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Caritas in veritate (Charity in truth) published in 2009 is the third panel of the triptych of Encyclicals given us thus far by Pope Benedict XVI. His first Encyclical, Deus caritas est [God is love] appeared in 2005 followed by Spe salvi [Saved in hope] in 2007. In these three major texts, Benedict XVI returns, without ever repeating himself, to a central theme already present in his writings before he became Pope. This key theme can be summed up in one sentence: It is only in being open to God that the human being reaches his full potential. This holds true for our personal activity and for all forms of social activity as well. Without God the individual stumbles into relativism and loses the beacons indispensible for human action. Love, its origin in God, is the principle of micro-relations no less than macro-relations. To shine forth love needs to be rooted in truth: that truth whose fragile flame burns always in the human heart, that truth God offers us in revealing himself to us, in speaking to us, in coming to share our existence. In a culture without truth, love faces a deadly peril: it risks becoming an empty shell ready to be filled by anything that comes along. Love without truth ends in sentimentality; truth without love ends in a soulless technicity. Such, in essence, is the content of this Encyclical.
What is an Encyclical?

An Encyclical is a circular letter addressed by the Pope to all the Faithful and often intended for all people of goodwill as well. In their letters recent Popes have taken up such topical questions as education, marriage, liturgy, contemporary ideologies, etc. Since Pope Leo XIII (1878-1903), some twenty encyclicals have dealt with social questions. Particular mention should be made of the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et spes, entitled The Church in the Modern World, promulgated by the Second Vatican Council in 1965. 
In preparing an encyclical the Popes always have recourse to advisors of their own choosing. At the behest of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) two dicasteries (corresponding to permanent commissions) are the privileged advisers of the Holy Father in the preparation of social encyclicals, namely the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace (the present structure of which was redefined in 1988) and the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences founded in 1994 and presided over by Mary Ann Glendon, Learned Hand Professor of Law at Harvard Law School. The Pope also seeks the advice of experts. The preparation of an encyclical is often spread over several years.

Continuity

Like all the social encyclicals, Caritas in veritate has its own historical context. Benedict XVI is careful to show how much the Church owes to Paul VI’s well-known encyclical Populorum progressio [The Development of Peoples] of 1967, thus emphasizing the continuity of the Church’s social teaching. It is however constantly necessary to revisit this teaching, for in the course of time human societies evolve, the international scene changes, analytic techniques improve, theological reflection moves on.

Thus continuity is never mere repetition. Benedict XVI makes his own the underlying intention of his predecessors but without repeating what they may have written, for example, on remuneration for work: he looks afresh at the same issues as they arise today.

New Light

The problems already touched upon by previous popes now need to be seen in a new light. A few examples will suffice to highlight the original approach developed in Caritas in veritate in regard to questions already treated in preceding encyclicals.

1. Since 1968 we have somehow advanced in our awareness of humanity as one single community. The interdependence of individuals and of societies has strengthened; it is now better understood; in particular, it is now closer than it ever has been. Wars, natural disasters, the recent financial crisis – to mention only these examples – have led to a revision of our analysis of globalization. 

2. As a consequence, the Pope explains, relationships between States are evolving rapidly. The role of national States is changing ad extra, i.e., on the international scene, and ad intra, i.e., in relations between the State and civil society.

3. The encyclical also draws attention to the evolution of the role played by economic decision-making instances in international life and in the life of nations. This new role is not without its influence on politics. 

4. Since Paul VI’s well-known encyclical, Populorum progressio, freedom of religion has often been eroded and indeed flouted. Benedict XVI insists that through the act of faith the human person finds fulfilment, for the most intimate interpersonal relationship we can freely develop is that which unites us to God. Where this freedom is flouted human beings risk being stunted in their humanity.

5. The Pope also takes a new approach to the right to life, a theme so often treated by John Paul II. Together with the questions grouped under the heading of bioethics, the right to life is dealt with as a problem of social morality. Where the right to life is challenged, the institution of the family risks being undermined. And challenging the family risks in turn depriving society of its natural foundation. Hence the need for a more serious consideration of the limits to the right of the state, and international organisations and NGO’s, to intervene in these matters. Hence also the need to work towards new measures insuring a better protection of human life from conception to natural death.

Some New Problems

The Encyclical Caritas in veritate also identifies some new problems to which it devotes sustained attention.

1. Benedict XVI notes firstly the decline of the ideologies that were dominant in the course of the twentieth century. This decline however often gives way to the rise of a new form of ideology whose roots go back to positivist scientism. Just as in that view then science was going to answer every possible question regarding human life and destiny, so today many take the view that the advances of technology generally and of some technologies in particular are going to allow us to resolve every problem we encounter. Here we are thinking, in first place, of the technological mastery of biological life, eugenics, the management of death, etc. 
2. We think too of our new relationship with nature, that is to say, with our environment. In its original manifestations, the ecological movement appealed to the responsibility of all for avoiding the waste of material resources, the emission of toxic gases, the extinction of threatened species, etc. In certain of its current expressions the ecologist movement diverges into two worrying tendencies. On the one hand, we notice one trend tending to concede to bio-medical researchers the right to intervene on the human being without worrying too much about the consequences these interventions could involve in the short or long term. On the other hand, another trend would have us surrender to Mother Earth, Gaïa, considering humanity to be nothing more than one expression among others of a purely material evolution.

3. Among the new problems we find likewise the issue of respect for the cultural identity of individual human societies. In many countries this identity is frequently threatened by certain perverse effects of globalization in its political and economic dimensions. This cultural levelling is furthered by the sometimes abusive use of the new technologies of communication.

4. The Encyclical also addresses a problem that few moralists and bio-ethicists have considered up to now, namely the aging of the population. This is a problem which affects all the countries of Europe, but which is beginning also to affect other countries of the world. In a third of these countries the birth rate has fallen so low that the population is no longer replacing itself.

5. Another of the Encyclical’s key points emphasizes that, in a business enterprise, the pursuit of social welfare can be compatible with the pursuit of profit. Trade and profit, however legitimate, do not of themselves fully honour the just requirements of social morality. Whence the place to be made, in social relationships, for the logic of gift upon which the Pope insists at length.
6. Much noted also is the Pope’s attention to small businesses benefitting from micro-credits. The Holy Father thus encourages the many successful projects in the developing countries that are confirmed by experience and encouraged by world-class economists. 

7. Beyond the problems we have mentioned numerous others are touched upon in the Encyclical. Poverty, ignorance, corruption, injustices, contempt for or perversion of the law, violence: none of all this is inevitable provided people take seriously their moral responsibilities.

The Choice of the Star

In order that people might be able to face up to the many social problems that arise today, Benedict XVI sets before them a message full of hope. This message can be set out in a few fundamental points, several of which have already been addressed in other of the Pope’s texts. What is new is that in Caritas in veritate, Benedict XVI returns to these points to give an altogether original impetus to the Church’s social teaching. The Pope reinvigorates the natural sociability of the human being. We are naturally inclined to be well disposed towards our fellow human beings. Human society has no future if the principle of brotherhood is overlooked or misunderstood. 
But Benedict XVI gives the Church’s social teaching a status and an importance which had not up to now been revealed. Before I conclude I would like to explain briefly this essential point which will permit a glimpse of some of the developments that the Encyclical will not fail to inspire. Let us return to the reflection we initiated at the beginning of this communication. Man, we were saying, following Benedict XVI, only fully becomes himself if he opens himself to God. But how is this opening experienced?
As Avital Wohlman(1), Professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, has brilliantly demonstrated, according to the Jews, we are saved by our efforts to respect the Law. For Jesus, as Saint Paul teaches in Romans and Galatians, it is God who makes us righteous, i.e., saints. God makes us righteous, sanctifies us, in coming close to us through grace, and God expects of us that we freely respond, through faith, to his intervention in our history. This is also what Saint John writes in the Prologue to his Gospel. 

Whether Jews or pagans, human beings are justified by God alone. Even the Jews have need of God to be truly righteous, to open themselves to perfect righteousness, to holiness. As for the pagans, - and we are almost all in a certain fashion pagans – their situation is different from that of the Jews on a fundamental point: God has revealed himself to them only after manifesting himself to the Jews. He is however present in their conscience and some of them have acknowledged his imprint in nature or in humanity. But this human quest, however praiseworthy, when left to its own devices, leads, for many, only to failure. For while the Law has been given by God to the Jews, and this Law has contained, with them, idolatry and immorality(2), the pagans, to whom the Law and the divine Word have been offered only very much later, have been abandoned to the idolatry of the elements of the world and to their carnal passions, which their reason has not been able to restrain. The pagans have been able to arrive at a limited knowledge of God that has not been sufficient to keep them from sinning.

A fortiori, when human beings reject the light shining in their heart that would give God, so to speak, a chance to be able to reveal himself, then, having decided to deprive themselves of God, they are left open, as Saint Paul explains (Romans 1), to all sorts of errors about themselves and others, about society and nature.

In the preceding Encyclicals the Popes mentioned this doctrine, central to Saint Paul, showing the unhappy consequences of misunderstandings about God in the lives of individual human beings. Caritas in veritate goes further still by showing the unhappy consequences of misunderstandings about God in the life of societies. From time immemorial there have always been people who expected nothing from God. Today there are entire societies which expect nothing of God and thus abandon themselves to all kinds of shameful behaviours by the very fact of their methodical rejection of God. The pagans of yesterday and today are exposed, as Saint Paul says, to the wrath of God(3) for by their impiety and indecencies they keep Truth the hostage of injustice and imprison the human capacity for love. 

In Caritas in veritate, as in his well-known Regensburg lecture(4) and other documents, Benedict XVI wants to preserve human reason and reconcile it with the revealed Word. The Pope acknowledges, with the First Vatican Council (1869-1870), that God can be known through human reason and can be discovered in creation. He invites all the people of today – Jews, pagans, Christians – not to lapse into any of the irrational idolatries of the present day: for example, the idolatry in which the world around us is no longer recognized as a gift offered by God to responsible human knowledge and action; or – another example – the idolatry in which the human being is sacrificed because he is no longer acknowledged as brother or as the image of God. For Benedict, a society that aborts its children is a society that aborts its future. 
Benedict XVI invites the Jews to remember that the Law was only given to Moses so that they might be converted and accept, in a purified heart, the Word made flesh foretold by the Prophets and pointed out by John the Baptist. The Pope invites the pagans to realise that by resenting God, or ignoring him in theory or in practice, they are left in thrall to the idols of modernity and pleasure and allow themselves to be overly impressed by death. The Pope invites the Church to proclaim, in a world in radical upheaval, that human beings have received an intelligence equal to grasping the imprint of God and loving in truth.

Benedict XVI’s Encyclical thus offers everyone – Jew, pagan, Christian – an immense message of hope. All the social problems that confront us can be solved on condition that we overcome the ideological distortions of human reason. For many, this rehabilitation of reason begins with the revival of the flame flickering in the depths of their heart. For everyone, at a given moment, this rehabilitation of human reason depends on a decisive choice: the choice of Herod or the choice of the Magi from the East. Dear friends, may we, like those ancient wise men, make the right choice and follow the star that leads to Bethlehem!
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