
THE COMMON GOOD: 

NO ONE IS EXEMPT 

FROM PARTICIPATING 





II. THE PRINCIPLE OF THE 
COMMON GOOD 

 

164. The principle of the common 
good, to which every aspect of 
social life must be related if it is to 
attain its fullest meaning, stems 
from the dignity, unity and equality 
of all people. According to its 
primary and broadly accepted 
sense, the common good indicates 
“the sum total of social conditions 
which allow people, either as 
groups or as individuals, to reach 
their fulfillment more fully and 
more easily”. 



165. A society that wishes and intends to 
remain at the service of the human being 
at every level is a society that has the 
common good — the good of all people 
and of the whole person — as its primary 
goal. The human person cannot find 
fulfillment in himself, that is, apart from 
the fact that he exists “with” others and 
“for” others.  



 Any theological term comes from a 
context and is understood from a context: 

    ►Revelation 
 
     ►Reason 
 
     ► Culture 
 
     ► Prudence    

  



 He is before all things, and in him all 
things hold together. Col. 1:17 

 



Philosophy – the handmaid of theology 

 



 



Every culture is a way of seeing  

and  

a blind spot. 



Chartres Cathedral (1194-1220) 











 Pieta (1498-1500) 

 

 “Michelangelo’s biographers tell a delightful tale of 
how the artist signed his masterpiece on the diagonal 
sash across the Virgin’s chest. The artist supposedly 
overheard two persons who, admiring the sculpture 
but uncertain of its author, attributed it to a certain 
Gobbo of Milan. Incensed, Michelangelo returned 
later that night and prominently carved (in 
translation): “Michelangelo Buonarroti Florentine 
made this.” 

 

 Michelangelo was also the first artist to become 
wealthy from his art. 





The Eucharist forms the Body of Christ 
which is the Church. 

 



Didache, Ch. 4 (1st c.) 

 Be not a stretcher forth of the hands to receive 
and a drawer of them back to give. If you have 
anything, through your hands you shall give 
ransom for your sins. Do not hesitate to give, 
nor complain when you give; for you shall know 
who is the good repayer of the hire. Do not turn 
away from him who is in want; rather, share all 
things with your brother, and do not say that 
they are your own. For if you are partakers in 
that which is immortal, how much more in 
things which are mortal?  





• Now the first principle in practical matters—those things pertaining to 
practical reason—is the ultimate end. The ultimate end of human life is 
happiness or beatitude as stated above. Whence it is necessary that law 
most of all [maxime] should look to the ordination toward beatitude. 
Moreover, since every part is ordered toward the whole as imperfect to 
perfect; and since one man is a part of the perfect community, it is 
necessary that law properly [proprie] should look to the ordination toward 
communal happiness [felicitatem communem]. Whence, the Philosopher, in 
the above definition of legal matters mentions both happiness and the 
political community. For he says, in Ethics V.1, that “we call those legal 
matters just that produce and preserve happiness and its parts for the 
political community,” since the civitas is a perfect community as is said in 
Politics I.1. Now in any genus that which is said to be to the maximum 
degree is the principle of the others, and the others are said in relation to 
it, as fire, which is hot to the maximum degree, is the cause of heat in 
mixed bodies, which are only called hot insofar as they participate in fire. 
Whence it is necessary that since something is called law to the maximum 
degree insofar as it is ordered toward the common good, any other precept 
about some particular work has not the notion of law except insofar as it is 
ordered toward the common good. Therefore every law is ordered toward 
the common good. (Summa, I-II, q.90, a.2) 



 It seems that the end of a multitude of 
men gathered together is to live according 
to virtue. For men gather together that 
they may live well together, a thing which 
the individual man living alone could not 
attain, and the good life is the life 
according to virtue. Therefore, virtuous 
life is the end for which men gather 
together. De regno, I, 16 



  A sign of this is that only those who mutually 
share in living well are parts of a gathered 
multitude. If men came together merely to live, 
then animals and slaves would be a part of civil 
society. Or, if to acquire wealth, all those who 
traded together would belong to one city. As it 
is, we see that only those are regarded as 
forming one multitude who are directed by the 
same laws and the same government toward 
living well. 



 For Aquinas then the purpose of social 
organization (civitas) is not merely functional – 
that each individual attain his/her personal 
goals; civitas is ordered toward the good life, 
the life of virtue lived in common with other 
members of the city. We also see, again, that it 
is by means of law that men are ordered toward 
the life of virtue. The city does more than 
provide the indispensable context or support, it 
actively orders and directs people toward the 
good life.  



 



The Curragh 



 Tension between the commons/universal destination of 
goods and private property 

 Aquinas (1225–1274 

 -“a man uses more care in acquiring something that 

 belongs to him alone, than something which belongs to 
many or all,” and 

  -second, “human affairs are better managed when each 
individual has his own concerns in the acquisition of 
things,” 

 -the peaceful constitution of men is better preserved.” 
The more something belongs to many or all, the more 
often there is strife. 

 -Use of property is still oriented toward the common 
good; no notion that possession is the reward of work. 

 

 



 Things which are of human right cannot derogate from natural right or Divine right. 
Now according to the natural order established by Divine Providence, inferior things 
are ordained for the purpose of succoring man's needs by their means. Wherefore 
the division and appropriation of things which are based on human law, do not 
preclude the fact that man's needs have to be remedied by means of these very 
things. Hence whatever certain people have in superabundance is due, by natural 

 law to the purpose of succoring the poor. For this reason Ambrose [Loc. Cit, art. 2, 
Objection 3] says, and his words are embodied in the Decretals (Dist. xlvii, can. Sicut 
ii): "It is the hungry man's bread that you withhold, the naked man's cloak that you 
store away, the money that you bury in the earth is the price of the poor man's 
ransom and freedom."  

 Since, however, there are many who are in need, while it is impossible for all to be 
succored by means of the same thing, each one is entrusted with the stewardship of 
his own things, so that out of them he may come to the aid of those who are in 
need. Nevertheless, if the need be so manifest and urgent, that it is evident that the 
present need must be remedied by whatever means be at hand (for instance when a 
person is in some imminent danger, and there is no other possible remedy), then it is 
lawful for a man to succor his own need by means of another's property, by taking it 
either openly or secretly: nor is this properly speaking theft or robbery.  
 

• Summa Theologica: II–II, q.66, a.7, 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09076a.htm


Insight of Liberation Theology 

Structures of Sin 

Injustice not occasional and personal 

but permanent and systemic  

 



Demands of the Common Good: 

 

 

-dependent on the social conditions of each 
historical period. 

 

-directed toward the integral promotion of 
the human person and his/her rights. 



-the commitment to peace 

 

-the organization of the State’s power 

 

-a sound judicial system 

 

-the protection of the environment 

 

-the provision of essential services to all: food, housing, work, 
education and access to culture, transportation, basic health care, 
the freedom of communication and expression, and the protection 
of religious freedom. 

 

-includes the duty of every nation toward worldwide cooperation for 
the common good of the whole of humanity and of future 
generations. 



 No one is exempt from cooperating, according to each 
one’s possibilities, in attaining the common good and 
developing it. 

 John XXIII, Mater et Magistra (1961) 



Role of the State: 
 -the common good is the reason that political authority 

exists. 
 -”The individual person, the family or intermediate groups 

are not able to achieve their full development by themselves 
for living a truly human life.” 

 -”The goal of lie in society is in fact the historically attainable 
common good.” 



 “The common good of the state is not an end in itself; it has value 
only in reference to attaining the ultimate ends of the human 
person and the universal common good of the whole of creation” 



 “There is no such thing as a global anthem, a global currency, 
or a global flag. This is the United States of America that I am 
representing. I am not representing the globe. I am 
representing your country. “ 

 
 "From this day forward, a new vision will govern... it's going to 

be only America first, America first.”  



 “The universal destination of goods requires a 
common effort to obtain for every person and 
for all peoples the conditions necessary for 
integral development, so that everyone can 
contribute to making a more humane world,” 



The Universal Destination of Goods 





 “Charity in truth places man before the astonishing 
experience of gift. Gratuitousness is present in our lives 
in many different forms, which often go unrecognized 
because of a purely consumerist and utilitarian view of 
life. The human being is made for gift, which expresses 
and makes present his transcendent dimension.”  



 The principle of the universal destination of goods 
requires that the poor, the marginalized and in all 
cases those whose living conditions interfere with 
their proper growth should be the focus of particular 
concern. To this end, the preferential option for the 
poor should be reaffirmed in all its force 





 “We all pay insurance on our houses that have not burned, so the 
insurance company can deliver our money to the people whose 
house did burn. And, in a society in which income inequality is as 
bad as it is, and in which wealth inequality is even worse, 
redistribution should always flow, from a moral perspective, in the 
direction of the poor and the vulnerable. Especially when what is 
being covered is something as essential to human dignity as basic 
health care.”  Michael Sean Winters 

 
Imagination of “Right” or of “Choice” 





Cultural Challenges to the Common Good 
♥ Pluralistic Society has difficulty is agreeing on “the 

good”; women and minorities have a much different 
perspective. 

♥Even with general agreement, equal priority cannot be 
given to everything; there will always be different 
priorities and subsequent disenfranchisement. 

♥ Free Riders – who benefit but don’t participate; 
conserving water in drought. 

♥Pervasive Individualism – right to pursue my goals 
without interference from others. 

♥Unequal sharing of burdens – privileged will “loose” 
to equal the playing field. 



A Spirituality of the Common Good 

 

Attend to your desires: 

"It is not the desire for any one thing in 
particular, but the pleasure of stoking 
desire itself, that makes malls into the 
new cathedrals of Western culture."  

 William Cavanaugh 



Live Eucharist: 

 "In the Eucharistic community...the gift 
relativizes the boundaries between what 
is mine and what is yours by relativizing 
the boundary between me and you” 

 William Cavanaugh 

 






