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A.  Centesimus Annus (The hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum) 

Pope John Paul II 
1 Jan 1991 
Paragraphs 6-11 and 47 

6. With the intention of shedding light on the conflict which had arisen between capital 
and labour, Pope Leo XIII affirmed the fundamental rights of workers. Indeed, the key to 
reading the Encyclical is the dignity of the worker as such, and, for the same reason, the 
dignity of work, which is defined as follows: "to exert oneself for the sake of procuring 
what is necessary for the various purposes of life, and first of all for self-preservation".12 
The Pope describes work as "personal, inasmuch as the energy expended is bound up 
with the personality and is the exclusive property of him who acts, and, furthermore, was 
given to him for his advantage".13 Work thus belongs to the vocation of every person; 
indeed, man expresses and fulfils himself by working. At the same time, work has a 
"social" dimension through its intimate relationship not only to the family, but also to the 
common good, since "it may truly be said that it is only by the labour of working-men 
that States grow rich".14 These are themes that I have taken up and developed in my 
Encyclical Laborem exercens.15

Another important principle is undoubtedly that of the right to "private property".16 The 
amount of space devoted to this subject in the Encyclical shows the importance attached 
to it. The Pope is well aware that private property is not an absolute value, nor does he 
fail to proclaim the necessary complementary principles, such as the universal destination 
of the earth's goods.17

On the other hand, it is certainly true that the type of private property which Leo XIII 
mainly considers is land ownership.18 But this does not mean that the reasons adduced to 
safeguard private property or to affirm the right to possess the things necessary for one's 
personal development and the development of one's family, whatever the concrete form 
which that right may assume, are not still valid today. This is something which must be 
affirmed once more in the face of the changes we are witnessing in systems formerly 
dominated by collective ownership of the means of production, as well as in the face of 
the increasing instances of poverty or, more precisely, of hindrances to private ownership 
in many parts of the world, including those where systems predominate which are based 
on an affirmation of the right to private property. As a result of these changes and of the 
persistence of poverty, a deeper analysis of the problem is called for, an analysis which 
will be developed later in this document. 
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7. In close connection with the right to private property, Pope Leo XIII's Encyclical also 
affirms other rights as inalienable and proper to the human person. Prominent among 
these, because of the space which the Pope devotes to it and the importance which he 
attaches to it, is the "natural human right" to form private associations. This means above 
all the right to establish professional associations of employers and workers, or of 
workers alone.19 Here we find the reason for the Church's defence and approval of the 
establishment of what are commonly called trade unions: certainly not because of 
ideological prejudices or in order to surrender to a class mentality, but because the right 
of association is a natural right of the human being, which therefore precedes his or her 
incorporation into political society. Indeed, the formation of unions "cannot ... be 
prohibited by the State", because "the State is bound to protect natural rights, not to 
destroy them; and if it forbids its citizens to form associations, it contradicts the very 
principle of its own existence".20

Together with this right, which — it must be stressed — the Pope explicitly 
acknowledges as belonging to workers, or, using his own language, to "the working 
class", the Encyclical affirms just as clearly the right to the "limitation of working hours", 
the right to legitimate rest and the right of children and women21 to be treated differently 
with regard to the type and duration of work. 

If we keep in mind what history tells us about the practices permitted or at least not 
excluded by law regarding the way in which workers were employed, without any 
guarantees as to working hours or the hygienic conditions of the work-place, or even 
regarding the age and sex of apprentices, we can appreciate the Pope's severe statement: 
"It is neither just nor human so to grind men down with excessive labour as to stupefy 
their minds and wear out their bodies". And referring to the "contract" aimed at putting 
into effect "labour relations" of this sort, he affirms with greater precision, that "in all 
agreements between employers and workers there is always the condition expressed or 
understood" that proper rest be allowed, proportionate to "the wear and tear of one's 
strength". He then concludes: "To agree in any other sense would be against what is right 
and just".22

8. The Pope immediately adds another right which the worker has as a person. This is the 
right to a "just wage", which cannot be left to the "free consent of the parties, so that the 
employer, having paid what was agreed upon, has done his part and seemingly is not 
called upon to do anything beyond".23 It was said at the time that the State does not have 
the power to intervene in the terms of these contracts, except to ensure the fulfilment of 
what had been explicitly agreed upon. This concept of relations between employers and 
employees, purely pragmatic and inspired by a thorough-going individualism, is severely 
censured in the Encyclical as contrary to the twofold nature of work as a personal and 
necessary reality. For if work as something personal belongs to the sphere of the 
individual's free use of his own abilities and energy, as something necessary it is 
governed by the grave obligation of every individual to ensure "the preservation of life". 
"It necessarily follows", the Pope concludes, "that every individual has a natural right to 
procure what is required to live; and the poor can procure that in no other way than by 
what they can earn through their work".24
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A workman's wages should be sufficient to enable him to support himself, his wife and 
his children. "If through necessity or fear of a worse evil the workman accepts harder 
conditions because an employer or contractor will afford no better, he is made the victim 
of force and injustice".25

Would that these words, written at a time when what has been called "unbridled 
capitalism" was pressing forward, should not have to be repeated today with the same 
severity. Unfortunately, even today one finds instances of contracts between employers 
and employees which lack reference to the most elementary justice regarding the 
employment of children or women, working hours, the hygienic condition of the work-
place and fair pay; and this is the case despite the International Declarations and 
Conventions on the subject26 and the internal laws of States. The Pope attributed to the 
"public authority" the "strict duty" of providing properly for the welfare of the workers, 
because a failure to do so violates justice; indeed, he did not hesitate to speak of 
"distributive justice".27

9. To these rights Pope Leo XIII adds another right regarding the condition of the 
working class, one which I wish to mention because of its importance: namely, the right 
to discharge freely one's religious duties. The Pope wished to proclaim this right within 
the context of the other rights and duties of workers, notwithstanding the general opinion, 
even in his day, that such questions pertained exclusively to an individual's private life. 
He affirms the need for Sunday rest so that people may turn their thoughts to heavenly 
things and to the worship which they owe to Almighty God.28 No one can take away this 
human right, which is based on a commandment; in the words of the Pope: "no man may 
with impunity violate that human dignity which God himself treats with great reverence", 
and consequently, the State must guarantee to the worker the exercise of this freedom.29

It would not be mistaken to see in this clear statement a springboard for the principle of 
the right to religious freedom, which was to become the subject of many solemn 
International Declarations and Conventions,30 as well as of the Second Vatican Council's 
well-known Declaration and of my own repeated teaching.31 In this regard, one may ask 
whether existing laws and the practice of industrialized societies effectively ensure in our 
own day the exercise of this basic right to Sunday rest. 

10. Another important aspect, which has many applications to our own day, is the 
concept of the relationship between the State and its citizens. Rerum novarum criticizes 
two social and economic systems: socialism and liberalism. The opening section, in 
which the right to private property is reaffirmed, is devoted to socialism. Liberalism is 
not the subject of a special section, but it is worth noting that criticisms of it are raised in 
the treatment of the duties of the State.32 The State cannot limit itself to "favouring one 
portion of the citizens", namely the rich and prosperous, nor can it "neglect the other", 
which clearly represents the majority of society. Otherwise, there would be a violation of 
that law of justice which ordains that every person should receive his due. "When there is 
question of defending the rights of individuals, the defenceless and the poor have a claim 
to special consideration. The richer class has many ways of shielding itself, and stands 
less in need of help from the State; whereas the mass of the poor have no resources of 
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their own to fall back on, and must chiefly depend on the assistance of the State. It is for 
this reason that wage-earners, since they mostly belong to the latter class, should be 
specially cared for and protected by the Government".33

These passages are relevant today, especially in the face of the new forms of poverty in 
the world, and also because they are affirmations which do not depend on a specific 
notion of the State or on a particular political theory. Leo XIII is repeating an elementary 
principle of sound political organization, namely, the more that individuals are 
defenceless within a given society, the more they require the care and concern of others, 
and in particular the intervention of governmental authority. 

In this way what we nowadays call the principle of solidarity, the validity of which both 
in the internal order of each nation and in the international order I have discussed in the 
Encyclical Sollicitudo rei socialis,34 is clearly seen to be one of the fundamental 
principles of the Christian view of social and political organization. This principle is 
frequently stated by Pope Leo XIII, who uses the term "friendship", a concept already 
found in Greek philosophy. Pope Pius XI refers to it with the equally meaningful term 
"social charity". Pope Paul VI, expanding the concept to cover the many modern aspects 
of the social question, speaks of a "civilization of love".35

11. Re-reading the Encyclical in the light of contemporary realities enables us to 
appreciate the Church's constant concern for and dedication to categories of people who 
are especially beloved to the Lord Jesus. The content of the text is an excellent testimony 
to the continuity within the Church of the so-called "preferential option for the poor", an 
option which I defined as a "special form of primacy in the exercise of Christian 
charity".36 Pope Leo's Encyclical on the "condition of the workers" is thus an Encyclical 
on the poor and on the terrible conditions to which the new and often violent process of 
industrialization had reduced great multitudes of people. Today, in many parts of the 
world, similar processes of economic, social and political transformation are creating the 
same evils. 

If Pope Leo XIII calls upon the State to remedy the condition of the poor in accordance 
with justice, he does so because of his timely awareness that the State has the duty of 
watching over the common good and of ensuring that every sector of social life, not 
excluding the economic one, contributes to achieving that good, while respecting the 
rightful autonomy of each sector. This should not however lead us to think that Pope Leo 
expected the State to solve every social problem. On the contrary, he frequently insists on 
necessary limits to the State's intervention and on its instrumental character, inasmuch as 
the individual, the family and society are prior to the State, and inasmuch as the State 
exists in order to protect their rights and not stifle them.37

The relevance of these reflections for our own day is inescapable. It will be useful to 
return later to this important subject of the limits inherent in the nature of the state. For 
now, the points which have been emphasized (certainly not the only ones in the 
Encyclical) are situated in continuity with the Church's social teaching, and in the light of 
a sound view of private property, work, the economic process, the reality of the State and, 
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above all, of man himself. Other themes will be mentioned later when we examine certain 
aspects of the contemporary situation. From this point forward it will be necessary to 
keep in mind that the main thread and, in a certain sense, the guiding principle of Pope 
Leo's Encyclical, and of all of the Church's social doctrine, is a correct view of the human 
person and of his unique value, inasmuch as "man ... is the only creature on earth which 
God willed for itself".38 God has imprinted his own image and likeness on man (cf. Gen 
1:26), conferring upon him an incomparable dignity, as the Encyclical frequently insists. 
In effect, beyond the rights which man acquires by his own work, there exist rights which 
do not correspond to any work he performs, but which flow from his essential dignity as 
a person. 

 

47. Following the collapse of Communist totalitarianism and of many other totalitarian 
and "national security" regimes, today we are witnessing a predominance, not without 
signs of opposition, of the democratic ideal, together with lively attention to and concern 
for human rights. But for this very reason it is necessary for peoples in the process of 
reforming their systems to give democracy an authentic and solid foundation through the 
explicit recognition of those rights.96 Among the most important of these rights, mention 
must be made of the right to life, an integral part of which is the right of the child to 
develop in the mother's womb from the moment of conception; the right to live in a 
united family and in a moral environment conducive to the growth of the child's 
personality; the right to develop one's intelligence and freedom in seeking and knowing 
the truth; the right to share in the work which makes wise use of the earth's material 
resources, and to derive from that work the means to support oneself and one's 
dependents; and the right freely to establish a family, to have and to rear children through 
the responsible exercise of one's sexuality. In a certain sense, the source and synthesis of 
these rights is religious freedom, understood as the right to live in the truth of one's faith 
and in conformity with one's transcendent dignity as a person.97

Even in countries with democratic forms of government, these rights are not always fully 
respected. Here we are referring not only to the scandal of abortion, but also to different 
aspects of a crisis within democracies themselves, which seem at times to have lost the 
ability to make decisions aimed at the common good. Certain demands which arise within 
society are sometimes not examined in accordance with criteria of justice and morality, 
but rather on the basis of the electoral or financial power of the groups promoting them. 
With time, such distortions of political conduct create distrust and apathy, with a 
subsequent decline in the political participation and civic spirit of the general population, 
which feels abused and disillusioned. As a result, there is a growing inability to situate 
particular interests within the framework of a coherent vision of the common good. The 
latter is not simply the sum total of particular interests; rather it involves an assessment 
and integration of those interests on the basis of a balanced hierarchy of values; 
ultimately, it demands a correct understanding of the dignity and the rights of the 
person.98
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The Church respects the legitimate autonomy of the democratic order and is not entitled 
to express preferences for this or that institutional or constitutional solution. Her 
contribution to the political order is precisely her vision of the dignity of the person 
revealed in all its fulness in the mystery of the Incarnate Word.99

 
 
B. Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 

World) 
Vatican Council II 
7 Dec 1965 
Paragraphs 12-19, 22, 24-25 

12. According to the almost unanimous opinion of believers and unbelievers alike, all 
things on earth should be related to man as their center and crown. But what is man? 
About himself he has expressed, and continues to express, many divergent and even 
contradictory opinions. In these he often exalts himself as the absolute measure of all 
things or debases himself to the point of despair. The result is doubt and anxiety. The 
Church certainly understands these problems. Endowed with light from God, she can 
offer solutions to them, so that man's true situation can be portrayed and his defects 
explained, while at the same time his dignity and destiny are justly acknowledged.  

For Sacred Scripture teaches that man was created "to the image of God," is capable of 
knowing and loving his Creator, and was appointed by Him as master of all earthly 
creatures1 that he might subdue them and use them to God's glory.2 "What is man that 
you should care for him? You have made him little less than the angels, and crowned him 
with glory and honor. You have given him rule over the works of your hands, putting all 
things under his feet" (Ps. 8:5-7).  

But God did not create man as a solitary, for from the beginning "male and female he 
created them" (Gen. 1:27). Their companionship produces the primary form of 
interpersonal communion. For by his innermost nature man is a social being, and unless 
he relates himself to others he can neither live nor develop his potential. Therefore, as we 
read elsewhere in Holy Scripture God saw "all that he had made, and it was very good" 
(Gen. 1:31).  

13. Although he was made by God in a state of holiness, from the very onset of his 
history man abused his liberty, at the urging of the Evil One. Man set himself against God 
and sought to attain his goal apart from God. Although they knew God, they did not 
glorify Him as God, but their senseless minds were darkened and they served the creature 
rather than the Creator.3 What divine revelation makes known to us agrees with 
experience. Examining his heart, man finds that he has inclinations toward evil too, and is 
engulfed by manifold ills which cannot come from his good Creator. Often refusing to 
acknowledge God as his beginning, man has disrupted also his proper relationship to his 
own ultimate goal as well as his whole relationship toward himself and others and all 
created things.  
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Therefore man is split within himself. As a result, all of human life, whether individual or 
collective, shows itself to be a dramatic struggle between good and evil, between light 
and darkness. Indeed, man finds that by himself he is incapable of battling the assaults of 
evil successfully, so that everyone feels as though he is bound by chains. But the Lord 
Himself came to free and strengthen man, renewing him inwardly and casting out that 
"prince of this world" (John 12:31) who held him in the bondage of sin.4 For sin has 
diminished man, blocking his path to fulfillment. The call to grandeur and the depths of 
misery, both of which are a part of human experience, find their ultimate and 
simultaneous explanation in the light of this revelation.  

14. Though made of body and soul, man is one. Through his bodily composition he 
gathers to himself the elements of the material world; thus they reach their crown through 
him, and through him raise their voice in free praise of the Creator.5 For this reason man 
is not allowed to despise his bodily life; rather he is obliged to regard his body as good 
and honorable since God has created it and will raise it up on the last day. Nevertheless, 
wounded by sin, man experiences rebellious stirrings in his body. But the very dignity of 
man postulates that man glorify God in his body6 and forbid it to serve the evil 
inclinations of his heart.  

Now, man is not wrong when he regards himself as superior to bodily concerns, and as 
more than a speck of nature or a nameless constituent of the city of man. For by his 
interior qualities he outstrips the whole sum of mere things. He plunges into the depths of 
reality whenever he enters into his own heart; God, Who probes the heart,7 awaits him 
there; there he discerns his proper destiny beneath the eyes of God. Thus, when he 
recognizes in himself a spiritual and immortal soul, he is not being mocked by a fantasy 
born only of physical or social influences, but is rather laying hold of the proper truth of 
the matter.  

15. Man judges rightly that by his intellect he surpasses the material universe, for he 
shares in the light of the divine mind. By relentlessly employing his talents through the 
ages he has indeed made progress in the practical sciences and in technology and the 
liberal arts. In our times he has won superlative victories, especially in his probing of the 
material world and in subjecting it to himself. Still he has always searched for more 
penetrating truths, and finds them. For his intelligence is not confined to observable data 
alone, but can with genuine certitude attain to reality itself as knowable, though in 
consequence of sin that certitude is partly obscured and weakened.  

The intellectual nature of the human person is perfected by wisdom and needs to be, for 
wisdom gently attracts the mind of man to a quest and a love for what is true and good. 
Steeped in wisdom, man passes through visible realities to those which are unseen. Our 
era needs such wisdom more than bygone ages if the discoveries made by man are to be 
further humanized. For the future of the world stands in peril unless wiser men are 
forthcoming. It should also be pointed out that many nations, poorer in economic goods, 
are quite rich in wisdom and can offer noteworthy advantages to others.  
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It is, finally, through the gift of the Holy Spirit that man comes by faith to the 
contemplation and appreciation of the divine plan.8  

16. In the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which he does not impose upon 
himself, but which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love good and 
avoid evil, the voice of conscience when necessary speaks to his heart: do this, shun that. 
For man has in his heart a law written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of man; 
according to it he will be judged.9 Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a 
man. There he is alone with God, Whose voice echoes in his depths.10 In a wonderful 
manner conscience reveals that law which is fulfilled by love of God and neighbor.11 In 
fidelity to conscience, Christians are joined with the rest of men in the search for truth, 
and for the genuine solution to the numerous problems which arise in the life of 
individuals from social relationships. Hence the more right conscience holds sway, the 
more persons and groups turn aside from blind choice and strive to be guided by the 
objective norms of morality. Conscience frequently errs from invincible ignorance 
without losing its dignity. The same cannot be said for a man who cares but little for truth 
and goodness, or for a conscience which by degrees grows practically sightless as a result 
of habitual sin.  

17. Only in freedom can man direct himself toward goodness. Our contemporaries make 
much of this freedom and pursue it eagerly; and rightly to be sure. Often however they 
foster it perversely as a license for doing whatever pleases them, even if it is evil. For its 
part, authentic freedom is an exceptional sign of the divine image within man. For God 
has willed that man remain "under the control of his own decisions,"12 so that he can seek 
his Creator spontaneously, and come freely to utter and blissful perfection through 
loyalty to Him. Hence man's dignity demands that he act according to a knowing and free 
choice that is personally motivated and prompted from within, not under blind internal 
impulse nor by mere external pressure. Man achieves such dignity when, emancipating 
himself from all captivity to passion, he pursues his goal in a spontaneous choice of what 
is good, and procures for himself through effective and skillful action, apt helps to that 
end. Since man's freedom has been damaged by sin, only by the aid of God's grace can he 
bring such a relationship with God into full flower. Before the judgment seat of God each 
man must render an account of his own life, whether he has done good or evil.13  

18. It is in the face of death that the riddle of human existence grows most acute. Not 
only is man tormented by pain and by the advancing deterioration of his body, but even 
more so by a dread of perpetual extinction. He rightly follows the intuition of his heart 
when he abhors and repudiates the utter ruin and total disappearance of his own person. 
He rebels against death because he bears in himself an eternal seed which cannot be 
reduced to sheer matter. All the endeavors of technology, though useful in the extreme, 
cannot calm his anxiety; for prolongation of biological life is unable to satisfy that desire 
for higher life which is inescapably lodged in his breast.  

Although the mystery of death utterly beggars the imagination, the Church has been 
taught by divine revelation and firmly teaches that man has been created by God for a 
blissful purpose beyond the reach of earthly misery. In addition, that bodily death from 
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which man would have been immune had he not sinned14 will be vanquished, according 
to the Christian faith, when man who was ruined by his own doing is restored to 
wholeness by an almighty and merciful Savior. For God has called man and still calls him 
so that with his entire being he might be joined to Him in an endless sharing of a divine 
life beyond all corruption. Christ won this victory when He rose to life, for by His death 
He freed man from death.15 Hence to every thoughtful man a solidly established faith 
provides the answer to his anxiety about what the future holds for him. At the same time 
faith gives him the power to be united in Christ with his loved ones who have already 
been snatched away by death; faith arouses the hope that they have found true life with 
God.  

19. The root reason for human dignity lies in man's call to communion with God. From 
the very circumstance of his origin man is already invited to converse with God. For man 
would not exist were he not created by God's love and constantly preserved by it; and he 
cannot live fully according to truth unless he freely acknowledges that love and devotes 
himself to His Creator. Still, many of our contemporaries have never recognized this 
intimate and vital link with God, or have explicitly rejected it. Thus atheism must be 
accounted among the most serious problems of this age, and is deserving of closer 
examination.  

The word atheism is applied to phenomena which are quite distinct from one another. For 
while God is expressly denied by some, others believe that man can assert absolutely 
nothing about Him. Still others use such a method to scrutinize the question of God as to 
make it seem devoid of meaning. Many, unduly transgressing the limits of the positive 
sciences, contend that everything can be explained by this kind of scientific reasoning 
alone, or by contrast, they altogether disallow that there is any absolute truth. Some laud 
man so extravagantly that their faith in God lapses into a kind of anemia, though they 
seem more inclined to affirm man than to deny God. Again some form for themselves 
such a fallacious idea of God that when they repudiate this figment they are by no means 
rejecting the God of the Gospel. Some never get to the point of raising questions about 
God, since they seem to experience no religious stirrings nor do they see why they should 
trouble themselves about religion. Moreover, atheism results not rarely from a violent 
protest against the evil in this world, or from the absolute character with which certain 
human values are unduly invested, and which thereby already accords them the stature of 
God. Modern civilization itself often complicates the approach to God not for any 
essential reason but because it is so heavily engrossed in earthly affairs.  

Undeniably, those who willfully shut out God from their hearts and try to dodge religious 
questions are not following the dictates of their consciences, and hence are not free of 
blame; yet believers themselves frequently bear some responsibility for this situation. 
For, taken as a whole, atheism is not a spontaneous development but stems from a variety 
of causes, including a critical reaction against religious beliefs, and in some places 
against the Christian religion in particular. Hence believers can have more than a little to 
do with the birth of atheism. To the extent that they neglect their own training in the faith, 
or teach erroneous doctrine, or are deficient in their religious, moral or social life, they 
must be said to conceal rather than reveal the authentic face of God and religion.  
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22. The truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man 
take on light. For Adam, the first man, was a figure of Him Who was to come,20 namely 
Christ the Lord. Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and 
His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear. It is not 
surprising, then, that in Him all the aforementioned truths find their root and attain their 
crown.  

He Who is "the image of the invisible God" (Col. 1:15), 21 is Himself the perfect man. To 
the sons of Adam He restores the divine likeness which had been disfigured from the first 
sin onward. Since human nature as He assumed it was not annulled, 22 by that very fact it 
has been raised up to a divine dignity in our respect too. For by His incarnation the Son 
of God has united Himself in some fashion with every man. He worked with human 
hands, He thought with a human mind, acted by human choice23 and loved with a human 
heart. Born of the Virgin Mary, He has truly been made one of us, like us in all things 
except sin.24  

As an innocent lamb He merited for us life by the free shedding of His own blood. In 
Him God reconciled us25 to Himself and among ourselves; from bondage to the devil and 
sin He delivered us, so that each one of us can say with the Apostle: The Son of God 
"loved me and gave Himself up for me" (Gal. 2:20). By suffering for us He not only 
provided us with an example for our imitation, 26 He blazed a trail, and if we follow it, 
life and death are made holy and take on a new meaning.  

The Christian man, conformed to the likeness of that Son Who is the firstborn of many 
brothers,27 received "the first-fruits of the Spirit" (Rom. 8:23) by which he becomes 
capable of discharging the new law of love.28 Through this Spirit, who is "the pledge of 
our inheritance" (Eph. 1:14), the whole man is renewed from within, even to the 
achievement of "the redemption of the body" (Rom. 8:23): "If the Spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the death dwells in you, then he who raised Jesus Christ from the dead 
will also bring to life your mortal bodies because of his Spirit who dwells in you" (Rom. 
8:11).29 Pressing upon the Christian to be sure, are the need and the duty to battle against 
evil through manifold tribulations and even to suffer death. But, linked with the paschal 
mystery and patterned on the dying Christ, he will hasten forward to resurrection in the 
strength which comes from hope.30  

All this holds true not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose hearts 
grace works in an unseen way.31 For, since Christ died for all men,32 and since the 
ultimate vocation of man is in fact one, and divine, we ought to believe that the Holy 
Spirit in a manner known only to God offers to every man the possibility of being 
associated with this paschal mystery.  

Such is the mystery of man, and it is a great one, as seen by believers in the light of 
Christian revelation. Through Christ and in Christ, the riddles of sorrow and death grow 
meaningful. Apart from His Gospel, they overwhelm us. Christ has risen, destroying 
death by His death; He has lavished life upon us33 so that, as sons in the Son, we can cry 
out in the Spirit: Abba, Father!34  
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24. God, Who has fatherly concern for everyone, has willed that all men should constitute 
one family and treat one another in a spirit of brotherhood. For having been created in the 
image of God, Who "from one man has created the whole human race and made them 
live all over the face of the earth" (Acts 17:26), all men are called to one and the same 
goal, namely God Himself.  

For this reason, love for God and neighbor is the first and greatest commandment. Sacred 
Scripture, however, teaches us that the love of God cannot be separated from love of 
neighbor: "If there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying: Thou shalt 
love thy neighbor as thyself.... Love therefore is the fulfillment of the Law" (Rom. 13:9-
10; cf. 1 John 4:20). To men growing daily more dependent on one another, and to a 
world becoming more unified every day, this truth proves to be of paramount importance.  

Indeed, the Lord Jesus, when He prayed to the Father, "that all may be one. . . as we are 
one" (John 17:21-22) opened up vistas closed to human reason, for He implied a certain 
likeness between the union of the divine Persons, and the unity of God's sons in truth and 
charity. This likeness reveals that man, who is the only creature on earth which God 
willed for itself, cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himself.2  

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.3 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.4  

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 evil 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.  
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C.  Pacem in Terris (On Establishing Universal Peace in Truth, Justice, Charity 

and Liberty) 
Pope John XXIII 
11 Apr 1963 
Paragraphs 8-38, 44-45 

 

8. First of all, it is necessary to speak of the order which should exist between men.  

9. Any human society, if it is to be well-ordered and productive, must lay down as a 
foundation this principle, namely, that every human being is a person, that is, his nature is 
endowed with intelligence and free will. Indeed, precisely because he is a person he has 
rights and obligations flowing directly and simultaneously from his very nature.7 And as 
these rights and obligations are universal and inviolable so they cannot in any way be 
surrendered.  

10. If we look upon the dignity of the human person in the light of divinely revealed 
truth, we cannot help but esteem it far more highly; for men are redeemed by the blood of 
Jesus Christ, they are by grace the children and friends of God and heirs of eternal glory.  

RIGHTS 

The Right to Life and a Worthy Standard of Living  

11. Beginning our discussion of the rights of man, we see that every man has the right to 
life, to bodily integrity, and to the means which are suitable for the proper development 
of life; these are primarily food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, and finally the 
necessary social services. Therefore a human being also has the right to security in cases 
of sickness, inability to work, widowhood, old age, unemployment, or in any other case 
in which he is deprived of the means of subsistence through no fault of his own.8  

12. By the natural law every human being has the right to respect for his person, to his 
good reputation; the right to freedom in searching for truth and in expressing and 
communicating his opinions, and in pursuit of art, within the limits laid down by the 
moral order and the common good; and he has the right to be informed truthfully about 
public events.  

13. The natural law also gives man the right to share in the benefits of culture, and 
therefore the right to a basic education and to technical and professional training in 
keeping with the stage of educational development in the country to which he belongs. 
Every effort should be made to ensure that persons be enabled, on the basis of merit, to 
go on to higher studies, so that, as far as possible, they may occupy posts and take on 
responsibilities in human society in accordance with their natural gifts and the skills they 
have acquired.9  
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14. This too must be listed among the rights of a human being, to honor God according to 
the sincere dictates of his own conscience, and therefore the right to practice hs religion 
privately and publicly. For as Lactantius so clearly taught: "We w ere created for the 
purpose of showing to the God Who bore us the submission we owe Him, of recognizing 
Him alone, and of serving Him. We are obliged and bound by this duty to God; from this 
religion itself receives its name."10 And on this point Our Predecessor of immortal 
memory, Leo XIII, declared: "This genuine, this honorable freedom of the sons of God, 
which most nobly protects the dignity of the human person, is greater than any violence 
or injustice; it has always been sought by the Church, and always most dear to Her. This 
was the freedom which the Apostles claimed with intrepid constancy, which the 
Apologists defended with their writings, and which the Martyrs in such numbers 
consecrated with their blood."11  

15. Human beings have the right to choose freely the state of life which they prefer, and 
therefore the right to set up a family, with equal rights and duties for man and woman, 
and also the right to follow a vocation to the priesthood or the religious life.12  

16. The family, grounded on marriage freely contracted, monogamous and indissoluble, 
is and must be considered the first and essential cell of human society. From this it 
follows that most careful provision must be made for the family both in economic and 
social matters as well as in those which are of a cultural and moral nature, all of which 
look to the strengthening of the family and helping it carry out its function.  

17. Parents, however, have a prior right in the support and education of their children.13  

18. If we turn our attention to the economic sphere it is clear that man has a right by the 
natural law not only to an opportunity to work, but also to go about his work without 
coercion.14  

19. To these rights is certainly joined the right to demand working conditions in which 
physical health is not endangered, morals are safeguarded, and young people's normal 
development is not impaired. Women have the right to working conditions in accordance 
with their requirements and their duties as wives and mothers.15  

20. From the dignity of the human person, there also arises the right to carry on economic 
activities according to the degree of responsibility of which one is capable.16 Further 
more--and this must be specially emphasized--the worker has a right to a wage 
determined according to criterions of justice, and sufficient, therefore, in proportion to 
the available resources, to give the worker and his family a standard of living in keeping 
with the dignity of the human person. In this regard, Our Predecessor Pius XII said: "To 
the personal duty to work imposed by nature, there corresponds and follows the natural 
right of each individual to make of his work the means to provide for his own life and the 
lives of his children; so fundamental is the law of nature which commands man to 
preserve his life."17  
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21. The right to private property, even of productive goods, also derives from the nature 
of man. This right, as We have elsewhere declared, "is an effective means for 
safeguarding the dignity of the human person and for the exercise of responsibility in all 
fields; it strengthens and gives serenity to family life, thereby increasing the peace and 
prosperity of the State."18  

22. However, it is opportune to point out that there is a social duty essentially inherent in 
the right of private property.19  

23. From the fact that human beings are by nature social, there arises the right of 
assembly and association. They have also the right to give the societies of which they are 
members the form they consider most suitable for the aim they have in view, and to act 
within such societies on their own initiative and on their own responsibility in order to 
achieve their desired objectives.20  

24. And, as We Ourselves in the encyclical Mater et Magistra have strongly urged, it is 
by all means necessary that a great variety of organizations and intermediate groups be 
established which are capable of achieving a goal which an individual cannot effectively 
attain by himself. These societies and organizations must be considered the indispensable 
means to safeguard the dignity of the human person and freedom while leaving intact a 
sense of responsibility.21  

25. Every human being has the right to freedom of movement and of residence within the 
confines of his own country; and, when there are just reasons for it, the right to emigrate 
to other countries and take up residence there.22 The fact that one is a citizen of a 
particular State does not detract in any way from his membership in the human family as 
a whole, nor from his citizenship in the world community.  

26. The dignity of the human person involves the right to take an active part in public 
affairs and to contribute one's part to the common good of the citizens. For, as Our 
Predecessor of happy memory, Pius XII, pointed out: "The human individual, far from 
being an object and, as it were, a merely passive element in the social order, is in fact, 
must be and must continue to be, its subject, its foundation and its end."23  

27. The human person is also entitled to a juridical protection of his rights, a protection 
that should be efficacious, impartial and inspired by the true norms of justice. As Our 
Predecessor Pius XII teaches: "That perpetual privilege proper to man, by which every 
individual has a claim to the protection of his rights, and by which there is assigned to 
each a definite and particular sphere of rights, immune from all arbitrary attacks, is the 
logical consequence of the order of justice willed by God."24  
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DUTIES 

Rights and Duties Necessarily Linked in the One Person 

28. The natural rights with which We have been dealing are, however, inseparably 
connected, in the very person who is their subject, with just as many respective duties; 
and rights as well as duties find their source, their sustenance and their inviolability in the 
natural law which grants or enjoins them.  

29. Therefore, to cite a few examples, the right of every man to life is correlative with the 
duty to preserve it; his right to a decent standard of living with the duty of living it 
becomingly; and his right to investigate the truth freely, with the duty of seeking it ever 
more completely and profoundly.  

30. Once this is admitted, it also follows that in human society to one man's right there 
corresponds a duty in all other persons: the duty, namely, of acknowledging and 
respecting the right in question. For every fundamental human right draws its 
indestructible moral force from the natural law, which in granting it imposes a 
corresponding obligation. Those, therefore, who claim their own rights, yet altogether 
forget or neglect to carry out their respective duties, are people who build with one hand 
and destroy with the other.  

31. Since men are social by nature they are meant to live with others and to work for one 
another's welfare. A well-ordered human society requires that men recognize and observe 
their mutual rights and duties. It also demands that each contribute generously to the 
establishment of a civic order in which rights and duties are more sincerely and 
effectively and fulfilled.  

32. It is not enough, for example, to acknowledge and respect every man's right to the 
means of subsistence if we do not strive to the best of our ability for a sufficient supply of 
what is necessary for his sustenance.  

33. The society of men must not only be organized but must also provide them with 
abundant resources. This certainly requires that they observe and recognize their mutual 
rights and duties; it also requires that they collaborate in the many enterprises that 
modern civilization either allows or encourages or even demands.  

34. The dignity of the human person also requires that every man enjoy the right to act 
freely and responsibly. For this reason, therefore, in social relations man should exercise 
his rights, fulfill his obligations and, in the countless forms of collaboration with others, 
act chiefly on his own responsibility and initiative. This is to be done in such a way that 
each one acts on his own decision, of set purpose and from a consciousness of his 
obligation, without being moved by force or pressure brought to bear on him externally. 
For any human society that is established on relations of force must be regarded as 
inhuman, inasmuch as the personality of its members is repressed or restricted, when in 

 15



fact they should be provided with appropriate incentives and means for developing and 
perfecting themselves.  

35. A civic society is to be considered well-ordered, beneficial and in keeping with 
human dignity if it is grounded on truth. As the Apostle Paul exhorts us: "Away with 
falsehood then; let everyone speak out the truth to his neighbor; membership of the body 
binds us to one another."25 This will be accomplished when each one duly recognizes 
both his rights and his obligations towards others. Furthermore, human society will be 
such as we have just described it, if the citizens, guided by justice, apply themselves 
seriously to respecting the rights of others and discharging their own duties; if they are 
moved by such fervor of charity as to make their own the needs of others and share with 
others their own goods: if finally, they work for a closer fellowship in the world of 
spiritual values. Yet this is not sufficient; for human society is bound together by 
freedom, that is to say, in ways and means in keeping with the dignity of its citizens, who 
accept the responsibility of their actions, precisely because they are by nature rational 
beings.  

36. Therefore, Venerable Brothers and beloved children, human society must primarily 
be considered something pertaining to the spiritual. Through it, in the bright light of truth 
men should share their knowledge, be able to exercise their rights and fulfill their 
obligations, be inspired to seek spiritual values, mutually derive genuine pleasure from 
the beautiful of whatever order it be, always be readily disposed to pass on to others the 
best of their own cultural heritage and eagerly strive to make their own the spiritual 
achievements of others. These benefits not only influence, but at the same time give aim 
and scope to all that has bearing on cultural expressions, economic and social institutions, 
political movements and forms, laws, and all other structures by which society is 
outwardly established and constantly developed.  

37. The order which prevails in society is by nature moral. Grounded as it is in truth, it 
must function according to the norms of justice, it should be inspired and perfected by 
mutual love, and finally it should be brought to an ever more refined and human balance 
in freedom.  

38. Now an order of this kind, whose principles are universal, absolute and unchangeable, 
has its ultimate source in the one true God, Who is personal and transcends human 
nature. Inasmuch as God is the first Truth and the highest Good, He alone is that deepest 
source from which human society can draw its vitality, if that society is to be well 
ordered, beneficial, and in keeping with human dignity.26 As St. Thomas Aquinas says: 
"Human reason is the norm of the human will, according to which its, goodness is 
measured, because reason derives from the eternal law which is the divine reason itself. It 
is evident then that the goodness of the human will depends much more on the eternal 
law than on human reason.27  

44. On the contrary, the conviction that all men are equal by reason of their natural 
dignity has been generally accepted. Hence racial discrimination can in no way be 
justified, at least doctrinally or in theory. And this is of fundamental importance and 
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significance for the formation of human society according to those principles which We 
have outlined above. For, if a man becomes conscious of his rights, he must become 
equally aware of his duties. Thus he who possesses certain rights has likewise the duty to 
claim those rights as marks of his dignity, while all others have the obligation to 
acknowledge those rights and respect them.  

45. When the relations of human society are expressed in terms of rights and duties, men 
become conscious of spiritual values, understand the meaning and significance of truth, 
justice, charity and freedom, and become deeply aware that they belong to this world of 
values. Moreover, when moved by such concerns, they are brought to a better knowledge 
of the true God Who is personal and transcendent, and thus they make the ties that bind 
them to God the solid foundation and supreme criterion of their lives, both of that life 
which they live interiorly in the depths of their own souls and of that in which they are 
united to other men in society.  

 
D. Redemptor Hominis (Man, the Primary Way for the Church) 

John Paul II 
4 Mar 1979 
Paragraph 14 

 

14. For the Church all ways lead to man 

The Church cannot abandon man, for his "destiny", that is to say his election, calling, 
birth and death, salvation or perdition, is so closely and unbreakably linked with Christ. 
We are speaking precisely of each man on this planet, this earth that the Creator gave to 
the first man, saying to the man and the women: "subdue it and have dominion"94. Each 
man in all the unrepeatable reality of what he is and what he does, of his intellect and 
will, of his conscience and heart. Man who in his reality has, because he is a "person", a 
history of his life that is his own and, most important, a history of his soul that is his own. 
Man who, in keeping with the openness of his spirit within and also with the many 
diverse needs of his body and his existence in time, writes this personal history of his 
through numerous bonds, contacts, situations, and social structures linking him with other 
men, beginning to do so from the first moment of his existence on earth, from the 
moment of his conception and birth. Man in the full truth of his existence, of his personal 
being and also of his community and social being-in the sphere of his own family, in the 
sphere of society and very diverse contexts, in the sphere of his own nation or people 
(perhaps still only that of his clan or tribe), and in the sphere of the whole of mankind-
this man is the primary route that the Church must travel in fulfilling her mission: he is 
the primary and fundamental way for the Church, the way traced out by Christ himself, 
the way that leads invariably through the mystery of the Incarnation and the Redemption. 

It was precisely this man in all the truth of his life, in his conscience, in his continual 
inclination to sin and at the same time in his continual aspiration to truth, the good, the 
beautiful, justice and love that the Second Vatican Council had before its eyes when, in 
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outlining his situation in the modern world, it always passed from the external elements 
of this situation to the truth within humanity: "In man himself many elements wrestle 
with one another. Thus, on the one hand, as a creature he experiences his limitations in a 
multitude of ways. On the other, he feels himself to be boundless in his desires and 
summoned to a higher life. Pulled by manifold attractions, he is constantly forced to 
choose among them and to renounce some. Indeed, as a weak and sinful being, he often 
does what he would not, and fails to do what he would. Hence he suffers from internal 
divisions, and from these flow so many and such great discords in society"95. 

This man is the way for the Church-a way that, in a sense, is the basis of all the other 
ways that the Church must walk-because man-every man without any exception 
whatever-has been redeemed by Christ, and because with man-with each man without 
any exception whatever-Christ is in a way united, even when man is unaware of it: 
"Christ, who died and was raised up for all, provides man"-each man and every man- 
"with the light and the strength to measure up to his supreme calling"96. 

Since this man is the way for the Church, the way for her daily life and experience, for 
her mission and toil, the Church of today must be aware in an always new manner of 
man's "situation". That means that she must be aware of his possibilities, which keep 
returning to their proper bearings and thus revealing themselves. She must likewise be 
aware of the threats to man and of all that seems to oppose the endeavour "to make 
human life ever more human"97 and make every element of this life correspond to man's 
true dignity-in a word, she must be aware of all that is opposed to that process. 
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