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Introduction

1. Are there objective moral values capable of bringing



people together and securing peace and happiness for
them? What are they? How are they recognized? How are
they realized in the life of individuals and of the communi-
ty? These questions about good and evil, questions which
always return, are today more urgent than ever, in as
much as people are more aware of forming a single com-
munity in the world. The great problems that present
themselves to human beings now bear an international,
planetary dimension, since the development of the tech-
niques of communication favors a growing interaction be-
tween persons, societies, and cultures. A local event can
have a planetary resonance almost immediately. Thus
there appears the awareness of a global solidarity, which
has its ultimate foundation in the unity of the human race.
This translates into a planetary responsibility. Thus the
problems of ecological equilibrium, of the protection of the
environment, of natural resources and of the climate have
become pressing concerns, which call upon all humanity
and whose solution goes quite beyond national bound-
aries. Also the threats of terrorism, organized crime and
the new forms of violence and of oppression that weigh
upon society have a planetary dimension. The rapid devel-
opments in biotechnology, which threaten the very identi-
ty of the human being (genetic manipulation, cloning, etc.),
urgently demand an ethical and political reflection of uni-
versal breadth. In this context, the search for common ethi-
cal values becomes once more a current issue.



2. With their wisdom, their generosity and sometimes their
heroism, men and women are living witnesses to such
common ethical values. The admiration that they arouse in
us is the sign of a first spontaneous acquisition of moral
values. The reflections of academics and of scientists con-
cerning the cultural, political, economic, moral and reli-
gious dimensions of our social existence nourish such de-
liberation about the common good of humanity. There are
also the artists who, with the manifestation of beauty, react
against the destruction of sensibility and renew the hope of
human beings. Politicians, too, work with energy and cre-
ativity to make up-to-date programs for the eradication of
poverty and the protection of fundamental freedoms. Very
important, too, is the constant testimony of representatives
of religions and spiritual traditions that seek to live in the
light of the ultimate truth and of the absolute good. They
all contribute, each in his or her own way and in a recipro-
cal exchange, to the promotion of peace, of a more just po-
litical order, of the sense of common responsibility, of a fair
distribution of wealth, of respect for the environment, the
dignity of the human person and his or her fundamental
rights. Yet these efforts can succeed only if good intentions
are based on a sturdy basic agreement concerning the
goods and values that represent the most profound aspira-
tions of the human being, individually and in community.
Only the acknowledgment and promotion of these ethical
values can contribute to the construction of a more human



world.

3. The search for a common ethical language concerns
everyone. For Christians, it is in mysterious harmony with
the work of the Word of God, "the true light, that enlight-
ens every man" (Jn 1:9), and with the work of the Holy
Spirit who inspires in hearts "love, joy, peace, magnanimi-
ty, benevolence, goodness, fidelity, meekness, self-control"
(Gal 5:22-23). The community of Christians, which shares
"the joys and hopes, the sorrows and the anguish of the
people of today" and "therefore feels really and intimately
in solidarity with the whole human race and with its histo-
ry," cannot be absolutely separated from such common re-
sponsibility. Enlightened by the Gospel, engaged in a pa-
tient and respectful dialogue with all men of good will,
Christians partake in the common search for human values
to promote: "That which is true, noble, just, pure, lovable,
honorable, that which is virtue or that which deserves
praise, think about these things" (Phil 4:8). They know that
Jesus Christ, "our peace" (Eph 2:14), who reconciled all
men with God through the cross, is the principle of a more
profound unity, to which the human race is called to con-
verge.

4. The search for a common ethical language is inseparable
from a hope of conversion, with which individuals and the
community detach themselves from the forces that seek to



imprison the human being in indifference or drive him to
raise walls against others or against foreigners. The heart
of stone – cold, inert and indifferent to the lot of one's
neighbour or of the human race – must be transformed,
under the action of the Spirit, into a heart of flesh, sensible
to the calls of wisdom, to compassion, to the desire for
peace and to hope for all. This conversion is the condition
for a true dialogue.

5. Contemporary attempts to define a universal ethic are
not lacking. After the end of the Second World War, the
community of nations, drawing the consequences of the
strict complicity that totalitarianism had held with pure ju-
ridical positivism, defined in the Universal declaration of hu-
man rights (1948) some inalienable rights of human beings
that transcend the positive laws of states and which should
be kept as a reference and norm. Such rights are not simply
granted by the legislator: they are declared, that is, the ob-
jective existence that they have already have, prior to the
ruling of the legislator, is made manifest. In fact they de-
rive from "the acknowledgment of the dignity inherent in
all the members of the human family" (Preamble).

The Universal declaration of human rights constitutes one of
the finest successes of modern history. It "remains one of
the highest expressions of the human conscience in our
time" and offers a solid basis for promoting a more just



world. Nevertheless the results have not always matched
the height of the hopes. Some countries have contested the
universality of such rights, judged them to be too western,
and this impels the search for a more comprehensive for-
mulation. Further, a certain propensity to multiply the
rights of man, in the service more of inordinate desires of
the individual consumer or of sector-based demands than
of the objective requirements of the common good of hu-
manity, has contributed more than a little to devalue these
rights. Separated from the moral sense of values that tran-
scend particular interests, the multiplication of procedures
and of juridical regulations leads only to a mire that ulti-
mately serves only the interests of the strongest. Above all,
a tendency is manifest to reinterpret the rights of man by
separating them from the ethical and rational dimension
that constitutes their foundation and their end, to the profit
of a pure utilitarian legalism.

6. To illustrate the ethical foundation of human rights,
some have tried to elaborate a "global ethics" in the sphere
of a dialogue between cultures and religions. "Global
ethics" indicates the ensemble of fundamental obligatory
values that for ages have formed the treasure of human ex-
perience. We find them in all the great religious and philo-
sophical traditions. This project, worthy of interest, is an
expression of the present need for an ethics that would
have universal and global validity. But can the purely in-



ductive search, on the parliamentary model, of a minimal
already existing consent, satisfy the requirements to base
law on what is absolute? Further, does such a minimal eth-
ic not perhaps lead to the relativization of the strong ethi-
cal needs of every particular religion or wisdom tradition?

7. For many decades the fundamental ethical questions of
law and of politics were sidelined in some sectors of con-
temporary culture. With the pretext that every claim to an
objective and universal truth would be a source of intoler-
ance and violence, and that only relativism could safe-
guard the pluralism of values and democracy, an apolo-
getic is made for a juridical positivism that rejects an objec-
tive, ontological criterion of what is just. In this perspec-
tive, the final horizon of law and of the moral norm is the
law currently in force, which is considered just by defini-
tion, being the expression of the will of the legislator. But
this seems to open the way to the arbitrariness of power, to
the dictatorship of the statistical majority and to ideologi-
cal manipulation, to the detriment of the common good.
"In the present ethics and philosophy of law, the postulates
of juridical positivism are widely present. The consequence
is that the legislation often becomes only a compromise be-
tween different interests; one attempts to transform them
into legal interests or private desires that are opposed to
the responsibilities deriving from social responsibility." But
juridical positivism is notoriously insufficient, since the



legislator can act legislatively only within the fixed limits
that derive from the dignity of the human person, and for
the service of authentic human growth. Now the legislator
cannot give up the distinction between what is human and
what are extrinsic and superficial criteria, as he would, for
example, if he accepted as legitimate everything that is
doable in the sphere of biotechnology. Finally, one must
act in an ethically responsible manner. Politics cannot pre-
scind from ethics nor can the civil law and the juridical or-
der prescind from a higher moral law.

8. In this context, when reference to objective, universally
acknowledged values has become problematic, some, de-
siring to give a common rational basis to common ethical
decisions, promote an "ethics of discussion" in the line of a
comprehensive "dialogical method" of morals. The ethics
of discussion consists in using, in the course of an ethical
debate, only the norms to which all the interested parties,
renouncing "strategic" behaviors to impose their own
points of view, are able to give their assent. Thus one can
determine whether a rule of conduct and of action or a be-
havior are moral, since, setting aside the cultural and his-
torical conditions, the principle of discussion offers a guar-
antee of universality and of rationality. The ethics of dis-
cussion is interested above all in the method with which,
for the sake of debate, principles and ethical norms can be
put to the test and become obligatory for all the partici-



pants. It is essentially a procedure to test the validity of the
proposed norms, but it cannot produce substantial new
content. The ethics of discussion is therefore a purely for-
mal ethics, which does not regard the moral guidelines at
root. It also runs the risk of being limited to a search for
compromise. Certainly, dialogue and debate are always
necessary to attain a realizable accord on the concrete ap-
plication of moral norms in a given situation, but it cannot
neglect the moral conscience. A true debate does not sub-
stitute for personal moral convictions, but it presupposes
and enriches them.

9. Aware of the current positions on the table in this ques-
tion, in this document we intend to invite all who ask
themselves about the ultimate foundations of ethics and of
the juridical and political order, to consider the resources
that a renewed presentation of the teaching of the natural
law contains. This affirms in substance that human beings
and human communities are capable, by the light of rea-
son, of knowing the fundamental guidelines for moral ac-
tion in conformity with the very nature of the human sub-
ject, and of expressing them in a normative manner, in the
form of precepts or commandments. Such fundamental
precepts, objective and universal, are needed to found and
to inspire the ensemble of the moral, juridical, and political
determinations that regulate the life of man and of society.
They constitute a permanent, decisive authority and assure



the dignity of the human person in the face of fluctuations
of ideology. In the course of its history, in the elaboration
of its own ethical tradition, the Christian community, guid-
ed by the Spirit of Jesus Christ and in critical dialogue with
the wisdom traditions that it encountered, has taken up,
purified and developed such a teaching on natural law as a
fundamental ethical norm. But Christianity does not have a
monopoly on the natural law. In fact the natural law,
founded on reason, which is common to all human beings,
is the basis for collaboration between all men of good will,
beyond their religious convictions.

10. It is true that the expression "natural law" is the source
of many misunderstandings in the current context. Some-
times it refers to a resigned and completely passive sub-
mission to the physical laws of nature, while the human
being, on the other hand, justly seeks to master and to or-
der these determinisms for his own good. Once it is pre-
sented as an objective given that thrusts itself from the ex-
terior upon the personal conscience, independent of the
work of reason or of subjectivity, it is suspected of intro-
ducing a form of heteronomy incompatible with the digni-
ty of the free human person. Again, in the course of histo-
ry, Christian theology has too easily justified with the nat-
ural law anthropological positions which, consequently,
have appeared conditioned by their historical and cultural
context. But a more profound understanding of the rapport



between the moral subject, nature, and God, as also a bet-
ter consideration of the historicity with regard to the con-
crete application of the natural law, allow one to disperse
such misunderstandings. Today it is also important to pro-
pose the traditional doctrine of the natural law in terms
that better manifest the personal and existential dimension
of the moral life. It is also necessary to insist more strongly
on the fact that the expression of the exigencies of the nat-
ural law is inseparable from the endeavor of the whole of
the human community to overcome egoistic and factional
tendencies and to develop a global approach with the
"ecology of values," without which human life risks losing
its own integrity and its own sense of responsibility for the
good of all.

11. The idea of the natural moral law takes up numerous
elements common to humanity's great wisdom traditions,
both religious and philosophical. For this reason our docu-
ment, in the first chapter, begins by recalling this "conver-
gence." Without claiming to be exhaustive, it indicates that
these great religious and philosophical traditions are wit-
nesses to the existence of a largely common moral patrimo-
ny, which forms the basis of all dialogue on moral ques-
tions. Still more, they suggest, in one way or another, that
this patrimony makes explicit a universal ethical message
inherent in the nature of things and that everyone is able to
decipher. The document then recalls some essential points



of reference for the historical development of the idea of
natural law and mentions some modern interpretations
that are partially at the origin of the difficulties that our
contemporaries experience regarding this notion. In chap-
ter 2 ("The perception of common moral values"), our doc-
ument describes how, beginning from the simplest data of
moral experience, the human person gathers immediately
some fundamental moral goods and consequently formu-
lates the precepts of the natural law. These do not consti-
tute a complete codex of inviolable prescriptions, but an
abiding and normative principle of inspiration at the ser-
vice of the concrete moral life of the person. Chapter 3
("The foundations of natural law"), passing from common
experience to theory, deepens the philosophical, metaphys-
ical, and religious foundations of the natural law. To an-
swer some contemporary objections, it clarifies the role of
nature in personal action and examines the possibility of
nature establishing a moral norm. Chapter 4 ("Natural law
and the city") explains the regulatory role of the precepts of
natural law in political life. The doctrine of natural law
possesses coherence and validity on the philosophical
plane of reason common to everyone, but chapter 5 ("Jesus
Christ, fulfillment of the natural law") shows that it ac-
quires its full sense within the history of salvation: in fact
Jesus Christ, sent by the Father, is, with his Spirit, the full-
ness of every law.



Chapter 1: Convergences

1.1. The wisdom traditions and religions of the world

12. In the different cultures, people have progressively
elaborated and developed traditions of wisdom in which
they express and transmit their vision of the world, as also
their reflected perception of the place that the human being
occupies in society and in the world. Before all conceptual
theorizing, these wisdom traditions, which are often of a
religious nature, transmit an experience which identities
that which favors or impedes the full manifestation of per-
sonal life and the good course of social life. They constitute
a sort of "cultural capital" available for the search for a
common wisdom that is necessary to answer the contem-
porary ethical challenges. According to the Christian faith,
these wisdom traditions, in spite of their limits and some-
times their errors, catch a reflection of the divine wisdom
that works in the human heart. They require attention and
respect, and can have value for a praeparatio evangelica.

The form and the extension of these traditions can vary
considerably. Still they are witnesses to the existence of a
patrimony of moral values common to all people, beyond
the manner in which such values are justified within a par-
ticular vision of the world. For example, the "golden rule"
("Do not do to anyone what you do not want done to you"



[Tob 4:15]) is found, in one form or another, in the majority
of the wisdom traditions. Further, they generally agree in
the recognition that the great ethical rules are not imposed
by a determinate human group, but are universally valid
for every individual and for all people. Finally, many tradi-
tions recognize that these universal moral behaviors are re-
quired by the very nature of the human being: they express
the manner in which man should insert himself, in a cre-
ative and harmonious manner, in a cosmic or metaphysical
order that surpasses it and gives meaning to his life. In fact
this order is impregnated by an immanent wisdom. It is
the bearer of a moral message that everyone is able to deci-
pher.

13. In the Hindu traditions the world – the cosmos and hu-
man societies – is regulated by a fundamental order or law
(dharma) that must be respected in order to avoid grave im-
balances. For this reason the dharma defines man's socio-
religious obligations. In its specificity, the moral teaching
of Hinduism is comprehended in the light of the tradition-
al doctrine of the Upanishads: the belief in an indefinite cy-
cle of transmigrations (samsāra), with the idea that good or
bad actions done in the present life (karma) influence suc-
cessive rebirths. These doctrines have important conse-
quences for behavior as regards other persons: they imply
a deep degree of goodness and tolerance, the meaningful-
ness of disinterested action for the benefit of others, as also



the practice of non-violence (ahimsā). The principal current
of Hinduism distinguishes two bodies of texts: šruti ("that
which is heard", namely revelation) and smriti ("that which
is remembered", namely the tradition). The ethical pre-
scriptions are found above all in the smrti, more particular-
ly in the dharmaśāstra (the most important of which are the
mānava dharmaśāstra or the laws of Manu, of 200-100 B.C.).
Beyond the basic principle - according to which "immemo-
rial custom is the transcendent law approved by sacred
scripture and by the codices of the divine legislators; for
this reason every man of the three principal classes, who
respects the supreme spirit which is in him, should always
conform himself diligently to immemorial custom" - is
found an equivalent of the golden rule: "I will tell you
what constitutes the highest good of a human being. The
man who practices the religion (dharma) of universal non-
violence (ahimsā) achieves his highest good. This man who
controls himself in the three passions, namely cupidity,
anger, and avarice, renouncing them in relation to all that
exists, attains to success. (...) That man who regards all
creatures as his "own self" and treats them as himself, set-
ting aside the punishing rod and completely controlling
his anger, assures for himself the possession of happiness.
(...) You shall not do to another what you regard as harm-
ful for yourself. This is in brief the rule of virtue. (...) In the
act of refusing and giving, in happiness and misery, in the
agreeable and the disagreeable, one shall judge of all their



effects by considering one's own 'self.' " Different precepts
of the Hindu tradition can be put in parallel with the re-
quirements of the Decalogue.

14. One generally defines Buddhism by the four "noble
truths" taught by Buddha after his illumination: (1) reality
is suffering and dissatisfaction; (2) the origin of suffering is
desire; (3) the cessation of suffering is possible (by the ex-
tinction of desire); (4) there is one way that leads to the ces-
sation of suffering. This way is the 'noble eightfold path'
which consists in the practice of discipline, concentration
and wisdom. On the ethical plane one can summarize fa-
vorable actions in the five precepts (śīla, sīla): (1) not to
harm any living being and not to take life; (2) not to take
that which is not given; (3) not to practice sexual miscon-
duct; (4) not to speak false words or to lie; (5) not to drink
intoxicating products that diminish self-control. The pro-
found altruism of the Buddhist tradition, which translates
into a deliberate attitude of non-violence, into friendly
benevolence and compassion, thus summarizes the golden
rule.

15. The Chinese civilization is profoundly marked by the
Taoism of Laozi or Lao-Tse (6 century B.C.) According to
Lao-Tse, the Way or Tao is the primordial principle, imma-
nent in the whole universe. It is an elusive principle of con-
tinual change under the action of two contrary and com-



plementary poles: the yin and the yang. It pertains to man
to espouse this natural process of transformation, allowing
himself to go with the flow of time, thanks to the attitude
of non-action (wú-wéi). The search for harmony with na-
ture, indissolubly material and spiritual, is therefore at the
heart of the Taoist ethics. Confucius (571-479 B.C.), ("Mas-
ter Kong"), on the occasion of a period of profound crisis,
tried to restore order with regard to the rites, based on the
filial piety that should be at the heart of all social life. In
fact social relations are modeled on familial relations. Har-
mony is obtained by an ethics of equitable measure, in
which the ritualized relation (the li) that inserts the human
being into the natural order is the measure of all things.
The ideal to be attained is the ren, perfect virtue of humani-
ty, attained by self-control and by benevolence towards all
others. Is not 'meekness' (shù) perhaps the key word? That
which you would not want done to you, do not inflict on
another"). The practice of this rule indicates the way of
Heaven (Tiān Dào).

16. In the African traditions, the fundamental reality is life
itself. It is the most precious good, and the human ideal
consists not only in living unto old age sheltered from wor-
ries, but above all in remaining, even after death, a vital
force continually strengthened and revitalized in and
through one's progeny. In fact life is a dramatic experience.
The human being, microcosm within the macrocosm, lives



intensely the drama of the clash between life and death.
The task that falls to him, of assuring the victory of life
over death, orients and determines his ethical action. Thus
man should identify, in a consequent ethical horizon, the
allies of life, gaining them to his cause and thus assuring
his own survival which is at the same time the victory of
life. This is the profound meaning of the traditional
African religions. The African ethics is thus revealed as an
anthropocentric and vital ethics: acts seen as suitable for
favoring the opening up of life, for preserving and protect-
ing it, for developing and increasing the living potential of
the community are therefore considered good; every act
considered harmful to the life of individuals or of the com-
munity is judged to be bad. Traditional African religions
thus appear essentially anthropocentric, but attentive ob-
servation and reflection shows that neither the place ac-
knowledged for living man nor the cult of the ancestors
constitutes any thing closed in on itself. Traditional African
religions achieve their apex in God, source of life, creator
of all that exists.

17. Islam sees itself as the restoration of the original natural
religion. It sees in Mohammad the last prophet sent by
God to lead man definitively back to the right way. Mo-
hammad, however, was preceded by others: "There is not a
community in which someone has not passed to raise a
warning." Islam therefore attributes to itself a universal vo-



cation and addresses all men and women, who are consid-
ered "naturally" muslims. The Islamic law, indissolubly
communitarian, moral, and religious, is understood as a
law given directly by God. The Muslim ethic is therefore
fundamentally a morality of obedience. To do good means
to obey the commandments; to do evil means to disobey
them. Human reason intervenes to recognize the revealed
character of the Law and to derive concrete juridical impli-
cations from it. Certainly, in the ninth century, the
Mu’tazilita school proclaimed the idea according to which
"good and evil are in things," i.e., some behaviors are good
or bad in themselves, prior to the divine law that com-
mands or prohibits them. The Mu'tazilis judged that hu-
man beings can recognize what is good or bad by the use
of reason. According to them, man knows spontaneously
that injustice or lying is bad, and that one is obliged to re-
pay a loan, removing oneself from a loss, or showing one-
self as appreciative towards one's benefactors, the first of
whom is God. But the Ash’arites, who dominate Sunnite or-
thodoxy, have upheld a contrary theory. Proponents of an
occasionalism that does not recognize any consistency in
nature, they judge that only God's positive revelation de-
fines good and bad, just and unjust. From the prescriptions
of this positive divine law many persons regain the great
elements of the moral patrimony of humanity and they can
be set in relation to the Decalogue.



1.2. The Greco-Roman sources of the natural law

18. The idea that there is a natural law prior to all positive
juridical determinations is already found in classic Greek
culture with the exemplary figure of Antigone, the daugh-
ter of Oedipus. Her two brothers, Eteocles and Polyneices,
run afoul of the authority and are both killed. Polyneices,
the rebel, is condemned to remain unburied and to be
burned on the pyre. But Antigone, to fulfill the duty of
piety towards the dead brother, pleads, against the prohi-
bition of burial pronounced by king Creon, to "unwritten
and immutable laws."

Creonte: And so, you have dared to violate my laws?
Antigone: Yes, because Zeus has not proclaimed them
Nor justice which dwells with the gods of the netherworld;
Neither the one nor the other has laid them down for men.
I do not judge that your decrees are so strong
that you, a mortal, can pass beyond
the unwritten and immutable laws of the gods.
They exist not since today or yesterday, but always:
No one knows when they appear.
Out of fear of the will of a man
It was not right for me to risk the gods punishing me.

19. Plato and Aristotle took up the distinction made by the
sophists between the laws that originate by convention,



that is by a purely positive decision (thesis), and those
which have force "by nature". The first are neither eternal
nor are they in force universally, and are not binding on
all. The second are binding on all, always and everywhere.
Some sophists, such as Callicles of the Gorgias of Plato,
turned to this distinction to contest the legitimacy of the
established laws of the human city. To such laws they op-
posed their idea, narrow and erroneous, of nature, reduced
to solely the physical component. Thus, against the politi-
cal and juridical equality of the citizens in the City, they
held what seemed to them the most evident of the "natural
laws": the strong should prevail over the weak.

20. None of this is in Plato and Aristotle. They do not op-
pose natural law and the positive laws of the City. They
are convinced that the laws of the City are generally good
and constitute the realization, more or less successful, of a
natural law in conformity with the nature of things. For
Plato the natural law is an ideal law, a norm for legislators
and for citizens, a rule that allows them to establish and to
evaluate positive laws. For Aristotle this supreme norm of
morality corresponds to the realization of the essential
form of nature. That is moral which is natural. Natural law
is immutable; positive law changes according to different
peoples and epochs. But natural law is not simply separate
from positive law. It is incarnate in positive law, which is
the application of the general idea of justice to social life in



its variety.

21. In Stoicism natural law becomes the key concept of a
universalist ethics. That which is good and ought to be
done is that which corresponds to nature, understood both
in a physico-biological and in a rational sense. Every man,
whatever the nation to which he belongs, should be inte-
grated as a part of the whole universe. He ought to live ac-
cording to nature. This imperative presupposes that there
is an eternal law, a divine Logos, which is present both in
the cosmos, which it impregnates with rationality, and in
human reason. Thus, for Cicero the law is "the supreme
reason inserted in nature which enjoins on us what must
be done and prohibits the contrary". Nature and reason
constitute the two sources of our knowledge of the funda-
mental ethical law, which is of divine origin.

1.3. The teaching of Sacred Scripture

22. The gift of the Law on Sinai, of which the "Ten Com-
mandments" constitute the center, is an essential element
of the religious experience of Israel. This Law of the
covenant includes fundamental ethical precepts. They de-
fine the manner in which the chosen people respond to the
choice of God by the holiness of their lives: "Speak to all
the congregation of the people of Israel, saying to them:
'You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy'" (Lev



19:2). But these ethical behaviors are valid for all other peo-
ples, so that God calls to account all foreign nations that vi-
olate justice and right. In fact God had already established
in the person of Noah a covenant with the entire human
race, which implied respect for life in particular (Gen 9).
More fundamentally, creation itself appears as the act by
which God structures the whole universe, giving it a law.
"Let them [the stars] praise the name of the LORD! For he
commanded and they were created. And he established
them for ever and ever; he fixed their bounds which cannot
be passed (Psa 148:5-6). This obedience of created things to
the law of God is a model for human beings.

23. As well as the texts that recount the history of salva-
tion, with the major theological themes of election,
promise, law and the covenant, the Bible contains also a
wisdom literature that does not treat directly of the nation-
al history of Israel, but that deals with the place of man in
the world. It develops the conviction that there is a correct
way, a "wisdom," of doing things and of living one's life.
The human being should commit himself to seeking it and
then striving to put it into practice. This wisdom is not
found so much in history as in nature and in everyday life.
In this literature, wisdom is often presented as a divine
perfection, sometimes hypostasized. It is manifested in an
eminent manner in creation, of which it is the "artificer"
(Wis 7:21). The harmony that reigns among creatures bears



witness to it. Of this wisdom that comes from God man is
rendered a partaker in different ways. This participation is
a gift of God, which one must ask for: "I prayed, and un-
derstanding was given me; I called upon God, and the
spirit of wisdom came to me" (Wis 7:7). It is also the fruit of
obedience to the revealed law. Indeed the Torah is the in-
carnation of wisdom. "If you desire wisdom, keep the com-
mandments, and the Lord will supply it for you. For the
fear of the Lord is wisdom and instruction" (Sir 1:26-27).
But wisdom is also the result of shrewdly observing nature
and human customs in order to discover their immanent
intelligibility and their exemplary value.

24. In the fullness of time, Jesus Christ preached the com-
ing of the Kingdom as the manifestation of the merciful
love of God, which makes itself personally present in
mankind, and asks a conversion and free response of love
from them. This preaching is not without consequences for
ethics, for the manner of building the world and human re-
lations. In its moral teaching, of which the Sermon on the
Mount is an admirable synthesis, Jesus himself takes
up the golden rule: "Whatever you wish that men would
do to you, do so to them; for this is the law and the
prophets" (Matt 7:12). This positive precept completes the
negative formulation of the same rule in the Old Testa-
ment: "Do not do to anyone what you do not want done to
you" (Tobit 4:15).



25. At the beginning of the Letter to the Romans, the apos-
tle Paul, intending to show the universal necessity of the
salvation brought by Christ, describes the religious and
moral situation common to all men. He affirms the possi-
bility of a natural knowledge of God: "What can be known
about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to
them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible na-
ture, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly
perceived in the things that have been made" (Rom 1:19-
20). But this knowledge has been perverted in idolatry.
Placing Jews and pagans on the same level, St. Paul affirms
the existence of an unwritten moral law, which is written
in their hearts. It gives each one the ability to discern good
and evil. "When Gentiles who have not the law do by na-
ture what the law requires, they are a law to themselves,
even though they do not have the law. They show that
what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their
conscience also bears witness and their conflicting
thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them" (Rom 2:14-15).
The knowledge of the law, however, is not enough of itself
to lead a righteous life. These texts of St. Paul have had a
decisive influence on the Christian reflection in regard to
natural law.

1.4. The development of the Christian tradition

26. For the Fathers of the Church the sequi naturam and the



sequela Christi are not opposed. On the contrary, they adopt
generally the stoic idea according to which nature and rea-
son indicate to us what our moral duties are. To follow
them is to follow the personal Logos, the Word of God. In
fact the doctrine of natural law furnishes a foundation that
complements biblical morals. It further allows one to illus-
trate why the pagans, independently of the biblical revela-
tion, possess a positive moral conception. This is indicated
to them by nature and corresponds to the teaching of Reve-
lation: "From God are the law of nature and the law of rev-
elation, which form a whole". Still the Fathers of the
Church do not adopt purely and simply the stoic doctrine,
but modify and develop it. On the one hand, the anthro-
pology of biblical inspiration that sees man as the imago
Dei, the full truth of which is manifested in Christ, forbids
the reduction of the human person to a simple element of
the cosmos: called to communion with the living God, the
human person transcends the cosmos while integrating
himself in it. On the other hand, the harmony of nature
and reason is not based any more on an immanentistic vi-
sion of a pantheistic cosmos, but on the common reference
to the transcendent wisdom of the Creator. To behave in a
manner in conformity with reason means to follow the ori-
entations that Christ, as the divine Logos, has placed, by
way of the logoi spermatikoi, in the human reason. To act
contrary to reason is a disturbance of these orientations.
The definition of St. Augustine is very significant: "The



eternal law is the divine reason or will of God, which or-
ders and preserves the natural order and prohibits disturb-
ing it". More precisely, for St. Augustine the norms of a
right life and of justice are expressed in the Word of God,
which then imprints them in the human heart "in the man-
ner of a seal that a ring makes in wax, but without leaving
the ring". Further, in the Fathers natural law is now appre-
hended in the environment of a history of salvation that
leads one to distinguish different states of nature (original
nature, fallen nature, restored nature), in which natural
law is realized in different manners. This patristic doctrine
of natural law was handed on to the Middle Ages, together
with the conception, very closely related, of the "law of na-
tions (ius gentium)", according to which there exist, apart
from Roman law (ius civile), universal principles of law
that regulate the relations between peoples and are bind-
ing for all.

27. In the Middle Ages the doctrine of natural law reaches
a certain maturity and assumes a "classical" form, which
constitutes the foundation of all further discussions of it. It
is characterized by four elements. In the first place, in con-
formity with the nature of scholastic thought, which seeks
to gather the truth wherever it is found, it takes up prior
reflections on natural law, pagan or Christian, and tries to
propose a synthesis. In the second place, in conformity
with the systematic nature of scholastic thought, it locates



natural law in a general metaphysical and theological set-
ting. Natural law is understood as a participation of the ra-
tional creature in the eternal divine law, through which it
enters in a free and conscious manner into the plans of
Providence. It is not a closed and complete set of moral
norms, but a source of constant inspiration, present and
operative in the different stages of the economy of salva-
tion. In the third place, with the awareness of the proper
weight of nature, which is in part understood in the redis-
covery of the thought of Aristotle, the scholastic doctrine of
natural law considers the ethical and political order as a ra-
tional order, a work of human intelligence. It defines for it
a space of autonomy, a distinction without separation, in a
relationship with the order of religious revelation. Finally,
in the eyes of scholastic theologians and jurists, natural law
constitutes a point of reference and a criterion in the light
of which they evaluate the legitimacy of positive laws and
of particular customs.

1.5. Further developments

28. The modern history of the idea of natural law is seen in
certain respects as a legitimate development of the teach-
ing of medieval scholasticism in a more complex cultural
context, marked in particular by a more vivid sense of
moral subjectivity. Among these developments, we point
out the works of the Spanish theologians of the 16th centu-



ry, which, in the manner of the Dominican Francis of Vito-
ria, resorted to natural law to contest the imperialist ideol-
ogy of some Christian states of Europe and to defend the
rights of the non-Christian peoples of America. In fact
these rights are inherent in human nature and do not de-
pend on the concrete situation regarding the Christian
faith. The idea of natural law further allowed the Spanish
theologians to establish the groundwork of an internation-
al law, i.e., of a universal norm that regulates the mutual
relations of peoples and states.

29. But in other respects the idea of natural law took turns
and forms in the modern age that make it difficult to ac-
cept today. In the last centuries of the Middle Ages, there
developed in scholasticism a current of voluntarism,
whose cultural hegemony profoundly modified the idea of
natural law. Voluntarism proposes to value the transcen-
dence of the free subject in relation to all conditioning.
Against naturalism, which tended to subject God to the
laws of nature, it underlines unilaterally the absolute free-
dom of God, with the risk of compromising his wisdom
and rendering his decisions arbitrary. Further, against in-
tellectualism, suspected of subjecting the human person to
the order of the world, it exalts a freedom of indifference
understood as a pure potency for choosing contraries, at
the risk of detaching the person from his natural inclina-
tions and from the objective good.



30. The consequences of voluntarism for the doctrine of
natural law are numerous. Above all, while in Thomas
Aquinas the law was understood as a work of reason and
an expression of wisdom, voluntarism leads one to connect
the law to will alone, and to a will detached from its intrin-
sic ordering to the good. Then all the force of the law re-
sides only in the will of the legislator. The law is thus ex-
propriated of its intrinsic intelligibility. In these conditions,
morality is reduced to obedience to the commandments,
which manifest the will of the legislator. Thomas Hobbes
explains it thus: "It is authority and not truth that makes
law (auctoritas, non veritas, facit legem)". Modern man, lov-
ing autonomy, was not able not to rebel against such a vi-
sion of the law. Then, with the pretext of preserving the ab-
solute sovereignty of God over nature, voluntarism de-
prived it of all internal intelligibility. The thesis of the po-
tentia Dei absoluta, according to which God could act inde-
pendently of his wisdom and his goodness, relativizes
all existing intelligible structures and weakens the natural
knowledge that man can have of them. Nature ceases to be
a criterion for knowing the wise will of God: man can re-
ceive such knowledge only by a revelation.

31. On the other hand, several factors led to the seculariza-
tion of the notion of natural law. Among these, one can re-
call the growing divorce between faith and reason which
characterizes the end of the Middle Ages, or some aspects



of the Reformation, but above all the will to overcome the
violent religious conflicts that bloodied Europe up until the
dawn of modern times. One came to the point of desiring
to establish the political unity of the human communities
by parenthesizing religious confession. From this time on
the doctrine of the natural law prescinds from all particu-
lar revelation, and therefore from all confessional theology.
It claims to be founded solely on the lights of reason com-
mon to all men and is presented as the ultimate norm in
the secular field.

32. Further, modern rationalism posits the existence of an
absolute and normative order of intelligible essences acces-
sible to reason and simultaneously relativizes the reference
to God as the ultimate foundation of the natural law. The
necessary, eternal, and immutable order of essences must
certainly be actualized by the Creator, but, it is believed, it
possesses in itself its coherence and its rationality. The ref-
erence to God must therefore be optional. The natural law
would be imposed on all "even if God did not exist (etsi
Deus non daretur)".

33. The modern rationalist model of natural law is charac-
terized: (1) by the essentialist belief in an immutable and
ahistorical human nature, of which reason can gather per-
fectly the definition and essential properties; (2) by paren-
thesizing the concrete situation of human persons in the



history of salvation, marked by sin and by grace, which
nonetheless has a decisive influence on the knowledge and
practice of natural law; (3) by the idea that it is possible for
reason to deduce a priori the precepts of the natural law,
beginning from the definition of the essence of the human
being; (4) by the maximum extension thus given to those
precepts, so much so that the natural law appears as a
codex of pre-made laws that regulates as it were the entire-
ty of behaviors. This tendency to extend the field of the de-
terminations of natural law was at the origin of a grave cri-
sis when, particularly with the progress of the human sci-
ences, western thought became more aware of the historici-
ty of human institutions and of the cultural relativity of nu-
merous behaviors that one once justified by appealing
tothe obviousness of natural law. This disagreement be-
tween an abstract, maximalist theory and the complexity of
the empirical data explains in part the dissatisfaction with
the very idea of natural law. In order that the notion of nat-
ural law may serve the elaboration of a universal ethics in
a secularized and pluralistic society such as ours, it is
therefore necessary to avoid presenting it in the rigid form
that it assumed, particularly in modern rationalism.

1.6. The Magisterium of the Church and the natural law

34. Before the 13th century, because the distinction be-
tween the natural and the supernatural order was not



clearly elaborated, natural law was generally assimilated
to Christian morals. Thus the decree of Gratian, which pro-
vides the groundwork canonical norm in the 12th century,
begins by affirming: "The natural law is that which is con-
tained in the Law and in the Gospel." It then identifies the
content of the natural law with the golden rule and ex-
plains that the divine laws correspond to nature. The Fa-
thers of the Church therefore had recourse to natural law
and to Sacred Scripture to establish the moral behavior of
Christians, but the Magisterium of the Church, in these
first ages, would have to intervene little to settle disputes
on the content of the moral law.

When the Magisterium of the Church was led not only to
resolve particular moral debates,but also to justify its own
position before a secularized world, it adverted more ex-
plicitly to the notion of natural law. In the 19th century, es-
pecially during the pontificate of Leo XIII, recourse to the
natural law is made in the acts of the Magisterium. The
most explicit presentation is found in the encyclical Libertas
praestantissimum (1888). Leo XIII refers to natural law to
identify the source of civil authority and to fix its limits. He
vigorously recalls that one must obey God rather than men
when the civil authorities command or allow anything that
is contrary to the divine law or the natural law. But he also
looks to natural law to protect private property against so-
cialism and to defend the right of workers to procure with



their work the means which they need to sustain their life.
In this same line, John XXIII refers to the natural law to es-
tablish the rights and the duties of man (encyclical Pacem in
terris [1963]). With Pius XI (encyclical Casti connubii [1930])
and Paul VI (encyclical Humanae vitae [1968]), natural law
is revealed as a decisive criterion in the questions related to
conjugal morality. Certainly the natural law is accessible to
human reason, common to believers and nonbelievers, and
the Church does not have it exclusively, but since revela-
tion takes up the requirements of the natural law, the Mag-
isterium of the Church has been established the guarantor
and interpreter of it. The Catechism of the Catholic Church
(1992) and the encyclical Veritatis splendor (1993) assign a
decisive place to the natural law in the exposition of Chris-
tian morals.

35. Today the Catholic Church invokes the natural law in
four principal contexts. In the first place, facing the spread
of a culture that limits rationality to the positive sciences
and abandons the moral life to relativism, it insists on the
natural capacity that men have of finding by reason "the
ethical message contained in being" and of knowing
in broad outline the fundamental norms of just action con-
formed to their own nature and dignity. The natural law
thus answers to the requirement of grounding human
rights in reason and makes possible an intercultural and
interreligious dialogue capable of favoring universal peace



and avoiding the "clash of cultures." In the second place,
facing relativistic individualism, which judges that every
individual is the source of his own values and that society
results from a mere contract agreed between individuals
who choose to establish all the norms themselves, it recalls
the natural and objective character, not merely convention-
al, of the fundamental norms that regulate social and polit-
ical life. In particular, the democratic form of government
is intrinsically bound to stable ethical values, which have
their source in the requirements of the natural law and
thus do not depend on the fluctuations of the consent of a
statistical majority. In the third place, facing an aggressive
laicism that wants to exclude believers from public debate,
the Church notes that the interventions of Christians in
public life on issues that regard the natural law (the de-
fense of the rights of the oppressed, justice in international
relations, the defence of life and of the family, religious
freedom and freedom of education...) are not of themselves
of a confessional nature, but derive from the care which
every citizen should have for the common good of society.
In the fourth place, facing the menace of the abuse of pow-
er, and even of totalitarianism, which juridical positivism
conceals and which certain ideologies propagate, the
Church recalls that civil laws do not bind in conscience
when they contradict natural law, and asks for the ac-
knowledgment of the right to conscientious objection, as
also the duty of obedience in the name of obedience to a



higher law. The reference to natural law not only does not
produce conformism, but guarantees personal freedom
and defends those marginalized and oppressed by social
structures forgetful of the common good.

Second Chapter: The perception of common moral val-
ues

36. The examination of the great wisdom traditions de-
tailed in the first chapter shows that some types of human
behavior are recognized, in the majority of cultures, as an
expression of a certain excellence in the manner in which
the human being lives and realizes its own humanity: acts
of courage, patience in trials and in the difficulties of life,
compassion for the weak, moderation in the use of materi-
al goods, a responsible attitude in regard to the environ-
ment, dedication to the common good... Such ethical con-
duct defines the broad outline of a properly moral ideal of
a life "according to nature," i.e., in conformity with the pro-
found being of the human subject. On the other hand,
some behaviors are universally recognized as objects of
reprobation: murder, theft, lying, wrath, greed, avarice...
These appear as attacks on the dignity of the human per-
son and on the just requirements of life in society. One is
justified therefore in seeing, in such consensus, a manifes-
tation of that which, behind diverse cultures, is the human
in the human being, namely the "human nature." But at the



same time, one must admit that such accord on the moral
quality of certain behaviors coexists with a great variety of
explanatory theories. Whether we look at the fundamental
doctrines of the Upanishads of Hinduism, or of the four "no-
ble truths" for Buddhism, or the Tao of Lao-Tse, or of the
"nature" of the stoics, every school of wisdom or every
philosophical system understands moral action within a
general explanatory picture that seeks to legitimatize the
distinction between what is good and what is evil. We
have to deal with a variety of justifications that renders di-
alogue and the establishing of moral norms difficult.

37. Still, independently of the theoretical justifications of
the concept of natural law, it is possible to discover the
fundamental elements of the awareness of which it wants
to give an account. The object of this chapter is precisely to
show how to gather together the common moral values
that constitute natural law. We willthen see how the con-
cept of natural law is based on an explanatory picture that
founds and legitimizes moral values, in a manner that can
be shared by many. To do this, the presentation of the nat-
ural law in St. Thomas Aquinas appears particularly perti-
nent, since, among other things, it places the natural law
within a morality that upholds the dignity of the human
person and recognizes its capacity of discernment.

2.1. The role of society and of culture



38. The human person only progressively comes to moral
experience and becomes capable of giving himself the pre-
cepts that should guide his action. One attains this in the
measure in which from birth one is inserted in a net of hu-
man relations, beginning with the family, relations that
have allowed one, little by little, to become aware of one's
self and of the surrounding reality. One arrives in particu-
lar at the apprehension of a language – one's mother
tongue – which teaches one to name things and allows one
to become a subject aware of oneself. Oriented by the per-
sons that surround one, impregnated by the culture in
which one is immersed, the person recognizes certain ways
of behaving and of thinking as values to pursue, laws to
observe, examples to imitate, visions of the world to ac-
cept. The social and culture context thus exercises a deci-
sive role in the education for moral values. Still, such con-
ditions cannot be opposed to human freedom. They rather
make it possible, since through them the person can come
to moral experience, which eventually allows him to re-
view some of the "evidences" that he had interiorized in
the course of his moral apprenticeship. On the other hand,
in the context of the present globalization, society and cul-
ture themselves must inevitably practice a sincere dialogue
and exchange, based on the co-responsibility of all in re-
gard to the common good of the planet: they must allow
particular interests to accede to the moral values that all
are called to share.



2.2. Moral experience: "one must do good"

39. Every human being who attains to consciousness and
responsibility experiences an interior call to do good. He
discovers that he is fundamentally a moral being, capable
of perceiving and of expressing the call that, as was saw, is
found within all cultures: "to do good and avoid evil." On
this precept are based all the other precepts of the natural
law. This first precept is known naturally, immediately,
with the practical reason, just as the principle of non-con-
tradiction (the intellect cannot simultaneously and in the
same respect affirm and deny the same thing of one sub-
ject), which is at the base of all speculative reasoning, is
gathered intuitively, naturally, with the theoretical reason,
when the subject comprehends the sense of the terms em-
ployed. Traditionally, such knowledge of the first principle
of the moral life was attributed to an innate intellectual dis-
position called synderesis.

40. With this principle, we find ourselves immediately in
the sphere of morality. The good that thus imposes itself
on the person is in fact the moral good, i.e., a behavior that,
exceeding the categories of the useful, is in keeping with
the authentic realization of this being, at once one and dif-
ferentiated, which is the human being. Human activity is
irreducible to a simple question of adaption to the "ecosys-
tem"; human being signifies existing and being placed



within a broader picture that defines a meaning, values
and responsibility. Searching for the moral good, the per-
son contributes to the realization of his nature, beyond im-
pulses of instinct or the search for a particular pleasure.
This good testifies to itself and is comprehended from
within.

41. The moral good corresponds to the profound desire of
the human person which – as every being – tends sponta-
neously, naturally, towards realizing itself more fully, to-
wards that which allows it to attain the perfection proper
to it, which is happiness. Unfortunately the subject can al-
ways allow itself to be swept away by particular good de-
sires and choices or to do deeds that go against the moral
good that it recognizes. It can refuse to surpass itself. It is
the price of a freedom limited in itself and weakened by
sin, a freedom that encounters only particular goods, none
of which can fully satisfy the heart of the human being. It
pertains to the reason of the subject to examine if these par-
ticular goods can be integrated in the authentic realization
of the person: in such a case they will be judged morally
good, and in the contrary event, morally bad.

42. This last affirmation is of capital importance. It grounds
the possibility of a dialogue with persons belonging to dif-
ferent cultural or religious horizons. It shows the eminent
dignity of every human person, underlining the natural



disposition to know the moral good that should be done.
Like every creature, the human person is defined with a set
of dynamisms and ends that is prior to the free choice of
the will. But, unlike beings that are not endowed with rea-
son, the human person is capable of knowing and of interi-
orizing such ends, and thus assessing, in light of them, that
which is good or bad for it. Thus it recognizes the eternal
law, i.e., the plan of God regarding creation, and partici-
pates in God's providence in a particularly excellent man-
ner, guiding itself and guiding others. This insistence on
the dignity of the moral subject and on its relative autono-
my is based on the recognition of the autonomy of created
reality and joins up with a fundamental given of contem-
porary culture.

43. The moral obligation that the subject recognizes does
not come, therefore, from a law that would be exterior (as a
heteronomy), but affirms itself from within the subject it-
self. In fact, as indicated by the maxim we have cited –
"One must do good and avoid evil" –, the moral good de-
termined by reason "imposes itself" on the subject. It
"ought" to be accomplished. It has a character of obligation
and of law. But the term "law" here does not refer to scien-
tific laws, which limit themselves to describing the factual
constants of the physical or social world, nor to an impera-
tive imposed on the moral subject arbitrarily from without.
The law designates here an orientation of the practical rea-



son which indicates to the moral subject what kind of ac-
tion is conformed with its fundamental dynamism and
necessary for its being, which tends to its full realization.
This law is normative in virtue of an internal requirement
of the spirit. It is born in the very heart of our being as an
invitation to the realization and transcending of ourselves.
It is not therefore a matter of subjecting oneself to the law
of another, but of accepting the law of one's own being.

2.3. The discovery of the precepts of natural law: univer-
sality of natural law

44. Once we posit the basic affirmation that introduces us
to the moral order – "One must do good and avoid evil" –
we see how there arises in the subject the recognition of the
fundamental laws that should regulate human action. Such
recognition does not consist in an abstract consideration of
human nature, nor in the effort to conceptualize, which
would be proper to theoretical philosophy and theology.
The perception of fundamental moral goods is immediate,
vital, based on the connaturality of the spirit with values
and engaging both affectivity and intellect, both the heart
and the spirit. It is an grasp often imperfect, still obscure
and dim, but it has the profundity of immediacy. It deals
with the data of the most simple and common experience,
which are implicit in the concrete action of persons.



45. In his search for the moral good, the human person sets
himself to listen to that which is, and becoming conscious
of the fundamental inclinations of his nature, which are
quite different from simple blind impulses of desire. Notic-
ing that the goods to which he tends by nature are neces-
sary for his moral realization, he formulates to himself, un-
der the form of practical commands, the moral duty of ac-
tualizing them in his own life. He expresses to himself a
certain number of general precepts which he shares with
all other human beings and which constitute the content of
that which we call natural law.

46. One traditionally distinguishes three great sets of nat-
ural dynamisms that act in the human person. The first,
which he has in common with all substances, comprises es-
sentially the inclination to conserve and to develop one's
own existence. The second, which he has in common with
all living things, comprises the inclination to reproduce, in
order to perpetuate the species. The third, which he has as
proper to himself, as a rational being, comprises the incli-
nation to know the truth about God and to live in society.
From these inclinations can be formulated the first pre-
cepts of the natural law, known naturally. Such precepts
are very general, but they form the first substratum that is
at the foundation of all the further reflections on the good
to be practiced and on the evil to be avoided.



47. To leave this generality and to make clear the concrete
choices about what to do, it is necessary to have resort to
discursive reason, which determines what are the concrete
moral goods able to realize the person – and humanity –
and formulates more concrete precepts capable of guiding
him in his action. In this new stage the knowledge of the
moral good proceeds by way of reasoning. At its origin it is
very simple: a limited experience of life suffices, and re-
mains within the intellectual possibility of everyone. One
speaks here of the "secondary precepts" of the natural law,
discovered through a longer or shorter consideration of the
practical reason, in contrast to the general fundamental
precepts that reason picks up spontaneously and which are
called "primary precepts".

2.4. The precepts of natural law

48. We have identified in the human person the first incli-
nation, which it shares with all beings: the inclination to
preserve and to develop its own existence. In living beings
there is habitually a spontaneous reaction to an imminent
danger of death: one avoids it, one defends the integrity of
one's one existence, one struggles to survive. Physical life
appears naturally as the fundamental, essential, primordial
good: from here is the precept to protect one's own life.
Under this precept are gathered inclinations to everything
that contributes, in the manner proper to man, to the main-



tenance and to the quality of biological life: bodily integri-
ty; the use of external goods that assure the sustenance and
the integrity of life, such as nourishment, clothing, lodging,
work; the quality of the biological environment... Based on
these inclinations, the human being proposes goals to be
realized, which contribute to the harmonious and responsi-
ble development of his own being and which appear to
him as moral goods, values to pursue, duties to accomplish
and also as rights to be asserted. In fact, the duty to pre-
serve one's own life has as its correlative the right to de-
mand that which is necessary for its preservation in a fa-
vorable environment.

49. The second inclination, which is common to all living
beings, regards the survival of the species that is realized
by procreation. Generation is inscribed in the prolongation
of the tendency to persevere in being. If the perpetuity of
biological existence is impossible for the individual, it is
possible for the species, and thus it in a certain way over-
comes the limits inherent in every physical being. The
good of the species appears as one of the fundamental as-
pirations present in the person. We are particualarly con-
scious of it in our time, when certain perspectives such as
global warming revive our sense of responsibility for the
planet as well as for the human species in particular. This
opening to a certain common good of the species an-
nounces already certain aspirations proper to man. The dy-



namism towards procreation is intrinsically tied to the nat-
ural inclination that brings man to woman and woman to
man, a universal datumrecognized in all societies. The
same thing is true of the inclination to care for one's chil-
dren and educate them. These inclinations imply that the
permanence of the bond of man and woman and also their
reciprocal fidelity are already values to pursue, even if
they manifest themselves fully only in the spiritual order
of interpersonal communion.

50. The third set of inclinations is specific to the human be-
ing as a spiritual being, endowed with reason, capable of
knowing the truth, of entering into dialogue with others
and of forming relations in friendship. There is therefore
need to recognize an important particular in this set of in-
clinations. The inclination to live in society derives above
all from the fact that the human being has need of others to
overcome his own intrinsic individual limits and to
achieve maturity in the various spheres of his existence.
But to unfold fully his spiritual nature, he needs to form re-
lations of generous friendship with his fellow human be-
ings and to develop an intense cooperation in seeking the
truth. His integral good is thus intimately tied to life in
community, which is organized in political society by
virtue of a natural inclination and not by mere convention.
The relational character of the person expresses itself also
with the tendency to live in communion with God or the



absolute. It manifests itself in religious sentiment and in
the desire to know God. Certainly, it can be denied by
those who refuse to admit the existence of a personal God,
but it remains implicitly present in the search for truth and
meaning present in every human being.

51. To these specific tendencies of man corresponds the
need perceived by reason to realize concretely this life of
relation and to construct life in society on just bases that
correspond to natural right. This implies the recognition of
the equal dignity of every individual of the human species,
beyond the differences of race and culture, and a great re-
spect for humanity wherever it is found, also in the small-
est and in the least appreciated of its members. "Do not do
to another that which you would not want done to you."
We meet here the golden rule, which today is placed as the
very principle of a morality of reciprocity. The first chapter
allowed us to find the presence of this rule in the majority
of the wisdom traditions as well as in the Gospel itself. St.
Jerome manifested the universality of several moral pre-
cepts by referring to a negative formulation of the golden
rule. "It is a just judgment that God wrote in the heart of
the human race: 'That which you do not want done to you,
do not do to another." Who of us does not know that homi-
cide, adultery, theft and every kind of greed is evil, since
we do not want them done to ourselves. If we did not
know that these things are bad, we would not ever lament



if they are inflicted on us". Around the golden rule are
gathered the various commandments of the Decalogue, as
also many Buddhist precepts, and also many Confucian
rules, and even the greater part of the orientations of the
great Charters which enumerate the rights of the person.

52. After this brief exposition of the moral principles that
derive from reason's consideration of the fundamental in-
clinations of the human person, we find a set of precepts
and values that, at least in their general formulation, can be
considered as universal, since they apply to all humanity.
They also have the character of immutability to the extent
that they derive from a human nature whose essential
components remain the same throughout history. It can
still happen that they are obscured or even erased from the
human heart because of sin and of cultural and historical
conditions, which can negatively affect the personal moral
life: ideology and insidious propaganda, generalized rela-
tivism, structures of sin, etc. We must therefore be modest
and prudent when invoking the "evidentness" of the pre-
cepts of natural law. But we must equally recognize in
these precepts the common foundation on which we can
base a dialogue with a view to a universal ethics. The pro-
tagonists of this dialogue, however, must learn not to con-
sider their own particular interests, to be open to the needs
of others, and to allow room for common moral values. In
a pluralistic society, in which it is difficult to look to its



philosophical foundations, this dialogue is absolutely nec-
essary. The doctrine of natural law can make its contribu-
tion to that dialogue.

2.5. The application of the common precepts: historicity of
the natural law

53. It is impossible to remain at the general level of the first
principles of the natural law. In fact, moral reflection must
descend to the concreteness of action to throw its light on
it. But to the degree that it confronts more concrete and
contingent situations, to that degree its conclusions are
more characterized by a note of variability and uncertain-
ty. It is not strange, therefore, that the concrete application
of the precepts of natural law can take different forms in
different cultures, or also in different epochs within a sin-
gle culture. It is sufficient to recall the evolution of moral
reflection on questions such as slavery, lending at interest,
duelling or the death penalty. Sometimes such evolution
leads to a better comprehension of moral requirements.
Other times, the evolution of the political or economic situ-
ation leads to a re-evaluation of particular norms that were
formally stable. Morals occupies itself with a contingent
reality that evolves through time. Although living in an
epoch of Christianity, a theologian such as St. Thomas
Aquinas had a very distinct perception of this. "The practi-
cal reason – he wrote in the Summa Theologiae – is con-



cerned with contingent reality, which is the object of hu-
man actions. Therefore, although the general principles
have a certain necessity, the more particular the matters we
examine, the more uncertain the conclusions become ... In
the sphere of action practical truth or rightness are not the
same in all particular applications, but only in the general
principles; and where the rightness is the same, it is not
equally known by all. ... And here, the more one descends
to particulars, the more the indefiniteness grows".

54. This perspective manifests the historicity of natural
law, whose concrete application can vary throughout time.
At the same time, it opens the door to the reflection of
moralists, inviting them to dialogue and to discussion. This
is all the more necessary, since in morality pure deduction
by syllogism is not adequate. The more the moralist con-
fronts concrete situations, the more he must have recourse
to the wisdom of experience, an experience that integrates
the contributions of the other sciences and is nourished by
contact with men and women engaged in action. Only this
wisdom of experience enables one to take into account the
multiplicity of circumstances and to reach a practical con-
clusion in such a way as to accomplish that which is good
hic et nunc. The moralist (this is the difficulty of his work)
must have recourse to the combined resources of theology
and philosophy, as well as of the humanities, economics
and biology, to recognize the data of the situation and to



identify correctly the concrete requirements of human dig-
nity. At the same time, he must be particularly attentive to
safeguard the fundamental data expressed by the precepts
of the natural law that remain the same throughout cultur-
al variation.

2.6. The moral dispositions of the person and his concrete
action

55. To reach a just evaluation of the things to be done, the
moral subject must be endowed with a certain number of
interior dispositions that allow him to be open to the de-
mands of the natural law, and also well informed about the
data of the concrete situation. In the context of the present
pluralism, we are ever more aware of the fact that one can-
not elaborate a morality based on the natural law without
also reflecting on the interior dispositions or virtue that
render the moralist able to elaborate an adequate norm of
action. This is even more true for the subject personally en-
gaged in action, who must formulate a judgment of con-
science. It is not strange, then, that today one assists in the
rebirth of a "morals of virtue" inspired by the Aristotelian
tradition. Thus insisting on the moral qualities required for
adequate moral reflection, one comprehends the important
role that the various cultures attribute to the figure of the
wise man. He enjoys a particular capacity of discernment
in the measure in which he possesses the interior moral



dispositions that allow him to formulate an adequate ethi-
cal judgment. A discernment of this kind should character-
ize the moralist when he endeavors to concretize the pre-
cepts of the natural law, and indeed every autonomous
subject responsible for giving a judgment of conscience
and formulating the immediate and concrete norm of his
action.

56. Morality cannot, therefore, limit itself to producing
norms. It should also favor the formation of the subject, so
that the subject, engaged in action, may be able to adapt
the universal precepts of the natural law to the concrete
conditions of existence in diverse cultural contexts. Such a
capacity is ensured by moral virtue, in particular by pru-
dence, which integrates all the particular and concrete ele-
ments to guide concrete action. The prudent man must
possess not only the knowledge of the universal but also of
the particular. To indicate well the proper character of this
virtue, St. Thomas Aquinas did not hesitate to say: "If one
is to have only one of the two kinds of knowledge, it is
preferable that it be knowledge of the particular reality
that pertains more closely to acting". With prudence it is a
matter of penetrating a contingent reality that remains al-
ways mysterious for reason, of moulding itself to reality in
as exact a manner as possible, of assimilating the multiplic-
ity of circumstances, of taking as accurate account as possi-
ble of a situation that is original and ineffable. Such an ob-



jective requires different operations and abilities that pru-
dence must organize.

57. Still the individual must not lose himself in the concrete
and in the individual, as was the rebuke to "situation
ethics." He must discover the "right rule of action" and lay
down an adequate norm of action. This right rule derives
from the preliminary principles. Here one thinks of the
first principles of practical reason, but one also turns to
the moral virtues to open and render the will and sensible
affectivity connatural to the different human goods, and to
indicate to the prudent man the ends that he should pur-
sue in the flux of daily life. Only at this point will the indi-
vidual be able to formulate the concrete norm that imposes
itself and to imbue the given action with a ray of justice, of
fortitude or of temperance. One could speak here of the ex-
ercise of an "emotional intelligence"; the rational powers,
without losing their specificity, are at work within the af-
fective field, so that the totality of the person is engaged in
the moral action.

58. Prudence is indispensable for the moral subject by rea-
son of the flexibility required in adapting universal moral
principles to different situations. But this flexibility does
not authorize one to see in prudence a kind of easy com-
promise in regard to moral values. On the contrary,
through prudent decisions the concrete requirements of



moral truth for a subject are expressed. Prudence is a nec-
essary passageway to authentic moral obligation.

59. There is here a perspective which, within a pluralist so-
ciety such as our own, has an importance that cannot be
underestimated without suffering significant loss. Indeed,
it stems from the fact that moral science cannot furnish an
agent subject with a norm that may be applied adequately
and almost automatically to concrete situations; only the
conscience of the subject, the judgment of his practical rea-
son, can formulate the immediate norm of action. But at
the same time it can never abandon the conscience to mere
subjectivity: the subject needs to acquire the intellectual
and affective dispositions that permit it to open itself to
moral truth in such a way that its judgment may be ade-
quate. Natural law cannot, therefore, be presented as an
already established set of rules that impose themselves a
priori on the moral subject, but is a source of objective in-
spiration for his process, eminently personal, of making a
decision.

 

Chapter three: the theoretical foundations of natural
law

3.1. From experience to theory



60. The spontaneous acquisition of fundamental ethical
values, which are expressed in the precepts of the natural
law, constitutes the point of departure of the process that
then leads the moral subject to the judgment of conscience,
in which it enunciates the moral requirements that impose
themselves on it in the concrete situation. It is the task of
the theologian and of the philosopher to return to this ex-
perience of the acquisition of the first principles of ethics,
to demonstrate their validity and to ground them in rea-
son. The recognition of these philosophical or theological
foundations, however, does not in the least condition the
spontaneous adherence to common values. In fact the
moral subject can put into practice the orientations of nat-
ural law without being capable, by reason of particular in-
tellectual conditions, of explicitly comprehending them
and their ultimate theoretical foundations.

61. The philosophical justification of natural law presents
two levels of coherence and depth. The idea of a natural
law is justified primarily on the basis of reflective observa-
tion of the anthropological constants that characterize a
successful humanization of the person and a harmonious
social life. The reflective experience, transmitted by tradi-
tional schools of wisdom, by philosophies or by human sci-
ences, allows one to determine some of the conditions re-
quired so that each person may employ better his or her
human capacities in personal and communitarian life.



Thus one recognizes that certain behaviors express an ex-
emplary excellence in the manner of living and of realizing
one's own humanity. They define the broad outlines of a
properly moral ideal of a virtuous life "according to na-
ture," i.e., in conformity with the profound nature of the
human subject.

62. Still, only by taking into account the metaphysical di-
mension of reality can we give natural law its full and
complete philosophical justification. In fact metaphysics
allows one to comprehend that the universe does not have
in itself its own ultimate reason for being, and manifests
the fundamental structure of reality: the distinction be-
tween God, subsistent being itself, and other beings placed
by him in existence. God is the Creator, the free and tran-
scendent source of all other beings. These receive from
him, "with measure, number and weight" (Wis 11:20), exis-
tence according to a nature that defines them. Creatures
are therefore the manifestation of a personal creative wis-
dom, of a founding Logos that expresses and manifests it-
self in them. "Every creature is a divine word, since it is
spoken by God," writes St. Bonaventure.

63. The Creator is not only the principle of creatures but
also the transcendent end towards which they tend by
their nature. Thus creatures are animated by a dynamism
that carries them to realize themselves, each in its own



way, in the union with God. This dynamism is transcen-
dent, insofar as it proceeds from the eternal law, i.e., from
the divine plan of providence that exists in the Spirit of the
Creator. But it is also immanent, since it is not imposed on
creatures from without, but is inscribed in their very na-
ture. Purely material creatures realize spontaneously the
law of their being, while spiritual creatures realize it in a
personal manner. They interiorize the dynamisms that de-
fine them and freely orientate them towards their complete
realization. They formulate them for themselves, as funda-
mental norms of their moral action – the natural law in its
proper sense – and they endeavor to realize them freely.
The natural law is therefore defined as a participation in
the eternal law. It is mediated, on the one hand, by the in-
clinations of human nature, expressions of the Creative
Wisdom, and, on the other hand, by the light of human
reason which interprets them and which is itself a created
participation in the light of divine intelligence. Ethics
presents itself as a "participated theonomy".

3.2. Nature, person, and freedom

64. The notion of nature is particularly complex and is not
at all univocal. In philosophy, the Greek thought of physis
played a key role. In it nature designates the principle of
the specific ontological identity of a subject, i.e., its essence
which is defined by an ensemble of stable intelligible char-



acteristics. Such an essence takes the name of nature above
all when it is understood as the internal principle of move-
ment which orients the subject towards its realization. The
notion of nature does not refer to a static datum, but signi-
fies the real dynamic principle of the continuous develop-
ment of the subject and of its specific activities. The notion
of nature was formed above all to think about material and
sensible reality, but it is not limited to such a "physical"
sphere and is analogously applicable to spiritual reality.

65. The idea according to which beings possess a nature is
imposed on the spirit when it wants to give an account of
the immanent finality of beings and of the regularity which
it perceives in their manner of acting and reacting. To con-
sider beings as natures means to recognize their proper
single consistency and to affirm that they are relatively au-
tonomous centers in the order of being and of acting, and
not simply illusions or temporary constructions of con-
sciousness. These "natures" are not, however, ontological
unities closed in themselves and simply juxtaposed, one to
the other. They act, one upon the other, maintaining a com-
plete rapport of causality among each other. In the spiritu-
al order, persons weave intersubjective relations. The na-
tures therefore form a net, and in the last analysis, an or-
der, i.e., a series unified by reference to a principle.

66. With Christianity, the physis of the ancients was



rethought and integrated in a broader and more profound
vision of reality. On the one hand, the God of Christian
revelation is not a simple component of the universe, an
element of the grand Totality of nature. On the contrary, he
is the transcendent and free Creator of the universe. In fact
the finite universe cannot be founded on itself, but points
to the mystery of an infinite God, who out of love created
it ex nihilo and remains freely able to intervene in the
course of nature whenever he wills. On the other hand, the
transcendent mystery of God reflects on the mystery of the
human person as an image of God. The human person is
capable of knowledge and of love; he is endowed with
freedom, he is capable of entering into communion with
others and he is called by God to a destiny that transcends
the finality of physical nature. He is fulfilled in a free and
gratuitous relation of love with God that is realized in his-
tory.

67. Through its insistence on freedom as the condition of a
human response to the loving initiative of God, Christiani-
ty has contributed in a determining manner to give due
place to the notion of person in philosophical discourse,
and thus has had a decisive influence in ethical doctrine.
Further, the theological exploration of the Christian mys-
tery has brought a very significant deepening of the philo-
sophical theme of the person. On the one hand, the notion
of person serves to designate in their distinction the Father,



the Son, and the Spirit in the infinite mystery of the single
divine nature. On the other hand, the person is the point in
which, with respect to the distinction and distance between
the two natures, divine and human, the ontological unity
of the Man-God, Jesus Christ, is placed. In the Christian
theological tradition, the person presents two complemen-
tary aspects. On the one hand, according to the definition
of Boethius, taken up by scholastic theology, the person is
a "individual substance (subsisting) of a rational nature". It
refers to the uniqueness of an ontological subject which,
being of a spiritual nature, enjoys a dignity and an autono-
my that is manifested in self-consciousness and in the free
dominion over its action. On the other hand, the person is
manifested in its capacity to enter into relation: it exercises
its action in the order of intersubjectivity and of commu-
nion in love.

68. Person is not opposed to nature. On the contrary, na-
ture and person are two notions that complete one another.
On the one hand, every human person is a unique realiza-
tion of human nature understood in a metaphysical sense.
On the other hand, the human person, in the free choices
with which he responds in all the concreteness of his "here
and now" to his unique and transcendent vocation, accepts
the orientations given by his nature. In fact nature posits
the conditions of the exercise of freedom and indicates an
orientation for the choices that the person should make.



Examining the intelligibility of his nature, the person thus
discovers the way to his own realization.

3.3. Nature, man and God: from harmony to conflict

69. The concept of natural law presupposes the idea that
nature is for man the bearer of an ethical message and es-
tablishes an implicit moral norm which human reason ac-
tualizes. The vision of the world within which the doctrine
of natural law developed and still finds its meaning today,
involves therefore the reasoned conviction that there exists
a harmony between the three substances which are God,
man, and nature. In this perspective, the world was per-
ceived as an intelligible whole, united by the common ref-
erence of the beings that compose it to a divine founding
principle, to a Logos. Beyond the impersonal and immanent
Logos seen by stoicism and presupposed by modern natur-
al science, Christianity affirms that the Logos is personal,
transcendent and creator. "It is not the elemental spirits of
the universe, the laws of matter, which ultimately govern
the world and mankind, but a personal God governs the
stars, that is, the universe; it is not the laws of matter and
of evolution that have the final say, but reason, will, love -
a person". The personal divine Logos - Wisdom and Word
of God – is not only the origin and the transcendent intelli-
gible model of the universe, but also the one who main-
tains it in a harmonious unity and leads it to its end. With



the dynamism which the creator Word has inscribed in the
interior of beings, he orders them to their full realization.
This dynamic orientation is none other than the divine
government, which is the realization in time of the plan of
divine providence, i.e., the eternal law.

70. Every creature participates in its own manner in the
Logos. Man, since he is defined by reason or logos, partici-
pates in it in an eminent manner. By reason he is able to
freely interiorize the divine intentions manifested in the
nature of things. He formulates them under the form of a
moral law that inspires and orders his own action. In this
perspective, man is not "the other" in relation to nature. On
the contrary, he establishes with the cosmos a bond of fa-
miliarity based on a common participation in the divine
Logos.

71. For various historical and cultural reasons, which gath-
er particularly in the evolution of ideas during the late
Middle Ages, this vision of the world lost its cultural su-
premacy. The nature of things no longer makes law for
modern man and is no longer a reference for ethics. On the
metaphysical level, the substitution of the notion of the
univocity of being in place of the notion of the analogy of
being and then nominalism have threatened the founda-
tions of the doctrine of creation as a participation in the Lo-
gos that explains a certain unity between man and nature.



The nominalist universe of William of Ockham is thus re-
duced to a juxtaposition of individual realities without
depth, inasmuch as every real universal, i.e., every princi-
ple of communion among beings, is denounced as a lin-
guistic illusion. On the anthropological level, the develop-
ment of voluntarism and the correlative exaltation of sub-
jectivity, defining freedom as indifference to every natural
inclination, have radically separated the human subject
from nature. Now some people believe that human free-
dom means essentially the power to completely disregard
nature. The subject should therefore reject any meaning in
anything he has not personally chosen and should decide
for himself what it is to be man. Man, therefore, has come
more and more to understood himself as a "denatured ani-
mal," an anti-natural being that affirms itself to the degree
that it opposes itself to nature. Culture, proper to man, is
then defined not as a humanization or a transfiguration of
nature by spirit, but as a pure and simple negation of na-
ture. The principal result of such evolutions was the divi-
sion of reality in three separate, even opposed spheres: na-
ture, human subjectivity, and God.

72. With the eclipse of the metaphysics of being, alone ca-
pable of founding on reason the differentiated unity of
spirit and of material reality, and with the growth of vol-
untarism, the kingdom of spirit was radically opposed to
the kingdom of nature. Nature was no longer considered



as an epiphany of the Logos, but as "the other" for the Spir-
it. It was reduced to the environment of the body and of
strict necessity, and of a corporeality without depth, since
the corporeal world was identified with extension, certain-
ly regulated by intelligible mathematical laws, but de-
prived of any immanent teleology or finality. The Carte-
sian and then the Newtonian physics have spread the im-
age of an inert matter, which passively obeys the laws of
universal determinism that the Divine Spirit imposes on
them and which the human reason can recognize and per-
fectly master. Only man can infuse a meaning and a design
in this amorphous and insignificant mass that he manipu-
lates with technology for his own ends. Nature ceases to be
a lord of life and of wisdom, becoming the place in which
the promethean potency of man affirms itself. This vision
seemed to give value to human freedom, but in fact, by op-
posing freedom and nature, it deprived human freedom of
any objective norm for its conduct.. It leads to the idea of
an entirely arbitrary human creation, even a pure and sim-
ple nihilism.

73. In this context, in which nature no longer conceals any
immanent teleological rationality and seems to have lost all
affinity or kinship with the world of spirit, the passage
from knowledge of the structures of being to moral duty
which seems to derive from it became effectively impossi-
ble and fell under the criticism of "sophism or naturalistic



fallacy," denounced by David Hume and then by George
Edward Moore in his Principia Ethica (1903). In effect the
good was disconnected from being and from truth. Ethics
was separated from metaphysics.

74. The evolution of the comprehension of the rapport of
man with nature is reflected also in the rebirth of a radical
anthropological dualism which opposes spirit and body,
inasmuch as the body is in a certain way the "nature" in
each of us. Such dualism manifests itself in the refusal to
recognize any human and ethical meaning in the natural
inclinations that precede the choice of the individual rea-
son. The body, judged a reality external to subjectivity, be-
comes a pure "possession," an object manipulated by tech-
nology in the service of the interests of the individual sub-
jectivity.

75. Further, through the emergence of a metaphysical con-
ception in which human and divine action compete with
one another, inasmuch as they are understood univocally
and placed, wrongly, on the same level, the legitimate af-
firmation of the autonomy of the human subject implies
that God is excluded from the sphere of human subjectivi-
ty. Every reference to something normative coming from
God or from nature as an expression of God's wisdom,
every "heteronomy," is perceived as a threat to the subject's
autonomy. The notion of natural law then appears incom-



patible with the authentic dignity of the subject.

3.4. Ways towards a reconciliation

76. To give the whole meaning and weight to the notion of
the natural law as foundation of a universal ethics, there is
need to look at wisdom, the properly metaphysical order,
capable of simultaneously embracing God, the cosmos and
the human person, to reconcile them in the analogous uni-
ty of being, through the idea of creation as a participation.

77. It is above all essential to develop a non-competitive
idea of the relationship between divine causality and the
free activity of the human subject. The human subject real-
izes itself by inserting itself freely in the providential action
of God, and not by opposing itself to this action. It should
with its reason detect and accept the profound dynamisms
that define its nature, and should lead them freely to their
full realization. Human nature is defined by an ensemble
of dynamisms, tendencies and internal orientations from
which freedom arises. In fact freedom supposes that the
human will is "placed under tension" by the natural desire
fof good and for the last end. Free will is exercised then in
the choice of the finite objects that allow one to attain this
end. As regards these goods, which exercise an attraction
that does not determine the will, the person retains mas-
tery of his proper choice by reason of an innate openness to



absolute good. Freedom is therefore not an absolute self-
creator of itself, but an eminent property of every human
subject.

78. A philosophy of nature that recognizes the intelligible
depth of the sensible world, and above all, a metaphysics
of creation enable one to overcome the dualistic and gnos-
tic temptation to abandon nature to moral insignificance.
From this point of view, we must overcome the reductive
outlook on nature that the dominant technological culture
tends to produce, in order to rediscover the moral message
of which it is the bearer, as a work of the Logos.

79. The rehabilitation of nature and of corporeality in
ethics cannot, however, be equated with any kind of "phys-
icalism." In fact some modern presentations of natural law
have seriously denied the necessary integration of natural
inclinations in the unity of the person. Neglecting to con-
sider the unity of the human person, they absolutize the
natural inclinations of the different "parts" of human na-
ture, approaching them without hierarchizing them, and
failing to integrate them in the unity of the entire plan of
the subject. Now, John Paul II explains, "natural inclina-
tions do not acquire a moral quality, except insofar as they
are connected to the human person and to his authentic re-
alization". Today therefore there is need to hold fast to two
truths. On the one hand, the human subject is not a union



or juxtaposition of diverse and autonomous natural incli-
nations, but a substantial and personal whole called to re-
spond to the love of God and to unite himself through a
recognized orientation towards a last end, which hierar-
chizes the partial goods manifested by diverse natural ten-
dencies. Such a unification of natural tendencies in service
of the higher ends of the spirit, i.e., such a humanization of
the dynamisms inscribed in human nature, does not at all
constitute a violence done to it. On the contrary, it is the
realization of a promise already inscribed in them. For ex-
ample, the high spiritual value that is manifested in the gift
of self in the reciprocal love of spouses is already inscribed
in the very nature of the sexual body, which finds in this
spiritual realization its ultimate reason for being. On the
other hand, in this organic whole, each part preserves a
proper and irreducible meaning, of which reason should
take account in the elaboration of the entire plan of the hu-
man person. The doctrine of the natural moral law should
therefore affirm the central role of reason in the actualiza-
tion of a properly human plan of life, and at the same time
the consistency and the proper meaning of natural pre-ra-
tional dynamisms.

80. The moral significance of natural pre-rational dy-
namisms appears in full light in the teaching concerning
sins against nature. Certainly, every sin is against nature
insofar as it is opposed to right reason and hinders the au-



thentic development of the human person. Nevertheless,
some behaviors are considered especially sins against na-
ture to the extent that they contradict more directly the ob-
jective sense of the natural dynamisms that the person
should take up into the unity of his moral life. Thus delib-
erate and voluntary suicide goes against the natural incli-
nation to preserve and to make fruitful one's own exis-
tence. Thus some sexual practices are directly opposed to
the finality inscribed in the human sexual body. Hence
they also contradict the interpersonal values that should
promote a responsible and fully human sexual life.

81. The risk of absolutizing nature, reduced to purely phys-
ical or biological components, and of neglecting its proper
inner vocation to be integrated into a spiritual plan, today
threatens some radical tendencies of the ecological move-
ment. The irresponsible exploitation of nature on the part
of human agents who seek only economic profit and the
dangers that this exploitation poses to the biosphere justly
bear on our consciences. Nevertheless, "deep ecology" con-
stitutes an excessive reaction. It upholds a supposed equal-
ity of living species, without being able to recognize any
particular role for the human being, and thus, paradoxical-
ly, weakens the responsibility of man in regard to the bios-
phere of which he is part. In a still more radical manner,
some were led to consider the human being as a destruc-
tive virus that threatened the integrity of nature, and de-



nied it any meaning and any value in the biosphere. The
result is a kind of totalitarianism that excludes human exis-
tence in its specificity and condemns legitimate human
progress.

82. There cannot be an adequate response to the complex
questions of ecology, if it is not within the picture of a
more profound comprehension of the natural law, which
gives value to the link between the human person, society,
culture, and the equilibrium of the bio-physical sphere in
which the human person is incarnate. An integral ecology
should promote that which is specifically human, at the
same time appreciating the value of the world of nature in
its physical and biological integrity. In fact, even if man, as
a moral being that searches for the truth and the ultimate
goods, transcends his own immediate environment, he
does it by accepting the special mission to keep watch over
the natural world and to live in harmony with it, to defend
the vital values without which neither human life nor the
biosphere of this planet can be maintained. Such an inte-
gral ecology is a new responsibility which makes a call on
every human being and every community. It is inseparable
from a global orientation respectful of the requirements of
the natural law.

Chapter four: natural law and the city



4.1. The person and the common good

83. Turning to the political order of society, we enter into
the space regulated by law. In fact the law appears when
several persons enter into relationship. The passage from
person to society sheds light on the essential distinction be-
tween natural law and natural right.

84. The person is at the center of the political and social or-
der because he is an end and not a means. The person is a
social being by nature, not by choice or in virtue of a pure
contractual convention. To flourish as a person he needs a
network of relations established with other persons. One
finds oneself thus at the center of a net formed by concen-
tric circles: the family, the environment in which he lives
and works, the local community, the nation, and finally
humanity. The person draws from each of these circles the
elements necessary for his own growth, and at the same
time contributes to their improvement.

85. Since human beings have the vocation to live in society
with others, they have in common an ensemble of goods to
pursue and values to defend. This is what is called the
"common good." If the person is an end in himself, the end
of society is to promote, consolidate and develop its com-
mon good. The search for the common good allows the city
to mobilize the energies of all its members. At a first level,



the common good can be understood as the ensemble of
conditions that allow a person to be always more a human
person. While articulated in its external aspects—the econ-
omy, security, social justice, education, access to work,
spiritual searching, etc.— the common good is always a
human good. At a second level, the common good is that
at which the political order and the city itself aims. The
good of all and of each one in particular, it expresses the
communitarian dimension of the human good. Societies
can be defined by the type of common good they seek to
promote. In fact if one considers the essential requirements
of the common good of every society, the vision of the
common good evolves with the same societies, in service of
the conceptions of the person, justice, and the role of the
public authority.

4.2. The natural law, measure of the political order

86. Society organized for the common good of its members
corresponds to a requirement of the social nature of the
person. The natural law appears then as the normative
background in which the political order is called to move.
It defines the ensemble of values that appear as humaniz-
ing for a society. When we place ourselves in the social and
political environment, values can be no longer of a private,
ideological or confessional nature, but regard all the citi-
zens. They do not express a vague agreement between



them, but are based on the requirements of their common
humanity. So that society may fulfil correctly its own mis-
sion of serving the person, it should promote the realiza-
tion of the person's natural inclinations. The person is
therefore prior to society, and society is humanized only if
it responds to the expectations inscribed in the person inso-
far as he is a social being.

87. Such a natural order of society in the service of the per-
son is connoted, according to the social doctrine of the
Church, by the four values that derive from the natural in-
clinations of the human being and which designate the
contours of the common good that society should pursue;
these are: freedom, truth, justice, and solidarity. These four
values correspond to the requirements of an ethical order
in conformity with the natural law. If one if these begins to
be lacking, the city will tend towards anarchy or the rule of
the strongest. Freedom is the first condition for a humanly
acceptable political order. Without the liberty of following
one's own conscience, expressing one's own opinions and
pursuing one's own plans, there is not a human city, even
if the search for private goods should always be articulated
in a manner that promotes the common good of the city.
Without the search and respect for truth, there is not a soci-
ety but a dictatorship of the strongest. Truth, which is not
the property of anyone, is able to bring all human beings
together towards common objectives. If truth does not im-



pose itself, the most skilful imposes "his" truth. Without
justice there is no society, but the reign of violence. Justice
is the highest good that the city can procure. It supposes
that it always seeks what is just, and that law is applied
with attention to the particular case, since equity is the
highest part of justice. Finally, it is necessary for society to
be regulated by solidarity, assuring reciprocal help and re-
sponsibility for the lot of others and acting in a manner
such that the goods of which society disposes can answer
to the needs of all.

4.3. From natural law to natural right

88. Natural law (lex naturalis) is expressed as natural right
(ius naturale) when one considers the relations of justice be-
tween human beings: relations between physical and
moral persons, between persons and the public authority,
relations of all with the positive law. One passes from the
anthropological category of the natural law to the juridical
and political category of the organization of the city. Nat-
ural right is the inherent measure of the accord between
the members of society. It is the rule and the immanent
measure of interpersonal and social rapport.

89. Right is not arbitrary: the requirement of justice, which
derives from natural law, is prior to every formulation and
emancipation of right. It is not right which decides that



something is just. Not even political law is arbitrary: the
norms of justice do not result only from a contract estab-
lished between men, but comes above all from the very na-
ture of human beings. Natural right is the anchoring of hu-
man law to natural law. It is the background to which the
human legislator should look as a guideline when he de-
crees norms in his mission of serving the common good. In
this sense, it honors the natural law, inherent in man's hu-
manity. On the contrary, when natural right is denied, the
will alone of the legislator makes the law. Then the legisla-
tor is no longer the interpreter of that which is just and
good, but attributes to himself the prerogative of being the
ultimate criterion of what is just.

90. Natural right is never a measured fixed once for all. It is
the result of an evaluation of the changing situations in
which man lives. It enunciates the judgment of practical
reason assessing what is just. Natural right, the juridical
expression of the natural law in the political order, thus ap-
pears as the measure of the just relations between the
members of the community.

4.4. Natural law and positive law

91. Positive law should endeavor to actualize the require-
ments of natural law. It does this either by way of conclu-
sions (the natural law prohibits homicide, positive law pro-



hibits abortion), or by way of determinations (natural law
prescribes that the guilty be punished, positive penal law
determines the punishments to be applied for each catego-
ry of crime). Inasmuch as they truly derive from natural
law and thus from the eternal law, positive human laws
are binding in conscience. When the contrary holds true,
they are not binding. "If the law is not just, it is not even a
law". Positive laws also can, and should, change to remain
faithful to their own vocation. In fact, on the one hand,
there is a progress of human reason that, little by little, be-
comes more aware of what is more suitable for the good of
the community, and on the other hand, the historical con-
ditions of the life of society change (for better or for worse)
and the laws should adapt to this. Thus the legislator
should determine what is just in concrete historical situa-
tions.

92. Natural rights are measures of human relationships pri-
or to the will of the legislator. They are given so that men
may live in society. Natural right is that which is naturally
just, prior to any legal formulation. It is expressed particu-
larly in the subjective rights of the person, such as the re-
spect for one's own life, for personal integrity, religious lib-
erty, freedom of thought, the right to found a family and to
educate children according to one's convictions, the right
to associate with others, to participate in the life of the
community... These rights, to which contemporary thought



attributes great importance, have their source not in the
fluctuating desires of individuals, but in the very structure
of human beings and in their humanizing relations. The
rights of the human person emerge therefore from the just
order that should reign in the relations between men. To
acknowledge these natural rights of man means to ac-
knowledge the objective order of human relations based on
the natural law.

4.5. The political order is not an eschatological order

93. In the history of human society, the political order was
often understood as the reflection of a transcendent and di-
vine order. Thus the ancient cosmologies founded and jus-
tified political theologies in which the sovereign ensured
the link between the cosmos and the human universe.
They brought the human universe into the pre-established
harmony of the world. With the appearance of biblical
monotheism, the universe was understood as obedient to
the laws which the Creator gave it. The order of cities was
achieved when they respected the laws of God, laws fur-
thermore inscribed in the hearts of men. For a long time,
forms of theocracy were able to prevail in societies orga-
nized according to principles and values treated by their
holy books. There was no distinction between the sphere of
religious revelation and the sphere of the organization of
the city. But the Bible desacralized human authority, even



if various ages of theocratic osmosis, even in a Christian
environment, have obscured the essential distinction be-
tween the political and the religious order. In this regard,
one must carefully distinguish the situation of the first
covenant, in which the divine law given by God was also
the law of the people of Israel, and that of the new
covenant, which introduces the distinction and the relative
autonomy of the religious and political orders.

94. The biblical revelation invites humanity to consider
that the order of creation is a universal order in which all
humanity participates, and that this order is accessible to
reason. When we speak of natural law, we speak of this or-
der willed by God and apprehended by human nature.
The Bible makes the distinction between the order of cre-
ation and the order of grace, to which faith in Christ gives
access. Now, the civil order is not this definitive and escha-
tological order. The political environment is not that of the
heavenly city, gratuitous gift of God. It derives from the
imperfect and transitory order in which men live, also ad-
vancing towards their realization on the other side of histo-
ry. According to St. Augustine, it is proper to the earthly
city to be intermingled: just and unjust are there placed
side by side, believers and unbelievers. They must simulta-
neously live together according to the requirements of
their nature and the capacity of their reason.



95. The State cannot therefore raise itself as the bearer of
ultimate meaning. It cannot impose a global ideology, nor
a religion (even secular), nor a single idea. The environ-
ment of ultimate meaning, in the civil society, is taken up
by religious organizations, by philosophies or spirituali-
ties; they should contribute to the common good, strength-
en the social bond and promote the universal values that
found the political order itself. This order does not have
the task of bringing on earth the kingdom of God that shall
come. It can anticipate it with its progress in the environ-
ment of justice, solidarity, and peace. It cannot establish it
by force.

4.6. The political order is a temporal and rational order

96. Though the political order is not the sphere of the ulti-
mate truth, it should still be open to the continual search
for God, truth, and justice. The "legitimate and sound secu-
larity of the State" consists of the distinction between the
supernatural order of theological faith and the political or-
der. This latter order can never be confused with the order
of grace to which all men are called to freely adhere. It is,
rather, bound to the universal human ethics inscribed in
human nature. The city should thus procure for the people
who compose it what is necessary for the full realization of
their human life, which includes some spiritual and reli-
gious values, as well as the freedom for the citizens to de-



cide about the Absolute and the supreme goods. But the
city, whose good is of a temporal nature, cannot procure
supernatural goods, which are of another order.

97. If God and every transcendence were to be excluded
from the political horizon, nothing would remain but the
authority of man over man. In fact the political order has
often been presented as the last horizon of meaning for hu-
manity. Totalitarian ideologies and regimes have demon-
strated that such a political order, without a horizon of
transcendence, is not humanly acceptable. This transcen-
dence is connected to that which we call natural law.

98. The political-religious osmosis of the past, such as the
totalitarian experiences of the 20th century, have led,
thanks to a sound reaction, to a reevaluation today of the
role of reason in politics, thus conferring a new relevance
to the Aristotelian-Thomistic discourses on natural law.
Politics, i.e., the civil organizations and the elaboration of
their collective plans, derives from the natural order and
should carry out a rational debate open to transcendence.

99. The natural law that is based on the social and political
order needs an adhesion not of faith but of reason. Certain-
ly reason itself has often been obscured by passions, by
contradictory interests, by prejudices. But constant refer-
ence to natural law impels one to the continuous purifica-



tion of reason. Only thus can the political order avoid the
threat of the arbitrary, of particular interests, of organized
untruth, of manipulation of spirits. The reference to natur-
al law keeps the State from yielding to the temptation to
absorb civil society and to subject men to an ideology. It
also keeps a State from becoming a providence that de-
prives persons and communities of every initiative and
takes responsibility away from them. Natural law contains
the idea of the State of rights, which is structured accord-
ing to the principle of subsidiarity, respecting persons and
intermediate bodies and regulating their interactions.

100. The great political myths have been unmasked with
the introduction of the rule of rationality and the acknowl-
edgment of the transcendence of the God of love who for-
bids the worship of the political order established on earth.
The God of the Bible willed the order of creation so that all
men, conforming themselves to the law that is inherent in
them, can seek freely, and having found it, set in the world
the light of grace and its fulfillment.

Chapter five:
Jesus Christ, fulfilment of the natural law

101. Grace does not destroy nature but heals it, strengthens
it, and leads it to its full realization. For this reason, even if
the natural law is an expression of reason common to all



men and can be presented in a coherent and true manner
on the philosophical level, it is not external to the order of
grace. Its claims are present and operating in the different
theological states through which our one humanity has
passed in the history of salvation.

102. The plan of salvation which the eternal Father has ini-
tiated is realized with the mission of the Son who gives
man a new Law, the law of the Gospel, which consists
principally in the grace of the Holy Spirit working in the
hearts of believers to sanctify them. The new law aims
above all to procure for man the participation in the trini-
tarian communion of the divine persons, but at the same
time takes up and realizes the natural law in an eminent
manner. On the one hand, it recalls clearly the require-
ments that can be obscured by sin or by ignorance. On the
other hand, freeing him from the law of sin, which cause
one to "have the desire for good, but not the ability to do it"
(Rom 7:18), it gives man the effective capability of over-
coming egoism by fully actualizing the humanizing de-
mands of the natural law.

5.1. The incarnate Logos, living Law

103. Through the natural light of reason, which is a partici-
pation in the divine light, men are able to examine the in-
telligible order of the universe in order to discover the ex-



pression of the wisdom, beauty and goodness of the Cre-
ator. On the basis of this knowledge, they can insert them-
selves into this order with their moral action. Now, thanks
to a deeper look at God's plan, of which the creative act is
the prelude, Scripture teaches believers that this world was
created in, by, and for the Logos, the Word of God, the
beloved Son of the Father, uncreated Wisdom, and that the
world has life and subsistence in him. In fact the Son is the
"image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation;
for in him (en auto) all things were created, in heaven and
on earth, visible and invisible [...] All things were created
through him (di'auton) and for him (eis auton). He is before
all things, and in him (en auto) all things hold together"
(Col 1:15-17). The Logos is therefore the key of the creation.
Man, created in the image of God, bears in himself a spe-
cial imprint of this personal Logos. For man is called to be
conformed and assimilated to the Son, "the first-born
among many brethren" (Rom 8:29).

104. But on account of sin man has made bad use of his
freedom and has removed himself from the source of wis-
dom. Thus acting, he has falsified the knowledge that he
was able to have of the objective order of things, even on
the natural level. Men, knowing that their works are bad,
hate the light and elaborate false theories to justify their
sins. Thus the image of God in man has been gravely ob-
scured. Although their nature still refers them to a fulfil-



ment in God beyond themselves (the creature cannot per-
vert itself to the point of not recognizing any longer the
testimonies that the Creator offers of himself in the cre-
ation), in fact men are so gravely harmed by sin that they
do not recognize the profound meaning of the world and
interpret it in terms of pleasure, money or power.

105. By his saving incarnation, the Logos, assuming a hu-
man nature, restored the image of God and gave man back
to himself. Thus Jesus Christ, the new Adam, bears fully
the original plan of the Father for man and thus reveals
man to himself: "The truth is that only in the mystery of the
incarnate Word does the mystery of man find true light.
For Adam, the first man, was a figure of him Who was to
come, namely Christ the Lord. Christ, who is the new
Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and
his love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his
supreme calling clear. [...] 'He is the image of the invisible
God' (Col. 1:15). He is the perfect man, who has restored to
the sons of Adam the divine likeness which had been dis-
figured from the first sin onward. Since human nature as
he assumed it was not annulled, by that very fact it has
been raised up to a sublime dignity in us too". Jesus Christ
manifests in his own person, therefore, an exemplary hu-
man life, fully conforming to the natural law. For that rea-
son he is the ultimate criterion for correctly deciphering
the authentic natural desires of man when they are not



concealed by distortions introduced by sin and disordered
passions.

106. The Incarnation of the Son was prepared by the econo-
my of the old Law, a sign of God's love for his people Is-
rael. According to some Fathers, one of the motives for
which God gave Moses a written law was to remind man
of the requirements of the law written by nature on their
hearts but partially obscured and erased by sin. This law,
which Judaism identified with the pre-existent wisdom
that presides over the destiny of the universe, thus placed
within the reach of men marked by sin the concrete prac-
tice of the true wisdom, which consists in the love of God
and neighbour. It contained positive liturgical and juridical
precepts but also moral prescriptions, summarized in the
Decalogue, which corresponded to the implications of the
natural law. Thus the Christian tradition saw in the Deca-
logue a privileged and always valid expression of the nat-
ural law.

107. Jesus Christ did not "come to abolish the law but to
fulfil" the law (Mt 5:17). As appears from the gospel texts,
Jesus "taught as one having authority and not as the
scribes" (Mk 1:22) and did not hesitate to relativize, or even
to abolish, certain particular and temporary dispositions of
the Law. But he also confirmed the essential content and,
in his person, carried the practice of the law to perfection,



taking up by love the different types of precepts – moral,
cultural and judicial – of the mosaic Law, which corre-
spond to the three functions of prophet, priest, and king.
St. Paul affirms that Christ is the end (telos) of the law
(Rom 10:4). Telos has here a twofold sense. Christ is the
"end" of the law, in the sense that the law is a pedagogical
means that was to lead men to Christ. But further, for all
those who by faith live in him through the Spirit of love,
Christ "puts an end" to the positive obligations of the law
added to the requirements of the natural law.

108. In fact Jesus expressed in different ways the value of
the ethical primacy of charity, which unites inseparably the
love of God and the love of neighbour. Charity is the "new
commandment" (Jn 13:34) which recapitulates the whole
law and gives it the key of interpretation: "On these two
commandments depend all the law and the prophets" (Mt
22:40). It also reveals the profound meaning of the golden
rule. "Do not do to anyone what you do not want done to
you" (Tob 4:15) becomes with Christ the commandment to
love without limit. The context in which Jesus cites the
golden rule determines deeply its understanding. It is
found at the center of a section that begins with the com-
mandment: "Love your enemies, do good to those who
hate you" and culminates with the exhortation "Be merciful
as your heavenly Father is merciful". Beyond a rule of com-
mutative justice, it has the form of a challenge: it invites



one to take the initiative in a self-giving love. The parable
of the Good Samaritan is characteristic of this Christian ap-
plication of the golden rule: the center of interest passes
from care for oneself to care for the other. The beatitudes
and the Sermon on the Mount illustrate the manner in
which one should live the commandment of love, in grati-
tude and respect for others, proper elements of the new
perspective taken up by Christian love. Thus the practice
of love overcomes every closure and every limit. It ac-
quires a universal dimension and an unmatchable
strength, because it renders the person capable of doing
that which is impossible without love.

109. But above all in the mystery of his passion Jesus car-
ries the law of love to its fulfillment. Here, as incarnate
Love, he reveals in a fully human manner what love is and
what it implies: to give one's love for those whom one
loves. "Having loved his own who were in the world, he
loved them to the end" (Jn 13,1). Through obedience to and
love for the Father and through the desire of his glory
which consists in the salvation of men, Jesus accepted the
suffering and death of the cross for the sake of sinners. The
very person of Christ, incarnate Logos and Wisdom, thus
became the living law, the supreme norm for all Christian
ethics. The sequela Christi, the imitatio Christi are the con-
crete ways to fulfill the law in all its dimensions.



5.2. The Holy Spirit and the new law of freedom

110. Jesus Christ is not only an ethical model to imitate, but
with and in his paschal mystery, he is the Savior who gives
every man the real possibility of putting into action the law
of love. In fact the paschal mystery culminates in the gift of
the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of love common to the Father
and the Son, who unites the disciples among themselves,
to Christ and finally to the Father. "Because God's love has
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit" (Rom
5:5), the Holy Spirit becomes the interior principle and the
supreme rule of the action of believers. It makes them ac-
complish spontaneously and in a just manner all the re-
quirements of love. "Walk by the Spirit, and do not gratify
the desires of the flesh" (Gal 5:16). Thus is fulfilled the
promise: "A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I
will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the
heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put
my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes
and be careful to observe my ordinances" (Ezek 36:26-27).

111. The grace of the Holy Spirit constitutes the principal
element of the new law, or law of the Gospel. The preach-
ing of the Church, the celebration of the sacraments, the
dispositions taken by the Church to favor among her mem-
bers the development of the life in the Spirit are totally re-
ferred to the personal growth of every believer in the holi-



ness of love. With the new law, which is an essentially inte-
rior law, "the perfect law, the law of freedom" (Jam 1:25),
the desire for autonomy and freedom in the truth that is
present in the human heart finds its most perfect realiza-
tion. From the innermost center of the person, indwelt by
Christ and transformed by the Spirit, his moral action is
born. But this freedom is for the service of love: "You were
called to freedom, brethren; only do not use your freedom
as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be ser-
vants of one another" (Gal 5:13).

112. The new Law of the Gospel includes, takes up and
brings to fulfillment the requirements of the natural law.
The orientations of the natural law are not therefore exter-
nal normative demands with respect to the new Law. They
are a constitutive part of it, even if secondary and ordered
to the principal element, which is the grace of Christ.
Therefore it is in the light of reason enlightened by living
faith that man recognizes better the orientations of the nat-
ural law, which indicate to him the way to the full devel-
opment of his humanity. Thus the natural law, on the one
hand, remains "a fundamental link with the new law of the
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus, and on the other hand, offers a
wider base for dialogue with persons of another orienta-
tion or of another formation, in view of the search for the
common good".



Conclusion

113. The Catholic Church, aware of the necessity for man
to seek in common the rules for living together in justice
and peace, desires to share with the religions, wisdom tra-
ditions and philosophies of our time the resources of the
concept of natural law. We call natural law the foundation
of a universal ethics which we seek to derive from the ob-
servation of and reflection on our common human nature.
It is the moral law inscribed in the heart of men and of
which humanity should always become more aware as it
advances in history. This natural law is not at all static in
its expression; it does not consist in a list of definitive and
immutable precepts. It is a source of inspiration that al-
ways springs up in the search for an objective foundation
for a universal ethics.

114. Our conviction of faith is that Christ reveals the full-
ness of what is human by realizing it is in his person. But
this revelation, inasmuch as it specifies elements already
present in the rational thought of the wisdom traditions of
humanity, takes up and confirms them. The concept of nat-
ural law is therefore above all philosophical, and as such,
allows a dialogue that, with respect for the religious con-
victions of each, appeals to what is universally human in
every human being. An exchange on the level of reason is
possible when it is a matter of experience and of saying



what is common to all men endowed with reason and of
establishing the requirements of life in society.

115. The detection of the natural law answers to the search
of a humanity that always endeavors to give itself rules for
moral life and life in society. This life in society regards an
arc of relations that reach from the nuclear family to inter-
national relations, passing through economic life, civil soci-
ety, and the political community. To be able to be recog-
nized by all men and in all cultures, the norms of behavior
in society should have their source in the human person
himself, in his needs, in his inclinations. These norms, elab-
orated with reflection and upheld by law, can thus be inte-
riorized by all. Since the second world war, nations of all
the world have been able to make a universal declaration of
human rights, which implicitly suggests that the source of
inalienable human rights is found in the dignity of every
human person. The present contribution has no other aim
than helping to reflect on this source of personal and col-
lective morality.

116. Offering our contribution to the search for a universal
ethics, and proposing a rationally justifiable foundation,
we desire to invite experts and the spokespersons of the
great religious, sapiential and philosophical traditions of
humanity to proceed to an analogous work, beginning
from their sources, to reach a common recognition of the



universal moral norms based on a rational approach to re-
ality. This work is necessary and urgent. We should reach
the point of saying, behind our religious convictions and
the diversity of our cultural presuppositions, what are the
fundamental values for our common humanity, in a man-
ner to work together to promote comprehension, reciprocal
recognition and peaceful cooperation between all the mem-
bers of the human family.

Notes
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tee), Geraldo Luis Borges Hackmann, Pierre Gaudette,
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lensleben, with the collaboration of Mgsr. Luis Ladaria SJ,
Secretary General, and with the contributions of other
members. The general discussion was held during the ple-
nary sessions of the ITC, which took place in Rome in Oc-
tober 2006 and 2007 and in December 2008. The document
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president, Cardinal William J. Levada, who has given his
approval for publication.
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appear as the exclusive result of legislative enactments or
normative decisions taken by the various agencies of those
in power. When presented purely in terms of legality,
rights risk becoming weak propositions divorced from the
ethical and rational dimension which is their foundation
and their goal. The Universal Declaration, rather, has rein-
forced the conviction that respect for human rights is prin-
cipally rooted in unchanging justice, on which the binding
force of international proclamations is also based. This as-
pect is often overlooked when the attempt is made to de-
prive rights of their true function in the name of a narrow-
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law, in the 19th century, has Protestant theology distanced
itself from it. Only from this period has there been opposi-
tion between Catholic and Protestant opinion on the ques-
tion of the natural law. But today the Protestant ethic
seems to manifest a new interest in this notion.
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though there is a necessity in the general things, the more
one descends to specific things, the more deficiency one
finds. [...]. But in practical matters there is not the same
practical truth or rightness for all men as regards specific
things, but only as regards general things; and among
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non est eadem veritas vel rectitudo practica apud omnes
quantum al propria, sed solum quantum ad communia, et
apud illos apud quod est eadem rectitudo in propriis, non
est aequaliter omnibus nota. [...]. Et hoc tanto magis
invenitur deficere, quanto magis ad particularia
descenditur)".

58. Cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, Sententia libri Ethicorum, Lib.
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