Chapter 5

Principles of Catholic
Social Teaching

Teacher Introduction
Every element of Catholic social life is based
on three fundamental moral principles: human
dignity, the divine origin of human authority,
and the common good. These principles ensure that everyone in society is free to attain
fulfillment in God. That is, they safeguard
the natural law — the objective moral truths
that God has written on our hearts to help us
choose the goods that will help us flourish in
this life and be with Him in the next. The greatest goods are those we choose for their own
sake, not for our own pleasure or their usefulness. God loves every person in this way
and His unconditional love is the basis for human dignity and Catholic Social Teaching. We
must always love our fellow men for their own
sake, and not as objects or means to an end.
God gives people on earth authority to lead
and govern their fellow men so that they can

132

safeguard their dignity, direct society toward
the common good, and support the social conditions that enable people to reach fulfillment.
Of the three moral principles discussed in
this chapter, the one most likely to challenge your students is the divine origin
of human authority. For them, it may conjure up images of totalitarian leaders oppressing their subjects. Or it may call to
mind the tragedy of abusive parents who
tell their children that God gave them the
right to treat them however they want. This
chapter gives you the tools to show your
students how the authority that God gives
parents, church leaders, and civil leaders
is not a right to do whatever they want, but
rather a solemn responsibility to safeguard
the dignity of those in their care.
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Chapter at a Glance
Enduring Understandings
In this chapter, students will understand that…
■ Good things are those things that help lead human nature to its true purpose.
■ Goods can be understood as goods of utility or honest goods.
■ Civil authority exists to bring order to society and direct its members to serve the common good.
■ The common good is served through just protection and use of private and public goods.
■ The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops has worked actively toward education and
legislation that serves the common good.

Essential Questions
■ How do things that are truly good lead to human flourishing and the fulfillment of our nature and purpose?
■ What is the difference between goods of utility and honest goods?
■ Why is civil authority necessary, and how does it ultimately seek to serve the common good?
■ What is the common good? What does it mean that “the common good is always oriented to the progress of
persons” (CCC 1912)?
■ How has the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) contributed to the pursuit of the
common good?
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What Your Students Will Learn in Chapter 5
Unless otherwise noted, all page numbers refer to the Student Textbook.

Vocabulary

Straight to the Source

■ Objective Truth (pg. 86)

Additional readings from primary
sources

■ Goods of Utility (pg. 88)
■ Honest Goods (pg. 88)

■ Evangelium Vitae 57 (pg. 100)

■ Tyranny (pg. 92)

■ Pacem in Terris 60–64 (pg. 101)

■ Private Good (pg. 93)

■ Diuturnum 11, 23 (pgs. 102–103)

■ Public Good (pg. 94)
■ A Common Good (pg. 94)
■ Prudence (pg. 97)
■ Pastoral Letter (pg. 97)

Scripture Encounters
Students will directly engage with the
following Scripture passages over the
course of the chapter:

Materials
No additional materials are needed for
this chapter.

Lives of Faith
■ St. Bernard of Clairvaux (pg. 90)

■ Wisdom 6:1–3 (pg. 91)
■ Romans 13:1–2 (pg. 91)

Connections to the Catechism
Students will directly engage with the
following Catechism references over
the course of the chapter:
■ CCC 1703 (pg. 89)
■ CCC 1906 (pg. 96)
■ CCC 1907–1909 (pgs. 94–95)
■ CCC 1912 (pg. 96)
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Chapter Text and Discussion Questions
1 Why is it important to
understand the principles of
a concept before diving into
details? Help students understand
that the principles of a teaching
are the basis from which all the
specific teachings flow. It is helpful
to understand principles before
exploring individual details so
those details are meaningful and
new information can be placed into
its proper context.
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Vocabulary
Objective Truth (n.): A
truth that corresponds
to reality. It exists
independent and
regardless of one’s
own thoughts, feelings,
preferences, or even
knowledge of it.

The True and the Good
In general, when the Catholic Church speaks about “the good” or what is
“good for us,” she is not appealing to personal preferences or taste, which
is always a matter of opinion and is therefore relative to the individual person. To prefer Oreos to chocolate chip cookies, for example, or to think that
one color is better than another, is not a moral concern but a preference
about pleasure or taste. It ultimately does not matter which a person likes
better. When the Church speaks of “the good,” she is not speaking about
matters of personal opinion, as though we could say, “This is good for you
but not for me.” Rather, she is expressing a moral judgment about what is
perfective of human nature.

2 What do you think “perfective
of human nature” means?
What does the phrase itself
refer to? The phrase refers to
those things that allow us to
fulfill our nature and that make
us who we were created to be.
3 Have you ever tried to play
soccer with a basketball, or
vice versa? Did it work? T
 he
purpose of this question is to help
students realize they already
know that things have a purpose
for which they were created, and
to lead into the next question.

Catholic Social Teaching is comprised of different moral principles, rooted
in revelation and natural law, by which God leads the human family to happiness. These principles are like a manual for living together in society in
accord with our nature. Some of these moral principles are so fundamental
that they help determine all the other principles of human action related to
social life. Three of these principles, which we will consider in this chapter,
are the principles of human dignity, the divine origin of all human authority,
and the principle of the common good. These principles help to ensure that
society honors the dignity of each person and that all people are able to
freely attain their perfection in God.

Good things are
those that direct
us to our final
purpose or help
us act in accord
with our nature.

Good things are those that direct us to our final purpose or help us
act in accord with our nature, and only the designer of something may
define its purpose. A craftsman knows that a good chair is one that holds
your weight but a bad chair breaks when you sit on it. The good chair is
good because it exists in accord with its purpose as its designer intended:
to accommodate a sitting person. Human beings have a purpose too:
to live in communion with God and each other so we can go to Heaven.
Therefore, some human actions are good because they fulfill the innate
needs and inclinations of human nature as God designed it. The moral
good is not a matter of personal preference; it falls in the category of
objective truth.
For example, on the most basic level of social life, friendship is a good
of human nature. Human beings need friendship in order to flourish. A
lonely person is never happy or fulfilled. This is because God made human nature for the sake of friendship. We are naturally social beings, and
one of our ends, or purposes, is to achieve the unity of friendship with
others, especially with God. No one rejoices at a friendless human being,
especially when we feel within our own heart someone’s loneliness for the
first time. Our natural response ought to be compassion for such people.

4 Other than the soccer/
basketball example, have
you ever used a thing for
something other than its
intended purpose? Did that
© Sophia Institute for Teachers
change what it actually was?
Through leading questions,
help students see that while a
thing may be used for something other than its intended purpose (for example, using a fork as a hairbrush, a
pencil as a coffee-stirrer, and so forth) it will never become that thing. It will also never fulfill that purpose as
well as the real thing can.
5 How is the deep need for communion a reflection of our creation in the image and likeness of the
Triune God? G
 od is triune and a community of persons; we are created to be like God, and Genesis 1–2
describes how humanity was made to be relational. We are called to friendship and love.
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Notice the moral implication of this description. Friendship is not optional
to humankind. The law of our nature determines that we must enjoy true
friendship to find fulfillment. The proper moral response to a lonely person
is to invite them into association with us: to include them. The need of the
other obliges us to reach out and befriend them. We all know how it feels
when this does not happen.
This experience of friendship is an expression of the natural law — we
naturally need other people in our lives in order to flourish and find happiness. Such a law cannot be “broken” but only demonstrated. The natural
law is similar to the law of gravity. We cannot actually break the law of
gravity; we simply experience it as something God has already determined
as the basic structure of physics. The moral life works in the same way.
The moral good is not optional or a matter of personal choice, opinion, or
preference. It is something we either receive or reject before we can make
any choice. To return to our example, the natural law directs us to cultivate
the unity of friendship with others and forbids us from causing division and
animosity.
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6 Why are friendships and deep
relationships so important?
Friendship is not optional to us,
and we must enjoy true friendship
to find fulfillment. God has made
us relational and expects us to
act in friendship especially to
those in need.

 All human beings need
friendship in order to
flourish.

Friends by Hanna Hirsch-Pauli (1907).
© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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7 From the names “good of
utility” and “honest good”
alone, can you predict what
they will refer to? T
 he purpose
of this question is to activate
students’ existing knowledge
of terms such as “utility” and
“honest.” If something has utility
it is useful; a good of utility is
good because it is useful for
something good. Something that
is honest is true; an honest good
is a true good. Accept reasoned
answers that connect to their
definitions.
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Vocabulary

Kinds of Goods

Goods of Utility (n.):
Goods that lead us toward
some other purpose we
wish to attain.

We can describe a “good” in two different ways: a good of utility and an
honest good. Aquinas distinguished these two goods by stating that we
may seek a good of utility as a means to an end. Goods of utility are those
that lead us toward some purpose we wish to attain. To utilize something is
to use it; goods of utility are good because they are useful in leading us to
a desired purpose. For example, we eat food for the sake of attaining good
health or for the pleasure that we derive from the food we eat.

Honest Goods (n.):
Goods that deserve our
love for their own sake
and not for the sake of
anything else.

St. Thomas Aquinas
wrote extensively
on the nature of
the good and how
we might attain it.

By contrast, honest goods deserve our love for their own sake. We
seek honest goods because we love them as an end or final goal of our actions. Some examples of honest goods are God, happiness, beauty, truth,



Saint Thomas Aquinas by Francisco Herrera the Younger (ca. 1656).
© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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justice, peace, and the human person. We can never treat a person as a
good of utility. We must love other human beings because they are persons
made in the image of God.
God does not forbid us from taking pleasure in another or enjoying a
relationship of utility with others, as we would on a sport’s team; goods of
utility are still good! Yet we may never reduce a person to a thing or object
used merely for our own personal gratification, such as in slavery and
prostitution. God never permits one person to own or purchase another,
since a person is not a good of utility but an honest good whose dignity we
ought to affirm.

9 What does someone’s life risk
becoming when they settle for
a life of pleasure? T
 heir life is
necessarily incomplete because
they settle for a partial truth.
Pleasure is not the highest good
in life but just one part of a good
life.

God never loves a human person for pleasure or utility. He loves us
for our own sake. “Endowed with ‘a spiritual and immortal’ soul, the
human person is ‘the only creature on earth that God has willed for its
own sake.’ From his conception, he is destined for eternal beatitude”
(CCC 1703). This is the foundational principle of Catholic Social Teaching:
God has made us in His image and likeness, so we may never treat another
human being (or our own self) as a good of pleasure or a good of utility — that
is, as a means to an end or an object, a “what” instead of a “who.”
Every person belongs to God and has been created in His image. God
does not reduce anyone to a “thing” of use or pleasure, and neither can
we. Jesus illustrates this truth in the Golden Rule; we are to treat every
human being as an honest good whom we ought to love as another self
(Matt. 7:12). The natural law forbids that we ever objectify another out of
mere pleasure or utility — whether the person is beautiful or ugly, rich or
poor, talented or incompetent, able-bodied or handicapped, foreign or native, popular or misfit.
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8 What are other examples of
relationships of utility? In
addition to the ideas students
generate, you may add:
contracted labor between two
parties, study groups, lawyers/
clients, teachers/students, and
many more.

Every person
belongs to God
and has been
created in His
image.

From the concept of the honest good comes the Church’s understanding of dignity. Human beings have dignity precisely because God loves us
for our own sake. This belief in human dignity is the foundation upon which
the Church bases every other principle of social life. As Pope St. John Paul
II wrote,
The sacredness of life gives rise to its inviolability, written from the
beginning in man’s heart, in his conscience. The question: “What
have you done?” (Gen. 4:10), which God addresses to Cain… interprets the experience of every person: in the depths of his conscience, man is always reminded of the inviolability of life — his
own life and that of others — as something which does not belong
to him, because it is the property and gift of God the Creator and
Father. (Evangelium Vitae 40)

10 What is the difference between
a relationship of pleasure or
utility that respects a person
and one that falls short?
A relationship of pleasure or
utility that never loses sight of
the intrinsic value of the other
person or reduces them to an
object is good. On the other
hand, examples like slavery or
prostitution objectify people in
a way that demeans their Godgiven dignity and right to respect
and love.

We bear this responsible because we must love all people as God
loves us: not for their pleasure or use but for their very being.
© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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Lives of Faith

St. Bernard of Clairvaux
St. Bernard of Clairvaux walked along the country
lane in the early morning sunlight. He was on his
way to establish another monastery, and he was
lost in prayer to God as he surveyed the surrounding countryside in all of its summer splendor.
Throughout his life, St. Bernard fostered a
deep love for God’s creation. Traveling in the
service of Christ and the Church gave him ample
opportunity to meditate on the beauty of nature
and how it reveals the beauty of God Himself. In
fact, beauty and creation are among the principle
ways God calls us into deeper love and communion with Him; whether it be through bread and
wine in the Mass — where we enter into His presence and eat His Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity
in the Holy Eucharist — or as we walk along a silent mountain path, taking in the wonders around
us. St. Bernard understood that deeper union with
God can be found by contemplating nature. He
said: “What I know of the divine science and holy
scripture, I learnt in the woods and fields.” Our understanding of what we learn in Sacred Scripture,
at Mass, and in the teachings of the Church is
strengthened by reverence and wonder for God’s
creation.
St. Bernard reminds us of the gift God has
given to us through the created universe; he is the
patron saint of mountaineers, skiers, backpacking,

and the Alps. His example
also reminds us that we
are called to be stewards
of God’s creation. We must
find balance between what
we need to provide for our
livelihood and what could
cause harm to nature and
Contemplating
our fellow man, and we must
God’s creation
avoid the two extremes of
leads us into
paganism or earth-worship
a deeper
and exploiting nature for
our own use. Contemplating
respect and
God’s creation leads us into
love for Him.
a deeper respect and love
for Him and what He has
given to us, which should be the starting place
for all of our decisions concerning the protection
of our planet.
God does not lead us to irrational fear, nor
does He lead us to greed. Instead, as St. Bernard
puts it so well, He leads us to come to know Him
more deeply. He gives us the inspiration and tools
we need to provide for humanity’s needs while
also being good stewards of creation. We are
meant to take great care of the world we have
been given and the universe we live in, but always
with our eyes raised to God in Heaven.

© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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The Nature of Authority
Now that we understand how the honest good leads to human dignity, we
can discuss the nature of authority. Scripture teaches us that all legitimate
human authority is from God. The author of the Book of Wisdom wrote:
“Hear, therefore, kings, and understand; learn, you magistrates of
the earth’s expanse! Give ear, you who have power over multitudes
and lord it over throngs of peoples! Because authority was given
you by the Lord and sovereignty by the Most High, who shall probe
your works and scrutinize your counsels!” (6:1–3). St. Paul made the
same appeal to civil obedience: “Let every person be subordinate to
the higher authorities, for there is no authority except from God, and
those that exist have been established by God. Therefore, whoever
resists authority opposes what God has appointed, and those who
oppose it will bring judgment upon themselves” (Romans 13:1–2).
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11 What special burden does God
place on those who have been
vested with authority? T
 hey
bear the responsibility for their
power. They will be judged by
God on how they handled their
authority and whether they used
it appropriately, for the common
good of their citizens. Leaders
should know that one day
they will answer to God for the
exercise of their authority.
12 Why is legitimate authority
to be respected and obeyed?
Legitimate human authority
participates in God’s own
authority and creates good
laws that draw upon God’s
own Eternal Law. Obeying and
respecting their justly enacted
laws contributes to good order
and peace in society.

Every legitimate ruler participates in God’s authority over human affairs.
This principle of social life is important for two reasons. First, it ensures that
citizens obey their rulers and avoid anarchy. Second, if taken to heart, it
ensures that rulers will govern with wisdom and justice. Leaders know that

 St. Paul taught that

every legitimate ruler
participates in God’s
authority over human
affairs.

The Apostle Saint Paul by El Greco (1610–1614).
© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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13 What is the difference
between authority and power?
Does every leader with
power have true authority?
Power is the ability to force
obedience. Authority refers
more to the legitimate right to
expect obedience, such as
the authority of a parent over
a child or a duly appointed or
elected leader over citizens.
Help students see that “Authority
is exercised legitimately only
when it seeks the common good
of the group concerned and if it
employs morally licit means to
attain it. If rulers were to enact
unjust laws or take measures
contrary to the moral order,
such arrangements would not
be binding in conscience. In
such a case, authority breaks
down completely and results in
shameful abuse” (CCC 1903).
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Vocabulary
Tyranny (n.): The
rule of an oppressive
government or ruler who
exercises abolute power
over the people.

 Tyrannical authority

typically incites revolution
and social upheaval.

one day they will answer to God for the exercise of their authority. As Pope
Leo XIII first stated:
But in order that justice may be retained in government it is of the
highest importance that those who rule States should understand
that political power was not created for the advantage of any private individual; and that the administration of the State must be
carried on to the profit of those who have been committed to their
care, not to the profit of those to whom it has been committed. Let
princes take example from the Most High God, by whom authority is given to them; and, placing before themselves His model in
governing the State, let them rule over the people with equity and
faithfulness, and let them add to that severity, which is necessary,
a paternal charity. (Diuturnum 16)
When a society eliminates the relationship between God and civil authority, it always leads to the tyranny of a dictator, or tyranny of the majority.
Tyranny typically leads to revolution and social upheaval.
Rulers express the divine origin of their authority when they govern in
such a way that defends and upholds the dignity of every human person

The Seed of Revolution by Robert Spencer (date unknown).
© Sophia Institute for Teachers

142

Catholic Social Teaching

© Sophia Institute for Teachers

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching

from conception to natural death. That is the ruler’s entire purpose in governing a society — to protect and defend human dignity. “Precisely for this
reason, civil law must ensure that all members of society enjoy respect for
certain fundamental rights which innately belong to the person, rights which
every positive law must recognize and guarantee. First and fundamental
among these is the inviolable right to life of every innocent human being”
(Evangelium Vitae 71).

Vocabulary
Private Good (n.): Any
good that belongs to an
individual by right.

While it is always possible for a ruler to abuse authority, civil authority in
itself is a moral good necessary to human flourishing. The nature of human
society determines that some people must have the authority to govern.
The Church teaches that the people may decide who governs them, but the
actual authority to govern does not originate in the will of the people. Civil
authority itself is from God, even when the people decide what kind of political arrangement they prefer — a monarchy, representative government,
pure democracy, and so forth.
Every human society, from the family to an expansive empire, needs
civil authority, or someone in charge to direct the society to the common
good of all members.
God[,] who is the Author of nature, wills that man should live in a
civil society; and this is clearly shown both by the faculty of language… and by numerous innate desires… which men isolated
cannot procure, but which they can procure when joined and associated with others. But now, a society can neither exist nor be
conceived in which there is no one to govern the wills of individuals,
in such a way as to make, as it were, one will out of many, and to
impel them rightly and orderly to the common good; therefore, God
has willed that in a civil society there should be some to rule the
multitude. (Leo XIII, Diuturnum 11)
Upholding human dignity requires a central point of governance, otherwise society would devolve into chaos (CCC 1897–1898). Authority is
necessary for the common good.

Examining the Common Good
What is the common good? In some sense, the rest of this book is about the
requirements of the common good. First, however, we should understand
the nature of a common good, which is distinct from THE common good.
The Church distinguishes between a private good, a public good, and
a common good. A private good is any good that belongs to the individual
by right. For example, the human body is a private good, as are the things
we own. Our bodies do not belong to the State or to our neighbors.

© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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14 A founding principle of the
United States is popular
sovereignty, or the idea that
the people themselves are the
source of power in a political
system. What dangers can
arise when government powers
are thought to arise from the
people alone? What examples
of these dangers can you
recall from American history
including our own time? If the
will of the people determines
what legitimate powers of
government are, then personal
preferences replace God’s law. A
majority could deprive minorities
or any unpopular members
of society of their rights and
dignity. Examples may include
legal protections for abortion,
euthanasia, slavery, segregation,
and many other crimes that deny
the dignity of the human person.
15 How is a common good
different from a public good?
A common good increases as
more people participate in it,
unlike a public good, which
represents a good of utility that
can be depleted. A common good
demands to be shared and used
and so lead to more opportunities
to share in it.

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching
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16 What are some other public
goods you can think of? In
addition to the ideas students
generate, you may wish to add:
parks, sidewalks, streetlights,
libraries, public airwaves, and so
forth.
17 What are two ways that a
common good fundamentally
differs from a public good?
A common good is an honest
good, not a good of utility.
Further, a common good
increases rather than diminishes
the more people participate in it.
18 Summarize the three criteria
for the common good in your
own words. A
 ccept reasoned
responses similar to the
following:
1 Each person has inalienable
rights and should be allowed
to flourish.
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Vocabulary
Public Good (n.):
Something that a
commonwealth shares
responsibility for, such as
roads or a park. Public
goods are always goods
of utlity.
A Common Good
(n.): An end to which
authorities should direct
society’s members,
like justice, peace, and
truth. (Distinct from the
common good.)

The more
common the
good, the more
properly one’s
own it will also
be.

2 The common good depends
upon just treatment of all.

By contrast, a public good is something a commonwealth shares
responsibility for, such as roads or a park. Everyone ought to have access to the use of public goods without any individual or group claiming
to have exclusive rights to them. Public goods are always goods of utility.
Furthermore, they are limited, and so they must be justly distributed among
all members of society. For example: if two people try to drive on the same
exact stretch of road, they will crash; they need to divide the road. Or think
about a family sharing a cake together to celebrate a birthday. The more
people eat of the cake, the less cake remains. Once everyone has eaten,
the cake is diminished or gone. (Thus the expression you cannot have your
cake and eat it too!)
But a common good, like justice, peace, and truth, is an end or goal
to which authorities direct a society’s members. A common good is always an honest good. Unlike public goods, we cannot divvy up a common good, and as more people participate in a common good, it increases
rather than diminishes. For example, if one person acts justly, and then
another person acts justly, justice increases. Pope St. John Paul II wrote
in his Letter to Families, “good, by its nature, demands to be created and
shared with others: bonum est diffusivum sui: ‘good is diffusive of itself.’
The more common the good, the more properly one’s own it will also be:
mine — yours — ours. This is the logic behind living according to the good,
living in truth and charity” (10). When common goods are recognized and
pursued, then society serves THE common good, which is the sum total of
social conditions which allow people to reach their fulfillment.
In order for society to be a well-ordered community, those in authority
must defend the legitimate private good of individuals, grant access to
public goods for all, and ensure the full participation of each in the common
good. For this last requirement, the Catechism of the Catholic Church identifies three basic criteria for ensuring that every member of society attain
the common good:
First, the common good presupposes respect for the person
as such. In the name of the common good, public authorities
are bound to respect the fundamental and inalienable rights of
the human person. Society should permit each of its members
to fulfill his vocation...

3 Peace cannot be achieved
without justice, and peace is
essential for the common
good.

Second, the common good requires the social well-being and
development of the group itself. Development is the epitome of
all social duties. Certainly, it is the proper function of authority
to arbitrate, in the name of the common good, between
various particular interests; but it should make accessible to
each what is needed to lead a truly human life: food, clothing,

© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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health, work, education and culture, suitable information, the
right to establish a family, and so on.
Finally, the common good requires peace, that is, the stability and security of a just order. It presupposes that authority
should ensure by morally acceptable means the security of
society and its members. It is the basis of the right to legitimate personal and collective defense. (CCC 1907–1909)
Let us consider a couple of examples. Personal property is a private
good, but suppose the state excluded some individuals from owning property because of their race. Not only would these individuals be denied a
legitimate private good, but such a system would also undermine the common good of justice. Likewise, in some parts of the world, people do not
have access to clean water because the government lacks the political will
or resources to create the infrastructure of a clean water system. In this
case, the lack of a public good — clean water — prevents these individuals
from obtaining a basic human right, the private good of their own health.
Neither property nor water are common goods, but the order of justice,

 When individual common
goods are recognized,
society serves the
common good.

Enclosed Field with Plowman by Vincent van Gogh (1889).
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Vocabulary
Prudence (n.): A cardinal
virtue that helps us
discern what is good and
then choose the correct
means to accomplish it.
It is the “charioteer of the
virtues,” right reason in
action.

which ensures that people may own property and have access to clean
water, is a common good. Thus, the Church defines the common good
as “the sum total of social conditions which allow people, either as
groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and more
easily” (CCC 1906).
Every society must realize its own way to meet the Church’s three
criteria of the common good in accord with a culture’s history and traditions.
Yet in every case, “The common good is always oriented towards the
progress of persons: ‘The order of things must be subordinate to the
order of persons, and not the other way around.’ This order is founded
on truth, built up in justice, and animated by love” (CCC 1912).

The Common Good and the USCCB

 The common good is

that which is beneficial to
all of society.

The common good must focus on the progress of the people in a society. For
this reason, “The common good… calls for prudence from each, and
even more from those who exercise the office of authority” (CCC 1906).
Prudence is the virtue of governance. It is the ability to direct our own

Prayer before Harvest by Félix de Vigne (19th century).
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actions, or those of others, to the good, especially to the common good.
Prudence helps us understand how to apply the guiding principles of
Catholic Social Teaching to our own lives, and it guides local bishops and
Catholic civil leaders on how to apply these principles to the particular circumstances of their own communities.

Vocabulary
Pastoral Letter (n.): An
official letter from a bishop
to the clergy and/or laity
of his diocese.

After World War I the bishops of the United States began a program
of social reconstruction that included teachings on minimum wage, social
security, and worker participation and management. In 2001, two different organizations of bishops in the U.S. merged into the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) in 2001. In order to apply the
Church’s universal social doctrine, the USCCB has issued many documents to help Americans incorporate Catholic Social Teaching into our national and social lives.
USCCB teachings have come out in the form of various pastoral letters.
Over the years, some of the most critical social issues the USCCB has addressed include: economic justice, racism, the culture of life, immigration,
the environment, capital punishment, and war and peace. These letters
come out frequently and provide pastoral guidance to clergy and lay faithful
on how to put Catholic Social Teaching into practice on a basic level in an
ever-changing social environment. Three of the most important recent documents include Economic Justice for All (written as a “personal invitation
to Catholics to use the resources of our faith, the strength of our economy,
and the opportunities of our democracy to shape a society that better protects the dignity and basic rights of our sisters and brothers, both in this
land and around the world” [2]); Brothers and Sisters to Us (on the evils
of racism) and Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship (guidance for
Catholics on participation in democracy).
In addition to issuing these forms of guidance, the USCCB also lobbies the national government. The USCCB Office of Government Relations
(OGR) represents the USCCB before the U.S. Congress on public policy
issues of concern to the bishops. OGR coordinates and directs the legislative activities of the USCCB staff and other church personnel to influence
the actions of Congress. Of particular concern to the USCCB are pieces of
legislation regarding the protection of human life, religious liberty, marriage
and family, Catholic education, migration and refugees, and international
justice and peace.
In this chapter, we have discussed three fundamental principles of social life: the dignity of the human person, the nature and origin of civil authority, and the nature and requirements of the common good. These three
principles are the root of Catholic Social Teaching. In the next chapter, we
will look more deeply at the dignity of human life.

97

19 What is the virtue of prudence?
Prudence is a cardinal virtue and
can be defined as right reason in
action. It is the virtue that allows
us to discern the right course of
action in any situation.
20 Many churches and religious
organizations in the United
States, including the
Catholic Church, receive
taxpayer funding for certain
operations. What risks come
with accepting government
money? Help students
understand that government
money always comes with
requirements or stipulations,
and these can often challenge
the Christian conscience. For
example, attempts to force
medical professionals in Catholic
hospitals to perform abortions,
Catholic adoption services to
place children with homosexual
couples, Catholic schools being
forced to retain staff members
who are hostile to Catholic
teaching, or health centers being
forced to provide contraceptives
or sterilization. Accept additional
reasoned answers.
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The Truth Is…
The various ills of society are often used by non-Christians to argue that God
does not exist, or that, if He does, He does not really love us. They think
offenses against human dignity — like slavery, genocide, and exploitation of the
poor and weak — are incompatible with the Christian claim that God is loving
and good. If God did exist, they argue, He would have to be cruel and heartless
to allow so much suffering in the world. Would an all-good and all-powerful God
allow dictators to oppress and murder their people? Would He allow abusive
parents to manipulate and harm their children? Surely not!
Unfortunately, in our fallen world, there are often terrible differences between God’s plan for human flourishing and the way that we human beings
treat one another. God loves us unconditionally, and He wants us to love each
other in the same way. That is why He gives certain people authority over one
another; not so they can do whatever they want, but so they can be instruments
of His justice, love, and mercy in the world. We must always remember that
when we see someone in power using their position to abuse others, or seek
their own selfish gain, they are working against God’s design. In fact, when we
see abuse of power or offenses against human dignity and understand that
they are wrong, it is a sign that deep down we understand God’s true plan for
us. It is evidence of the fact that He has written the natural law in our hearts
to guide us to fulfillment and to the true good that can be found in Him alone!
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Chapter Activities
Focus and Reflection Questions
(page 99 in the Student Textbook)

1

2

3

4

What are the three principles of Catholic
Social Teaching? The principles of human
dignity, of the divine origin of all human authority, and of the common good.

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching

Chapter 5

Focus and Reﬂection Questions
1

What are the three principles of Catholic Social Teaching?

2

What are good things for human beings? How do we define what is good for us?

3

Into what two categories can we divide goods? Define each simply.

4

What is the foundational principle upon which the Church bases every other principle of social
life?

5

What does every legitimate ruler participate in?

Into what two categories can we divide
goods? Define each simply. Goods of utility, or those that lead us toward some purpose we wish to attain, and honest goods,
which deserve our love for their own sake.

6

What is an inevitable consequence of society eliminating the relationship between God and
civil authority?

7

How do leaders express the divine origin of their power?

8

Why is civil authority so important?

9

The Church teaches that the people may decide who governs them, but the actual authority
to govern does not originate in the will of the people. Why is this an important distinction?

What is the foundational principle upon
which the Church bases every other
principle of social life? That human beings have dignity precisely because God
loves us for our own sake.

10

What is the difference between private, public, and common good?

11

What must those in authority defend in relation to common, public, and private goods?

12

How does St. Bernard illustrate the correct way to view the natural world?

What are good things for human beings?
How do we define what is good for us?
Good things are those that direct us to our
final purpose or help us act in accord with
our nature.

5

What does every legitimate ruler participate in? God’s own authority.

6

What is an inevitable consequence of society eliminating the relationship between God and civil
authority? This always leads to dictatorship or the tyranny of a majority, which leads to revolution and
upheaval.

7

How do leaders express the divine origin of their power? To govern in such a way that they defend
the dignity of each person from conception to natural death.
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8

Why is civil authority so important? Every human society, from the family to a nation, needs authority
to help direct it to the common good of its members.

9

The Church teaches that the people may decide who governs them, but the actual authority to
govern does not originate in the will of the people. Why is this an important distinction? If the
people themselves were the source of authority, then the tyranny of the majority would replace God’s
law. A tyrannical majority could deprive minorities, or any unpopular members of society, of their rights
and dignity and could even commit genocide.

10

What is the difference between private, public, and common good? A private good belongs to an
individual by right, such as a person’s body or their property. A public good is shared by a community of
people and must be justly shared among its members. A common good is an end to which authorities
direct society’s members, such as virtues or values. Common goods are only increased as more people
participate in them.

11

What must those in authority defend in relation to common, public, and private goods? Those in
authority must defend the legitimate private good of individuals, grant access to public goods for all, and
ensure that all are able to participate fully in the common good.

12

How does St. Bernard illustrate the correct way to view the natural world? St. Bernard fostered a
deep love for God’s creation, realizing that the beauty of the natural world can lead us to know and love
God more deeply. He said, “What I know of the divine science and holy scripture, I learnt in the woods
and fields.”
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Primary Source Activity

Straight to the Source
(pages 100–103 in the Student Textbook)

These optional primary source readings and reflection questions are meant to help root the learning from
this chapter in the documents and tradition of the Catholic Church. The first reading is a more simple
reading, the second is of average difficulty, and the third is intended for more advanced students.

Answer Key
Evangelium Vitae 57

1 The direct and voluntary killing of an innocent human being.
2 On the natural law. The “unwritten law” is reaffirmed by Scripture and transmitted by the Tradition of the Church
and taught by the Magisterium.

3 Accept reasoned answers. Every human life is of equal value, no matter rich or poor, or how powerful or lowly.

100
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Straight to the Source

Straight to the Source

A D D I TION A L R EADINGS FROM P RIM ARY SOURCES

ADDITIONAL READINGS FROM PRIMARY SOURCES

Evangelium Vitae 57, An Encyclical Letter of Pope St. John Paul II, March 25,
1995

Pacem in Terris 60–64, An Encyclical Letter of Pope St. John XXIII, April 11,
1963

[B]y the authority which Christ conferred upon Peter and his Successors, and in communion with the
Bishops of the Catholic Church, I confirm that the direct and voluntary killing of an innocent human being
is always gravely immoral. This doctrine, based upon that unwritten law which man, in the light of reason,
finds in his own heart (cf. Rom 2:14–15), is reaffirmed by Sacred Scripture, transmitted by the Tradition
of the Church and taught by the ordinary and universal Magisterium. …

60. [The] common good is best safeguarded when personal rights and duties are guaranteed. The chief
concern of civil authorities must therefore be to ensure that these rights are recognized, respected, coordinated, defended and promoted, and that each individual is enabled to perform his duties more easily.
For “to safeguard the inviolable rights of the human person, and to facilitate the performance of his duties,
is the principal duty of every public authority.”

As far as the right to life is concerned, every innocent human being is absolutely equal to all others. This
equality is the basis of all authentic social relationships which, to be truly such, can only be founded on
truth and justice, recognizing and protecting every man and woman as a person and not as an object to
be used. Before the moral norm which prohibits the direct taking of the life of an innocent human being
“there are no privileges or exceptions for anyone. It makes no difference whether one is the master of
the world or the ‘poorest of the poor’ on the face of the earth. Before the demands of morality, we are all
absolutely equal.”

61. Thus any government which refused to recognize human rights or acted in violation of them, would
not only fail in its duty; its decrees would be wholly lacking in binding force. …

1

What action does Pope St. John Paul II confirm is always gravely immoral?

2

On what does Pope St. John Paul II base this confirmation? (Hint: What does he mean by “that
unwritten law which man, in the light of reason, finds in his own heart”?) What other sources of
truth reaffirm that “unwritten law”?

3

How would you put the ideas in the second paragraph in your own words?
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63. In addition, heads of States must make a positive contribution to the creation of an overall climate
in which the individual can both safeguard his own rights and fulfill his duties, and can do so readily. …
64. The public administration must therefore give considerable care and thought to the question of social
as well as economic progress, and to the development of essential services in keeping with the expansion
of the productive system. Such services include road-building, transportation, communications, drinkingwater, housing, medical care, ample facilities for the practice of religion, and aids to recreation. The
government must also see to the provision of insurance facilities, to obviate any likelihood of a citizen’s
being unable to maintain a decent standard of living in the event of some misfortune, or greatly increased
family responsibilities.
The government is also required to show no less energy and efficiency in the matter of providing opportunities for suitable employment, graded to the capacity of the workers. It must make sure that working men
are paid a just and equitable wage and are allowed a sense of responsibility in the industrial concerns for
which they work. It must facilitate the formation of intermediate groups, so that the social life of the people
may become more fruitful and less constrained. And finally, it must ensure that everyone has the means
and opportunity of sharing as far as possible in cultural benefits.

1

According to this document, what must be the “chief concern” of civil authorities as far as promoting
the common good? Why is it the chief concern rather than a secondary one?

2

How does Pope John XXIII’s discussion here compare with what you have learned so far about
the common good?

3

Which level(s) of government (local, state, or national) is best suited to perform each of the functions
listed by the pope in paragraph 64? Apply what you know about the principle of subsidiarity to your
answer.
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Straight to the Source

Straight to the Source

A D D I TION A L R EADINGS FROM P RIM ARY SOURCES

ADDITIONAL READINGS FROM PRIMARY SOURCES

Diuturnum 11, 23, An Encyclical Letter of Pope Leo XIII, June 23, 1881
11. [A] society can neither exist nor be conceived in which there is no one to govern the wills of individuals,
in such a way as to make, as it were, one will out of many, and to impel them rightly and orderly to the
common good; therefore, God has willed that in a civil society there should be some to rule the multitude.
And this also is a powerful argument, that those by whose authority the State is administered must be
able so to compel the citizens to obedience that it is clearly a sin in the latter not to obey. But no man
has in himself or of himself the power of constraining the free will of others by fetters of authority of this
kind. This power resides solely in God, the Creator and Legislator of all things; and it is necessary that
those who exercise it should do it as having received it from God. “There is one lawgiver and judge, who
is able to destroy and deliver.” And this is clearly seen in every kind of power. That that which resides in
priests comes from God is so acknowledged that among all nations they are recognized as, and called,
the ministers of God. In like manner, the authority of fathers of families preserves a certain impressed
image and form of the authority which is in God, “of whom all paternity in heaven and earth is named.”
But in this way different kinds of authority have between them wonderful resemblances, since, whatever
there is of government and authority, its origin is derived from one and the same Creator and Lord of the
world, who is God. …
23. For an unwillingness to attribute the right of ruling to God, as its Author, is not less than a willingness to
blot out the greatest splendor of political power and to destroy its force. And they who say that this power
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depends on the will of the people err in opinion first of all; then they place authority on too weak and unstable a foundation. For the popular passions, incited and goaded on by these opinions, will break out more
insolently; and, with great harm to the common weal, descend headlong by an easy and smooth road to
revolts and to open sedition. In truth, sudden uprisings and the boldest rebellions immediately followed in
Germany the so-called Reformation, the authors and leaders of which, by their new doctrines, attacked
at the very foundation religious and civil authority; and this with so fearful an outburst of civil war and with
such slaughter that there was scarcely any place free from tumult and bloodshed. From this heresy there
arose in the last century a false philosophy — a new right as it is called, and a popular authority, together
with an unbridled license which many regard as the only true liberty. Hence we have reached the limit of
horrors, to wit, communism, socialism, nihilism, hideous deformities of the civil society of men and almost
its ruin. And yet too many attempt to enlarge the scope of these evils, and under the pretext of helping
the multitude, already have fanned no small flames of misery. The things we thus mention are neither
unknown nor very remote from us.

1

Why can rulers never claim that disobedience to them is sinful?

2

Why does the pope use the examples of priests and fathers of families?

3

What error does the pope explore in paragraph 23? Explain his reasoning. Do you agree with him?
Why or why not?
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Pacem in Terris 60–64

1 To ensure that the rights and duties of persons are recognized, respected, coordinated, defended, and
promoted. All our rights and duties flow from our fundamental dignity, therefore protecting them must come first.

2 Accept reasoned answers, such as how the Catechism’s teaching on the common good echoes the pope’s
teaching.

3 Accept reasoned answers. Help students see the responsibility for all the items listed belongs to state and local
governments, with the exception of those related to interstate commerce and travel, which would come under
the authority of the national government. Local and state governments are closer to the people of those states
and are competent to carry out these tasks. The Constitution gives the power to regulate interstate commerce,
on the other hand, to the national government, because such a power is something only a government over all
the states could do. The principle of subsidiarity holds that a community of a higher order should not interfere
in the internal life of a community of a lower order, depriving the latter of its functions, but rather should support
it in case of need and help to coordinate its activity.
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Diuturnum 11, 23

1 Because “no man has in himself or of himself the power of constraining the free will of others by fetters of

authority of this kind. This power resides solely in God, the Creator and Legislator of all things; and it is
necessary that those who exercise it should do it as having received it from God.”

2 They are examples of people who hold authority that comes not from their own selves, but from God.
3 The belief that the right to rule depends on the will of the people. This is “too weak and unstable a foundation,”

because the passions of the people are frequently changing and liable to lead to revolts, uprisings, and
rebellions. Accept reasoned answers.
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Warm-Up

Comparing Relationships
(pages 39–40 in the Student Workbook)

This activity is meant to introduce the chapter’s topic, activate student knowledge, and encourage students
to reflect on their own experience in order to set the stage for the learning in the rest of the chapter.
Scored _____ / 10

Activity Instructions
A Begin by recalling for the class how David is often held up as the model king of Israel. Ask volunteers to offer
some traits or characteristics that a model leader should possess and the kind of relationship they think leaders
should have with the people under their authority. Guide a discussion on the examples they give and why they
think they are proper for a leader. Pose to them the question: Does being a good leader mean never making
a mistake? Why or why not?

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching

Comparing Relationships

______/ 10 pts.

40
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Part 2
Directions

Part 1
Directions: Read 2 Samuel 11:1–17, 26-27. Then answer the questions.

1

39

4

Read Luke 10:25–37 and John 15:11–16. Then answer the questions.

4. The man left for dead was presumably an Israelite, with whom the Samaritans had feuded for
centuries. How does the Samaritan demonstrate a revolutionary kind of friendship?

In what ways does David demonstrate disordered relationships based on selfish pleasure in regard to
both Bathsheba and Uriah?

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

5

5. How does Jesus reflect the kind of friendship and love that God has for us?
___________________________________________________________________________________

2

How did David wrongly use people and his relationships in ways that were “useful” to himself?

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

3

Part 3

How is a model king, or any authority figure, supposed to treat his subjects and servants?
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

Reflect

How is Christ’s model of relationships superior to that which David demonstrated in
2 Samuel 11?

___________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

© Sophia Institute for Teachers

154

Catholic Social Teaching

© Sophia Institute for Teachers

© Sophia Institute for Teachers

B Next have students use their Bibles to complete Part 1 of Comparing Relationships on pg. 39 of the
Student Workbook. You may wish to briefly discuss answers before moving on to the next section.
C When they have finished Part 1, have your students complete Part 2 and then review their answers.
D Finally, have your students complete Part 3. Give them time to answer the reflection question in a well-formed
paragraph.
E

Conclude by explaining to your students that although David abused his power, his story does not end there.
David also is held up by the Church as a model of repentance because of his eventual contrition for his sins.
We hear the sincerity of David’s contrition in the Psalms he composed, many of which contain a full admission
of his guilt and a cry for God’s mercy and compassion. Like David, we are all guilty of sin to some degree. But
if we imitate David’s remorse and repentance before God, we too can joyfully proclaim as he did, “Merciful
and gracious is the Lord, slow to anger, abounding in mercy. He will not always accuse, and nurses no lasting
anger; He has not dealt with us as our sins merit, nor requited us as our wrongs deserve” (Psalm 103:8–10)!

Answer Key Part 1
1 David uses his power as king to take Bathsheba and have adulterous relations with her. The Scripture does

not reveal the mind of Bathsheba: on the one hand, David may have seduced her into adulterous acts; on
the other, he may be guilty of rape. In either case, he is using her for the sake of the pleasure she provides.
Additionally, David attempts to orchestrate the failed pregnancy cover-up, as well as the killing of Uriah, to
preserve his own reputation.

2 David uses his messengers and servants to bring him Bathsheba and makes them accomplices in his sin. He

attempts to use Uriah by sending him home to his wife, Bathsheba, in an attempt to cover up her pregnancy
by David. Uriah himself carries the orders to Joab by which he would be killed in battle, and David even uses
his commander Joab to ensure Uriah’s death.

3 A king’s role is to properly lead the people and ensure justice and the common good. He recognizes that his

power comes from God and that he must follow the law just as he enforces it. His servants are not his for his
own pleasure and use but are under his authority so that he might help direct them to their highest good.

Answer Key Part 2
4 The Samaritan overlooks all personal or cultural grudges against the Israelite and instead sees a man in dire

need. He makes personal sacrifices and promises to continue to make sacrifices for the good of this stranger.
He owes nothing to the man yet acts with a self-sacrificial love on his behalf.

5 Jesus tells the disciples that in order to love fully, they must be willing to sacrifice everything, even their lives,
for those whom they love; this is the example that Christ himself would soon demonstrate to them. Jesus calls
the disciples friends; that friendship is tied to carrying out the divine will that they “love one another.” By raising
them from “slaves” to “friends,” Jesus brings them to a new expectation of carrying out his love.

Answer Key Part 3
Reflection Question: Accept reasoned responses. Answers should include the fact that David used his subjects
in ways that violated their dignity and reflected his disregard for their good. Christ, on the other hand, teaches and
demonstrates a form of love and friendship that flows from self-sacrifice and mercy.
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Activity #1

Kinds of Goods

(pages 41–42 in the Student Workbook)
This activity is meant to help your students work directly with the content of this chapter and think more
deeply about it.
Scored ____ / 10

Activity Instructions
A Begin by having students turn to Kinds of Goods on pgs. 41–42 of the Student Workbook. Have them
answer the questions referring back to the Chapter 5 of the Student Textbook.
B When they are finished, review student answers as a class.

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching

Kinds of Goods

______/ 10 pts.

Part 1
Directions: Review the section of Chapter 5 titled “Kinds of Goods” beginning on pg. 88 of your
textbook. Then, answer the questions in the graphic organizer below.

1

2

3

4

Identify and define
the two kinds of
goods.

Why is the first
kind “good” but
incomplete?

Why is the second
kind a reflection of
the highest good and
the way in which God
loves us?

41

42
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Part 2
Directions: Review the section of Chapter 5 titled “Examining the Common Good” beginning on pg.
93 of your textbook. Identify the differences between private, public, and the common good.
Then, answer the questions in the graphic organizer below.

1

Define private goods
and provide some
examples. Why are
they important?

2

Define public goods
and provide some
examples. Why are
they important?

3

What is the common
good? How do the
other goods serve it?

Part 3
Directions: Review the section titled “Authority and the Common Good” in Chapter 5 of your textbook.
Then, answer the following questions.

Why are we not
allowed to view a
person only in light
of the pleasure or
use they can give?

1

Why is civil authority so important in a society? _____________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

2

How is authority supposed to help guarantee the common good? ______________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

3

What are ways in which authority can fail to uphold the common good? __________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
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Answer Key Part 1
1

Identify and define the
two kinds of goods

1. Good of utility — something we seek for the use it has for us.
2. Honest good — something we seek because it is good in and of itself.

2

Why is the first
kind “good” but
incomplete?

Accept reasoned responses. Things that are useful to us help us to accomplish
some purpose or goal. Those things are useful and “good” to us insofar as they
help us to achieve that goal, so they are not good in themselves.

3

Why is the second
kind a reflection of
the highest good and
the way in which God
loves us?

Accept reasoned responses. Honest goods are desirable and lovable for
their own sake. God loves us for what we are and what He has made us
to be. God, happiness, beauty, and the human person are all examples of
things that are good in themselves and not for any “pleasure” or “use” they
might have for us.

4

Why are we not
allowed to view a
person only in light
of the pleasure or use
they can give?

Accept reasoned responses. Using another person, whether for pleasure or
out of their use to us, with no regard for their true value in the eyes of God,
is to reduce a person to a thing and to thereby violate their dignity. God wills
every person for their own sake and desires to be with each person eternally.
God does not use a person for the sake of pleasure or usefulness and does
not give others the right to do so either.

Answer Key Part 2
1

Define private goods
and provide some
examples. Why are
they important?

Accept reasoned answers. Private goods belong to individuals by right. A
person’s body or their private property are examples of private goods. They
are important because they allow us to provide for our families, give us a
sense of responsibility, teach us stewardship and care over our personal
resources, etc.

2

Define public goods
and provide some
examples. Why are
they important?

Accept reasoned answers. Public goods are those things that belong to a
community of people. Everyone ought to have shared rights and access to
these things for common use. Because they are limited resources, their just
distribution is necessary. They are important because they are a way of allocating resources to those who need them most while also giving members
the ability to participate in the larger society.

3

What is the common
good? How do the
other goods serve it?

Accept reasoned answers. A common good is an end to which all members of a society are directed, under the guidance of civil authority. Common
goods are increased, not reduced, as members participate in them; justice,
for example, is only increased in a society as more people act justly. When
personal rights are ensured and public goods are made available to all in
need, society can be better shaped toward the common good.
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Answer Key Part 3
1 Accept reasoned answers. Civil authority is a necessary extension of God’s authority over human affairs. Civil

authority is a moral good that is necessary for human flourishing because it directs the efforts and resources
of a society.

2 Accept reasoned answers. A truly just authority recognizes the rights of individuals to their private goods,

ensures the just distribution of public goods, and by uniting its citizens thus directs the will of all people toward
the common good.

3 Accept reasoned answers. A government that tramples or ignores individual rights (especially the fundamental
right to life), fails in its duty to justly protect and direct the use of public goods, or serves itself rather than the
common good of the people is a government that has failed the sacred charge of civil authority.
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Activity #2

Private, Public, and Common
Goods in the Book of Acts
(pages 43–44 in the Student Workbook)

This activity is meant to help extend, deepen, or apply the learning that has occurred in this chapter.
Scored ____ / 10

Activity Instructions
A Have your students use their Bibles to complete Private, Public, and Common Goods in the Book of Acts
beginning on pg. 43 of the Student Workbook.
B When they are finished, review student answers as a class.

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching

Private, Public, and Common
Goods in the Book of Acts

43

44

Catholic Social Teaching

2
______/ 10 pts.

___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

Directions: Read the following Scripture passages and then answer the questions that follow.

3

Part 1

___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

What are the warnings of Jesus concerning material possessions?
___________________________________________________________________________________

2

How do the passages reflect the use of public goods within the community of the Church?
___________________________________________________________________________________

Read Luke 16:8b–13, Matthew 6:19–21, and Matthew 19:16–30.

1

How do the passages reflect the right use of private goods?
___________________________________________________________________________________

4

How do the passages reflect the common good and the proper Christian attitude toward earthly wealth?

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

Why is the proper relationship to wealth so important for a right understanding of private, public, and the
common good?

Part 3

___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

Reflect

Why is the example of the early Church, in its eagerness to embody the teachings of
Jesus, still so important today?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Part 2

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Read Acts 2:42–47 and Acts 4:32–37.

1

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Describe the way in which the early Church viewed wealth and possessions according to the passages
from the Book of Acts.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________
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Answer Key Part 1
1 Accept reasoned responses. Luke 16:8b–13 warns to be trustworthy and honest with the wealth of this world

and to use the wealth of this world toward eternal and not temporary things. Every Christian is faced with a
choice of masters: either God or the false god of material possessions. Matthew 6:19–21 warns us not to store
up temporary material possessions but to “store up treasures in heaven,” emphasizing that the things that
matter most to God are not mere things of this world. Matthew 19:16–30 highlights the difficulties faced by
those whose possessions have come to possess them instead: the rich man, though obedient in all points of
the Law of Moses, is still too attached to his wealth. Those like Peter and the disciples, who give up everything
to follow God, are closest to the life that God wills for us.

2 Accept reasoned answers. These passages all depict how believers are called to use their material possessions

toward something beyond their personal enrichment. Serving God — and not mammon — or storing up treasure
in Heaven compels the believer to find ways to use their private goods to carry out God’s will. The public good,
in these circumstances, could be understood as meeting the basic material needs of people in society, and the
common good reflects the justice and generosity inspired by the teachings of Jesus.

Answer Key Part 2
1 Accept reasoned responses. The early Church distributed and even sold their personal property for the good
of the community. The early Christians followed the leadership of the apostles, who worked to ensure the just
allotment of the resources of the community.

2 Accept reasoned responses. The members of the Church “had everything in common,” and without any
coercion they willingly sacrificed their own wealth and property to meet the needs of others.

3 Accept reasoned responses. Christians with the means to do so made their private goods into public goods
and surrendered their personal claim to their property for the greater good of the community.

4 Accept reasoned responses. The Church under the authority of the Apostles, as recorded in Acts 2 and 4,

recognized the need of its members and distributed the resources of its members justly so that the physical
and spiritual needs of its members were met.

Answer Key Part 3
Reflection Question: Accept reasoned responses. These glimpses into the life of the early Church offer some
insight to our individualistic, consumerism-driven culture today. This vision is not of some sort of socialist utopia,
but rather how a Christian community can flourish when its members, united in heart and mind, possess a proper
detachment from material wealth, and care especially for the most vulnerable. By sacrificing their personal enrichment and private goods, the early Christians gave freely to benefit the public good and protect the common good.
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Teacher Notes
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Chapter 5

Principles of Catholic
Social Teaching

Unit 2, Chapter 5: Principles of Catholic Social Teaching

Chapter Overview
Catholic Social Teaching is meant to ensure true human flourishing through three
fundamental principles: human dignity, the divine origin of human authority, and the
common good. The basis of these principles is God’s unconditional love for each
of us. God did not make us to be objects: He loves us for our own sake, and this is
the source of our dignity. Belief in human dignity is the principle of social life. Every
human society needs to be governed by some kind of civil authority. God gives earthly
leaders authority to govern their fellow men so that they can safeguard human dignity
and direct people toward fulfillment. This fulfillment comes through the pursuit of the
common good: the goods which are ends in themselves for all society. When directed
toward the common good, society and its members will flourish as God intended.

In this chapter you will learn that…
■ Good things are those that help lead human nature to its true purpose.
■ Goods can be understood as goods of utility or honest goods.
■ Civil authority exists to bring order to society and direct its members to serve the common good.
■ The common good is served through just protection and use of private and public goods.
■ The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops has worked actively toward education and legislation
that serves the common good.

Bible Basics
Give ear, you who have power over multitudes and lord
it over throngs of peoples! Because authority was given
you by the Lord and sovereignty by the Most High, who
shall probe your works and scrutinize your counsels!
WISDOM 6:2–3

Connections to the
Catechism
CCC 1703 (pg. 89)
CCC 1906 (pg. 96)
CCC 1907–1909 (pgs. 94–95)
CCC 1912 (pg. 96)

Let every person be subordinate to the higher
authorities, for there is no authority except from God,
and those that exist have been established by God.
ROMANS 13:1
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Vocabulary
Objective Truth (n.): A
truth that corresponds
to reality. It exists
independent and
regardless of one’s
own thoughts, feelings,
preferences, or even
knowledge of it.

Catholic Social Teaching is comprised of different moral principles, rooted
in revelation and natural law, by which God leads the human family to happiness. These principles are like a manual for living together in society in
accord with our nature. Some of these moral principles are so fundamental
that they help determine all the other principles of human action related to
social life. Three of these principles, which we will consider in this chapter,
are the principles of human dignity, the divine origin of all human authority,
and the principle of the common good. These principles help to ensure that
society honors the dignity of each person and that all people are able to
freely attain their perfection in God.

The True and the Good
In general, when the Catholic Church speaks about “the good” or what is
“good for us,” she is not appealing to personal preferences or taste, which
is always a matter of opinion and is therefore relative to the individual person. To prefer Oreos to chocolate chip cookies, for example, or to think that
one color is better than another, is not a moral concern but a preference
about pleasure or taste. It ultimately does not matter which a person likes
better. When the Church speaks of “the good,” she is not speaking about
matters of personal opinion, as though we could say, “This is good for you
but not for me.” Rather, she is expressing a moral judgment about what is
perfective of human nature.

Good things are
those that direct
us to our final
purpose or help
us act in accord
with our nature.

Good things are those that direct us to our final purpose or help us
act in accord with our nature, and only the designer of something may
define its purpose. A craftsman knows that a good chair is one that holds
your weight but a bad chair breaks when you sit on it. The good chair is
good because it exists in accord with its purpose as its designer intended:
to accommodate a sitting person. Human beings have a purpose too:
to live in communion with God and each other so we can go to Heaven.
Therefore, some human actions are good because they fulfill the innate
needs and inclinations of human nature as God designed it. The moral
good is not a matter of personal preference; it falls in the category of
objective truth.
For example, on the most basic level of social life, friendship is a good
of human nature. Human beings need friendship in order to flourish. A
lonely person is never happy or fulfilled. This is because God made human nature for the sake of friendship. We are naturally social beings, and
one of our ends, or purposes, is to achieve the unity of friendship with
others, especially with God. No one rejoices at a friendless human being,
especially when we feel within our own heart someone’s loneliness for the
first time. Our natural response ought to be compassion for such people.
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Notice the moral implication of this description. Friendship is not optional
to humankind. The law of our nature determines that we must enjoy true
friendship to find fulfillment. The proper moral response to a lonely person
is to invite them into association with us: to include them. The need of the
other obliges us to reach out and befriend them. We all know how it feels
when this does not happen.
This experience of friendship is an expression of the natural law — we
naturally need other people in our lives in order to flourish and find happiness. Such a law cannot be “broken” but only demonstrated. The natural
law is similar to the law of gravity. We cannot actually break the law of
gravity; we simply experience it as something God has already determined
as the basic structure of physics. The moral life works in the same way.
The moral good is not optional or a matter of personal choice, opinion, or
preference. It is something we either receive or reject before we can make
any choice. To return to our example, the natural law directs us to cultivate
the unity of friendship with others and forbids us from causing division and
animosity.

 All human beings need
friendship in order to
flourish.

Friends by Hanna Hirsch-Pauli (1907).
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Vocabulary

Kinds of Goods

Goods of Utility (n.):
Goods that lead us toward
some other purpose we
wish to attain.

We can describe a “good” in two different ways: a good of utility and an
honest good. Aquinas distinguished these two goods by stating that we
may seek a good of utility as a means to an end. Goods of utility are those
that lead us toward some purpose we wish to attain. To utilize something is
to use it; goods of utility are good because they are useful in leading us to
a desired purpose. For example, we eat food for the sake of attaining good
health or for the pleasure that we derive from the food we eat.

Honest Goods (n.):
Goods that deserve our
love for their own sake
and not for the sake of
anything else.

St. Thomas Aquinas
wrote extensively
on the nature of
the good and how
we might attain it.

By contrast, honest goods deserve our love for their own sake. We
seek honest goods because we love them as an end or final goal of our actions. Some examples of honest goods are God, happiness, beauty, truth,

�

Saint Thomas Aquinas by Francisco Herrera the Younger (ca. 1656).
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justice, peace, and the human person. We can never treat a person as a
good of utility. We must love other human beings because they are persons
made in the image of God.
God does not forbid us from taking pleasure in another or enjoying a
relationship of utility with others, as we would on a sport’s team; goods of
utility are still good! Yet we may never reduce a person to a thing or object
used merely for our own personal gratification, such as in slavery and
prostitution. God never permits one person to own or purchase another,
since a person is not a good of utility but an honest good whose dignity we
ought to affirm.
God never loves a human person for pleasure or utility. He loves us
for our own sake. “Endowed with ‘a spiritual and immortal’ soul, the
human person is ‘the only creature on earth that God has willed for its
own sake.’ From his conception, he is destined for eternal beatitude”
(CCC 1703). This is the foundational principle of Catholic Social Teaching:
God has made us in His image and likeness, so we may never treat another
human being (or our own self) as a good of pleasure or a good of utility — that
is, as a means to an end or an object, a “what” instead of a “who.”
Every person belongs to God and has been created in His image. God
does not reduce anyone to a “thing” of use or pleasure, and neither can
we. Jesus illustrates this truth in the Golden Rule; we are to treat every
human being as an honest good whom we ought to love as another self
(Matt. 7:12). The natural law forbids that we ever objectify another out of
mere pleasure or utility — whether the person is beautiful or ugly, rich or
poor, talented or incompetent, able-bodied or handicapped, foreign or native, popular or misfit.

Every person
belongs to God
and has been
created in His
image.

From the concept of the honest good comes the Church’s understanding of dignity. Human beings have dignity precisely because God loves us
for our own sake. This belief in human dignity is the foundation upon which
the Church bases every other principle of social life. As Pope St. John Paul
II wrote,
The sacredness of life gives rise to its inviolability, written from the
beginning in man’s heart, in his conscience. The question: “What
have you done?” (Gen. 4:10), which God addresses to Cain… interprets the experience of every person: in the depths of his conscience, man is always reminded of the inviolability of life — his
own life and that of others — as something which does not belong
to him, because it is the property and gift of God the Creator and
Father. (Evangelium Vitae 40)
We bear this responsible because we must love all people as God
loves us: not for their pleasure or use but for their very being.
© Sophia Institute for Teachers
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Lives of Faith

St. Bernard of Clairvaux
St. Bernard of Clairvaux walked along the country
lane in the early morning sunlight. He was on his
way to establish another monastery, and he was
lost in prayer to God as he surveyed the surrounding countryside in all of its summer splendor.
Throughout his life, St. Bernard fostered a
deep love for God’s creation. Traveling in the
service of Christ and the Church gave him ample
opportunity to meditate on the beauty of nature
and how it reveals the beauty of God Himself. In
fact, beauty and creation are among the principle
ways God calls us into deeper love and communion with Him; whether it be through bread and
wine in the Mass — where we enter into His presence and eat His Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity
in the Holy Eucharist — or as we walk along a silent mountain path, taking in the wonders around
us. St. Bernard understood that deeper union with
God can be found by contemplating nature. He
said: “What I know of the divine science and holy
scripture, I learnt in the woods and fields.” Our understanding of what we learn in Sacred Scripture,
at Mass, and in the teachings of the Church is
strengthened by reverence and wonder for God’s
creation.
St. Bernard reminds us of the gift God has
given to us through the created universe; he is the
patron saint of mountaineers, skiers, backpacking,
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and the Alps. His example
also reminds us that we
are called to be stewards
of God’s creation. We must
find balance between what
we need to provide for our
livelihood and what could
cause harm to nature and
Contemplating
our fellow man, and we must
God’s creation
avoid the two extremes of
leads us into
paganism or earth-worship
a deeper
and exploiting nature for
our own use. Contemplating
respect and
God’s creation leads us into
love for Him.
a deeper respect and love
for Him and what He has
given to us, which should be the starting place
for all of our decisions concerning the protection
of our planet.
God does not lead us to irrational fear, nor
does He lead us to greed. Instead, as St. Bernard
puts it so well, He leads us to come to know Him
more deeply. He gives us the inspiration and tools
we need to provide for humanity’s needs while
also being good stewards of creation. We are
meant to take great care of the world we have
been given and the universe we live in, but always
with our eyes raised to God in Heaven.
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The Nature of Authority
Now that we understand how the honest good leads to human dignity, we
can discuss the nature of authority. Scripture teaches us that all legitimate
human authority is from God. The author of the Book of Wisdom wrote:
“Hear, therefore, kings, and understand; learn, you magistrates of
the earth’s expanse! Give ear, you who have power over multitudes
and lord it over throngs of peoples! Because authority was given
you by the Lord and sovereignty by the Most High, who shall probe
your works and scrutinize your counsels!” (6:1–3). St. Paul made the
same appeal to civil obedience: “Let every person be subordinate to
the higher authorities, for there is no authority except from God, and
those that exist have been established by God. Therefore, whoever
resists authority opposes what God has appointed, and those who
oppose it will bring judgment upon themselves” (Romans 13:1–2).
Every legitimate ruler participates in God’s authority over human affairs.
This principle of social life is important for two reasons. First, it ensures that
citizens obey their rulers and avoid anarchy. Second, if taken to heart, it
ensures that rulers will govern with wisdom and justice. Leaders know that

 St. Paul taught that

every legitimate ruler
participates in God’s
authority over human
affairs.

The Apostle Saint Paul by El Greco (1610–1614).
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Vocabulary
Tyranny (n.): The
rule of an oppressive
government or ruler who
exercises abolute power
over the people.

 Tyrannical authority

typically incites revolution
and social upheaval.

one day they will answer to God for the exercise of their authority. As Pope
Leo XIII first stated:
But in order that justice may be retained in government it is of the
highest importance that those who rule States should understand
that political power was not created for the advantage of any private individual; and that the administration of the State must be
carried on to the profit of those who have been committed to their
care, not to the profit of those to whom it has been committed. Let
princes take example from the Most High God, by whom authority is given to them; and, placing before themselves His model in
governing the State, let them rule over the people with equity and
faithfulness, and let them add to that severity, which is necessary,
a paternal charity. (Diuturnum 16)
When a society eliminates the relationship between God and civil authority, it always leads to the tyranny of a dictator, or tyranny of the majority.
Tyranny typically leads to revolution and social upheaval.
Rulers express the divine origin of their authority when they govern in
such a way that defends and upholds the dignity of every human person

The Seed of Revolution by Robert Spencer (date unknown).
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from conception to natural death. That is the ruler’s entire purpose in governing a society — to protect and defend human dignity. “Precisely for this
reason, civil law must ensure that all members of society enjoy respect for
certain fundamental rights which innately belong to the person, rights which
every positive law must recognize and guarantee. First and fundamental
among these is the inviolable right to life of every innocent human being”
(Evangelium Vitae 71).

Vocabulary
Private Good (n.): Any
good that belongs to an
individual by right.

While it is always possible for a ruler to abuse authority, civil authority in
itself is a moral good necessary to human flourishing. The nature of human
society determines that some people must have the authority to govern.
The Church teaches that the people may decide who governs them, but the
actual authority to govern does not originate in the will of the people. Civil
authority itself is from God, even when the people decide what kind of political arrangement they prefer — a monarchy, representative government,
pure democracy, and so forth.
Every human society, from the family to an expansive empire, needs
civil authority, or someone in charge to direct the society to the common
good of all members.
God[,] who is the Author of nature, wills that man should live in a
civil society; and this is clearly shown both by the faculty of language… and by numerous innate desires… which men isolated
cannot procure, but which they can procure when joined and associated with others. But now, a society can neither exist nor be
conceived in which there is no one to govern the wills of individuals,
in such a way as to make, as it were, one will out of many, and to
impel them rightly and orderly to the common good; therefore, God
has willed that in a civil society there should be some to rule the
multitude. (Leo XIII, Diuturnum 11)
Upholding human dignity requires a central point of governance, otherwise society would devolve into chaos (CCC 1897–1898). Authority is
necessary for the common good.

Examining the Common Good
What is the common good? In some sense, the rest of this book is about the
requirements of the common good. First, however, we should understand
the nature of a common good, which is distinct from THE common good.
The Church distinguishes between a private good, a public good, and
a common good. A private good is any good that belongs to the individual
by right. For example, the human body is a private good, as are the things
we own. Our bodies do not belong to the State or to our neighbors.
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Vocabulary
Public Good (n.):
Something that a
commonwealth shares
responsibility for, such as
roads or a park. Public
goods are always goods
of utlity.
A Common Good
(n.): An end to which
authorities should direct
society’s members,
like justice, peace, and
truth. (Distinct from the
common good.)

The more
common the
good, the more
properly one’s
own it will also
be.

By contrast, a public good is something a commonwealth shares
responsibility for, such as roads or a park. Everyone ought to have access to the use of public goods without any individual or group claiming
to have exclusive rights to them. Public goods are always goods of utility.
Furthermore, they are limited, and so they must be justly distributed among
all members of society. For example: if two people try to drive on the same
exact stretch of road, they will crash; they need to divide the road. Or think
about a family sharing a cake together to celebrate a birthday. The more
people eat of the cake, the less cake remains. Once everyone has eaten,
the cake is diminished or gone. (Thus the expression you cannot have your
cake and eat it too!)
But a common good, like justice, peace, and truth, is an end or goal
to which authorities direct a society’s members. A common good is always an honest good. Unlike public goods, we cannot divvy up a common good, and as more people participate in a common good, it increases
rather than diminishes. For example, if one person acts justly, and then
another person acts justly, justice increases. Pope St. John Paul II wrote
in his Letter to Families, “good, by its nature, demands to be created and
shared with others: bonum est diffusivum sui: ‘good is diffusive of itself.’
The more common the good, the more properly one’s own it will also be:
mine — yours — ours. This is the logic behind living according to the good,
living in truth and charity” (10). When common goods are recognized and
pursued, then society serves THE common good, which is the sum total of
social conditions which allow people to reach their fulfillment.
In order for society to be a well-ordered community, those in authority
must defend the legitimate private good of individuals, grant access to
public goods for all, and ensure the full participation of each in the common
good. For this last requirement, the Catechism of the Catholic Church identifies three basic criteria for ensuring that every member of society attain
the common good:
First, the common good presupposes respect for the person
as such. In the name of the common good, public authorities
are bound to respect the fundamental and inalienable rights of
the human person. Society should permit each of its members
to fulfill his vocation...
Second, the common good requires the social well-being and
development of the group itself. Development is the epitome of
all social duties. Certainly, it is the proper function of authority
to arbitrate, in the name of the common good, between
various particular interests; but it should make accessible to
each what is needed to lead a truly human life: food, clothing,
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health, work, education and culture, suitable information, the
right to establish a family, and so on.
Finally, the common good requires peace, that is, the stability and security of a just order. It presupposes that authority
should ensure by morally acceptable means the security of
society and its members. It is the basis of the right to legitimate personal and collective defense. (CCC 1907–1909)
Let us consider a couple of examples. Personal property is a private
good, but suppose the state excluded some individuals from owning property because of their race. Not only would these individuals be denied a
legitimate private good, but such a system would also undermine the common good of justice. Likewise, in some parts of the world, people do not
have access to clean water because the government lacks the political will
or resources to create the infrastructure of a clean water system. In this
case, the lack of a public good — clean water — prevents these individuals
from obtaining a basic human right, the private good of their own health.
Neither property nor water are common goods, but the order of justice,

 When individual common
goods are recognized,
society serves the
common good.

Enclosed Field with Plowman by Vincent van Gogh (1889).
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Vocabulary
Prudence (n.): A cardinal
virtue that helps us
discern what is good and
then choose the correct
means to accomplish it.
It is the “charioteer of the
virtues,” right reason in
action.

which ensures that people may own property and have access to clean
water, is a common good. Thus, the Church defines the common good
as “the sum total of social conditions which allow people, either as
groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and more
easily” (CCC 1906).
Every society must realize its own way to meet the Church’s three
criteria of the common good in accord with a culture’s history and traditions.
Yet in every case, “The common good is always oriented towards the
progress of persons: ‘The order of things must be subordinate to the
order of persons, and not the other way around.’ This order is founded
on truth, built up in justice, and animated by love” (CCC 1912).

The Common Good and the USCCB

 The common good is

that which is beneficial to
all of society.

The common good must focus on the progress of the people in a society. For
this reason, “The common good… calls for prudence from each, and
even more from those who exercise the office of authority” (CCC 1906).
Prudence is the virtue of governance. It is the ability to direct our own

Prayer before Harvest by Félix de Vigne (19th century).
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actions, or those of others, to the good, especially to the common good.
Prudence helps us understand how to apply the guiding principles of
Catholic Social Teaching to our own lives, and it guides local bishops and
Catholic civil leaders on how to apply these principles to the particular circumstances of their own communities.

Vocabulary
Pastoral Letter (n.): An
official letter from a bishop
to the clergy and/or laity
of his diocese.

After World War I the bishops of the United States began a program
of social reconstruction that included teachings on minimum wage, social
security, and worker participation and management. In 2001, two different organizations of bishops in the U.S. merged into the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) in 2001. In order to apply the
Church’s universal social doctrine, the USCCB has issued many documents to help Americans incorporate Catholic Social Teaching into our national and social lives.
USCCB teachings have come out in the form of various pastoral letters.
Over the years, some of the most critical social issues the USCCB has addressed include: economic justice, racism, the culture of life, immigration,
the environment, capital punishment, and war and peace. These letters
come out frequently and provide pastoral guidance to clergy and lay faithful
on how to put Catholic Social Teaching into practice on a basic level in an
ever-changing social environment. Three of the most important recent documents include Economic Justice for All (written as a “personal invitation
to Catholics to use the resources of our faith, the strength of our economy,
and the opportunities of our democracy to shape a society that better protects the dignity and basic rights of our sisters and brothers, both in this
land and around the world” [2]); Brothers and Sisters to Us (on the evils
of racism) and Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship (guidance for
Catholics on participation in democracy).
In addition to issuing these forms of guidance, the USCCB also lobbies the national government. The USCCB Office of Government Relations
(OGR) represents the USCCB before the U.S. Congress on public policy
issues of concern to the bishops. OGR coordinates and directs the legislative activities of the USCCB staff and other church personnel to influence
the actions of Congress. Of particular concern to the USCCB are pieces of
legislation regarding the protection of human life, religious liberty, marriage
and family, Catholic education, migration and refugees, and international
justice and peace.
In this chapter, we have discussed three fundamental principles of social life: the dignity of the human person, the nature and origin of civil authority, and the nature and requirements of the common good. These three
principles are the root of Catholic Social Teaching. In the next chapter, we
will look more deeply at the dignity of human life.
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The Truth Is…
The various ills of society are often used by non-Christians to argue that God
does not exist, or that, if He does, He does not really love us. They think
offenses against human dignity — like slavery, genocide, and exploitation of the
poor and weak — are incompatible with the Christian claim that God is loving
and good. If God did exist, they argue, He would have to be cruel and heartless
to allow so much suffering in the world. Would an all-good and all-powerful God
allow dictators to oppress and murder their people? Would He allow abusive
parents to manipulate and harm their children? Surely not!
Unfortunately, in our fallen world, there are often terrible differences between God’s plan for human flourishing and the way that we human beings
treat one another. God loves us unconditionally, and He wants us to love each
other in the same way. That is why He gives certain people authority over one
another; not so they can do whatever they want, but so they can be instruments
of His justice, love, and mercy in the world. We must always remember that
when we see someone in power using their position to abuse others, or seek
their own selfish gain, they are working against God’s design. In fact, when we
see abuse of power or offenses against human dignity and understand that
they are wrong, it is a sign that deep down we understand God’s true plan for
us. It is evidence of the fact that He has written the natural law in our hearts
to guide us to fulfillment and to the true good that can be found in Him alone!
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Chapter 5

Focus and Reflection Questions
1

What are the three principles of Catholic Social Teaching?

2

What are good things for human beings? How do we define what is good for us?

3

Into what two categories can we divide goods? Define each simply.

4

What is the foundational principle upon which the Church bases every other principle of social
life?

5

What does every legitimate ruler participate in?

6

What is an inevitable consequence of society eliminating the relationship between God and
civil authority?

7

How do leaders express the divine origin of their power?

8

Why is civil authority so important?

9

The Church teaches that the people may decide who governs them, but the actual authority
to govern does not originate in the will of the people. Why is this an important distinction?

10

What is the difference between private, public, and common good?

11

What must those in authority defend in relation to common, public, and private goods?

12

How does St. Bernard illustrate the correct way to view the natural world?

© Sophia Institute for Teachers

99

100

Catholic Social Teaching

Straight to the Source
ADDITIONAL READINGS FROM PRIMARY SOURCES

	
Evangelium Vitae 57, An Encyclical Letter of Pope St. John Paul II, March 25,
1995
[B]y the authority which Christ conferred upon Peter and his Successors, and in communion with the
Bishops of the Catholic Church, I confirm that the direct and voluntary killing of an innocent human being
is always gravely immoral. This doctrine, based upon that unwritten law which man, in the light of reason,
finds in his own heart (cf. Rom 2:14–15), is reaffirmed by Sacred Scripture, transmitted by the Tradition
of the Church and taught by the ordinary and universal Magisterium. …
As far as the right to life is concerned, every innocent human being is absolutely equal to all others. This
equality is the basis of all authentic social relationships which, to be truly such, can only be founded on
truth and justice, recognizing and protecting every man and woman as a person and not as an object to
be used. Before the moral norm which prohibits the direct taking of the life of an innocent human being
“there are no privileges or exceptions for anyone. It makes no difference whether one is the master of
the world or the ‘poorest of the poor’ on the face of the earth. Before the demands of morality, we are all
absolutely equal.”

1

What action does Pope St. John Paul II confirm is always gravely immoral?

2

On what does Pope St. John Paul II base this confirmation? (Hint: What does he mean by “that
unwritten law which man, in the light of reason, finds in his own heart”?) What other sources of
truth reaffirm that “unwritten law”?

3

How would you put the ideas in the second paragraph in your own words?
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Pacem in Terris 60–64, An Encyclical Letter of Pope St. John XXIII, April 11,
1963
60. [The] common good is best safeguarded when personal rights and duties are guaranteed. The chief
concern of civil authorities must therefore be to ensure that these rights are recognized, respected, coordinated, defended and promoted, and that each individual is enabled to perform his duties more easily.
For “to safeguard the inviolable rights of the human person, and to facilitate the performance of his duties,
is the principal duty of every public authority.”
61. Thus any government which refused to recognize human rights or acted in violation of them, would
not only fail in its duty; its decrees would be wholly lacking in binding force. …
63. In addition, heads of States must make a positive contribution to the creation of an overall climate
in which the individual can both safeguard his own rights and fulfill his duties, and can do so readily. …
64. The public administration must therefore give considerable care and thought to the question of social
as well as economic progress, and to the development of essential services in keeping with the expansion
of the productive system. Such services include road-building, transportation, communications, drinkingwater, housing, medical care, ample facilities for the practice of religion, and aids to recreation. The
government must also see to the provision of insurance facilities, to obviate any likelihood of a citizen’s
being unable to maintain a decent standard of living in the event of some misfortune, or greatly increased
family responsibilities.
The government is also required to show no less energy and efficiency in the matter of providing opportunities for suitable employment, graded to the capacity of the workers. It must make sure that working men
are paid a just and equitable wage and are allowed a sense of responsibility in the industrial concerns for
which they work. It must facilitate the formation of intermediate groups, so that the social life of the people
may become more fruitful and less constrained. And finally, it must ensure that everyone has the means
and opportunity of sharing as far as possible in cultural benefits.

1

According to this document, what must be the “chief concern” of civil authorities as far as promoting
the common good? Why is it the chief concern rather than a secondary one?

2

How does Pope John XXIII’s discussion here compare with what you have learned so far about
the common good?

3

Which level(s) of government (local, state, or national) is best suited to perform each of the functions
listed by the pope in paragraph 64? Apply what you know about the principle of subsidiarity to your
answer.
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Diuturnum 11, 23, An Encyclical Letter of Pope Leo XIII, June 23, 1881
11. [A] society can neither exist nor be conceived in which there is no one to govern the wills of individuals,
in such a way as to make, as it were, one will out of many, and to impel them rightly and orderly to the
common good; therefore, God has willed that in a civil society there should be some to rule the multitude.
And this also is a powerful argument, that those by whose authority the State is administered must be
able so to compel the citizens to obedience that it is clearly a sin in the latter not to obey. But no man
has in himself or of himself the power of constraining the free will of others by fetters of authority of this
kind. This power resides solely in God, the Creator and Legislator of all things; and it is necessary that
those who exercise it should do it as having received it from God. “There is one lawgiver and judge, who
is able to destroy and deliver.” And this is clearly seen in every kind of power. That that which resides in
priests comes from God is so acknowledged that among all nations they are recognized as, and called,
the ministers of God. In like manner, the authority of fathers of families preserves a certain impressed
image and form of the authority which is in God, “of whom all paternity in heaven and earth is named.”
But in this way different kinds of authority have between them wonderful resemblances, since, whatever
there is of government and authority, its origin is derived from one and the same Creator and Lord of the
world, who is God. …
23. For an unwillingness to attribute the right of ruling to God, as its Author, is not less than a willingness to
blot out the greatest splendor of political power and to destroy its force. And they who say that this power
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depends on the will of the people err in opinion first of all; then they place authority on too weak and unstable a foundation. For the popular passions, incited and goaded on by these opinions, will break out more
insolently; and, with great harm to the common weal, descend headlong by an easy and smooth road to
revolts and to open sedition. In truth, sudden uprisings and the boldest rebellions immediately followed in
Germany the so-called Reformation, the authors and leaders of which, by their new doctrines, attacked
at the very foundation religious and civil authority; and this with so fearful an outburst of civil war and with
such slaughter that there was scarcely any place free from tumult and bloodshed. From this heresy there
arose in the last century a false philosophy — a new right as it is called, and a popular authority, together
with an unbridled license which many regard as the only true liberty. Hence we have reached the limit of
horrors, to wit, communism, socialism, nihilism, hideous deformities of the civil society of men and almost
its ruin. And yet too many attempt to enlarge the scope of these evils, and under the pretext of helping
the multitude, already have fanned no small flames of misery. The things we thus mention are neither
unknown nor very remote from us.

1

Why can rulers never claim that disobedience to them is sinful?

2

Why does the pope use the examples of priests and fathers of families?

3

What error does the pope explore in paragraph 23? Explain his reasoning. Do you agree with him?
Why or why not?
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Comparing Relationships

______/ 10 pts.

Part 1
Directions: Read 2 Samuel 11:1–17, 26-27. Then answer the questions.

1

In what ways does David demonstrate disordered relationships based on selfish pleasure in regard to
both Bathsheba and Uriah?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

2

How did David wrongly use people and his relationships in ways that were “useful” to himself?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

3

How is a model king, or any authority figure, supposed to treat his subjects and servants?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
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Part 2
Directions

4

Read Luke 10:25–37 and John 15:11–16. Then answer the questions.

4. The man left for dead was presumably an Israelite, with whom the Samaritans had feuded for
centuries. How does the Samaritan demonstrate a revolutionary kind of friendship?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

5

5. How does Jesus reflect the kind of friendship and love that God has for us?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Part 3

Reflect

How is Christ’s model of relationships superior to that which David demonstrated in
2 Samuel 11?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Kinds of Goods

______/ 10 pts.

Part 1
Directions: Review the section of Chapter 5 titled “Kinds of Goods” beginning on pg. 88 of your
textbook. Then, answer the questions in the graphic organizer below.

1

Identify and define
the two kinds of
goods.

2

Why is the first
kind “good” but
incomplete?

3

Why is the second
kind a reflection of
the highest good and
the way in which God
loves us?

4

Why are we not
allowed to view a
person only in light
of the pleasure or
use they can give?
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Part 2
Directions: Review the section of Chapter 5 titled “Examining the Common Good” beginning on pg.
93 of your textbook. Identify the differences between private, public, and the common good.
Then, answer the questions in the graphic organizer below.

1

Define private goods
and provide some
examples. Why are
they important?

2

Define public goods
and provide some
examples. Why are
they important?

3

What is the common
good? How do the
other goods serve it?

Part 3
Directions: Review the section titled “Authority and the Common Good” in Chapter 5 of your textbook.
Then, answer the following questions.

1

Why is civil authority so important in a society? ______________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

2

How is authority supposed to help guarantee the common good? _______________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

3

What are ways in which authority can fail to uphold the common good? ___________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
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Private, Public, and Common
Goods in the Book of Acts

______/ 10 pts.

Directions: Read the following Scripture passages and then answer the questions that follow.

Part 1
Read Luke 16:8b–13, Matthew 6:19–21, and Matthew 19:16–30.

1

What are the warnings of Jesus concerning material possessions?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

2

Why is the proper relationship to wealth so important for a right understanding of private, public, and the
common good?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Part 2
Read Acts 2:42–47 and Acts 4:32–37.

1

Describe the way in which the early Church viewed wealth and possessions according to the passages
from the Book of Acts.
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
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2

How do the passages reflect the right use of private goods?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

3

How do the passages reflect the use of public goods within the community of the Church?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

4

How do the passages reflect the common good and the proper Christian attitude toward earthly wealth?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Part 3

Reflect

Why is the example of the early Church, in its eagerness to embody the teachings of
Jesus, still so important today?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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