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Today we focus on Part 1, Chapter 4, I (Meaning and unity) of the Compendium on the Social Doctrine of the Church. We are told that the “permanent principles of the Church’s social doctrine constitute the very heart of Catholic social teaching.
 These are the principles of: the dignity of the human person…which is the foundation of all the other principles and content of the Church’s social doctrine (Mater et Magistra); the common good; subsidiarity; and solidarity. 

“These principles, the expression of the whole truth about man known by reason and faith, are born of ‘the encounter of the Gospel message and of its demands summarised in the supreme commandment of love of God and neighbour in justice with the problems emanating from the life of society’ (Libertatis Conscientia).

“In the course of history and with the light of the Spirit, the Church has wisely reflected within her own tradition of faith and has been able to provide an ever more accurate foundation and shape to these principles, progressively explaining them in the attempt to respond coherently to the demands of the times and to the continuous developments of social life.

“These are principles of a general and fundamental character, since they concern the reality of society in its entirety; from close and immediate relationships to those mediated by politics, economics and law; from relationships among communities and groups to relations between peoples and nations. 
Because of their permanence in time and their universality of meaning, the Church presents them as the primary and fundamental parameters of reference for interpreting and evaluating social phenomena, which is the necessary source for working out the criteria for the discernment and orientation of social interactions in every area. 

“The principles of the Church’s social doctrine must be appreciated in their unity, interrelatedness and articulation. This requirement is rooted in the meaning that the Church herself attributes to her social doctrine as a unified doctrinal corpus that interprets modern social realities in a systematic manner (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis). 

“Examining each of these principles individually must not lead to using them only in part or in an erroneous manner, which would be the case if they were to be invoked in a disjointed an disconnected way with respect to each of the others. 
A deep theoretical understanding and the actual application of each one of these social principles clearly shows the reciprocity, complementarities and interconnectedness that is part of their structure. 

“These fundamental principles of the Church’s social doctrine, moreover, represent much more than a permanent legacy of reflection, which is also an essential part of the Christmas message, since they indicate the paths possible for building a good, authentic and renewed social life. (Congregation for Catholic Education)

“The principles of the social doctrine, in their entirety, constitute that primary articulation of the truth of society by which every conscience is challenged and invited to interact with every other conscience in truth, in responsibility shared fully with all people and also regarding all people. In fact, man cannot avoid the question of freedom and of the meaning of life in society, since society is a reality that is neither external nor foreign to his being. 

“These principles have a profoundly moral significance because they refer to the ultimate and organisational foundations of life in society. To understand them completely it is necessary to act in accordance with them, following the path of development that they indicate for a life worthy of man. 

“The ethical requirement inherent in these pre-eminent social principles concerns both the personal behaviour of individuals – in that they are the first and indispensable, responsible subjects of social life at every level – and at the same time institutions represented by laws, customary norms and civil constructs, because of their capacity to influence and condition the choices of many people over a long period of time. 

“In fact, these principles remind us that the origins of a society existing in history are found in the interconnectedness of the freedoms of all the persons who interact within it, contributing by means of their choices either to build it up or to impoverish it.”

Next week we will focus on the principle of the common good as we seek to raise awareness of the responsibility of everyone, including the political community, for attaining the common good.

May I take this opportunity to wish each of you a Spirit-filled New Year. As we thank God for the year that has passed and as we stand at the beginning of a new year, may each of us resolve to live our lives this year in a way that is becoming of Christians; to develop a closer relationship with God, with our brothers and sisters, and with all God’s creation. 
I share with you a prayer that was sent to me by one of my former students:

“Loving God, help us hear anew your call to holy living and use the time we have been given to be productive builders of your Kingdom here on earth. We give you thanks for the newness of life each day, each year; and for your holy presence with us in all times of work and play, joy and difficulty. Help us to be good stewards of time; to be always engaged in doing your will, and to become true partners in your mission of reconciling the world through Jesus your Son, He who lights our way. Lord, hear our prayer.”

Whatever you do this year, take time for God - it is life's only truly lasting investment. Happy New Year!
