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III. THE COMMON GOOD AND PEACE IN SOCIETY 

217. We have spoken at length about joy and love, but the word 
of God also speaks about the fruit of peace (cf. Gal 5:22). 

218. Peace in society cannot be understood as pacification or the 
mere absence of violence resulting from the domination of one 
part of society over others. Nor does true peace act as a pretext 
for justifying a social structure which silences or appeases the 
poor, so that the more affluent can placidly support their lifestyle 
while others have to make do as they can. Demands involving 
the distribution of wealth, concern for the poor and human 
rights cannot be suppressed under the guise of creating a 
consensus on paper or a transient peace for a contented 
minority. The dignity of the human person and the common 
good rank higher than the comfort of those who refuse to 
renounce their privileges. When these values are threatened, a 
prophetic voice must be raised. 

219. Nor is peace “simply the absence of warfare, based on a 
precarious balance of power; it is fashioned by efforts directed 
day after day towards the establishment of the ordered universe 
willed by God, with a more perfect justice among men”.[179] In 
the end, a peace which is not the result of integral development 
will be doomed; it will always spawn new conflicts and various 
forms of violence. 

220. People in every nation enhance the social dimension of 
their lives by acting as committed and responsible citizens, not 
as a mob swayed by the powers that be. Let us not forget that 
“responsible citizenship is a virtue, and participation in political 
life is a moral obligation”.[180] Yet becoming a people demands 



something more. It is an ongoing process in which every new 
generation must take part: a slow and arduous effort calling for 
a desire for integration and a willingness to achieve this through 
the growth of a peaceful and multifaceted culture of encounter. 

221. Progress in building a people in peace, justice and fraternity 
depends on four principles related to constant tensions present 
in every social reality. These derive from the pillars of the 
Church’s social doctrine, which serve as “primary and 
fundamental parameters of reference for interpreting and 
evaluating social phenomena”.[181] In their light I would now 
like to set forth these four specific principles which can guide the 
development of life in society and the building of a people where 
differences are harmonized within a shared pursuit. I do so out 
of the conviction that their application can be a genuine path to 
peace within each nation and in the entire world. 

 

Time is greater than space 

222. A constant tension exists between fullness and limitation. 
Fullness evokes the desire for complete possession, while 
limitation is a wall set before us. Broadly speaking, “time” has to 
do with fullness as an expression of the horizon which constantly 
opens before us, while each individual moment has to do with 
limitation as an expression of enclosure. People live poised 
between each individual moment and the greater, brighter 
horizon of the utopian future as the final cause which draws us 
to itself. Here we see a first principle for progress in building a 
people: time is greater than space. 

223. This principle enables us to work slowly but surely, without 
being obsessed with immediate results. It helps us patiently to 
endure difficult and adverse situations, or inevitable changes in 
our plans. It invites us to accept the tension between fullness 



and limitation, and to give a priority to time. One of the faults 
which we occasionally observe in sociopolitical activity is that 
spaces and power are preferred to time and processes. Giving 
priority to space means madly attempting to keep everything 
together in the present, trying to possess all the spaces of power 
and of self-assertion; it is to crystallize processes and presume 
to hold them back. Giving priority to time means being 
concerned about initiating processes rather than possessing 
spaces. Time governs spaces, illumines them and makes them 
links in a constantly expanding chain, with no possibility of 
return. What we need, then, is to give priority to actions which 
generate new processes in society and engage other persons 
and groups who can develop them to the point where they bear 
fruit in significant historical events. Without anxiety, but with 
clear convictions and tenacity. 

224. Sometimes I wonder if there are people in today’s world 
who are really concerned about generating processes of people-
building, as opposed to obtaining immediate results which yield 
easy, quick short-term political gains, but do not enhance human 
fullness. History will perhaps judge the latter with the criterion 
set forth by Romano Guardini: “The only measure for properly 
evaluating an age is to ask to what extent it fosters the 
development and attainment of a full and authentically 
meaningful human existence, in accordance with the peculiar 
character and the capacities of that age”.[182] 

225. This criterion also applies to evangelization, which calls for 
attention to the bigger picture, openness to suitable processes 
and concern for the long run. The Lord himself, during his 
earthly life, often warned his disciples that there were things 
they could not yet understand and that they would have to await 
the Holy Spirit (cf. Jn 16:12-13). The parable of the weeds 
among the wheat (cf. Mt 13:24-30) graphically illustrates an 
important aspect of evangelization: the enemy can intrude upon 
the kingdom and sow harm, but ultimately he is defeated by the 



goodness of the wheat. 

 

Unity prevails over conflict 

226. Conflict cannot be ignored or concealed. It has to be faced. 
But if we remain trapped in conflict, we lose our perspective, our 
horizons shrink and reality itself begins to fall apart. In the midst 
of conflict, we lose our sense of the profound unity of reality. 

227. When conflict arises, some people simply look at it and go 
their way as if nothing happened; they wash their hands of it 
and get on with their lives. Others embrace it in such a way that 
they become its prisoners; they lose their bearings, project onto 
institutions their own confusion and dissatisfaction and thus 
make unity impossible. But there is also a third way, and it is the 
best way to deal with conflict. It is the willingness to face conflict 
head on, to resolve it and to make it a link in the chain of a new 
process. “Blessed are the peacemakers!” (Mt 5:9). 

228. In this way it becomes possible to build communion amid 
disagreement, but this can only be achieved by those great 
persons who are willing to go beyond the surface of the conflict 
and to see others in their deepest dignity. This requires 
acknowledging a principle indispensable to the building of 
friendship in society: namely, that unity is greater than conflict. 
Solidarity, in its deepest and most challenging sense, thus 
becomes a way of making history in a life setting where 
conflicts, tensions and oppositions can achieve a diversified and 
life-giving unity. This is not to opt for a kind of syncretism, or for 
the absorption of one into the other, but rather for a resolution 
which takes place on higher plane and preserves what is valid 
and useful on both sides. 

 



229. This principle, drawn from the Gospel, reminds us that 
Christ has made all things one in himself: heaven and earth, God 
and man, time and eternity, flesh and spirit, person and society. 
The sign of this unity and reconciliation of all things in him is 
peace. Christ “is our peace” (Eph 2:14). The Gospel message 
always begins with a greeting of peace, and peace at all times 
crowns and confirms the relations between the disciples. Peace 
is possible because the Lord has overcome the world and its 
constant conflict “by making peace through the blood of his 
cross” (Col 1:20). But if we look more closely at these biblical 
texts, we find that the locus of this reconciliation of differences is 
within ourselves, in our own lives, ever threatened as they are 
by fragmentation and breakdown.[183] If hearts are shattered in 
thousands of pieces, it is not easy to create authentic peace in 
society. 

230. The message of peace is not about a negotiated settlement 
but rather the conviction that the unity brought by the Spirit can 
harmonize every diversity. It overcomes every conflict by 
creating a new and promising synthesis. Diversity is a beautiful 
thing when it can constantly enter into a process of 
reconciliation and seal a sort of cultural covenant resulting in a 
“reconciled diversity”. As the bishops of the Congo have put it: 
“Our ethnic diversity is our wealth… It is only in unity, through 
conversion of hearts and reconciliation, that we will be able to 
help our country to develop on all levels”.[184] 

 

Realities are more important than ideas 

231. There also exists a constant tension between ideas and 
realities. Realities simply are, whereas ideas are worked out. 
There has to be continuous dialogue between the two, lest ideas 
become detached from realities. It is dangerous to dwell in the 
realm of words alone, of images and rhetoric. So a third principle 



comes into play: realities are greater than ideas. This calls for 
rejecting the various means of masking reality: angelic forms of 
purity, dictatorships of relativism, empty rhetoric, objectives 
more ideal than real, brands of ahistorical fundamentalism, 
ethical systems bereft of kindness, intellectual discourse bereft 
of wisdom. 

232. Ideas – conceptual elaborations – are at the service of 
communication, understanding, and praxis. Ideas disconnected 
from realities give rise to ineffectual forms of idealism and 
nominalism, capable at most of classifying and defining, but 
certainly not calling to action. What calls us to action are realities 
illuminated by reason. Formal nominalism has to give way to 
harmonious objectivity. Otherwise, the truth is manipulated, 
cosmetics take the place of real care for our bodies.[185] We 
have politicians – and even religious leaders – who wonder why 
people do not understand and follow them, since their proposals 
are so clear and logical. Perhaps it is because they are stuck in 
the realm of pure ideas and end up reducing politics or faith to 
rhetoric. Others have left simplicity behind and have imported a 
rationality foreign to most people. 

233. Realities are greater than ideas. This principle has to do 
with incarnation of the word and its being put into practice: “By 
this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that 
Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is from God” (1 Jn 4:2). The 
principle of reality, of a word already made flesh and constantly 
striving to take flesh anew, is essential to evangelization. It helps 
us to see that the Church’s history is a history of salvation, to be 
mindful of those saints who inculturated the Gospel in the life of 
our peoples and to reap the fruits of the Church’s rich 
bimillennial tradition, without pretending to come up with a 
system of thought detached from this treasury, as if we wanted 
to reinvent the Gospel. At the same time, this principle impels us 
to put the word into practice, to perform works of justice and 
charity which make that word fruitful. Not to put the word into 



practice, not to make it reality, is to build on sand, to remain in 
the realm of pure ideas and to end up in a lifeless and unfruitful 
self-centredness and gnosticism. 

 

The whole is greater than the part 

234. An innate tension also exists between globalization and 
localization. We need to pay attention to the global so as to 
avoid narrowness and banality. Yet we also need to look to the 
local, which keeps our feet on the ground. Together, the two 
prevent us from falling into one of two extremes. In the first, 
people get caught up in an abstract, globalized universe, falling 
into step behind everyone else, admiring the glitter of other 
people’s world, gaping and applauding at all the right times. At 
the other extreme, they turn into a museum of local folklore, a 
world apart, doomed to doing the same things over and over, 
and incapable of being challenged by novelty or appreciating the 
beauty which God bestows beyond their borders. 

235. The whole is greater than the part, but it is also greater 
than the sum of its parts. There is no need, then, to be overly 
obsessed with limited and particular questions. We constantly 
have to broaden our horizons and see the greater good which 
will benefit us all. But this has to be done without evasion or 
uprooting. We need to sink our roots deeper into the fertile soil 
and history of our native place, which is a gift of God. We can 
work on a small scale, in our own neighbourhood, but with a 
larger perspective. Nor do people who wholeheartedly enter into 
the life of a community need to lose their individualism or hide 
their identity; instead, they receive new impulses to personal 
growth. The global need not stifle, nor the particular prove 
barren. 

 



236. Here our model is not the sphere, which is no greater than 
its parts, where every point is equidistant from the centre, and 
there are no differences between them. Instead, it is the 
polyhedron, which reflects the convergence of all its parts, each 
of which preserves its distinctiveness. Pastoral and political 
activity alike seek to gather in this polyhedron the best of each. 
There is a place for the poor and their culture, their aspirations 
and their potential. Even people who can be considered dubious 
on account of their errors have something to offer which must 
not be overlooked. It is the convergence of peoples who, within 
the universal order, maintain their own individuality; it is the 
sum total of persons within a society which pursues the common 
good, which truly has a place for everyone. 

237. To Christians, this principle also evokes the totality or 
integrity of the Gospel which the Church passes down to us and 
sends us forth to proclaim. Its fullness and richness embrace 
scholars and workers, businessmen and artists, in a word, 
everyone. The genius of each people receives in its own way the 
entire Gospel and embodies it in expressions of prayer, 
fraternity, justice, struggle and celebration. The good news is 
the joy of the Father who desires that none of his little ones be 
lost, the joy of the Good Shepherd who finds the lost sheep and 
brings it back to the flock. The Gospel is the leaven which causes 
the dough to rise and the city on the hill whose light illumines all 
peoples. The Gospel has an intrinsic principle of totality: it will 
always remain good news until it has been proclaimed to all 
people, until it has healed and strengthened every aspect of 
humanity, until it has brought all men and women together at 
table in God’s kingdom. The whole is greater than the part.	  


