
 

Labourers of the Harvest – REFERENCES 
 
CHAPTER 5: WORK ETHICS 
 
The following are extracts of the references listed in this chapter of Labourers of the 
Harvest.  
  
 
 
A. Laborem Exercens (On Human Work) 

Pope John Paul II  
14 September 1981 
Paragraphs 6, 8, 19, 21 

 
 
6. It is certainly true that work, as a human issue, is at the very center of the "social 
question" to which, for almost a hundred years, since the publication of the above 
mentioned encyclical, the church's teaching and the many undertakings connected with 
her apostolic mission have been especially directed. The present reflections on work are 
not intended to follow a different line, but rather to be in organic connection with the 
whole tradition of this teaching and activity. At the same time, however, I am making 
them, according to the indication in the Gospel, in order to bring out from the heritage 
of the Gospel "what is new and what is old". Certainly, work is part of "what is old" – as 
old as man and his life on earth. Nevertheless, the general situation of man in the 
modern world, studied and analyzed in its various aspects of geography, culture and 
civilization, calls for the discovery of the new meanings of human work. It likewise 
calls for the formulation of the new tasks that in this sector face each individual, the 
family, each country, the whole human race and finally the church herself. 
 
8. If we follow the main line of development of the documents of the supreme 
magisterium of the church, we find in them an explicit confirmation of precisely such a 
statement of the question. The key position, as regards the question of world peace, is 
that of John XXIII's encyclical Pacem in Terris. However, if one studies the 
development of the question of social justice, one cannot fail to note that, whereas 
during the period between Rerum Novarum and Pius XI's Quadragesimo Anno the 
church's teaching concentrates mainly on the just solution of the "labour question" 
within individual nations, in the next period the church's teaching widens its horizon to 
take in the whole world. The disproportionate distribution of wealth and poverty and the 
existence of some countries and continents that are developed and of others that are not 
call for a leveling out and for a search for ways to ensure just development for all. This 
is the direction of the teaching in John XXIII's encyclical Mater et Magistra, in the 
Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes of the Second Vatican Council, and in Paul Vl's 
encyclical Populorum Progressio. 
 
19. The development of industry and of the various sectors connected with it, even the 
most modern electronics technology, especially in the fields of miniaturization, 
communications and tele-communications and so forth, show how vast is the role of 
technology, that ally of work that human thought has produced, in the interaction 
between the subject and object of work (in the widest sense of the word). Understood in 
this case not as a capacity or aptitude for work, but rather as a whole set of instruments 
which man uses in his work, technology is undoubtedly man's ally. It facilitates his 
work, perfects, accelerates and augments it. It leads to an increase in the quantity of 



 

things produced by work, and in many cases improves their quality. However, it is also 
a fact that, in some instances, technology can cease to be man's ally and become almost 
his enemy, as when the mechanization of work "supplants" him, taking away all 
personal satisfaction and the incentive to creativity and responsibility, when it deprives 
many workers of their previous employment, or when, through exalting the machine, it 
reduces man to the status of its slave. 
 
21. The recent stage of human history, especially that of certain societies, brings a 
correct affirmation of technology as a basic coefficient of economic progress; but at the 
same time this affirmation has been accompanied by and continues to be accompanied 
by essential questions concerning human work in relationship to its subject, which is 
man. These questions are particularly charged with content and tension of an ethical and 
social character. They therefore constitute a continual challenge for institutions of many 
kinds, for states and governments, for systems and international organizations; they also 
constitute a challenge for the church.  
 
 
 
B. Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World) 

Vatican Council II  
7 December 1965  
Paragraph 25, 64, 78 

 
25. Man's social nature makes it evident that the progress of the human person and the 
advance of society itself hinge on one another. For the beginning, the subject and the 
goal of all social institutions is and must be the human person which for its part and by 
its very nature stands completely in need of social life. Since this social life is not 
something added on to man, through his dealings with others, through reciprocal duties, 
and through fraternal dialogue he develops all his gifts and is able to rise to his destiny. 
Among those social ties which man needs for his development some, like the family and 
political community, relate with greater immediacy to his innermost nature; others 
originate rather from his free decision. In our era, for various reasons, reciprocal ties 
and mutual dependencies increase day by day and give rise to a variety of associations 
and organizations, both public and private. This development, which is called 
socialization, while certainly not without its dangers, brings with it many advantages 
with respect to consolidating and increasing the qualities of the human person, and 
safeguarding his rights. 
 
But if by this social life the human person is greatly aided in responding to his destiny, 
even in its religious dimensions, it cannot be denied that men are often diverted from 
doing good and spurred toward and by the social circumstances in which they live and 
are immersed from their birth. To be sure the disturbances which so frequently occur in 
the social order result in part from the natural tensions of economic, political and social 
forms. But at a deeper level they flow from man's pride and selfishness, which 
contaminate even the social sphere. When the structure of affairs is flawed by the 
consequences of sin, man, already born with a bent toward evil, finds there new 
inducements to sin, which cannot be overcome without strenuous efforts and the 
assistance of grace. 
 
64. Today more than ever before attention is rightly given to the increase of the 
production of agricultural and industrial goods and of the rendering of services, for the 
purpose of making provision for the growth of population and of satisfying the 



 

increasing desires of the human race. Therefore, technical progress, an inventive spirit, 
an eagerness to create and to expand enterprises, the application of methods of 
production, and the strenuous efforts of all who engage in production—in a word, all the 
elements making for such development—must be promoted. The fundamental finality 
of this production is not the mere increase of products nor profit or control but rather the 
service of man, and indeed of the whole man with regard for the full range of his 
material needs and the demands of his intellectual, moral, spiritual, and religious life; 
this applies to every man whatsoever and to every group of men, of every race and of 
every part of the world. Consequently, economic activity is to be carried on according to 
its own methods and laws within the limits of the moral order," so that God's plan for 
mankind may be realized. 
 
78. Peace is not merely the absence of war; nor can it be reduced solely to the 
maintenance of a balance of power between enemies; nor is it brought about by 
dictatorship. Instead, it is rightly and appropriately called an enterprise of justice. Peace 
results from that order structured into human society by its divine Founder, and 
actualized by men as they thirst after ever greater justice. The common good of 
humanity finds its ultimate meaning in the eternal law. But since the concrete demands 
of this common good are constantly changing as time goes on, peace is never attained 
once and for all, but must be built up ceaselessly. Moreover, since the human will is 
unsteady and wounded by sin, the achievement of peace requires a constant mastering 
of passions and the vigilance of lawful authority. 
 
But this is not enough. This peace on earth cannot be obtained unless personal well-
being is safeguarded and men freely and trustingly share with one another the riches of 
their inner spirits and their talents. A firm determination to respect other men and 
peoples and their dignity, as well as the studied practice of brotherhood are absolutely 
necessary for the establishment of peace. Hence peace is likewise the fruit of love, 
which goes beyond what justice can provide. 
 
That earthly peace which arises from love of neighbour symbolizes and results from the 
peace of Christ which radiates from God the Father. For by the cross the incarnate Son, 
the prince of peace reconciled all men with God. By thus restoring all men to the unity 
of one people and one body, He slew hatred in His own flesh; and, after being lifted on 
high by His resurrection, He poured forth the spirit of love into the hearts of men. 
For this reason, all Christians are urgently summoned to do in love what the truth 
requires, and to join with all true peacemakers in pleading for peace and bringing it 
about. 
 
Motivated by this same spirit, we cannot fail to praise those who renounce the use of 
violence in the vindication of their rights and who resort to methods of defense which 
are otherwise available to weaker parties too, provided this can be done without injury 
to the rights and duties of others or of the community itself. 
 
Insofar as men are sinful, the threat of war hangs over them, and hang over them it will 
until the return of Christ. But insofar as men vanquish sin by a union of love, they will 
vanquish violence as well and make these words come true: "They shall turn their 
swords into plough-shares, and their spears into sickles. Nation shall not lift up sword 
against nation, neither shall they learn war any more" (Isaiah 2:4).  
 
 
 



 

C. Caritas in Veritate (On Integral Human Development in Charity and Truth) 
Pope Benedict XVI 
29 June 2009  
Paragraph 15, 36, 45-46 

 
15. Two further documents by Paul VI without any direct link to social doctrine — the 
Encyclical Humanae Vitae (25 July 1968) and the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii 
Nuntiandi (8 December 1975) — are highly important for delineating the fully human 
meaning of the development that the Church proposes. It is therefore helpful to consider 
these texts too in relation to Populorum Progressio. 
 
The Encyclical Humanae Vitae emphasizes both the unitive and the procreative 
meaning of sexuality, thereby locating at the foundation of society the married couple, 
man and woman, who accept one another mutually, in distinction and in 
complementarity: a couple, therefore, that is open to life. This is not a question of purely 
individual morality: Humanae Vitae indicates the strong links between life ethics and 
social ethics, ushering in a new area of magisterial teaching that has gradually been 
articulated in a series of documents, most recently John Paul II's Encyclical Evangelium 
Vitae. The Church forcefully maintains this link between life ethics and social ethics, 
fully aware that “a society lacks solid foundations when, on the one hand, it asserts 
values such as the dignity of the person, justice and peace, but then, on the other hand, 
radically acts to the contrary by allowing or tolerating a variety of ways in which human 
life is devalued and violated, especially where it is weak or marginalized.”  
 
The Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, for its part, is very closely linked with 
development, given that, in Paul VI's words, “evangelization would not be complete if it 
did not take account of the unceasing interplay of the Gospel and of man's concrete life, 
both personal and social.” “Between evangelization and human advancement — 
development and liberation — there are in fact profound links”: on the basis of this 
insight, Paul VI clearly presented the relationship between the proclamation of Christ 
and the advancement of the individual in society. Testimony to Christ's charity, through 
works of justice, peace and development, is part and parcel of evangelization, because 
Jesus Christ, who loves us, is concerned with the whole person. These important 
teachings form the basis for the missionary aspect of the Church's social doctrine, which 
is an essential element of evangelization. The Church's social doctrine proclaims and 
bears witness to faith. It is an instrument and an indispensable setting for formation in 
faith. 
 
36. Economic activity cannot solve all social problems through the simple application of 
commercial logic. This needs to be directed towards the pursuit of the common good, 
for which the political community in particular must also take responsibility. Therefore, 
it must be borne in mind that grave imbalances are produced when economic action, 
conceived merely as an engine for wealth creation, is detached from political action, 
conceived as a means for pursuing justice through redistribution. 
 
The Church has always held that economic action is not to be regarded as something 
opposed to society. In and of itself, the market is not, and must not become, the place 
where the strong subdue the weak. Society does not have to protect itself from the 
market, as if the development of the latter were ipso facto to entail the death of 
authentically human relations. Admittedly, the market can be a negative force, not 
because it is so by nature, but because a certain ideology can make it so. It must be 
remembered that the market does not exist in the pure state. It is shaped by the cultural 



 

configurations which define it and give it direction. Economy and finance, as 
instruments, can be used badly when those at the helm are motivated by purely selfish 
ends. Instruments that are good in themselves can thereby be transformed into harmful 
ones. But it is man's darkened reason that produces these consequences, not the 
instrument per se. Therefore it is not the instrument that must be called to account, but 
individuals, their moral conscience and their personal and social responsibility. 
The Church's social doctrine holds that authentically human social relationships of 
friendship, solidarity and reciprocity can also be conducted within economic activity, 
and not only outside it or “after” it. The economic sphere is neither ethically neutral, nor 
inherently inhuman and opposed to society. It is part and parcel of human activity and 
precisely because it is human, it must be structured and governed in an ethical manner. 
The great challenge before us, accentuated by the problems of development in this 
global era and made even more urgent by the economic and financial crisis, is to 
demonstrate, in thinking and behaviour, not only that traditional principles of social 
ethics like transparency, honesty and responsibility cannot be ignored or attenuated, but 
also that in commercial relationships the principle of gratuitousness and the logic of gift 
as an expression of fraternity can and must find their place within normal economic 
activity. This is a human demand at the present time, but it is also demanded by 
economic logic. It is a demand both of charity and of truth. 
 
45. Striving to meet the deepest moral needs of the person also has important and 
beneficial repercussions at the level of economics. The economy needs ethics in order to 
function correctly — not any ethics whatsoever, but an ethics which is people-centred. 
Today we hear much talk of ethics in the world of economy, finance and business. 
Research centres and seminars in business ethics are on the rise; the system of ethical 
certification is spreading throughout the developed world as part of the movement of 
ideas associated with the responsibilities of business towards society. Banks are 
proposing “ethical” accounts and investment funds. “Ethical financing” is being 
developed, especially through micro-credit and, more generally, micro-finance. These 
processes are praiseworthy and deserve much support. Their positive effects are also 
being felt in the less developed areas of the world. It would be advisable, however, to 
develop a sound criterion of discernment, since the adjective “ethical” can be abused. 
When the word is used generically, it can lend itself to any number of interpretations, 
even to the point where it includes decisions and choices contrary to justice and 
authentic human welfare. 
 
Much in fact depends on the underlying system of morality. On this subject the Church's 
social doctrine can make a specific contribution, since it is based on man's creation “in 
the image of God” (Gen 1:27), a datum which gives rise to the inviolable dignity of the 
human person and the transcendent value of natural moral norms. When business ethics 
prescinds from these two pillars, it inevitably risks losing its distinctive nature and it 
falls prey to forms of exploitation; more specifically, it risks becoming subservient to 
existing economic and financial systems rather than correcting their dysfunctional 
aspects. Among other things, it risks being used to justify the financing of projects that 
are in reality unethical. The word “ethical”, then, should not be used to make 
ideological distinctions, as if to suggest that initiatives not formally so designated would 
not be ethical. Efforts are needed — and it is essential to say this — not only to create 
“ethical” sectors or segments of the economy or the world of finance, but to ensure that 
the whole economy — the whole of finance — is ethical, not merely by virtue of an 
external label, but by its respect for requirements intrinsic to its very nature. The 
Church's social teaching is quite clear on the subject, recalling that the economy, in all 
its branches, constitutes a sector of human activity. 



 

 
46. When we consider the issues involved in the relationship between business and 
ethics, as well as the evolution currently taking place in methods of production, it would 
appear that the traditionally valid distinction between profit-based companies and non-
profit organizations can no longer do full justice to reality, or offer practical direction 
for the future. In recent decades a broad intermediate area has emerged between the two 
types of enterprise. It is made up of traditional companies which nonetheless subscribe 
to social aid agreements in support of underdeveloped countries, charitable foundations 
associated with individual companies, groups of companies oriented towards social 
welfare, and the diversified world of the so-called “civil economy” and the “economy of 
communion”. This is not merely a matter of a “third sector”, but of a broad new 
composite reality embracing the private and public spheres, one which does not exclude 
profit, but instead considers it a means for achieving human and social ends. Whether 
such companies distribute dividends or not, whether their juridical structure corresponds 
to one or other of the established forms, becomes secondary in relation to their 
willingness to view profit as a means of achieving the goal of a more humane market 
and society. It is to be hoped that these new kinds of enterprise will succeed in finding a 
suitable juridical and fiscal structure in every country. Without prejudice to the 
importance and the economic and social benefits of the more traditional forms of 
business, they steer the system towards a clearer and more complete assumption of 
duties on the part of economic subjects. And not only that. The very plurality of 
institutional forms of business gives rise to a market which is not only more civilized but 
also more competitive. 


