vision of the person is not dualist: the dualism that separates body from soul, the soul being all that matters, is not found in the Bible: it comes from Greek philosophy. In the Church’s social teaching, it is the whole person, body and soul, heart and conscience, as well as his place in society and in the natural world that is decisive for the approach taken. In his third Encyclical, Caritas in veritate, Benedict XVI writes: “Authentic human development concerns the whole of the person in every single dimension” (CV 11).
This implies that the Church’s social teaching deals with everything to do with humanity, society and creation: justice, work, liberation, poverty, health, housing, social relations, peace, human rights, economy, ecology… This approach finds its justification in the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et spes 23, according to which “Christian revelation… leads us to a deeper understanding of the laws of social life…”
The Human Person is not Self-Explanatory

But, with Benedict XVI, the Church signals a further qualification. The Church claims not just the competence to contribute to a better understanding of the human condition and to its improvement but in fact claims to hold the only valid key to such an understanding, namely “truth”. The human person is not self-explanatory. Human life has a deeper, transcendent, meaning which is revealed by truth (not the truth of how but the truth of why). This truth is the love incarnate in Christ and expressed in the Trinity. Humanity is willed by God and created by love. The human person is called to return God’s love by loving his neighbour. Humanity is not, then, the product of chance or necessity but the fruit of love. 
The human person is accountable for what happens in the world, for there is nothing fatalistic about technology or globalization, but he is also dependent on his circumstances. He is subject to this law of love. Responsible but weak, he is a sinner: he has to make an effort to be good. Love (and so truth too) is a constant effort of rediscovery. Love can never be complacent. Because human beings are weak, perfection will never be achieved in this world. The world will always be in need of further improvement. In fact any quest for the definitive form of social organization is dangerous. Such a quest would force human beings to become what they are not and what they can never become. “Man is neither angel nor beast; and the misfortune is that he who would act the angel acts the beast” (Blaise Pascal).  Love is a commandment.

In other words, as an ethical critique, Christian faith applies its basic tenets to the situation and unmasks the errors of a purely economic way of thinking. It contrasts the conventional values of the commonly accepted laws of economics with the ultimate purpose of the economy, namely the happiness of the individual and the well-being of society. For the Christian, the economy can never be an end in itself and profit can never be the chief good. The economy is at the service of humanity and not the other way round. The Pope emphasizes this point: “The primary capital to be safeguarded and valued is man, the human person in his or her integrity. Man is the source, the focus and the aim of all economic and social life” (CV 25).
All human constructs are transient. They can have no ultimate claim on humanity. No political regime, no social organization and no economic system can ever claim to have achieved definitive salvation. John Paul II, in his Encyclical Centesimus annus (1991) exposes the danger of this claim:  “When people think they possess the secret of a perfect social organization which makes evil impossible, they also think that they can use any means, including violence and deceit, in order to bring that organization into being. Politics then becomes a ‘secular religion’ which operates under the illusion of creating paradise in this world” (CA 25).
In his third Encyclical the present Pope amplifies these ideas: “Without the perspective of eternal life, human progress in this world is denied breathing-space. Enclosed within history, it runs the risk of being reduced to the mere accumulation of wealth; humanity thus loses the courage to be at the service of higher goods, at the service of the great and disinterested initiatives called forth by universal charity. Man does not develop through his own powers, nor can development simply be handed to him” (CV 11).
“The types of messianism which give promises but create illusions,” to use the words of John Paul II that Benedict XVI here makes his own, also deprive the human person of his responsibilities and thereby of his dignity too. “Integral human development presupposes the responsible freedom of the individual and of peoples: no structure can guarantee this development over and above human responsibility” (CV 17).
The Religious Evaluation of the Economy

It is in terms of the service it performs that the economy is to be assessed. The religious criteria for this assessment are: human dignity, the human vocation to brotherhood, the demands of justice and peace. It is on these criteria that the Church bases her moral judgment of economic and social realities. And she is moved to make such a judgment whenever “the fundamental rights of a person or the salvation of souls require it,” according to the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et spes 76. This is indeed the very raison d’être of the whole series of social Encyclicals.
The Church regards her social teaching as an integral part of her mission to evangelize. “Her social doctrine is a particular dimension of this proclamation: it is a service to the truth which sets us free,” writes Benedict XVI (CV 9). It is in the light of the “humanist” message of the Gospel that the Church claims competence in this area. Nevertheless, this competence is limited to the moral dimension. The Church does not intervene in technical issues any more than she expresses a view on the various models of social organization. Benedict XVI’s words make this plain: “The Church does not have technical solutions to offer and does not claim to interfere in any way in the politics of States” (CV 9). In fact the Church’s social teaching is in no sense an ideology. Its subject matter belongs rather to theology, to moral theology in particular.

Benedict XVI draws our attention to a variety of concrete points but always within a theological framework that challenges us about the meaning of the human person and about our allegiances. Following his usual practice the Pope keeps himself in fact above the fray. It is as a theologian that Benedict XVI discusses the economy and so his Encyclical is something akin to a treatise on economic morality. 

The Church’s social teaching, on the other hand, does indeed engage in a dialogue with philosophy and the social sciences. The Church’s social teaching was born - or, to be more precise, entered upon the beginning of its development -  at the end of the 19th century both as a response to the economic realities of the time, in particular the disastrous social consequences of industrialization, and as a reaction to the radical Marxist responses to the same issues. Based on respect for human dignity, which implies in equal measure both freedom and justice, and on the need for social solidarity and reconciliation, the Church’s social teaching rejects both the “liberal” vision of the free market and the “socialist” option for class struggle. The former neglects social justice, the latter disrupts social relations. Both these “extremes” constitute, besides, an infringement of human dignity: the profit motive, pure and simple, reduces the human person (specifically, the worker) to a means of production, the class theory denies the human person his uniquely individual personality.

The evolution of the Church’s social teaching since 1891 can be seen as a continual updating of the initial premises adapted to the ever changing circumstances of the economic, social and political situation. The title of the first social Encyclical from 1891, Rerum novarum, still today and more than other social Encyclical, expresses the continuity of this development: the Church’s social teaching is always about “new things”: industrialization in 1891, globalization in 2009. Just as Leo XIII, in Rerum novarum, did not reject industrialization as such, Benedict XVI, in Caritas in veritate, does not reject globalization: “Globalization, a priori, is neither good nor bad. It will be what people make of it” (CV 42).

Each new social Encyclical is, in some way, a reading of the signs of the times. Each new social Encyclical revisits the concepts used in religious reflection in the light of the new circumstances in which society and the world are evolving. We thus encounter, from encyclical to encyclical, the systematic reappraisal of the same concepts: solidarity, personalism, subsidiarity, social justice….

Subsidiarity and Solidarity

Benedict XVI too refers to these principles, in particular to the principle of subsidiarity. This is no accident for the principle of subsidiarity first appeared after the great financial crisis of 1929, the Wall Street crash, in the social Encyclical Quadragesimo anno of 1931. Against the background of the present financial crisis Benedict XVI writes: “The principle of subsidiarity must remain closely linked to the principle of solidarity and vice versa, since the former without the latter gives way to social privatism, while the latter without the former gives way to paternalist social assistance that is demeaning of those in need” (CV 58).

The principle of subsidiarity is necessarily restrictive given that each individual needs to have the opportunity to make his own personal contribution to the general welfare and prosperity. The difficult question is, however, to know how we can, today, put this principle into practice within a united Europe and a globalized world where increasingly decisions are made at a high level inaccessible to the average person even though, as we are fully aware, such decisions can have a decisive influence on each individual’s environment, work and responsibility.

The Pope may not address this issue directly but he does take the view that “the governance of globalization must be marked by subsidiarity, articulated into several layers and involving different levels that can work together. Globalization certainly requires authority, insofar as it poses the problem of a global common good that needs to be pursued. This authority, however, must be organized in a subsidiary and stratified way, if it is not to infringe upon freedom and if it is to yield effective results in practice” (CV 57).

The objective to be attained is a humanism satisfying the precepts of God’s loving purpose, an integral, interdependent humanism, capable of creating a new social, economic and political order founded on the dignity and freedom of the individual and achieved in peace, justice and solidarity.

Benedict XVI writes: “Through the systematic increase of social inequality, both within a single country and between the populations of different countries (i.e., the massive increase in relative poverty), not only does social cohesion suffer, thereby placing democracy at risk, but so too does the economy, through the progressive erosion of ‘social capital’: the network of relationships of trust, dependability, and respect for rules, all of which are indispensable for any form of civil coexistence” (CV 32).

In this perspective, the Church’s social teaching recognizes in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights “a milestone in the advance of moral progress” (John Paul II). Human rights, moreover, arise from the dignity of the human person as a unique individual endowed with responsibilities, a dignity which belongs to all universally and equally. This implies that such rights are matched by corresponding duties.

This is why Benedict XVI, on the occasion of his address to the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences on 4th May 2009, deplored the “flagrant contrast between the equal attribution of rights and the unequal access to the means of attaining those rights” and added, “For Christians who regularly ask God to ‘give us this day our daily bread’, it is a shameful tragedy that one-fifth of humanity still goes hungry.”

These duties can be summed up in one word: solidarity. Solidarity is a duty arising from the right of every human being to equal dignity, a shared dignity. Added to the individual freedom satisfying our personal dimension solidarity satisfies the properly social dimension of our social organization, The Church’s social teaching places solidarity at the heart of its reflections, for such solidarity expresses the social nature of the human person and needs to be articulated in appropriate structures.
The Raison d’être of Political Power

It is here that the world of politics, whether at national or international level, has an important role to play. In fact, there is a strong link between solidarity and the general welfare, between solidarity and the overall distribution of goods, between solidarity and peace.

Consequently, the general welfare, the reason and purpose that justifies the fact that the human person has not only rights but also duties, represents for the Church’s social teaching more than the totality of the welfare of individuals. “It is the good of ‘all of us’”, suggests the Pope (CV 7). The general welfare does not spontaneously take shape where each individual pursues his own welfare. (The “Invisible Hand of the Market” simply does not exist.) This means that responsibility for the general welfare falls both to the individual and to the State.

The Church indeed considers the general welfare to be the raison d’être of political power. It is why the State has the mission and the duty to create an adequate juridical structure to regulate economic affairs in the pursuit of the general welfare. And even the general welfare is not an end in itself: it is at the service of human dignity and of our stewardship of creation.

Politics ought to guarantee a structured and civilized community existence respecting both the independence of the individual and the requirements of the general welfare. More than his predecessor John Paul II who, as a Pole, had experienced the massive and destructive impact the State can have on the economy and was rather hesitant about a greater role for the State, Benedict XVI argues in favour of state intervention in the market. 

He recognises nevertheless that nowadays the State’s possibilities are limited: “In our own day, the State finds itself having to address the limitations to its sovereignty imposed by the new context of international trade and finance, which is characterized by increasing mobility both of financial capital and means of production, material and immaterial. This new context has altered the political power of States” (CV 24)

Participation and co-responsibility are essential. The social Encyclical Centesimus annus (1991) explicitly addressed the concept of democracy. “Authentic democracy is possible only in a State ruled by law, and on the basis of a correct conception of the human person” (CA 46). The Church regards as one of the greatest threats to modern democracies the ethical relativism which supposes that there are neither objective criteria nor universal criteria underpinning the hierarchy of values.

According to the Church’s social teaching, the political community is born of civil society and at its service. Civil society represents the totality of relationships and goods, both cultural and communitarian, which are relatively independent of politics and the economy. The State – the political community – is to ensure a juridical structure allowing the social actors (societies, associations, organizations, etc.) to exercise their activities in complete freedom. The State must be ready to intervene, in case of necessity and respecting the principle of subsidiarity, so that the interaction between freedom of association and the democratic process is directed towards the general welfare.

In regard to the general welfare, the Church mentions the universal destination of goods (which does not mean that private property ought to be forbidden but certainly that it is subordinate to, and meant to contribute to, the general welfare). God has, in fact, entrusted the Earth to the whole of the human race, namely to the present generations and the generations of tomorrow. Whence the principle of stewardship: the Earth does not belong to us, creation has been entrusted to us on loan. 

This universal destination of goods, the fact that the Earth and its resources are for the advantage of all, suggests the elaboration of an economic vision focussed on justice and solidarity and offering every human being the opportunity of an integral development. In this sense, everyone has the right to private property since it ensures the necessary freedom and autonomy for personal liberation and fulfilment. This right to private property is, of course, matched by a duty, private property being secondary to the universal destination of goods, the general claim on the Earth’s resources that belongs to humanity as a whole.

The wealthy must not only take account directly of the poor and the needy. Private wealth fulfils its properly economic function when it is invested in the market. “Riches fulfil their function of service to man when they are destined to produce benefits for others and for society,” according to the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (no. 329).

Freedom and enterprise are basic values and inalienable rights which ought to be promoted precisely in order to make their benefits more widely available to others. This implies furthermore that for the Catholic Church private property is not an end in itself but an incentive encouraging both personal independence and social solidarity.

Profit is a legitimate objective for any economic enterprise. While it does indicate that a business is in a good state of health, taken on its own it is not a guarantee that that business is serving society as well as it might. Profit must always be weighed against due protection of the human dignity of everyone involved. The free market, the most effective instrument for the production and delivery of goods and services, cannot be divorced from the relevant social objectives.

The Economic Sphere is not Ethically Neutral

This is as far as market thinking can go in economics. In Caritas in veritate we read: “Economic activity cannot solve all social problems through the simple application of commercial logic. This needs to be directed towards the pursuit of the common good, for which the political community in particular must also take responsibility. (…) The Church has always held that economic action is not to be regarded as something opposed to society. In and of itself, the market is not, and must not become, the place where the strong subdue the weak. (…) The economic sphere is neither ethically neutral, nor inherently inhuman and opposed to society. It is part and parcel of human activity and precisely because it is human, it must be structured and governed in an ethical manner. The great challenge before us, accentuated by the problems of development in this global era and made even more urgent by the economic and financial crisis, is to demonstrate, in thinking and behaviour, not only that traditional principles of social ethics like transparency, honesty and responsibility cannot be ignored or attenuated, but also that in commercial relationships the principle of gratuitousness and the logic of gift as an expression of fraternity can and must find their place within normal economic activity. This is a human demand at the present time, but it is also demanded by economic logic. It is a demand of both charity and truth” (CV 36).

This Christian premise involves, consequently, a pointed criticism, indeed a condemnation, of the virtual economics of the financial market in recent years which, by no longer seeing money as a means to an end but purely and simply as an end in itself, plunged us into the current crisis. Here the Church is not condemning the international financial market as such, for without an adequate system we would never have experienced either the economic growth or the massive investments of these last decades. The globalization of the economy, in any case, presses individual countries into international collaboration. The target of the Church’s criticism is the financial economy become an end in itself offering neither services nor products. Meant as a means to an end the financial economy had become an end in itself and was as such heading for the crisis that has since come to pass.

In Sollicitudo rei socialis (1987) John Paul II warned of the coming crisis:”A financial economy that is an end unto itself is destined to contradict its goals, since it is no longer in touch with its roots and has lost sight of its constitutive purpose. In other words, it has abandoned its original and essential role of serving the real economy and, ultimately, of contributing to the development of people and the human community” (SRS 369).

It was for this reason that John Paul II felt that the international community should play a decisive role in the area of finance in order to regulate its procedures in keeping with this purpose and the general welfare. He argued for an effective international political dimension: “The sphere of politics too, just like that of the economy, must be in a position to extend its range of action beyond national boundaries, quickly taking on an operative worldwide dimension which alone will permit it to direct the processes now underway not only according to economic parameters but also according to moral criteria” (SRS 372).

Against the background of the present crisis Benedict XVI goes even further: He argues for a new political authority at world level. At the end of his Encyclical he repeats to this effect the call launched by John XXIII (Pacem in terris, 1963) for an urgent reappraisal of the workings of the United Nations: “To manage the global economy; to revive economies hit by the crisis; to avoid any deterioration of the present crisis and the greater imbalances that would result; to bring about integral and timely disarmament, food security and peace; to guarantee the protection of the environment and to regulate migration: for all this there is urgent need of a true world political authority, as my predecessor Blessed John XXIII indicated some years ago”(CV 67).

The Biblical Duty to Cultivate and Care for the Earth

The whole of modern economic life is a contemporary dimension of the Biblical duty to “cultivate and care for” the earth (Cfr. Gen 2, 15). This Biblical precept implies, firstly, that work is neither a punishment nor a curse but rather a means to acceptable living conditions and, secondly, that work enjoys a certain priority over capital. Work is a duty the fulfilment of which enhances humanity. Work strengthens human identity and so advances human mastery of the earth. 

The duty to work entails, consequently, the employer’s corresponding duty to ensure a just wage and acceptable working conditions so that every individual might exercise this mastery of the earth to an appropriate extent and lead a suitably comfortable life. The Pope requests, more particularly, that emphasis be put on the family, already an important concern in the first social Encyclical Rerum novarum (1891).

Family life may not be sacrificed on the altar of the economy: the economy must be at all times at the service of the family. The Church’s insistence on a proper balance between work and family was already the leitmotiv of the first social Encyclical Rerum novarum (1891) and needs to be reformulated in the changed circumstances of the world economy today. We think, for example, of new work-related challenges around relocation, immigration, mechanization, computerization, flexibilization, etc. In all these areas the State has the duty and the responsibility to engage in a pro-active employment policy.

Likewise, in a globalized world, it is important to emphasize the human person as the subject and measure of work. Work should never be considered as a mere commodity or an impersonal component of the manufacturing process. Today even more than yesterday work assumes a social dimension. More than ever work now involves collaboration: we work with and for others.  Mostly we are now no longer working directly for our own immediate survival.

Humanity’s Principal Resource is the Human Individual Himself
Because of its subjective and personal character work takes precedence over every other component of the economy and productivity. It takes precedence over capital in particular. It is precisely at this time of flexibilization and globalization that we must hold fast to the idea that humanity’s principal resource is the human individual himself.

The new situation created by the globalized economy poses new challenges for solidarity and for the social question, the current “res novae”: new forms of production, flexibilization, redeployment, a different organization of work - all consequences of the transition from an industrial economy to a service-based and knowledge-based economy. 

There is a great risk that much of what has traditionally been understood as work will no longer find a place in the new economy. The subjective dimension of work may get lost altogether as further advances in technology make human work ever less necessary. At the finish there may no longer be much respect for human work as such and the individual human person, as a result, may find himself less valued than the technology on which he has come to depend so entirely.
Benedict XVI writes: “Technology enables us to exercise dominion over matter, to reduce risks, to save labour, to improve our conditions of life. It touches the heart of the vocation of human labour: in technology, seen as the product of his genius, man recognizes himself and forges his own humanity. Technology is the objective side of human action whose origin and raison d’être is found in the subjective element: the worker himself. For this reason, technology is never merely technology. It reveals man and his aspirations towards development, it expresses the inner tension that impels him gradually to overcome material limitations. (…) Technological development can give rise to the idea that technology is self-sufficient when too much attention is given to the ‘how’ questions, and not enough to the many ‘why’ questions underlying human activity. For this reason technology can appear ambivalent. Produced through human creativity as a tool of personal freedom, technology can be understood as a manifestation of absolute freedom, the freedom that seeks to prescind from the limits inherent in things. The process of globalization could replace ideologies with  technology, allowing the latter to become an ideological power that threatens to confine us within an a priori that holds us back from encountering being and truth” (CV 69-70).

Likewise, in the context of globalization, we need to develop an adequate hierarchy of values ensuring that economic activity and material progress continue to serve the human person and society guided by an integral humanism based on solidarity. The present Pope is against a fatalistic approach to globalization “as if the dynamics involved were the product of anonymous impersonal forces or structures independent of the human will. In this regard it is useful to remember that while globalization should certainly be understood as a socio-economic process, humanity itself is becoming increasingly interconnected; it is made up of individuals and peoples to whom this process should offer benefits and development, as they assume their respective responsibilities singly and collectively. The breaking-down of borders is not simply a material fact: it is also a cultural event both in its causes and its effects. If globalization is viewed from a deterministic standpoint, the criteria with which to evaluate and direct it are lost. As a human reality, it is the product of diverse cultural tendencies, which need to be subjected to a process of discernment” (CV 42).

Respect for nature finds its place here too. Humanity may be master of nature but should not exploit it in an arbitrary fashion. Nature cannot be reduced to its utilitarian value to humanity but there can be no question either of placing it above the human person and making it an absolute value. Benedict XVI does not hesitate to throw a stone into the ecologists’ garden when he stresses that “it is contrary to authentic human development to view nature as something more important than the human person” (CV 48).

The protection of the environment is a challenge facing the whole of humanity for it is the shared property of the generations of today and tomorrow. The future of our planet and of humanity depends on what we do today. The Swiss writer Denis de Rougement remarked in his book L’avenir est notre affaire (1977): “Yesterday we could still start from the past when judging the present and even the future… Today we must start from the future.”

Protecting Human Life is a Fundamental Dimension of Ecology

The Church’s social teaching as a whole is closely linked to the Church’s commitment to the protection of human life, in other words to the protection of the creation in general and of humanity in particular. For the Pope, concern for the human person (including respect for life and opposition to genetic manipulation) is inseparable from concern for the environment and the future of creation. This is an urgent human responsibility. In this sense Benedict XVI continues the teaching of John Paul II in Centesimus annus that “when ‘human ecology’ is respected within society, environmental ecology also benefits” (CV 51). In the end everything depends on the human person and his acts. The final end of the Church’s social teaching is the promotion of a “civilization of love”.

Here the Encyclical Caritas in veritate takes up afresh earlier thinking on the integral and authentic development of the human individual. The notion owes much to the philosopher Jacques Maritain, who argued for a Christian philosophy based on experience and reason, and to the Dominican Louis-Joseph Lebret, a pioneer in development theory. Pope Paul VI enlarged upon it in his Encyclical Populorum progressio (1967) which, according to the present Pope, “deserves to be considered ‘the Rerum novarum of the present age’” (CV 8). Benedict XVI makes abundant reference to Populorum progressio and other writings of Paul VI for the light they shed on his own study of the “new questions” of globalization, the protection of the environment, sustainable development, the financial system and the economic and social consequences of globalization. “Moreover,” writes Benedict XVI, “an evaluation is needed of the different terms in which the problem of development is presented today, as compared with forty years ago” (CV 10).
The human being, the personalist principle, is at the heart of this reflection but in full awareness that the human being is a “sinner” called to salvation. The Church’s social teaching looks beyond “feasibility” to “perfectibility”. The difference resides in the fact that in the case of “feasibility” an elite or an authority can determine what is to be expected of a human individual whereas in the case of “perfectibility” it is the human conscience that is challenged.

In essence, nothing is bad in itself. Not finance, not the market, not globalization. Perversity resides only in the passions that press us to privilege this or that mechanism in the naked pursuit of profit. Conversely, nothing can be genuinely good that does not lead to “integral human development”.

Even more forcefully than his predecessors the present Pope appeals to personal conscience and calls for personal conversion. In his view no social or economic justice is possible independently of the personal morality of the individual. Where the individual is wanting in inward equilibrium, so his thesis runs, there can be no social stability either. This is implicit in the concept of “caritas”, charity, which Benedict XVI places at the core of his teaching. This can seem strange at first glance for we are more used, when discussing social problems, to employ the concept of “justice”.

Charity has to do especially with our personal lives and relationships. Benedict XVI applies it no less to the macro-relationships of politics and economics. He is convinced that it is in principle a failure of charity that has led us to the present economic and financial crisis: selfishness has uncoupled the achievement of profit from the other purposes of the economy, thus destroying prosperity and creating poverty. 

The Illusion of Autonomy and the Vanity of Feasibility

The Pope finds this self-centred attitude not just in the lack of charity but also in the illusion of autonomy and the vanity of feasibility. He writes that modern man goes astray when he imagines that he can, on his own, make a success of his life and of society. Whoever has to, or wants to, achieve absolutely everything by himself loses sight of the common good of society, of the world, of nature and of the human family. Where economic, social or political systems are built on notions of feasibility and autonomy genuine human freedom suffers.

The Pope writes, “Truth – which is itself gift, in the same way as charity – is greater than we are…. Because it is a gift received by everyone, charity in truth is a force that builds community, it brings all people together without imposing barriers or limits. The human community that we build by ourselves can never, purely by its own strength, be a fully fraternal community, nor can it overcome every division and become a truly universal community. The unity of the human race, a fraternal communion transcending every barrier, is called into being by the word of God-who-is-love” (CV 34).

Having sought his inspiration in Saint Augustine, Benedict XVI comes across, more than any of his predecessors in the earlier social Encyclicals, as a theologian. By adopting this markedly theological, and at times very spiritual, tone this Encyclical runs the risk of carrying less weight politically. Perhaps, though, this spiritual tone is just what the world needs at present. 
We must acknowledge that the only convincing option is a new humanist synthesis equal to the complexity and gravity of the situation to which the planet is now at last waking up.

This Encyclical is a contribution towards that new synthesis. I have tried to offer a synthesis of the tentative papal synthesis that is Caritas in veritate. 
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