
PERSON AND SOCIETY: VOCATION AND CONVERSION 
 
Q. The Catechism tells us that “Society is essential to the fulfillment of the human 
vocation.” (1886) What is the “human vocation”? 
At the beginning of the section on “The Human Community,” the Catechism makes clear 
that “The vocation of humanity is to show forth the image of God and to be transformed 
into the image of the Father's only Son. This vocation takes a personal form since each of 
us is called to enter into the divine beatitude; it also concerns the human community as a 
whole.” (1877) Living in community therefore should assist us to finding our perfection 
in God. 
 
Q. It is very common nowadays to believe that, while the Church may have a 
supernatural end, secular society has only secular ends. Does the Catechism agree 
with this opinion? 
On the contrary, after asserting that “All men are called to the same end: God himself,” 
(1878) it immediately asserts that “Society is not for him an extraneous addition but a 
requirement of his nature. Through the exchange with others, mutual service and dialogue 
with his brethren, man develops his potential; he thus responds to his vocation.” (1879) 
Society is a necessary for man to come to his perfection in God. As John XXIII teaches, 
“Human society must primarily be considered as something pertaining to the spiritual.” 
(1886) 
 
Q. How is it that secular society can assist man in his salvation? 
The Catechism teaches that society must promote a “right hierarchy of values,” which 
“subordinates physical and instinctual dimensions to interior and spiritual ones.” (1886) 
Thus, in their social and communal roles, men should find ways “to appeal to the spiritual 
and moral capacities of the human person and to the permanent need for inner 
conversion, so as to obtain social changes that will really serve him.” (1888) If the 
common discourse only considers physical and material goods, then private interest, 
utility, and pleasure become the sole standards for any common action. In such a society, 
men will collaborate only from the lowest motivations. 
 
Q. Does the Catechism teach that social well-being can be achieved without God’s 
assistance? 
Clearly it teaches the contrary – “Without the help of grace, men would not know how to 
discern the often narrow path between the cowardice which gives in to evil, and the 
violence which under the illusion of fighting evil only makes it worse.” (1896) This is a 
point on which Catholics must be very clear. Otherwise, the proposals that the Church 
makes for social renewal are merely utopian. The reform of society is impossible without 
the divine intervention to change hearts. “Charity is the great social commandment,” 
(1889) but charity is only available as a gift from God, not by man’s own efforts. (cf. 
1813) 



AUTHORITY 
 
Q. How does the Catechism define authority? Why is authority necessary for the 
well-being of society? 
The Catechism, following Leo XIII, defines authority as “the quality by virtue of which 
persons or institutions make laws and give orders to men and expect obedience from 
them.” 
One sees that authority is necessary from the social nature of man: “Human society can 
be neither well-ordered nor prosperous unless it has some people invested with legitimate 
authority to preserve its institutions and to devote themselves as far as is necessary to 
work and care for the good of all.” (1897) Since society is ordered to the common good, 
someone must direct all the members of society toward that end. Civil authority therefore 
serves the community by allowing it to achieve ends that are common to everyone within 
the community. 
Conversely, those who reject the natural basis for civil government also reject man’s 
social nature. On this view, each man is a self-sufficient “individual” who only consorts 
with others to fulfill his selfish ends, whether by compact or conquest. 
 
Q. James Madison once wrote that “If men were angels, no government would be 
necessary.” (The Federalist Papers, #51) Is government only necessary because of 
man’s fallen nature? 
No, government is necessary because of man’s social nature. If a large number of people 
try to work together for a common goal, there must be someone to direct everyone to that 
good. For instance, when a church group organizes a picnic, someone must coordinate the 
food so that everyone does not bring the same dish. This is not because of some “evil” on 
the part of participants – rather, they need more than their individual knowledge to act for 
the common good. This more true in larger communities with higher goals. Some 
authority must act to assist the community to act for the good of all. 
 
Q. Some describe government as a “necessary evil.” Does this agree with the 
Catechism? 
Some consider government a “necessary evil” because they think of freedom as the 
highest good. Freedom is not an unqualified good on its own – it is a means for men to 
achieve their own perfection. Hence, insofar as government helps men to use their 
freedom justly, it is good.  
As the Second Vatican Council declared, “If the political community is not to be torn 
apart while everyone follows his own opinion, there must be an authority to direct the 
energies of all citizens toward the common good, not in a mechanical or despotic fashion, 
but by acting above all as a moral force which appeals to each one's freedom and sense of 
responsibility.” (Gaudium et spes 74, cited at CCC 1902) That is why civil authority is 
derived from the moral order, and ultimately derives from God Himself 
 
Q. Does that mean that a Christian must obey any law laid down by the civil 
authority? What about unjust laws? (1903) 
When the Sanhedrin ordered Peter and Barnabas to stop preaching in the name of Jesus, 
Peter famously responded, “It is better to obey God than man.” (Acts, 5:29) Since all just 



authority derives from God, unjust laws cannot have binding power on conscience. They 
are rather acts of violence. The Catechism teaches elsewhere: “The citizen is obliged in 
conscience not to follow the directives of civil authorities when they are contrary to the 
demands of the moral order, to the fundamental rights of persons or the teachings of the 
Gospel.” (2242) 
 

 
THE COMMON GOOD 

 
Q. How could a good ever be “common”? Is common good the same as “public use,” 
as when people share a highway or a park? 
One way to understand the common good is by way of contrast to the private good. A 
private good cannot be shared without being diminished. If we divide a cake or a keg of 
apple cider, the more people receive, the less each person gets. Private goods imply a 
kind of competition – if I have more, you have less. 
A good is common however when it can be shared in by a number of people at the same 
time without being diminished. If a community is at peace, everyone in the community 
shares in that peace – it isn’t “my” peace or yours, nor is it a collection of individual 
“peaces.” St. Augustine provides another example when he explains how the “truth” is a 
common good. If I teach you the truth, I have not “lost” something that you gained – we 
both share in the truth. The preamble to the United States Constitution provides a number 
of examples, e.g. “justice,” “domestic tranquility,” “general welfare,” etc. These are all 
goods that all can share in, at the same time, without any lessening of that good. 
Consequently, the Catechism makes clear that the common good perfects the person and 
the individual at the same time: “In keeping with the social nature of man, the good of 
each individual is necessarily related to the common good, which in turn can be defined 
only in reference to the human person.” (1905) Pope John Paul II describes the common 
good as “the good of everyone and as the good of each person taken as a whole.” (“On 
the Vocation of the Lay Faithful” 42) 
 
Q. Earlier in the Catechism we read “Authority is exercised legitimately only when it 
seeks the common good of the group concerned and if it employs morally licit means 
to attain it.” (1903) How do the “essential elements” of the common good show the 
responsibilities of civil government? (1906-1909) 
The first element is “respect for the person.” This element shows that the common good 
is not only the good of many or most, but the good of all, each and every person. 
Otherwise, it would not be truly be acting for the “common good.” There is no true action 
for the common good unless the proper perfection of all is included. A government that 
acted for the good of some to the detriment of others would be tyrannous by definition. 
The second element is “social well being” and “development.” In our Constitution, we 
refer to this as the “general welfare.” Civil authority needs to protect and promote the 
goods that perfect the life of men: food, clothing, education, family and so on. In light of 
Catholic teaching, these goods are not merely material, but includes the “the spiritual and 
temporal goods of society.” (1925) Indeed, an “increased sense of God” is “fundamental 
to any full development of human society.” (2441) (This will be addressed more 
completely in Session Eleven). 



The third element is “peace,” that is, “the stability and security of a just order.” In our 
constitution, this is expressed by the phrase “domestic tranquility.” For men to achieve 
the perfection communally and personally, they might be ordered rightly to each other. 
Thus, civil authority should not only enforce justice and equity in its laws, but also 
promote friendship and goodwill among its citizens.  
 
Q. How do socialism, communism and liberal capitalism all misunderstand the 
common good? 
Socialism, communism and liberal capitalism all begin with an erroneous principle on the 
relations of individuals and the community – namely, an opposition between the personal 
good and the common good. For the liberal capitalist, the common good is a means for 
the individual – his concern for the community is entirely “selfish.” For the socialist (and 
the communist), the common good is achieved by oppressing the individual – the 
community exists as his expense. 
In opposition to both these extremes, Catholic social teaching presupposes that the 
natural perfection of the person is achieved within the community. This is most evident in 
the primordial community of the family. Private goods (such as land, wealth, food) are 
not the only one’s needs for his perfection); he needs common goods (peace, justice, 
truth) as well. 
 
 
 

 


