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ABSTR ACT  • The paper starts with analyzing the crisis which affects the common good in
today’s Romania. I fructified my Romanian experience of that “common good” which used
to be imposed during communist times. Then, briefly I described the causes of this crisis
and I formulated a definition of the common good by resorting to reason and faith. Thus,
the common good is the reason for which a society has been constituted. According to the
Christian faith the common good reaches its fullness in the eternal life. I advocated the
cause of education in the light of an integral common good, insisting upon the necessity of
verifying the social force and actuality of certain principles such as freedom, truth, solidar-
ity, justice, peace. Today’s social and cultural context is less favorable to this type of educa-
tion. It enlists several impediments, such as the religion of the ego, the generational selfish-
ness, the educational urgency. The paper seeks to answer certain challenges: man’s need for
mystery, active and participative citizenship, the secularization of social life. In conclusion,
I searched for new ways to actively participate in promoting the common good. 
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The nowadays crisis of the common good in Romania

The common good entered the realm of the public policies in Romania af-
ter 1990. Although there have passed over 30 years since then, the common
good still remains a somewhat allogenic imported notion maybe less known,
understood and assimilated within our country. Undoubtedly the coherence
of political activities in our country around this principle of social ethics is
still  unsatisfactory.  Similar  inconsistencies  noticed with neighboring peo-
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ples can be of any relief? Not at all. On the contrary. It is believed that the
degree in which the common good is lacking is the measure of a society’s
crisis. Anyway, we are different even from the point of view of assuming
the common good. To be more accurate, social incoherence equals the ab-
sence of life possibilities; whenever these are missing, the groups and the in-
dividuals  cannot  attain  any fulfillment.  In  such a  context,  promoting  the
common good is not a mere option but a necessity.

In the following pages we attempt to define and contextualize the com-
mon good, a notion that measures the degree of effective wellness and dig-
nity reached by a certain people. We begin by assessing the question of the
crisis affecting the concept and reality of the common good.

To think and live the common good today is not an easy task. Firstly, be-
cause  this  theme  is  perceived  as  expired,  as  it  solely  pertained  to  the
so-called respublica  christiana,  nonexistent  today.  It  is,  therefore,  un-
der-rated  by  politicians,  by businessmen,  by  younger  generations.  More-
over, we should not forget that the Romanian society has experienced a neg-
ative version of the common good, that is the misleading vision of the Com-
munist Party. All this leads to a certain feeling of disgust on the part of the
adult population that prefers to ignore altogether this principle of social life,
while the younger generation is—almost without exception—more preoccu-
pied with their own welfare. Finally, it seems difficult to advocate today an
education centered on the common good, as the ethics is itself experiencing
a crisis and the Christian anthropological values as well. In this context of
crisis affecting all moral criteria, the Romanian society is opening towards
concepts and lifestyles shaped by relativism and individualism. The practi-
cal consequence of these social tendencies is a skeptical view on the human
being’s capacity of comprehending their own good and that of the society in
which they live.

According to certain experts in the Social Doctrine, the crisis of the com-
mon good may have certain causes of an ideological  order2.  The first  of
them is the subjectivist and relativist mentality, which claims that such prin-
ciples  as  justice,  democracy  or  common  wellness  cannot  possibly  be

2 Cf. Gianni Manzone, Una comunità di libertà. Introduzione alla teologia sociale, Editri-
ce  Messaggero  di  Sant’Antonio,  Padova  2008,  343-344.  Other  authors  on  the  same
theme: Pierpaolo Donati, Pensiero sociale cristiano e società postmoderna, AVE, Roma
1997; Joe Holland, S.J., – Peter J. Henriot,  Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice,
Orbis Books Maryknoll, N.Y. 1983.
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founded in any objective manner. The common good is, thus, defined as a
contingent act, rather more arbitrary than rational, in the sense of a rational-
ity that aims towards a long-term and all-encompassing approach.

Another cause unfolds from the modern theory of the economic science,
which sets the emphasis on the radical diversity of preferences and interests.
Being different, desires and necessities could not be rationally collected and
gathered. The only way to reach a just result would thus be by resorting to
exchange. Therefore, it would be impossible to admit the rational character
of the common good, this pertaining rather to the imaginary order. Another
cause is the liberal fear that the personal autonomy could suffer if the State
(community) made use of its authority to support a certain conception re-
garding the good. The State’s conception regarding good should only be of a
procedural nature and not of a substantial one. According to the non-liberal
conception the State ought to follow the behavior of persons, who in their
turn should have the freedom of forming their own moral identities based on
their individual choices3.

Briefly, after understanding these causes and going beyond them in the
favor of the common good, we claim that the education in the spirit of the
common good should go hand in hand with the «passionate” love for truth
that compels us to accept that «the ethical inter-dependence of consciences
and intelligence does not correspond to the actual inter-dependence between
persons and peoples”4. Benedict XVI is convinced that without truth,

it is easy to fall into an empiricist and skeptical view of life, incapable of rising to the
level of praxis because of a lack of interest in grasping the values—sometimes even

3 Vittorio Possenti claims that the fundamental reasons which explain the diminishing of
the comprehensibility of the common good are of a metaphysical nature. The crisis of
the common good is connected to the crisis of metaphysical reason, which, after mistak-
ing the way of the being and losing the sense of its understanding, interprets the common
good as a mere fact, as the being here at hand, as empirically given, that does not tell the
subject anything about what is going to come. The gradual darkening of the understand-
ing of the common good led to the degrading of such notions as value and purpose. If
hypothetically speaking intelligence failed to perceive the Good, the political obligation
would  disappear  ipso facto.  However,  politics  have  to  fulfill  a  certain  human good,
which is to be determined from case to case in the concrete circumstances of political so-
cieties and is not exhausted in simple empirical and historical determinations. Cf. Vitto-
rio Possenti, La buona società. Sulla ricostruzione della filosofia politica, Editrice Vita e
Pensiero, Milano 1983, 106-108.

4 Cf. Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, Encyclical Letter, June 29th 2009, 9.
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the meanings—with which to judge and direct it. Fidelity to man requires  fidelity to
the truth, which alone is the guarantee of freedom (cf. John 8:32) and of the possibil-
ity of integral human development5.

Despite the ethic and metaphysical crisis that characterized the contempo-
rary vision about world and society, we continue to bring several arguments
advocating for that education focused on the common good.

Seeking the common good

1) The way of reason

To understand what the common good is we need to know that this notion
implies  elements  of  anthropology,  and especially  of  the  anthropology of
shared life. Social life would not be possible without certain values, such as
truth, justice, solidarity, freedom, peace, non-violence. By setting these val-
ues in practice we can reach a better life together, which implies personal
fulfillment and the favoring of those conditions that enable others to reach
their own fulfillment.

The  common  good  is  the  aim  for  which  a  certain  society  has  been
founded6 in the same way as the aim of an enterprise is that of producing
goods and services or that of a university would be to educate and research.
Although a less  approached topic  today within universities,  the common
good used to be an important theme for Aristotelian Thomistic philosophers.
These claim that man is a social being, i.e., a “political animal”, therefore
the search for the common good is something pertaining to his very nature.
As a political  being, man cannot satisfy his own material  necessities and
cannot reach his own fulfillment in a cultural and moral dimension with the
collaboration and solidarity of others7. In this sense, Thomas Aquinas pleads
that exigences of a moral order urge man to seek the common good.

5 Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, 9.
6 Cf. Roland Minnerath, Pour une éthique sociale universelle. La proposition catholique,

Editions du Cerf, Paris 2004, 31.
7 Cf. Battista Mondin, Dizionario enciclopedico del pensiero di San Tommaso d’Aquino,

ESD, Bologna 1991, 90.
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Indeed, the purpose which determine the persons to reunite is that by staying together
they can live a good life, something that cannot be reached when each one lives alone.
Still, life can be called good when it is filled with virtue. In conclusion, the aim of re-
united people is a virtuous life. A concrete proof of this teaching can be found in the
fact that the society is made only of those who have a community mutual relation in
their good life. Thus, if people gathered together only in order to live, animals would
be a part of civil society as well. If the aim were to gather material goods, all those
who have trade relationships should be members of the same city. However, we no-
tice that only those are considered part of a society who are led towards a good life by
common laws and a common government8.

Thus, the common good is the finality towards which any society aims
when endeavoring to fulfill man’s social nature and, therefore, the common
good encompasses every realm of the human existence. Being above indi-
vidual, ethnic, denominational, professional etc. interests, the common good
is the heritage of all members belonging to a certain society without imply-
ing that it can be understood as the equivalent of the general interest, for
which it can be often mistaken, although the general interest is interpreted as
a kind of contract assumed by individuals free and having contradictory in-
terests. Thus, the general interest would be the ideal place for harmonizing
interests, as it can be seen in the choices of the majority, which ought to be
accepted by all.

Again, in negative terms, the common good fails to be the individual in-
terest or the sum and goods of the individual interests. The common good
has its own consistency even when the society as such can reach a situation
in which it requires sacrifices on the part of the individuals lest it may disap-
pear or to live in a better way. Or precisely because there is a tendency to
mistake the individual interest for the common good it is necessary to clar-
ify the various types of common good: the common good of an enterprise,
of a university, of a city, of a State, of mankind9.

We begin with the first type by underlining the difference, although not a
substantial one, between the worldwide common good and the worldwide
public welfare.  The first  notion appears in the documents  of the Vatican
Council II:

8 Thomas Aquinas, De Regimine Principum ad Regem Cypri, liber I, cap. 15.
9 Cf. Minnerath, Pour une éthique sociale universelle, 32.
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Every day human interdependence grows more tightly drawn and spreads by degrees
over the whole world. As a result, the common good, that is, the sum of those conditions
of social life which allow social groups and their individual members relatively thor-
ough and ready access to their own fulfillment, today takes on an increasingly universal
complexion and consequently involves rights and duties with respect to the whole hu-
man race. Every social group must take account of the needs and legitimate aspirations
of other groups, and even of the general welfare of the entire human family10.

The notion of worldwide public welfare appears in the documents of in-
ternational  institutions,  such as UN11.  By this  concept  we understand the
sum of all goods that, from the point of view of their being used and ex-
ploited, surpass national and generational borders. We can refer here to a
healthy environment, to peace, safety, social and economic stability, cultural
heritage. The future of mankind relies on the existence of such worldwide
public goods. Unfortunately, as we are all aware, many of these worldwide
public goods are uncertain because of wars and ethnic conflicts, because of
globalized terrorism and financial crises, because extreme poverty, but also
because of climate changes12. It is, thus, obvious that unlike the worldwide
common good, the worldwide public welfare allows us to also imply the ex-
istence of worldwide public evil13. As a circle circumscribed to mankind’s
common good, a society’s common good includes all physical, economic,
intellectual, and artistic goods accessible to human beings by the means of
society. We can say that the common good represents the assembly of social
conditions that allow human beings and communities to become ever more
human, by integrating them within the society, an integration made possible
through various nuclei of society (family, institutions), each of them in ac-
cordance with its own finality and by observing the fundamental premise of
the common good: the city ought to be a human community where private
or group interests should remain subordinated to the common good. 

According to Thomas Aquinas, the subordination of private or individual
good to the common good is fair when referring to the same type of goods.

10 Gaudium et spes, 26.
11 Cf. United Nations Development Programme: www.undp.org
12 About the influence of anthropological and technological factors in climate changes see

Pope Francis, Laudato si’, Encyclical Letter from May 24th 2015, 101-136.
13 Cf. Reinhard Marx,  Capitalul. O pledoarie pentru om (Das Kapital. Ein Pladöyer für

den Menschen, Pattloch Verlag GmbH & Co. KG, München 2008), transl. Silvia Toma,
Editura ARCB, Bucharest 2013, 309-310.
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Thus, the welfare of the whole goes beyond the private welfare of a single
person; however, “the common good of one person exceeds the common
good of the whole universe”14.  When speaking about material  goods,  the
community ought to have priority in relation to the individual. The same
happens when referring to spiritual goods as the welfare of a community
should come before that of an individual. When a person’s good is of a spir-
itual nature and that of the community of a material one, then the person’s
good is to prevail.

To identify the subordination relation between the individual welfare and
the common good in a just manner we can refer here to the Thomist princi-
ple: “by his whole being, by his power and all his goods (…) man is not or-
dered towards the civil society but towards God”15. In other words, man’s
integration within the assembly of the whole is interpreted as an enhancing
of his own humanity and enrichment of his personality, and not as a humili-
ating reduction to the functional status of a mere part, as if it lacked any spe-
cific value. By the means of this principle, we can guarantee the dignity of
individual personalities in relation to which the State and political life are a
condition and a means for attaining its wholesome perfection16.

The common good needs a constituted authority to serve it.  Without a
power capable to identify and serve the common good, society crumbles and
each of its members becomes incapable of fulfilling his personal interests.
The public authority safeguards the society’s cohesion by inviting its mem-
bers to promote the common good, each according to their own means. For
instance, the authority in the social and political sector sets rules for the so-
cial life, issuing and applying just laws. In the name of its responsibility to-
wards the common good, the legitimate authority  ought  to guarantee the
fundamental rights of all parts composing that society. Thus, for instance,
private  property  as  well  as  its  being  passed  on by means  of  inheritance
should be oriented towards the common good. All people can make use of
earthly goods, but the authority has the power to set order regarding the
usufruct by considering the common good. By creating the conditions that
allow a human person’s whole fulfillment in relation with the others, the

14 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae I-II, q. 93, a. 6, ad 2.
15 Ibidem, q. 21, a. 4, ad 3.
16 Cf. Mondin, Dizionario enciclopedico, 91.
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public authority should not excessively restrict their  freedom of action, a
fundamental right of any human being17.

In conclusion, the common good is the aim of any society, an aim that
ought to be reached for the sake of fulfilling the social nature of man. Bor-
rowing the terms employed by the Fathers of the Vatican Council II, the
common good is “the assembly of all social life conditions that allow the
groups and the individuals to reach more fully and more easily perfection”18.

2) The way of faith

From the perspective of Christian faith, the common good is the welfare
of all, not wholly pertaining to this present life but reaching its fullness in
the eternal life. From the point of view of faith, there are two types of wel-
fare, a material one and a spiritual one19. The difference between these two
was formulated by Thomas Aquinas in the following way:

By living in virtue, man draws near a superior purpose which is felicity in God; there-
fore, the purpose of the community should coincide with that of the individual. In
conclusion, the supreme aim of a group reunited in society is not (only) that of living
in accordance with the virtues, but, through a virtuous life, to attain felicity in God20.

To comprehend the common good in the horizon of faith means to accept
the fact that the human person cannot possibly be entirely fulfilled by the
common good of earthly societies but rather by that supernatural good of
spiritual communities. In other words, a society worthy of this a name is
founded on God Himself. To live in communion with God

Represents an aim which man cannot reach only by means of his own power. There-
fore, he needs God’s assistance as St. Paul teaches us (Romans 6:23) God’s grace is
the eternal life. The duty to lead people towards reaching this aim does not belong to
the human but to the divine power. This duty is reserved to that King who is not only
man but also God, namely Our Lord Jesus Christ, who, by making people the sons of
God, opened to them the gates of heavenly glory21.

17 Cf. Minnerath, Pour une éthique, 33.
18 Gaudium et spes, 26.
19 Cf. Mondin, Dizionario enciclopedico, 90.
20 Thomas Aquinas, De Regimine Principum, liber I, cap. 15.
21 Ibidem, no. 818.
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That common good which is of a supernatural order is “joy in God in
heavenly glory”. The relationship between the neutral common good and the
supernatural common good can be understood by means of the theological
principle of gratia non destruit, sed perficit naturam (grace does not destroy
but rather fulfills nature). Resorting to this same principle, Pope Benedict
XVI wrote in Caritas in veritate:

When animated by charity, commitment to the common good has greater worth than a
merely secular and political stand would have. Like all commitment to justice, it has a
place within the testimony of divine charity that paves the way for eternity through
temporal action. Man’s earthly activity, when inspired and sustained by charity, con-
tributes to the building of the universal city of God, which is the goal of the history of
the human family22.

This integral conception of the common good bears an important episte-
mological consequence, namely that in the light of faith we can more easily
understand that:

the common good of society is not an aim in itself; it only has value in relation with
reaching the final aims of the person and the universal common good of the whole
creation. God is the final aim of His creatures and for no reason can the common good
be understood apart from its transcendental dimension, which exceeds but also fulfills
the historic dimension23.

Today the supernatural common good is shadowed by certain conceptions
substantially materialistic and historicist. These turn “the common good into
a mere social and economic welfare, with no transcendental finality or with-
out its profound reason of being”24. From this point of view, we can refer to
a certain alienation of European societies. John Paul II said:

A man is alienated if he refuses to transcend himself and to live the experience of
self-giving and of the formation of an authentic human community oriented towards
his final destiny, which is God. A society is alienated if its forms of social organiza -
tion, production and consumption make it more difficult to offer this gift of self and to
establish this solidarity between people25.

22 Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, 7.
23 The Pontifical Council for Peace and Justice, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the

Church, transl. Rev. Lucian Farcaș, Sapientia, Iași 2007, no. 170.
24 Compendium, 170.
25 John Paul II, Centesimus annus, Encyclical Letter from May 1st 1991, 41.



216 • WILHELM DANCĂ

John Paul II urged us to be vigilant in front of the temptation to remain
the slaves of our own preoccupations, and especially of those connected to
riches and entertainment, lest we might lose our freedom, although for a hu-
man being who believes in the existence of the supernatural common good
even the employment of earthly riches can be turned into a means of spiri-
tual growth. While identifying as a major impediment for our personal ful-
fillment the manipulation operated by those social media that impose fash-
ions and opinion trends, John Paul II insists that we need to cultivate a criti-
cal judgment of the premises on which this individualistic and materialistic
mentality is based26.

Thus, the notion of common good bears an analogical value, not only be-
cause the welfare of the whole integrates the various elements that partake
in certain degrees at the welfare of a community (depending on the times,
circumstances, or the state of communities), but especially because its spe-
cific way of being reaches various levels of reference: natural communities,
such as family and political society, the whole universe or the supernatural
community, which is the Church. Therefore, we can distinguish between the
political common good, the common good of the universe, as it is a whole
that partakes in the organic and harmonious unity founded on God as princi-
ple and aim, on the one hand, and on the other hand, the separate and tran-
scendent  common  good  (God  as  creative  and  governing  cause)  towards
which the good of the political body and that of the whole universe is or-
dered. The analogical character of the common good implies a certain order
which ensures that the common good is constantly being applied depending
on the community in question. For instance, according to the Thomist con-
ception, the common good has priority in front of any form of human good,
therefore it is more worthy to sacrifice your own life as a martyr for God
rather than for the sake of the city. In this case we can say that only God is
the simpliciter common good, in an absolute way, while the other forms of
common good are so in accordance with their own type or secundum quid,
i.e., from a certain point of view.

Resorting to analogy, Thomas Aquinas also wrote about “the common
good of the Church which is the ecclesiastic order”27. He refers here to the
visible and spiritual structure of the Church (by means of the ecclesiastic

26 Cf. Centesimus annus, 41.
27 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae I-II, q. 111, a. 5, ad 1.
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hierarchy, the profession of faith, the sacraments of sanctifying grace and
the gift of  gratis data grace) in relationship with God, the separate com-
mon good towards which it is ordered in a complete, dependent, and rela -
tional way28. 

Given these interpretations of the common good, we can ask: is the con-
temporary man willing to accept such a teaching about the common good?
Does the teaching of the Church bear any importance? If not, how should
the Church behave? John Paul II suggested a certain direction of action: “the
first and most important task is accomplished within man’s heart. The way
in which he is involved in building his own future depends on the under-
standing he has of himself and of his own destiny”29. Here should reach the
specific contribution of the Church so that to alter the contemporary man’s
mentality  on the common good, a mentality  in which spirituality  is  con-
nected to work, a connection made obvious in the final part of the Encycli-
cal Letter Laborem exercens, where John Paul II spoke about the need to as-
sume a spirituality of labor. Man’s work is to be sanctified as by working
man becomes united to a certain extent with the work of his Creator and Re-
deemer. More precisely, in his human work, a human being discovers a part
of the new life,  of the  new goods,  as a kind of anticipation of the “new
heaven and the new earth” (cf. 2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1). Therefore, we
can refer not only to the common good, but to the new good, in attempting
to translate the concept of supernatural common good that can be reached
by the human beings30. A faithful man can discover that the  new good at-
tained by his work is valuable not only for the human development, but also
for the Kingdom of God. In this way we understand how faith and reason
work together towards a better understanding and fulfilling of the human
person and of the common good of the society in which we live31.

In conclusion, the supernatural common good transcends and fulfills the
historic common good. The common good as such is an analogical notion
and, therefore, it must be applied depending on the community in question.

28 Cf. Philippe-Marie Margelidon, Yves Floucat, Dictionnaire de philosophie et de théolo-
gie thomistes, Editions Parole et Silence, Toulouse 2011, 50-51.

29 John Paul II, Centesimus annus, 51.
30 John Paul II, Laborem exercens, Encyclical Letter, September 14th 1981, 27.
31 John Paul II, Fides et ratio, Encyclical Letter, September 14th 1998, 73.
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The education in the spirit of Christian social life

1) Principles

A society can be defined through the social values it promotes. During my
high school years, 1975-1979, there was a lot of talk about solidarity, jus-
tice,  peace,  but  all  these  values  seemed  to  me  rather  denatured  by  the
hypocrisy  and  thirst  for  power  of  the  representatives  of  the  communist
regime.  Since  then,  our  generation  got  tired  of  hearing  again  and  again
empty words and speeches.  This seems one of the reasons for which the
consciousness of contemporary people is hardly receptive to the theory of
values proposed by the social doctrine of the Church.

From  an  Aristotelian  Thomistic  perspective,  values  naturally  impose
themselves. A value as such is sheer potentiality that is to be actualized in
future. There are different types of values: moral, material,  spiritual, eco-
nomical etc. Even if social values change with the cultural and social muta-
tions, a society can measure the quality of its dynamism through the quality
of its values, especially because some of them condition the wellbeing of all
people and the reaching of the common good.

In this sense, we believe that the Romanian society can embrace quality
values much more efficient than until now, but this implies that five funda-
mental principles ought to be revised and elaborated: freedom, truth, soli-
darity, justice, and peace32.

2) Freedom

Christian philosophical thinking claims that man has the capacity of being
a mediator, i.e., the master of his own actions, capable of choosing between
different possibilities. Habitually we can distinguish between three types of
freedom: to exercise (in relation with another), to specify (in relation with
an object)  and to  oppose (in  relation  with an aim).  Freedom to exercise
means the power of will set itself in action, i.e. to will or not. Freedom to

32 Cf. Minnerath, Pour une éthique, 34-40.
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specify means the power to choose something and not something else. Free-
dom to oppose means the power to choose good or evil33.

Theologians interpret freedom as a sign of the divine image and of the
sublime dignity held by all human beings. This value is respected when each
member of the society is allowed to fulfill their own vocation, on the one
hand, and on the other hand, when people have the capacity to refuse that
which is negative from a moral point of view, independent of the shape in
which it is presented34.

In our times we are confronted with two incoherent conceptions about
freedom. According to the first, freedom appears as a kind of privilege con-
ferred by society, that held, thus, the power to restrict or suppress it after the
collective had decided what is good and what is evil. It is the case of totali-
tarian regimes, whether right or left. The second meaning is that of absolute
freedom, a meaning that implies the fact that human beings were the masters
of the universe, a conception that is to be found with radical liberal regimes,
where the Promethean freedom man would enable him to create himself and
to re-shape the world after his own tastes. None of these two conceptions is
realistic. Therefore, we can say that human beings are free only when they
develop those potentialities specific to their humanity, as no freedom can be
exercised against the exigences of human nature. Freedom consists in will-
ing to do that which is good and right.

Briefly, freedom is in its essence a value intrinsic to the human person,
without  being  conferred by any power,  and cannot  be confiscated  or re-
stricted by any political power. Freedom is connected to the truth of beings,
consequently, there are two crucial values that cannot exist in their absence:
justice and solidarity.

3) Truth

The classical definition of truth underlines the conformity of mind and
knowledge to reality:  adaequatio rei  et  intellectus. For Thomas Aquinas,
truth consists in that relationship of the intellect of being adequate or corre-
spondent to the being of a thing. Going beyond Aristotle’s philosophy by

33 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate, q. 22, a. 6.
34 Cf. Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 199-200.
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the means of Christian Revelation, Thomas Aquinas added two significant
steps towards understanding the truth. The first is at the logical level, a level
which binds the act of judging with actus essendi or the act of being. The
second, at an ontological level, level at which he underlines that finite and
participated truth is connected to the infinite and uncreated truth of God35.

For people of the Bible truth means a certain way of living marked by fi-
delity, by loyalty (cf. Deuteronomy 32:4, Proverbs 28:30). Thus, biblical truth
is an existential relation that qualifies the whole being of a person, therefore,
from each point of view, but especially at a moral and religious level.

The Social Doctrine of the Church insists again and again on living in
truth,  for in this  way societies  delimit  themselves from the arbitrary and
conform themselves to moral exigences. Therefore, education centered on
the search for truth would open the human spirit towards that which it is. As
“that which it is” is infinite and complex no one can pretend to know the
whole truth in a definite and exclusive manner. Truth is like a vanishing
point never to be reached, yet always open towards new exploring. A direc-
tion of study would be that which seeks the truth of the physical world. An-
other  direction  could  be  that  which  seeks  the  truth  beyond  the  physical
world. No matter which direction, the search for the truth should be encour-
aged and supported to express itself in freedom. Or, unfortunately, during
the Communist times in Romania we only experienced imposed, compul-
sory truths. We were aware that it is inhuman to impose the truth by force;
in our minds and hearts some of us refused that which was being affirmed in
a loud voice; openly, in the public space few had the courage to express this
disagreement. 

Precise because of this past, today we ought to concentrate even more on
a better education, if we hope to reach the truth in as many fields of social
life as possible. We should especially be more responsible in the world of
mass-media and economy36.

For only by searching the truth of “that which it is” can allow the mem-
bers of a society to reach a certain consensus and to grow, the care for truth
being the main condition of possibility  for the existence of a social  life,
where justice and honesty could prevail.

35 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate, q. 1, a. 2-4.
36  Cf. Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 198.
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4) Solidarity

The Holy Scripture contains many forms of teaching about solidarity. Be-
fore anything else, God is solidary with mankind “at various times and in
various ways”, but especially “in these last days”, when He “spoke to us by
His Son” (Hebrews 1:1-2). The unique personal God communicates Him-
self, communicates with human beings urging them towards solidarity.

Solidarity appears when the dimension of society becomes a moral virtue
and manifests itself as a resolute engagement for the sake of the common
good. It is not “a vague feeling of compassion or a superficial integration”37,
but a virtue deeply rooted in the structures of society, of co-existence and of
proximity. This virtue can also be termed as “political friendship”38 and is
one of the forms of friendship about which Thomas Aquinas wrote too, he
for whom friendship can be of four kinds: natural, domestic, civilian, and di-
vine. Domestic and civilian (political) friendship is replaceable for the good
social living, which does not mean that political friendship bears a conform-
ity of ideas, as some believe or wish: if you are my friend, you must share
my own ideas or political options! The necessity of political friendship is
not justified by the common interests of social groups but is founded on rea-
sons that pertain to socialness itself,  i.e., in a fundamental manner to the
common good39.

In the Catholic social theology, solidarity expresses:

the need to recognize in the composite ties that unite men and social groups among
themselves, the space given to human freedom for common growth in which all share
and in which they participate. The commitment to this goal is translated into the posi -
tive contribution of seeing that nothing is lacking in the common cause and of seeking
points of possible agreement where attitudes of separation and fragmentation prevail.
It translates into the willingness to give oneself for the good of one’s neighbor, be-
yond any individual and particular40.

Solidarity surfaces directly from the double characteristic of the human
being, a personal being and at the same time, a social being. Society origi-
nates from the person, while the person develops thanks to the society that

37 John Paul II, Sollicitudo rei socialis, Encyclical Letter, December 30th, 1987, 38.
38 Cf. Mondin, Dizionario enciclopedico, 570.
39 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae II-II, q. 80.
40 Compendium of The Social Doctrine of The Church, 194.
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binds together its members by means of the exchange of services towards
which everyone has duties and rights. Solidarity has as its basis the recogni-
tion of the fact that all people are equal and that they ought to live in a spirit
of fraternity and, therefore, the law is insufficient for ensuring social peace
and justice, as there is no justice without social esteem, without fraternity,
i.e., without a sincere and spontaneous attention to the needs of the others.

After the experience of solidarity in our Romanian society, we can under-
line two aspects: solidarity is the antithesis of individualism and solidarity
opposes that collectivism which reduces the human being to the role of a
mere impersonal part in a social and economic machinery.

5) Justice

Nowadays in Romania,  justice is a value that ought to be appreciated,
promoted, respected and, especially, set into practice. It is often said that
“you die with justice in your hands”. So, we are still on the other shore. In-
deed, although justice advocates the human person’s value,  dignity,  their
rights, and duties, it is threatened by the tendency to exclusively resort to the
criteria of usefulness, of personal or group interests. We easily forget that
justice is not a mere human convention, as that which is just is originally de-
termined not by law, but by the profound identity of the human being41.

According to the classical definition, justice ensures that something hap-
pens correctly, namely „each obtains that which belongs to them”. It presup-
poses the awareness that the other exists, the notions of that which is due
and honesty in civil and economic relations.

Although only one, justice is often discussed from various perspectives:
legislative justice, juridical (or procedural) justice, retributive justice, com-
pensatory justice. Thomas Aquinas, when speaking about justice as virtue,
distinguishes between two types of justice:  commutative and distributive.
Commutative justice refers to the parity of exchanges. Distributive justice
regulates the relations  between social  institutions  and their  members.  All
forms of justice are regulated by the legal justice, which obviously is exer-
cised by the legislator. It accompanies the search for the common good. It
inspires and shapes social justice.

41 Cf. Compendium, 202.
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The question discussed today and in the terms of a certain tension be-
tween the positive law and the natural law highlights the relation between
the justice promoted by laws and ethics. If ethics enjoy precedence before
law and offers it values and principles, then justice,  as a supreme ethical
value of social life, must have priority in relation to law. By law we refer
here to the permanent seeking of the just norm and to its being actualized in
its restrictive form. Or, if by comparing the society with a family we con-
sider that the family is the pre-statal social cell, where the communion of
persons in mutual love and assistance is to be found, society must be under-
stood from the perspective of justice, virtue which must be assumed by all
its members and which must be safeguarded by law.

Starting from the way in which justice is made in Romania, we can say
that there are two mechanisms within our society that make people or not
more attentive to the needs of the others. These are, on the one hand, corrup-
tion, a real disaster for the State of law and for the common good, and, on
the other hand, juridical fairness that is the perfection of justice for it applies
the norm with more precision and goodwill in each case, being attentive to
certain  other  values,  such  as  compassion,  charity,  disinterested  love  for
one’s neighbor. Unfortunately, in our Romanian society, juridical fairness is
a rara avis. If not, we would have seen the judges striving to make justice
that is fair, instead of unfair.

6) Peace

The fruit of justice is peace, which is understood as a respect towards the
balance of all dimensions of the human person. “Peace is threatened when
man is not given all that is due him as a human person, when his dignity is
not respected and when civil  life is not directed to the common good”42.
What some aim to accomplish by means of peace, some wish to reach by
means of violence. However, violence can never be the right solution. It is
an illusion. “Violence destroys what it claims to defend: the dignity, the life,
the freedom of human beings”43.

42 Compendium, 494.
43 Compendium, 496.
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Unfortunately, a significant part of the Romanian society lives in the par-
adigm of a prejudice according to which the world is divided into two: we
and the others, friends, and enemies (Hungarians and Romanians, Orthodox
and Catholic etc.). By virtue of this dichotomy our social life and the energy
of the society is wasted in this constant fight against the other. The same
paradigm of hateful dichotomy breeds fear of the other, which potentially
endangers the existence of the group, a fear  invoked to justify  one’s re-
course to  violence,  a  fear  induced in  many,  often very subtle  ways.  We
know, however, that religious, economic, or ethnic violence imperil the bal-
ance of all other aspects of social life. For instance, in the economic activity
competition can turn into terrible  struggle,  frequently immoral,  to invade
and monopolize the market as much as possible. Economic domination of a
privileged class over subdued masses or the control of a great state power
over other less developed countries are violence phenomena that have their
echo in more than one area of our social life. The same could be said about
political competition, a competition that can reach the demonization of the
adversary by means of verbal attacks, calumny, denigration. Therefore, edu-
cation centered on the value of peace requires that in every dimension of our
social life we ought to apply the principle of non-violence. This principle
should accompany all relations between people, between social groups, be-
tween State and citizens, between nations, Churches, and religious commu-
nities. The principle of peace is inspired from the realism that lies as the
foundation of every values promoted by the social doctrine of the Church.
Do not close your eyes in front of the antagonisms that persist within soci-
ety, but rather invite all social partners to solve their conflicts in the spirit of
dialogue and reciprocal understanding.

In summary, if a society promotes these values specific to the Christian
social  teaching—freedom, truth, solidarity,  justice,  and peace—then it  re-
mains open towards the culture of the common good. 



REASON AND FAITH IN THE SEARCHING FOR THE COMMON GOOD • 225

Difficulties and challenges

The teacher who aims to bear in mind the common good throughout his
programs of formation encounters  various difficulties.  According to their
nature, these can be objective, subjective and structural44.

1) Difficulties

The first of difficulties is the so-called  religion of the ego, which since
1990 counts more and more “adepts” or “believers”. In the name of this reli-
gion, we have seen how a silent revolution (Ingelhart) was set in practice re-
garding the way of being of our contemporaries in both their public and pri-
vate life. The stress laid on the subjective human rights turned their individ-
ual and empirical ego the measure for judging what is true, good, and beau-
tiful, including what the human being is and is not. We refer here to the
right of abortion and to the public opinion, inflexible,  indifferent,  almost
lifeless regarding euthanasia. The other one, the plural form of being like us,
mankind is excluded from the ego’s conception about itself. The perspective
of auto-realizing oneself subordinates all the other conceptions and interpre-
tations about the world. The ideals, values and motivations of practical and
ethic engagement are almost exclusively focused on prosperity, on reaching
subjective success at any cost. Many of the recent statistics on the presence
of young people in the public life show the priority granted to individual
values, those of the limited socialness, accompanied by an intense distrust in
political institutions. The vicious effect of this exaggeration regarding the
subjective freedom is the almost complete darkening of any road towards
the common good.

But which common good? This question becomes the introduction to the
second difficulty, which refers to the content, the objective side. We have
amply spoken about these impediments at the beginning of this study. Here
we briefly remind the fact that the common good is of two types, namely
natural and supernatural. It is an analogical notion, as it can refer to the ma-
terial goods of a community, of a country, of the whole mankind, but also to
human resources and spiritual values. The citizens of a country are part of

44 Cf. C. Nani, “Educazione e bene comune”, in  www.notedipastoralegiovanile.it (March
30th 2014).

http://www.notedipastoralegiovanile.it/
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the common good, as well  as an educated people,  an intelligent  political
class, a culture of quality, solid scientific and technical research internation-
ally acknowledged, the kindness and religiousness of a people.

But where and when are these goods chosen and presented effectively?
Some claim that the common good is something abstract, the theme of cer-
tain politicians during their campaign.

We discuss today about the actual common good and about the inter-gen-
erational common good, as unfortunately we are assisting at a rough and
disquieting manifestation of the so-called “generational selfishness”, which
in the name of actual prosperity leads to the unbalanced exploitation of nat-
ural resources, without any concern for the life of future generations. A sig-
nificant example: the concession of certain natural resources belonging to
our Romanian land towards international oligarchs. 

Seen from another level, if we consider today’s mentality,  namely that
which claims that society is a kind of “enterprise for offering services”, we
discover a common good which is understood as the sum of material goods,
goods that are necessary for everyone’s life, which—isn’t it?—must be so-
cially coordinated. Or we can find a kind of common good understood as
the assembly of circumstances  and possibilities  for exercising  social  and
subjective liberties, that require a formal legal frame. Unfortunately, how-
ever, this attention towards the social and public and political social good
fails to consider the good of small communities.

The third impediment in the way of a correct understanding and the edu-
cation of the young generations in the horizon of the common good is of a
structural nature, a level at which, sharing in the preoccupation of Benedict
XVI on the “urgency of education”, namely the difficulties encountered by
parents, teachers and opinion formers while promoting formation programs
based on values, we sadly notice that people resignedly use to say: “we need
more education, but it is impossible”. In Romania we lack long-term educa-
tional policies. Almost every year we assist at a reform of the Romanian ed-
ucational system, without any clear and generally accepted direction, with-
out any mediating strategies. We look for formation projects able to develop
values such as political active and participative citizenship, as we lack those
policies that would enable young people to regain trust in their future, there
are  no  feasible  solutions  for  the  social  integration  of  those  who possess
more brains than money. Education is in the hands of politicians, who con-
sider it important only when delivering speeches, but who never find the
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right financial resources for setting anything in practice. We still have a long
way to go until education would reach its objectives and become a labora-
tory for the formation of integral human beings.

2) Challenges

How can we overcome these difficulties?
First, an educator attentive to the common good must bear in his mind a

clear Christian anthropological  project,  namely a coherent  idea about hu-
mans capable to  reconcile  simultaneously  in  their  individual  beings their
body, mind, and spirit. Future largely depends on our will to envisage and
apply such projects. For accomplishing this we need to support those efforts
that aim to achieve a synthesis between subjective, objective, and structural.
Moreover, we need to seek virtuous common points, able to set examples of
living together with each other. The educator should be sensitive to the signs
of times, should be receptive to the waves of the new Christian humanism,
that are spread by the charisma of the new ecclesial movements and open
the gates for today’s planetary human being. This would mean the necessity
of an education that promotes models of synthesis between local and global,
real, and virtual, identity and indifference, newness, and eternity etc. If edu-
cation is part of the common good, we can go on to enlist, briefly, the most
relevant challenges encountered nowadays by the common good teacher.

The  first  challenge  consists  in  teaching  the  others  how  the  invisible
threads of life are inter-waved. This means to help the others to discover and
to listen to the sense of continuity and fidelity in their personal and commu-
nity life.  Then,  after  the care  for  exercising  one’s  historical  memory we
should also add the awareness of inter-relating. Without the sense of mutual
humanity or the esteem for the otherness, we greatly run the risk of falling
into subjectivity, into narcissism. According to several contemporary philoso-
phers, one’s neighbor, the other is necessarily the Inferno (J. P. Sartre), the
wolf (Th. Hobbes), the enemy (C. Schmitt),  but can also be, when one so
wishes, by receiving the gift of faith and through education, the friend, guest,
partner, fellow with whom we walk together a part of our ways.

The second challenge consists in promoting experiences and projects of
active citizenship. There are no specific indications regarding these in our
study programs and the risk to remain at the latitude of the teachers is con-
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siderable. In fact, today in many Romanian schools, religious denomination
is often understood as meaning mother language, nationality, or citizenship.
We can often hear within the public space that to be a Catholic automati-
cally means to be Hungarian or at least to have foreigner ancestry. While the
Romanians, obviously are thought to be all Greek-Orthodox. We hope that
the connections of the Romanian Diaspora with those left at home would
eventually contribute to the diminishing of these social confusions and the
enhancement of one’s interest for the active citizenship.

The third challenge is the witness of a life that exhales the perfume of the
Christian values amid a society ever more (post)secularized. As far as the
content is concerned our society is divided between the political and the re-
ligious, which go in opposite directions at least in between electoral cam-
paigns. During campaigns, the political factor—no matter which may that
be—is dominated by the religious one. At a first glimpse it seems strange,
but the real situation is this: the religious controls the political. We cannot
be sure whether this is the cause or not, but it offers us an explanation of the
fact that society does not reflect that which the Christian faith claims within
the Church: its care for solidarity, for justice, for truth etc., in one word for
the common good. We should identify a horizon of values supported by
both the civil, political world and the religious one. This was suggested by
the Vatican Council II: 

The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially
those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and
anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to raise an
echo in their hearts45.

In conclusion, social Christian education has as its aim an open behavior
characterized  by  these  three  keywords:  sharing,  discerning,  evangelical
prophetism. Isolating oneself within the Christian city, distancing and gen-
eral accusations at the social culture do not support the cause of the common
good. Being Christ’s disciple in a globalized world means to resist the temp-
tations that He resisted and to do what He did, that is not to condemn but
rather to partake in the redeeming of the world (cf. John 12:47).

45 Gaudium et spes, 1.
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Conclusion

After many years of dictatorship, of serious trespassing fundamental hu-
man rights, of various injustices, in today’s Romania it spreads a new posi-
tivist mentality about justice. According to this mentality that which is right
is  settled  by the  law obtained through consensus,  not  by  the  essence  of
things and facts46. This conception and the juridic behavior supported by it
have  its  roots  in  the  reductionist  theories  advocated  by  Rawls,  Nozick,
Dworkin and other  positivist  thinkers.  Among others,  these theoreticians
claim that when speaking about the individual subject one should not con-
sider their relations with society. This would mean that society and social
relations were secondary in relation with the individuals47. We believe that
this interpretation is wrong and confusing. 

In Christian philosophy the idea of common good determines that which
is right. Although Thomas Aquinas does not use the phrase social justice, all
forms of justice we have analyzed in his works are related to social justice.
According to him, among all these types of justice, there is a certain equality
of relations, as “the specific act of justice consists in giving to each one that
which belongs to him”48. In a larger sense, social justice is one and the same
with legal justice.

Today it seems that the greatest power lies in the hands of scientists and
judges,  while  those who attend to  the  good,  to  ethics—teachers,  priests,
artists etc.—namely humanists are ever more marginalized. Meanwhile we
see how the act of justice suffers many limitations and restrictions. It often
turns into a mere procedural act implying an impossible promise. This type
of justice is, in a certain way, a sub-species of injustice, as it lessens the
courage and the efforts of transforming society. John Paul II analyzed this
cultural situation in his Encyclical Letter Dives in misericordia, stating that
historical experience leads to the necessity to resort to the deeper powers of
the spirit that conditions order in the world of justice49. Referring to the visi-
ble tensions between communities, nations and continents that are somehow
connected with one another, but also to the consequences of these tensions
on the fate of people, Benedict XVI said: “Are we not perhaps seeing once

46 Cf. Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 202.
47 Cf. Manzone, Una comunità di libertà, 395.
48 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae II-II, q. 58, a. 11.
49 John Paul II, Dives in misericordia, Encyclical Letter, November 30th 1980, 12.
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again, in the light of current history, that no positive world order can prosper
where souls are overgrown”50.

In the horizon of this limited justice, the great history of prophetic tradi-
tion which ends with an eschatological vision about a justice that is to live
on  the  whole  earth  seems  improbable.  In  his  struggle  for  justice,  man
meekly oscillates  between forgetfulness  and obedience.  He does not  rise
anymore against a God who imperils his freedom of action. The ethic image
of the God of the prophets becomes a problem in the history of humans
without eschatology. Living in a secularized world, man fails to perceive the
connection  between  God’s  righteousness  (holiness)  and his  own felicity.
God’s justice is impossible for the contemporary man. Indeed, in the ab-
sence of any divine model, the supporters of (post)secularization cannot imi-
tate a God who does not discriminate the people in front of Him.

 This experience raises the question of an excess51 and introduces a histor-
ical axis in God’s justice. To love the stranger becomes possible for him
who has been a stranger himself (in Egypt, Italy, Spain, America etc.) and,
therefore, a beneficiary of God’s justice. The free character of this justice is
better seen by contrast with human injustice. The excess hidden in God’s
justice becomes comprehensible as mercy and fidelity, as it opens an expec-
tation, namely it promises a new heart.

 Active participation in promoting the common good is the work of edu-
cated people, with civic sense and a kind heart. But he who makes common
good the aim of his social education has a new heart.

50 Benedict XVI, Spe salvi, Encyclical Letter, November 30th 2007, 15.
51 Cf. Manzone, Una comunità di libertà, 398-400.


