Holistic Human Development in Charity and Truth

Pope publishes new social Encyclical
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On Tuesday, 7th July, Pope Benedict XVI published his third encyclical letter, Caritas in Veritate (Love in Truth). After his encyclical on the love of God and man’s response to it (Deus Caritas Est, 2005) and the encyclical on Christian hope (Spe Salvi, 2007), the Holy Father has issued his long-awaited social encyclical. The official English sub-heading to Caritas in Veritate runs thus: “On Integral Human Development in Charity and Truth”. Although the document was officially signed by the Pontiff on 29th June 2009, it was published and presented to the international press on 7th July, coinciding with the eve of the G8 summit which is being held in L’Aquila, the Italian city devastated by an earthquake, last April.
The encyclical treats a vast number of contemporary social issues which Benedict XVI presents from a Christian point of view. He bases his arguments on Scripture and Tradition, and recalls the contribution of Catholic Social Doctrine, in particular the social writings of Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II. Among the issues discussed, one finds: the common good, globalization, economic development, the interaction between cultures, world hunger, the respect for human life, the right to religious freedom, demographic changes, the relationship between business and ethics, ecology, fiscal subsidiarity, access to education, the current phenomenon of migration, poverty and unemployment, the current financial situation, the reform of the United Nations, technological progress, biotechnology, the media and world peace. As one can realise from the start, Pope Benedict has sought to shed light on many areas which are challenging humanity today.

The encyclical letter is addressed not only to those who profess Catholicism but to all men and women of good will. Indeed, the solutions which Pope Benedict offers are not to be interpreted solely from a Catholic viewpoint. The fulcrum of the document – which, I am sure, will be discussed all over the globe – is the authentic development of every person in the light of the Truth. In fact, the common thread which binds all the sections of the encyclical together is the liberating power of authentic charity in truth. Benedict explains that truth is needed to find solutions to the issues mentioned above. He affirms that “without truth, without trust and love for what is true, there is no social conscience and responsibility, and social action ends up serving private interests and the logic of power, resulting in social fragmentation, especially in a globalized society at difficult times like the present” (n.5).

Pope Benedict dwells upon the meaning of the common good. He explains that “besides the good of the individual, there is a good that is linked to living in society: the common good. It is the good of ‘all of us’, made up of individuals, families and intermediate groups who together constitute society. It is a good that is sought not for its own sake, but for the people who belong to the social community and who can only really and effectively pursue their good within it. To desire the common good and strive towards it is a requirement of justice and charity” (n.7).
Benedict XVI reminds his readers about the lasting relevance of Paul VI’s 1967 encyclical Populorum Progressio. In fact, he dedicated the first chapter (out of six) of Caritas in Veritate to the enduring message of the document, published just over forty years ago. The Holy Father proposes a fresh reading of that text and seeks to apply it new situations. Pope Benedict reminds his readers that there are two principles regarding integral human development: firstly, it is a vocation and involves the solidarity of all, and secondly, a transcendent vision of the person is to be embraced.
Just as Paul VI sought to discern the socio-economic situation of the late 60s, Benedict XVI seeks to read the signs of our times, while offering proposals. In all that he says, the Holy Father highlights that the essential qualities of authentic development are that it is to be integral, and that it promotes the good of every individual and of the whole individual. Among the most often used phrases in the encyclical, one can identify “fully human” and “authentic”. I hold these concepts fundamental to the holistic development of the individual in society – a development which is meant to be altruistic, is oriented to the wholeness of the person, and respects the rights and duties of others. 
A particularly valid description of the currently over-used term “globalization” goes to the very core of the phenomenon: it “makes us neighbours but does not make us brothers” (n.19). In other section of the document, the Pope takes up, once more, the issue of globalization, describing it as an “explosion of worldwide interdependence” (n.33). He treats the phenomenon from a very balanced point of view, noting its opportunities as well as its negative consequences, among which he mentions the creation of new divisions in humanity because the guidance of charity in truth is absent.

One is surprised with the plethora of themes which Pope Benedict tackles in his text, topics one would not normally expect in a church document. For instance, he talks about the decolonisation of the 1950s and 60s and new forms of colonialism today, the financial markets, the decline in the birth rate in certain countries with the concomitant side-effects, ecological sensitivity and alternative forms of energy, international development aid, tourism, fiscal subsidiarity, micro-credit and micro-finance, migration and technology and moral responsibility. It would be interesting to listen to what economists have to say about the assertions made by the Holy Father. I expect the next issue of The Economist, to mention but one periodical, to analyse carefully certain parts of the text of the encyclical. 
Pope Benedict reads the contemporary situation and proposes certain principles which form part not only of the Judaeo-Christian heritage but are the common denominator at the basis of all civilizations and cultures (the natural moral law). For example, he talks of the principle of gratuitousness as an expression of fraternity (n.34); authentic human relationships of friendship, solidarity and reciprocity at the foundation of economic activity (n.36); being protagonists of globalization in the light of reason, guided by charity and truth (n.42); the inviolable dignity of the human person (n.45); the responsible stewardship over nature (n.50); “the inclusion-in-relation of all individuals and peoples within the one community of the human family, built in solidarity on the basis of the fundamental values of justice and peace” (n.54); “relationality” as a fundamental dimension of being human (n.55). 
Towards the end of the encyclical, Pope Benedict explains that the social question has indeed become an anthropological question (n.75). This is evident after a careful reading by the Pontiff of the various phenomena which have marked society, its progress and its challenges. It is crystal clear from the Encyclical Caritas in Veritate that human dignity is the benchmark for authentic development. The human being, created in the image of God, is a gift to others, and is called to be and to act in relationship to them. Authors of all times – at times, even from other creeds – have often reached the same conclusion. Benedict XVI goes a step further when he affirms that “the question of development is closely bound with our understanding of the human soul” (n.76). The spiritual growth of the individual is a basic dimension to integral human development. In fact, the Pope affirms that “a humanism which excludes God is an inhuman humanism. Only a humanism open to the Absolute can guide us in the promotion and building of forms of social and civic life” (n.78).
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