
1 
 

 
Venite Roundtable with Entrepreneurs 

Bratislava, 1 December 2014 

 

The Person, the Company, and 

the Common Good 
 

Good morning! In this session, as entrepreneurs accompanied by Church people, 

the reflection is to align the activity of your enterprises and organizations with 

the social teaching of the Church. Thank you to the Social Academy for 

organizing this interesting session, and to our moderator, Fr. Peter Zahoránsky 

S.J., the spiritual director of the Social Academy. I am very happy to offer a 

brief initial input. 

 

The first social encyclical was Rerum Novarum of Pope Leo XIII. Its title was 

providential, for “Res Novae”
1
 names those rapidly evolving social situations, 

the res socialis or the social order, which the Church is missioned to address 

with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. So we can translate Res Novae as “ever new 

problems or crises”.  

 

Ever since 1891, “the Church’s social doctrine illuminates with an unchanging 

light the new problems that are constantly emerging.”
2
 The insights of Scripture, 

theology, philosophy and the social sciences (economics, politics, cultural and 

social studies, ecology) are brought to bear on each crisis or pressing problem. 

This developing doctrine guides the Church’s exercise of responsibility to 

society.
3
 It is re-affirmed in the many social encyclicals and other texts of the 

magisterium. For example, every year since 1964, the Pontiff issues a Message 

                                                           
1
 “Res Novae” and “Rerum Novarum” are different grammatical forms of the same two Latin words, meaning 

“new thing” and “new things” respectively. 
2
 Caritas in Veritate, § 12 quoting Sollicitudo rei socialis, § 3.  

3
 The social teaching of the Church has its roots in the Old and New Testaments and the tradition of moral 

philosophy and theology. It falls within the Church’s right and obligation to preach the Gospel and proclaim 

moral principles “in respect of the social order” (Code of Canon Law, can. 747). Catholic Social Doctrine in its 

modern form is usually considered to begin with the 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum of Pope Leo XIII. Since 

then, for more than 120 years, this social doctrine has been developing with documents from Vatican II, the Holy 

Fathers, the Vatican, Conferences of Bishops and individual Bishops. Two good histories: Joseph Höffner, Ordo 

Socialis: Christian Social Teaching, Cologne, 1983; Jean-Yves Calvez S.J., ed., Le Discours social de l’Église 

Catholique: de Léon XIII à Benoit XVI, Paris: Bayard Montrouge, 2009. 
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for the World Day of Peace on the first of January. This year, the title will be 

“Slaves no more, but brothers and sisters.” 

 

As the Church’s social teaching has coherently been developing for over 120 

years, it consistently places the human person, our inviolable dignity and our 

total and integral development, at the centre of world systems of thought and 

activity.  

 

This is where Christian faith and the love of Christ encounter the public order. 

Here, the Church is continuously helping God’s people to discern the difficult 

choices facing them and orienting them towards their greater flourishing. 

Specifically and no less than in any other field of activity, the Church wants to 

accompany those who labour in the business world. 

 

Being made in the image of God (Gn 1:27), every man, woman and child 

possesses the dignity of personhood. Each and every person is an end in him or 

herself, never merely an instrument valued only for its utility! A person is not 

something, but someone.
4
 The history of this idea goes back to Genesis and we 

find it expressed through the ages. For instance, the res novae, the new thing and 

challenge for Moses, was that the Jewish people were enslaved in Egypt where 

they had gone to escape famine. Slavery deprived them of their human dignity. 

For their good, God helped them to leave. 

 

This brings us to common good. Vatican II’s Constitution on the Church, 

Gaudium et Spes, called the common good “the sum total of social conditions 

which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfilment 

more fully and more easily.”
5
 The Bishops of England and Wales later defined 

the common good as “the whole network of social conditions which enable 

human individuals and groups to flourish and live a fully, genuinely human 

life.”
6
 So the common good is the set of conditions that allow individuals and 

groups to be fully human and lead authentic, genuinely human lives. 

 

Saint John Paul II’s social encyclical, Sollicitudo rei socialis (1987), adds 

further precision. It describes the common good as the complex process of 

“spiritual and human development of all”. It also identifies the very opposite. 

                                                           
4
 Cfr. Pope John Paul II, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1992, § 357. 

5
 Gaudium et Spes, § 26, quoted in Compendium, § 164. 

6
 Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales, The Common Good and the Catholic Church’s Social 

Teaching, London: 1996, § 48. 
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These are the “structures of sin”, defined as “the sum total of the negative 

factors working against a true awareness of the universal common good.” 

Speaking to the whole Church, Saint John Paul urged us “to take [our] stand 

beside the poor, to discern the justice of their requests, and to help satisfy them, 

without losing sight of the good of groups in the context of the common 

good…”
7 

 

There has been a lot of publicity of Pope Francis embracing poor, sick, 

disfigured and homeless people who are usually spurned. It is less well known 

that the Holy Father links the flourishing of excluded, marginalized and 

forgotten people solidly to economics and the world of business: “The dignity of 

each human person and the pursuit of the common good are concerns which 

ought to shape all economic policies… Business is a vocation, and a noble 

vocation, provided that those engaged in it see themselves challenged by a 

greater meaning in life; this will enable them truly to serve the common good by 

striving to increase the goods of this world and to make them more accessible to 

all.”
8
 

 

This is not a strange new idea about the ways of the world. The world accepts 

winners and losers all too readily; it looks at human suffering and calls it 

‘collateral damage’ as if it was an entry in a stock-room inventory. Pope Francis 

is rejecting this secular calculation. He declares that each aspect of social and 

economic life finds its fulfilment when it places itself in service of the common 

good.  

 

Our plans and efforts must take into account the effect on everyone now and 

future generations too. Recall the lost coin, the lost sheep, the prodigal son (Lk 

15): are these not all case-studies in the common good? In the secular world, 

the loss of one coin, one sheep, one human fulfilment is not worth calculating. 

Our Christian vision declares the opposite to be the very meaningful truth. 

 

The Vocation of the Business Leader handbook, which we formally launch here 

in Slovakia today, begins with these words: “In the Gospel, Jesus tells us: 

‘From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from 

the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked’ (Lk 

12:48). Businesspeople are gifted with great resources and the Lord asks them 

to do great things. This is their vocation.” This gifted character of business 

                                                           
7
 Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, §§ 10, 36, 39. 

8
 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, § 203. 
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carries social implications. Business leaders have significant means to 

undertake something, and with this comes a corresponding responsibility. The 

Vocation handbook sees business not in terms of a legal minimalism – “don’t 

cheat, lie or deceive” – but rather as a vocation that makes “an irreplaceable 

contribution to the material and even the spiritual well-being of humankind.”  

 

It is about a meaningful life that opens the businessperson to God’s will, and not 

simply their own will, in the day-to-day decisions of ordinary life. This gives us 

the capacity to share goods in common and build community within business. 

Work makes up much of each worker’s life. “It is a scandal,” Pope Pius XI 

wrote, “when dead matter comes forth from the factory ennobled, while men 

there are corrupted and degraded.”
9
 And St. John Paul II points out that work is 

for the person and not the other way around.
10

 Employees are not mere “human 

resources” or “human capital”.  

 

We must not simply require that people adapt to their work as if they were 

machines; rather, work must be designed for the capacities and qualities of 

human beings. It must be good work:  

 Good work gives scope for the intelligence and freedom of workers; it 

promotes social relationships and real collaboration; and it does not 

damage the health and physical well-being of the worker, let alone 

spiritual well-being and religious freedom.  

 Good work is directed toward satisfying genuine human needs so that 

workers may provide for themselves and their families while also serving 

the flourishing of others.  

 Good work must be sufficiently well-organised and managed to be 

productive so that the worker can indeed earn his or her living.  

 Reward structures should make sure that those workers who do engage 

their labour in a sincere way also receive the necessary esteem and 

compensation from their companies.  

 

In the encyclical Mater et Magistra, St. John XXIII is perfectly clear on this 

point: “if the whole structure and organisation of an economic system is such as 

to compromise human dignity, to lessen a man's sense of responsibility or rob 

him of opportunity for exercising personal initiative, then such a system, We 

                                                           
9
 Pius XI, Encyclical Letter Quadragesimo Anno, § 135. 

10
 John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Laborem Exercens, § 6. 
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maintain, is altogether unjust – no matter how much wealth it produces, or how 

justly and equitably such wealth is distributed.”
11

 

 

I hope that these brief thoughts help each one to reflect on the common good. 

Your contribution as a leader is constantly to orient the good of your company or 

organization outwards towards to the good of society, and while assuring 

inwards the flourishing of your colleagues and employees. I look forward to our 

discussion. 

 

Cardinal Peter K.A. Turkson 

President 
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 John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Mater et Magistra, § 83. 


