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OR CENTURIES, Christians have sought to discern the moral as well

as the religious implications of the gospel message. While their faith
in Christ has focused attention on promises of eternal life, it has also
confronted them with questions about the meaning of their existence in
this world. One of their most significant challenges has been to balance
the claims of this world with those of eternal life. The Christian response
to this challenge has been pluralistic; over the centuries, Christians have
described a variety of ways of understanding and living their Christian
commitment in the temporal world.! Nowhere, it seems, has this plural-
ism been more evident than in the centuries-old discussion about the
meaning, nature, and limits of Christian activity in the political arena.

In the contemporary discussion of the relationship of Christianity to
the world, attention has focused again on Christian political activity.
Recent political episodes in countries populated by Christians have
prompted debate about the proper relationship of Christians to politics;
meanwhile, theological discussions (of the meaning of the secular world,
e.g., or of salvation, or of the Christian commitment to justice, or to
liberation, or to the poor) have caused Christians to re-examine their
understandings of temporal activity in general and of political activity in
particular. As in the past, theological reflection and concrete historical
events have interacted: the former assisting individuals and churches to
decide upon a specific course of action, the latter often inspiring new
theoretical insights into Christian political events.

Within the Roman Catholic community, this same cycle of interaction
between political events and theological reflection has caused renewed
debate about the nature of Catholic political activity. One particular
source of contention in recent years has been the question of whether or
not clergy and members of religious congregations should hold political
office. The list of contributions to this discussion is endless, as is the

! The best-known of these are the church-sect distinction of Ernst Troeltsch, The Social
Teaching of the Christian Churches, 2 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1911; repr.
1976) and the Christ-and-culture models of H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New
York: Harper & Row, 1951).
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controversy surrounding it.2 However, one source of insight into this
subject can still be found in a re-examination of the 19th- and 20th-
century magisterial documents. At least, some reacquaintance with the
papal, conciliar, and synodal tradition from Leo XIII to the present can
help to remind participants in this debate of some of the foundations of
contemporary Roman Catholic formulations of Christian political activ-
ity. But it can illustrate as well the difficulties and tensions surrounding
these foundations. Specifically, in this article I will argue that some of
the documents’ recent statements about the meaning of Christian tem-
poral and political activity raise serious questions about traditional
prohibitions of clerical and religious participation in politics.

In order to assess the magisterial tradition’s depiction of Christian
political activity, the examination of two subjects—soteriology and eccle-
siology—is necessary. The definition assigned to salvation determines
whether temporal life (and thus political activity) is viewed only as a
means to another life, eternal life, or whether it is identified as valuable
in its own right. The definition assigned to the Church affects the role
that it and its members play in the political world. While the ecclesiology
outlined in the magisterial tradition is too extensive to study in this
article, three aspects of that ecclesiology are always important to the
tradition’s political claims, and merit close attention in this study. The
first is the question of the Church’s mission in the world, i.e., is the
Church’s task one of religious witness, or of temporal activity, or of some
combination of the two? Would political activity jeopardize the religious
mission of the Church? The second is the question of church unity. That
is, how can the Church remain united in its proclamation of the gospel
message? Would its choice of sides in political debate in some way
jeopardize the universality of its message? The third is a question of
church competence in politics. The issue is what capacity the Church
possesses to make political decisions about, e.g., the best form of govern-
ment, the best political party, or the best candidate for political office.
Common to all three of these ecclesiological aspects is a question of
individual and corporate agency. Once the Church has identified the
scope of its mission, the meaning of its unity, and the range of its
competence as institution, it must also decide whether the status of
individuals in the Church (i.e., laity, clergy, or religious) affects the type
of political activity which they are encouraged to undertake.

2 A recent work which includes both theoretical analysis of political ministry as well as
historical accounts of such ministry is Madonna Kolbenschlag, ed., Between God and Caesar
{New York: Paulist, 1985). See also Peter Huizing & Knut Walf, eds., Can Church Ministers
Be Politicians? (New York: Seabury, 1982). Debates throughout the 1984 U.S. presidential
campaign were important to this discussion as well.
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In order to explore the import of the soteriology and ecclesiology
espoused by the documents, I will analyze three topics which illustrate
the tradition’s soteriological and ecclesiological concerns. First is the
Church-state issue, i.e., the role which the documents assign to the
institutional Church in the political life of society. Second is the clergy-
laity issue, i.e., the role which the documents assign to individual church
members in politics. Third is the spiritual-temporal issue, i.e., the ques-
tion of what relationship the documents assign to the supernatural and
natural spheres of human life. That third subject will point to the tensions
which make the definition of contemporary Roman Catholic political
activity so difficult.

CHURCH-STATE

The writings of Leo XIII remain the basis of the contemporary mag-
isterial tradition’s appraisal of the relationship between Church and
state.? This relationship was a concern of Leo’s throughout his pontificate
and provided the focus for a large number of his encyclicals. The most
important of these are: Diuturnum (1881), Nobilissima Gallorum gens
(1884), Immortale Dei (1885), Officio sanctissimo (1887), Libertas (1888),
Sapientiae christianae (1890), Au milieu des sollicitudes (1892), Satis
cognitum (1896), and Graves de communi re (1901).* In these writings
Leo identifies “two principal societies,” Church and state. Both Church
and state are autonomous, which in Leo’s terminology means that each
society has the freedom to pursue its own ends. The aim of civil society
is the temporal and material good of the human race, while the end of
the Church is to pursue spiritual well-being. In Leo’s encyclical on the
structure of civil society, Immortale Dei, he claims:

The Almighty, therefore, has given the charge of the human race to two powers,
the ecclesiastical and the civil, the one being set over divine, and the other over
human, things. Each in its kind is supreme, each has fixed limits within which it
is contained, limits which are defined by the nature and special object of the

3 Leo is influenced by historical events as well as by his theoretical understanding of the
relationship of the Church to the state. For a general historical background on Leo’s
relationship with different states, see, e.g., Georges Jarlot, Doctrine pontificale et histoire:
L’Enseignement social de Léon XIII, Pie X et Benoit XV vu dans son ambiance historique
(1922-39) (Rome: Gregorian Univ., 1964) chaps. 1-5; Roger Aubert, The Christian Centuries
5: The Church in a Secularized Society (New York: Paulist, 1978) chaps. 1-3. I think that
the best interpreter of Leo’s Church-state writings is John Courtney Murray. See, e.g.,
“Leo XIII on Church and State: The General Structure of the Controversy,” T'S 14 (1953)
1-30; “Leo XIII: Separation of Church and State,” T'S 14 (1953) 145-214; “Leo XIII: Two
Concepts of Government,” T'S 14 (1953) 451-67.

“Henceforth Diut, NGG, ID, 08, Lib, SC, AMS, SatC, and GRC. All of these can be
found in Vol. 2 of Claudia Carlen, LH.M., ed., The Papal Encyclicals 1740-1981, 5 vols.
(Raleigh: McGrath, 1981).
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province of each, so that there is, we may say, an orbit traced out within which
the action of each is brought into play by its own native right.®

The Church for Leo is “societas perfectas,” a perfect society, for it is a
self-sufficient society, able to achieve its ends without external assist-
ance.®

Although Leo defines the two societies as autonomous, and as char-
acterized by separate ends, he never allows for their complete separation
in human society. Instead, he always reminds his readers that the two
spheres intersect in the life of the citizen, who is a member of both
Church and state. Because both spheres are concerned with the human
person, the relationship between them must be one of “harmony.””
Harmony is necessary because both societies are created by God; there-
fore Church and state must always work together for the well-being of
the human person.

In essence, Leo entrusts the Church with the spiritual welfare of the
individual; the Church’s task is to proffer the means of salvation to
human persons. But this spiritual welfare is never totally separated from
the material world. John Courtney Murray reminds readers of Leo that
Leo argued for the existence of “res sacra in temporalibus,” i.e. “in the
temporal life of man there are elements of the sacred.” Because of this
presence of sacred elements in the temporal world, Leo’s Church was
never limited to strictly “spiritual” activity. Instead, the Church could
“reach, as it were, into the temporal order and lay authoritative hands
upon the sacred elements therein contained.” As Leo states in Immortale
Dei, the Church extends to “whatever in things human is of a sacred
character, whatever belongs either to its own nature or by reason of the
end to which it is referred to the salvation of souls, or to the worship of
G Od.”lo

And this “reach,” for Leo, gives to the Church a certain moral capacity,
a moral authority, which enables it to judge those temporal activities
which possess moral dimensions. Leo, who promoted the-study of Thomas
Aquinas in his encyclical Aeterni Patris, accepted a Thomistic theory of
natural law. And he attributed to the Catholic Church a dual capacity—
not only to be guardian of the divine revelation, but to be the interpreter

5 ID, no. 13; see also NGG, no. 4. Murray identifies seven major Gelasian texts in which
Leo explains the relationship between Church and state (“Leo XIII: Separation” 192-200).

¢ For a treatment of the perfect society in Catholic thought, see Patrick Granfield, “The
Rise and Fall of societas perfecta,” in Huizing and Walf, Can Church Ministers 3-8.

7 See, e.g., Diut, no. 26.

8 Murray, “Leo XIII: Separation” 207.

? Ibid.

1 ID, no. 14.
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of the natural law. “In faith and in the teaching of morality, God Himself
made the Church a partaker of His divine authority, and through His
heavenly gift she cannot be deceived. She is therefore the greatest and
most reliable teacher of mankind, and in her swells an inviolable right
to teach them.”!

That moral role, as interpreter of the natural law, does provide the
Church, according to Leo, with a limited “political” role. As interpreter
of the natural law, the Church possesses the capacity to assess the
political authority’s compliance with the natural law. The Church, there-
fore, can judge whether or not the state is undertaking moral or immoral
action. There are carefully-set limits to this judgment. Leo contends that
the Church does not possess a specifically political or economic expertise.
For example, it does not have the technical capacity to recommend a
solution for a nation’s economic ills. Nor can it choose a political party
as its representative. Moreover, the Church is no “respecter of forms,”
i.e. it does not have the capacity to select any particular form of govern-
ment as a moral ideal for all nations.!? Backing a political party, or
candidate, or proposing a technical solution to a political or economic
problem, not only surpasses the limits of the Church’s moral competence.
It threatens as well to undermine church unity. As a perfect society, the
Church must be characterized by unity; Leo argues that choices which
would set individual Catholic against individual Catholic should be
avoided.

What the Church does have the capacity to do, however, is to comment
on the morality of the political and economic plans suggested by a
government to see if they are in accord with the natural law, because
political and economic issues which affect the commonweal are always
moral issues. Leo argues against those who believe that “the social
question is merely an economic one, whereas in point of fact it is, above
all, a moral and religious matter, and for that reason must be settled by
the principles of morality and according to the dictates of religion.”?
The Church’s task is to insure that “the respect due to religion and the

1 Lib, no. 27. See also ID, no. 32.

2 An example of this is the ralliement of French Catholics to the Third Republic in 1892.
A large number of French Catholics were monarchists; the republic was openly anticlerical.
In AMS, Leo urged Catholics to recognize that, as Catholics, they were free to choose any
form of government, whether monarchy, republic, or empire, because in itself none was
immoral. Because of this, Leo warned Catholics against working for the overthrow of a
legitimate government. For full treatment of the ralliement, and its broad implications for
French Catholicism, see Jarlot, L’Enseignement, chap. 5, and Anthony Rhodes, The Power
of Rome in the Twentieth Century (New York: Franklin Watts, 1983) chap. 8. See also SC,
no. 28.

3 GCR, no. 11.
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observance of good morals be upheld.”** As moral arbiter, the Church’s
criterion is to accept any form of government, “provided only it be just,
and that it tend to the common advantage.”*®

Leo believes that this moral (and limited political) role of the Church
in fact benefits civil society; it promotes greater stability and order and
material prosperity.'® All of those who oppose the proper functioning of
the two societies—the supporters of, e.g., laicism, naturalism, rational-
ism, socialism, Freemasonry, and separation of Church and state—harm
not only the Church but also the well-being of civil society. All of those
false philosophies do not allow for the harmony between Church and
state essential to the well-being of the individual citizen.

In the years following Leo’s papacy, his successors would appeal
frequently to this description of two societies, and of the moral authority
of the Church, as the foundation for their discussion of the Church’s
temporal activity. Pius XI, e.g., identifies the Church as the moral guide
and teacher of all nations; it can judge any moral aspect of temporal life.
This authority is the basis for Pius’ treatment of the social question in
his encyclical Quadragesimo anno (1931). In that encyclical he argues

that there resides in Us the right and duty to pronounce with supreme authority
upon social and economic matters . .. not of course in matters of technique for
which she is neither suitably equipped nor endowed by office, but in all things
that are connected with the moral law.

Even though economics and moral science employs each its own principles in
its own sphere, it is, nevertheless, an error to say that the economic and moral
orders are so distinct from and alien to each other that the former depends in no
way on the latter. . ..""

In the political sphere, the nature of the Church’s moral authority
meets the same limits established by Leo. The Church cannot select
political parties or candidates, but it can urge governments to abide by
the moral law. These limits are responsible both for Pius’ co-operation
with and condemnation of a variety of forms of government. For example,
Pius attempted to live in harmony with a number of governments; he
signed a concordat with Mussolini’s Italy in 1929 and with Hitler in 1933.
But his insistence on the Church’s moral authority, in particular his
abhorrence of the encroachments of the totalitarian state, led him to
condemn both Fascist and Communist governments, especially late in

1 SC, no. 28. See also ID, no. 4; Diut, no. 7.

15 Diut, no. 7. See also ID, no. 4.

161t did this, e.g., by promoting respect for legitimate authority. Among the nations
pointed to as examples of this by Leo are Hungary, Portugal, France, Spain, and Italy.

17 Henceforth @A, in Carlen, Papal Encyclicals 3, nos. 41-43, my emphasis. See also Quas
primas, ibid. 3:274, no. 17; Casti connubii, ibid. 3:408, no. 103.
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his pontificate.’

Even more than his predecessors Leo XIII and Pius X, who had at

least at times allowed for the existence of Catholic political parties (in
Italy and Germany), and for some Catholic clerical participation in
politics (see below), Pius XI urged upon the Church a purely spiritual
and moral role. Pius doubted the stability of transient political parties
and feared to ally the Church with them. He urged the removal of the
Church from any support of political activity, emphasizing the impor-
tance of its spiritual witness. Catholics were allowed and encouraged to
participate in politics and to work for a moral political authority. But
that political action should not have any official backing by the institu-
tional Catholic Church. Pius preferred to support organizations like
Catholic Action, which prohibited direct Catholic political involvement
and encouraged a Catholic spiritual influence on society. John Courtney
Murray assesses this movement of Pius’ as a significant moment in the
development of a Roman Catholic definition of the Church’s political
mission:
Pius XI's liquidation of the temporal power of the papacy, his injunctions to the
clergy to retire from party politics, and his dissolution of Catholic political
parties, are all indicative of a new phase in the eternal problem of the relations
between spiritual and temporal. The Church has ceased to pursue her mission in
the temporal order by direct immixture in its religio-social problems through the
medium of the political process.'

It is this same understanding of the Church’s moral authority which
forms the basis of Pius XII’s call for a new moral order, founded on
human dignity, throughout the years of the Second World War and in
the years immediately afterward.® Pius argues that the Church can, e.g.,

18 See esp. Divini Redemptoris, Mit brennender Sorge, and Nos es muy conocida, all in
Carlen, Papal Encyclicals 3. For historical studies of Pius’ relationship to these states, see
Georges Jarlot, Doctrine pontificale et histoire: Pie XI: Doctrine et action (1922-39) (Rome:
Gregorian Univ., 1973), and Anthony Rhodes, The Vatican in the Age of the Dictators 1922-
1945 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1973).

19 “T'owards a Theology for the Layman: The Problem of Its Finality,” T'S 5 (1944) 68.
Rhodes states that on Feb. 1, 1924, Pius forbade priests to belong to political parties and
ordered the separation of Catholic Action from political parties. For an account of Pius’
decision, see Rhodes, The Vatican 14-15, 31-32. Rhodes shows the relationship of that
decision to the rise of the Fascist government in Italy as well. See also A. R. Vidler, A
Century of Social Catholicism 1820-1920 (London: S.P.C.K., 1964) 15865, for a history of
Pius’ decision not to support political parties.

2 See his Christmas addresses, in Vincent A. Yzermans, ed., The Major Addresses of
Pope Pius XII, 2 vols. (St. Paul: North Central, 1961) and idem, The Unwearied Advocate:
Public Addresses of Pope Pius XII, 2 vols. (St. Cloud, Minn.: St. Cloud, 1956). The difficult
question of balancing moral and political concerns was especially problematical for Pius
during the Second World War, as it was for Benedict XV during the First World War.
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“decide whether the bases of a given social system are in accord with the
unchangeable order which God our Creator and Redeemer has shown us
through the Natural Law and Revelation.”! The scope of the Church’s
authority in politics, therefore, can extend as far as the range of the
natural law. Like his predecessors, Pius argues that questions of individ-
ual and familial rights, of education, and of political, social, and economic
aspects of the dignity of the individual, fall within the Church’s moral
authority.

Pius’ distinction between two types of political activity helps to eluci-
date the meaning of this political role of the Church, already outlined by
his predecessors. One type of political activity is that which promotes
the common good, the “collaboration for the good of the State,” a good
which, according to Pius, can be “understood in a very wide sense.”?? The
other type of political activity is that concerned with “party politics,”
which are more divisive because concerned with special interests. The
Church participates in the former, but not in the latter, activity.

Pius states that there is a “reciprocal compenetration”® between the
religious apostolate and the first type of political action, for both seek
the common good. The political realm confronts humans with moral
questions which force them to align themselves either with God or against
God. The Church, therefore, has the right to judge political questions
which are moral questions, i.e. political questions which enter into the
sphere of religion. But it is always according to religious and moral
norms, “sub specie aeternitatis,”* that it judges these questions.

This type of role, according to Pius, does not allow for the Church to
remain neutral: “She cannot forget for an instant that her role of
representative of God on earth does not permit her to remain indifferent,
even for a single moment, between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ in human affairs.”®
Even if it cannot back specific candidates or parties, or provide answers
to technical questions, Pius does allow the Church to condemn ideologies
which contradict the principles of Christian faith. In one address Pius
himself stated, e.g., that the Church, even while remaining outside of
party politics, was obligated to oppose the formation of a parliament in
Italy which would “concern so directly the highest religious interests and
the conditions of life of the Church herself.””® The moral authority of

2 Pentecost Address, in Yzermans, Advocate 1:212.

22 Address of Feb. 28, 1954, in Yzermans, Addresses 1:282.

23 Address of Oct. 14, 1951, in Yzermans, Advocate 1:282.

% Christmas Message, 1951, in Yzermans, Advocate 1:118.

% Ibid.

% Address of March 10, 1948, in R. Kothen, ed., Documents pontificaux de S.S. Pie XII,
3 vols. (Paris & Louvain: Labergerie & Warney, 1948-50) 3:118, my translation.
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the Church, therefore, is not as specific as the endorsement of candidates
and parties, but is something more than the statement of general prin-
ciples, for it allows Pius XII, as it allowed Leo and Pius XI, to criticize
specific forms and actions of governments.

New images for the Church emerge in the writings of Pius XII and his
successors, which move the Church away from much of the “perfect
society” language favored by Leo. Pius XII, e.g., refers to the Church as
the Mystical Body of Christ; John XXIII uses the term Mother and
Teacher, while Vatican II speaks of the People of God. After the time of
Pius XII, terms which emphasize the mysterious, as well as the sacra-
mental, nature of the Church will gain more popularity than the “two
societies” or “perfect society” language. But, for the most part, these
images, although important to a general ecclesiology, do not change the
definition of the Church’s moral authority. Instead, the magisterial
tradition continues to emphasize the Church’s task as interpreter of the
natural law and as moral guide in the temporal arena.

John XXIII’s acceptance of this traditional role of the Church as
interpreter of the natural law is especially evident in his encyclical Pacem
in terris (1963). In that letter he speaks of a “universal, absolute, and
immutable” moral order, and bases his identification of an extensive list
of human rights upon it. His addressing of the encyclical not only to
Catholics but to “all men of good will” confirms this natural-law empha-
sis; the Church can speak to all persons because it interprets what all
persons share, the natural law. It cannot, as in the past, make specific
political judgments. Instead, according to John, when the Church inter-
venes in the political sphere, it urges respect for the individual and the
promotion of the common good. It exhorts governments to uphold true
spiritual aims, to be obedient to the divine law, and to promote the
dignity of the human person.

However, when the Church authors these exhortations, John states
that it has the right to do more than proclaim general principles. In
Mater et magistra (1961) he asserts that “the Church has the right and
obligation not merely to guard ethical and religious principles, but also
to declare its authoritative judgment in the matter of putting these
principles into practice.””” And in Pacem in terris John recognizes the
right and duty of the Church to “safeguard the principles of ethics and
religion, but also to intervene authoritatively with her children in the
temporal sphere when there is a question of judging the application of
those principles to concrete cases.”®

John’s writings illustrate as well a greater openness of the Church

#" Henceforth MM; in Carlen, Papal Encyclicals 5, no. 239.
2 Henceforth PT; in Carlen, Papal Encyclicals 5, no. 160.
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toward the world, exemplified in John’s communication with “all men of
good will” and in his reading of the “signs of the times.” The documents
of the Second Vatican Council demonstrate this openness as well. In
Gaudium et spes the Church is identified as the institution that can
provide answers to the difficult questions facing human beings; the
Council also acknowledges that the Church can learn from the world.
The Church aids the world above all by proclaiming the dignity of the
human person; Gaudium et spes argues that the Church can “anchor the
dignity of human nature against all tides of opinion.””® The Church can
do this because of its traditional moral role, a role in which it is “bound
to no particular form of human culture, nor to any political, economic,
or social system.”* The competence of the Church is still not specifically
political; the determination of the best type of government is left to
citizens and not to the Church.

Paul VI’s first encyclical letter, Ecclesiam suam (1964), focuses on
ecclesiology and continues this emphasis on openness to (or, in Paul’s
words, dialogue with) the world. To ensure the world’s salvation, the
Church possesses a mission to “enter into dialogue with the world in
which it lives. It has something to say, a message to give, a communication
to make.”®! It must at the same time, Paul always warns, avoid the
dangers of overadaptation to the world.

Paul accepts the understandings of the Church of his predecessors;
throughout his writings he accentuates the spiritual mission of the
Church. The supreme purpose of the Church is a supernatural one—the
salvation of souls. However, the Church’s mission is never purely reli-
gious. The Church is “deeply rooted in the world. It exists in the world
and draws its members from the world. It derives from it a wealth of
human culture. It shares its vicissitudes and promotes its prosperity.”
For that reason the Church must contribute to the world’s temporal as
well as spiritual welfare.

This inclusion of worldly tasks in the Church’s spiritual mission is
most evident in Paul’s writings on evangelization and development,
especially in Evangelii nuntiandi (1975), Paul’s response to the 1974
Synod of Bishops. Paul identifies evangelization, a “strictly religious

2 Henceforth GS; in Walter M. Abbott, S.J., and Joseph Gallagher, eds., The Documents
of Vatican II (New York: Guild, 1966) no. 41.

* GS, no. 42.

31 Henceforth ES; in Carlen, Papal Encyclicals 5, no. 65. For an analysis of the concept
of dialogue with the world in ES, see Philip S. Land, “The Social Theology of Pope Paul
V1,” America 140, no. 18 (May 12, 1979) 392.

32 ES, no. 26.
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activity, aimed at the preaching of God’s kingdom,”* as the “grace and
vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity.”* However, Paul is
careful to insist that, although evangelization’s primary purpose is the
conversion of hearts, it does not stop there. Instead, part of the task of
evangelization, and thus of the Church’s mission, is to work for human
liberation, to permeate human culture, to support human rights, and
above all to work for “integral development.”%®

The Church is urging her members more and more to become involved without
fear in temporal activity, to work in the service of their fellow men and for the
common good. ... The church has never entertained a disembodied, or purely
spiritual, concept of religion—one which would hold Christians back from tem-
poral responsibilities. Quite the contrary is true. She has told them that their
faith obliges them to accept social and economic responsibilities, and to carry them
out as loyal followers of Christ.®

Paul retains the traditional political role assigned to the Church by his
predecessors; this precludes political or economic, social or technical
action. Instead, the Church functions as a moral guide to consciences.
“ .. We have not, as the spokesman of the Gospel, to indicate the
political ways, the concrete means the citizens must use, in such and
such a precise situation, to bring about the progress of their own coun-
try.”" Although the Church’s participation in the political realm is
confined to moral activity, that involvement is not limited to the enun-
ciation of general principles, for Paul contends that when concrete action
is indicated to the Church, it will act without hesitation. Paul, after all,
calls Christians to action in the temporal world.

Instead of merely deploring or denouncing shortcomings, we think that our duty
in this field is to recall and clarify principles, to encourage men to apply them
faithfully and not to refuse our collaboration in solid attempts to solve the

33 Address of June 5, 1970, in The Teachings of Pope Paul VI, 6 vols. (Citta del Vaticano:
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1967-73) 3:239-40.

# Evangelii nuntiandi (henceforth EN), in Vincent P. Minelli, ed., Social Justice (Wil-
mington, N.C.: McGrath, 1978) no. 34.

35 For an analysis of this idea of “integral development,” see René Laurentin, Liberation
Development and Salvation (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1972) 108-14; David Hollenbach, Claims in
Conflict: Retrieving and Renewing the Catholic Human Rights Tradition (New York: Paulist,
1979) 77-84; Richard L. Camp, The Papal Ideology of Social Reform: A Study in Historical
Development (1878-1969) (Leiden: Brill, 1969) 44-46; International Theological Commis-
sion, “Human Development and Christian Salvation,” Origins 7, no. 20 (Nov. 3, 1977) 305-
13. For an examination of EN, see Donal Dorr, Option for the Poor: A Hundred Years of
Vatican Social Teaching (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1983) 190-206.

% “Avant de quitter Rome,” The Pope Speaks (henceforth TPS) 12 (1967) 119, my
emphasis.

37 “Address to Diplomatic Corps,” in Teachings 6:186.
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problems which this application involves. We are not referring, of course, to
technical aspects which are beyond our competence, but to the moral and human
aspects of justice and equity, which are no less important.®

One of the most important passages about the Church’s moral author-
ity occurs in Paul’s apostolic letter Octogesima adveniens (1971). Given
the different sociopolitical situations which exist throughout the world,
Paul concedes that it is no longer always possible for the Church to offer
universal solutions to problems.

In the face of such widely varying situations it is difficult for us to utter a unified
message and to put forward a solution which has universal validity. Such is not
our ambition, nor is it our mission. It is up to the Christian communities to
analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own country, to
shed on it the light of the Gospel’s unalterable words and to draw principles of
reflection, norms of judgment and directives for action from the social teaching
of the Church. ... It is up to these Christian communities, with the help of the
Holy Spirit, in communion with the bishops who hold responsibility and in
dialogue with other Christian brethren and all men of goodwill, to discern the
options and commitments which are called for in order to bring about the social,
political, and economic changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed.*

As well as stating the importance of the Church’s authority to interpret
the natural law, therefore, Paul recognizes the limits set on that authority
by the difficulty of applying the natural law to specific circumstances.
John Paul II’s first speech as pope announces the importance of
ecclesiology to his pontificate; his first encyclical, Redemptor hominis
(1979), continues this emphasis. Redemptor hominis focuses on the
importance of Jesus Christ to the Church; it identifies the purpose of the
Church as bringing each person to Jesus Christ (and thus to salvation).*’
If the Church wishes to bring the human being to Jesus Christ, John
Paul contends, it cannot remain insensible to her welfare. Instead, it has
a duty to promote human dignity, rights, and justice, especially for the
poor, for whom the Church must show preference. The Church’s mission
in support of justice obligates it to support the work of development. The
Church “does so not to serve political interests, nor to acquire power,
nor to offer pretexts for violence, but to save man in his humanity and

38 «“Address to Diplomatic Corps,” Jan. 12, 1974, TPS 18 (1973-74) 295-97.

3 Henceforth OA; in Joseph Gremillion, ed., The Gospel of Peace and Justice (Maryknoll:
Orbis, 1976) no. 4. Land, “Social Theology” 394, calls this passage a “dramatic departure”
from church teaching; see also Dorr, Option 168-69, and Charles Curran, “The Changing
Anthropological Bases of Catholic Social Ethics,” in Moral Theology: A Continuing Journey
(Notre Dame: Univ. of Notre Dame, 1982) 189-91.

40 See Gregory Baum, “The First Papal Encyclical,” Ecumenist 17 (May-June 1979) 55—
59, for an analysis of this encyclical.
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in his supernatural destiny."*" The Church's task, then, is always to
guard the freedom which isthe condition of human dignity. The Church
does all of this, of course, by means of its moral and religious authority
in the temporal world.

If the church gets involved in defending or promoting human dignity, it does so
in accordance with its mission. For even though that mission is religiousin
character, and not social or political, it cannot help but consder human persons
intermsof their wholebeing... an indispensable part of itsevangdizing misson
is made up of works on behalf of justice and human promotion.*”

As always in the tradition, work in support of human dignity and
justice is subject to the traditional limitation that the Church cannot
undertake specifically political activity. " You know that the church does
not have direct competence for proposing technical solutions of an
economic-political nature. However, she calls for a constant revision of
all systems according to the criterion of the dignity of the human
person."** John Paul reminds Catholics that the Church must always
work "through the means proper to her."* For John Paul, the means is
primarily the indirect formation of consciences, and not direct partici-
pation in political action.

The Church intends, of course, to respect the functions assigned to men in
public positions. She makes no claim to a place in politics nor has she any
ambition to sharein the handling of temporal problems. Her specific contribution
will beto strengthen the spiritual and moral foundations by doing what she can to
help each and every activity in the field of the common good to develop in ways
harmonious and consistent with the criteria and the reguirements of human and
Chrigtian ethics. Yet her service consists, above all, in the formation of con-
sciences by proclaiming the moral law and its demands; by calling attention to
error and to attacks on the moral law and on the dignity of the human person,
on which the moral law is based; by calling and persuading.®

By its renunciation of any claims to political, economic, or technical
expertise, John Paul argues, the Church points out the limitations of all
earthly kingdoms. The Church reminds people that full human liberation
must transcend the purely material. It announcesthat salvation does not

4" The Beatitudes," Origins 10, no. 39 (March 12,1981) 616.

“2" Opening Address at the Puebla Conference” in John Eagleson and Philip Scharper,
eds., Puebla and Beyond: Documentation and Commentary (Maryknall: Orbis, 1979) no. 111,
2, my emphasis.

4" Developing a New International Economic Order," Origins 12, no. 7 (July 1, 1982)
112. Seealsn " Church and Statein Poland,” Origins 9, no. 5 (June 21,1979) 69; L'Agréable,
TPS 27 (1982) 124-26.

“ Chegado a esta,” TPS 25 (1980) 80-81. Seealso "Naalegre” TPS 26 (1981) 71.

%" Chegado aesta” 78-79, my emphasis.



