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In my time, I wish to highlight three brief points. First, that this resistance seems intimately tied 
to economics. Second, that this did not begin with Francis but was already present as resistance 
to Benedict XVI’s social teaching; and finally, that all Catholics must be spiritually formed by 
Gaudium et Spes – without that, one cannot appreciate Francis’s call to profess Christ crucified, 
but neither can one truly understand the social magisterium of John Paul II either.  
 
1. I am a moral theologian whose specialty is Catholic social teaching. The distortions and 

rejections of Vatican II already noted most clearly appear in CST with respect to economic 
justice.  

 
When Fratelli Tutti was released, I received multiple journalistic inquiries, including from 
Catholic media outlets, asking me to comment on the Pope’s big new teaching on economic 
justice – called the universal destination of goods. Now, as everyone in this room will know, the 
docitrine of the universal destination of created goods not only predates Francis, pre-dates 
Vatican II – Fratelli Tutti itself grounds the section in St. John Chrysostom and St Gregory the 
great before referencing both Gaudium et Spes and John Paul II. There is remarkable 
consistency between GS 69, SRS 45, and FT 120 (see handout).  Francis himself quotes Laborem 
Exercens – labeling the universal destination of goods or the common use of goods as “the frist 
principle of the whole ethical and social order” (LE19). 
 
 How can it be that something that was foundational for the Church fathers, for Vatican II, and 
for JP2, can be perceived in the United States as a “significant change” when it is spoken by 
Pope Francis? 
 
Now, a little bit may be writing style – my students readily understand Francis, but struggle with 
the writing style of the philosopher John Paul II. The density of his prose has perhaps allowed 
for the misrepresentation of his own teaching on economic justice to take root. This then allows 
him to be set up incorrectly as a foil to Pope Francis. This has manifested directly in a 
preference for certain paragraphs in Centesimus annus, writing in part to mark the end of the 
cold war, over Solicitudo rei socialis, which tackles neocolonialism and solidarity, as well as 
ignoring entirely Laborem Exercens (again something I know my students wish we’d ignore 
too).  
 
John Paul II regularly raised alarm bells about the influence of money and profit as a central or 
dominate motive/goal in private industry (see handout). The social mortgage on all property 
that permeated John Paul II’s contribution to social doctrine – an emphasis on work and land – 
in CA 43, JP2 noted: 
 
“Ownership of the means of production, whether in industry or agriculture, is just and 
legitimate if it serves useful work. It becomes illegitimate, however, when it is not utilized or 
when it serves to impede the work of others, in an effort to gain a profit which is not the result 
of the overall expansion of work and the wealth of society, but rather is the result of curbing 
them or illicit exploitation, speculation, or the breaking of solidarity among working people. 
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Ownership of this kind has no justification and represents an abuse in the sight of God and 
man.” 
 
Yet, one would never know this element of John Paul II’s teaching existed from the attacks on 
Francis’s condemnation of the throwaway culture and rejection of trickle down economics in 
Evangelii Gaudium.  
 
There are many notable catholic commentators (such as George Weigel and Michael Novak) 
who built a brand of presenting John Paul II as a proponent of free market capitalism with the 
united states as a “virtuous example” again, this has led to position JP2 as a foil to Francis and 
even Vatican II itself slips away entirely from view. 
 
John Paul II’s own experiences of Communist Poland added authenticity and moral weight to 

his teaching; if the American church afforded Francis the same valuing of his experiences of 

global capitalism, inequality, and neocolonialism – his economic teachings would have had a 

very different reception.  

 

When Francis decries the throwaway culture in which “Human beings are themselves 

considered consumer goods to be used and then discarded.”….and “those excluded are no 

longer society’s underside or its fringes or its disenfranchised – they are no longer even a part 

of it. The excluded are not the “exploited” but the outcast, the “leftovers” (EG 53) – he is 

speaking from his experience in Argentina and developing Catholic social doctrine in deep 

continuity with both John Paul II and Vatican II.  

 

For my undergraduates, it is often the Catholic students who comment with surprise at how 

similar John Paul II and Francis’s statements on economic justice are – as they have often 

socialized to expect a chasm between the two popes. This realization opens up a depth and 

continuity to the social doctrine they did not expect. 

 

 

2. As we consider the important and challenging issues raised this morning, we must note that 

this new rejection of Vatican II began before Francis. The already lurking dismissal of 

Catholic social doctrine and Vatican II was exposed in 2009 when Caritas in Veritate was 
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attacked, with Weigel dismissing it’s treatment of economic activity, gift, and redistribution 

as written with a red pen and not really by Benedict XVI.  Alongside a commitment to 

addressing the basic needs of those in poverty, there has long been a deep hesitancy within 

American Catholic social teaching conversations for tackling inequality or the structures of 

capitalism itself. But as Fr. Drew Christiansen, SJ noted back in 1984, the movement of 

Vatican II was a movement for relative equality – almost forty years later, both Benedict 

and Francis draw our attention back to economic justice and a call to consider other modes 

of structuring a market economy. Ultimately, both Vatican II and Pope Francis highlight that 

for Catholic social doctrine, the common good is in fact COMMON – it is not an individual 

project. And heirin lies the primary place where commentators like Weigel and Novak 

misrepresented John Paul II’s magisterium thus setting them on a path to dismiss that of 

Benedict as inconsequential and outright attack Francis personally --- the common good is 

not an individual virtue – the social aspect of humanity and CST does not support such 

individualism.  

 

3. As we consider the Way Forward, I want to propose that a way forward in communion with 

pope Francis is found by embracing the Spirituality of Gaudium et spes. The pastoral 

constitution on the church in the modern world is for moral theology and catholic social 

doctrine the key document of Vatican II. Its core is an invitation to be in the world  And I 

wish to propose that it also reveals a deep Christological spirituality to Catholic social 

doctrine that calls upon us to recognize the church, that is the people of God, as the Body of 

Christ in history – an image that permeated St. Oscar Romero’s own reflections on Gaudium 

et Spes. It is a spirituality that Pope Francis himself has recently talked about as permeating 

his own teaching – including on economic justice.  
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