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Struggling to be global: Catholic Social Thought 
 

Catholic Social Teaching in Global Perspective, ed. by Daniel McDonald SJ 
(Gregorian University Studies in Catholic Social Teaching). Maryknoll: Orbis, 2010, 
pp. xxii +218. US$26.00. 

Reviewed by Dr Bruce Duncan CSsR 

 
This is an important book about how Catholic Social 
Teaching could or should adapt to the vastly different 
cultural and social situations in diverse parts of the 
world. Though not entirely new, the current processes of 
globalisation have pressed this adaptation urgently.  
 
While the book focuses on Catholic social thought, and 
especially the formally articulated papal stream of 
commentary, its implications apply equally well to other 
churches and forms of Christian social thinking in attempting 
to develop a coherent moral worldview relevant for differing 
contexts.  
 
In this book, some leading Catholic scholars identify resources 
and difficulties in the formal Catholic social traditions, while 
other writers explore how Catholic thought has been 

interpreted or needs to develop in different regions, including Africa, Australia, East Asia, 
Europe and India.  
 
Thomas Hughson SJ from Marquette University, in “Social Justice and the Common Good”, 
argues that Church teaching needs to situate the concepts of social justice and the common 
good in a wider perspective of culture, particularly what he terms “reflexive culture”, which 
involves active participation and creativity in how groups promote their human wellbeing and 
develop their symbolic world, along with a  
sense of meaning as individuals and societies. 
 
John Coleman SJ in “North American culture’s receptivity to Catholic Social Teaching” 
considers the tensions between Catholic Social Teaching, with its communitarian emphasis, 
and the dominant US culture built on individualism, utilitarianism and a culture of consumer 
capitalism with its free-market “myth” and sense of Puritan “exceptionalism”. Coleman 
cautions that it “would be fairly farfetched to claim that CST has made or left any major 
imprint on American larger culture and political philosophy” (p. 204), though he particularly 
notes the US bishops’ involvement in the 1970s and 1980s in the debates over nuclear issues 
and the US economy, along with the wide range of other organisations and educational 
avenues used to inculcate Church social thinking. 
 
Coleman compares the US experience with that of Canada with its very different cultural 
background, and where the Catholic bishops engaged more closely with their economists and 
political scientists in a more communitarian social culture and society. The Canadian bishops 
were able to be more critical of failures of capitalism, and draw more strongly from 
communitarian cultural values of social justice.  
 
Johan Verstraeten examines “Catholic Social Teaching and the European project”, noting 
how the Church has moved from a deductive method based on social principles to a more 
inductive approach involving closer attention to the voices and context of local churches. He 
traces from the late 19th century the development of Catholic social teaching in its European 
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context, and the move to more contextual approaches, especially utilising the “See, Judge, 
Act” methods of Canon Cardijn. In Europe, the history and cultures favoured a more 
communitarian approach to social wellbeing, though laissez-faire capitalism remained as a 
constant and powerful foe. This emphasis was qualified in 1991 by Pope John Paul II’s 
Centesimus Annus, which Verstraeten considers gave too much away to the US free-market 
proponents (presumably Michael Novak and his allies).  
 
Verstraeten sketches the impact of Catholic social thinking on the development of the 
European Union, and especially with its principles of subsidiarity and solidarity, balancing 
care for the disadvantaged with a conscious dispersal of decision-making and economic 
power. He outlines the carriers of Catholic social thought in movements of workers, NGOs 
and church organisations. He recognises the importance of religious orders in sponsoring and 
supporting social initiatives, along with some of the new lay movements, including the 
Focolare and the Sant’Egidio community. Catholic influence has also been strong in many 
secular movements and education.  
 
He regrets that the social thinking of the episcopal conferences is not better reflected in the 
papal documents, and calls for more collaboration in the preparation of Vatican thinking so 
that the experience and insights “from below” can better inform statements “from above.” 
 
David Kaulemu writes out of his experience as a co-ordinator of the African Forum for 
Catholic Social Teaching. In “Building society for social transformation through the Church’s 
Social Teaching”, Kaulemu surveys the difficult situation of many African countries, with 
many problems linked to crises in spiritual, cultural and moral values. He acknowledges the 
more communitarian nature of African cultures, but also the impact of colonial periods which 
undermined people’s sense of identity and how they saw themselves in their environment and 
world.  
 
While acknowledging that some African countries are moving positively socially and 
economically, Kaulemu focuses on the need for renewed social “imaginaries” drawing more 
directly from African social values that can augment the full range of values around human 
wellbeing today. He argues that “CST can be a fantastic facility for inspiring the necessary 
transformation in Africa. But [CST does not] provide cookbook solutions” (p. 59-60). He then 
outlines how the African Forum for Catholic Social Teaching is developing practical 
programs to nurture the cultural change for social transformation. 
 
Agnes M Brazal, president of DaKaTeo (Catholic Theological Society of the Philippines), 
considers an Asian context in “East Asian discourses on harmony”, stressing that work for 
justice and peace requires close collaboration with the other great religious traditions in Asia. 
She notes that Catholic Social Teaching lacks such an inter-religious perspective, and is still 
heavily influenced by Western thought and culture. She outlines notions of “harmony” in East 
Asian religions, and then relates them to key Catholic social concepts, particularly in light of 
environmental issues and efforts to reduce severe poverty.  
 
Joseph (Jeewendra) Jadhav SJ, in “Catholic Social Teaching and its application in rural 
India”, is conscious of “the economic, environmental and social crises” in India, which he 
also considers “moral crises” (p. 175). He outlines how he has been involved with the 
Watershed Development Programme, part of a Jesuit development effort, to apply Catholic 
social principles in Ahmednagar District in the State of Maharashtra, employing the 
participatory methods embraced in the See-Judge-Act process. It is a community development 
project requiring extensive involvement of local people and communities, the key to its 
success in mobilising local resources, preserving the environment, creating employment and 
raising living standards. He writes that it is now “one of the model programs” of the Indian 
government which, along with NGOs, helps support it financially.  
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Sandie Cornish and David Freeman offer a more descriptive account of efforts to inculcate 
Catholic Social Teaching in Australia. Cornish has had long experience in Church agencies, 
especially as executive officer of the Australian Catholic Social Justice Council and later as 
coordinator of the Asian Centre for the Progress of Peoples in Hong Kong. Freeman is 
currently director of the Edmund Rice Institute for Social Justice in Fremantle, Western 
Australia, and has been a Fulbright Scholar and visiting fellow at Harvard University. 
 
The authors give an historical context, noting how significant Catholic Social Teaching, 
especially Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, has been for Australian labour politics and 
society. It jumps quickly to the post-Cold War period and the decline of the Jocist movements 
but without mentioning the Catholic Action movements and disputes of the 1940s-1950s, 
particularly over the role of the anti-communist organisations and the role of Mr B A 
Santamaria who was head both of Catholic Action and the secret anti-communist movement 
working in the unions and extending its influence into the Australia Labor Party. Perhaps this 
part of the history was omitted for reasons of space, but without understanding Santamaria’s 
role it is difficult to explain later opposition to Australian Catholic Relief (later Caritas 
Australia) and to the Justice and Peace organisation of the Australian bishops. 
 
Cornish and Freeman sketch the work of the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace 
(CCJP) and the disputes which led to its reconstitution in 1987 as the Australian Catholic 
Social Justice Council and the Bishops’ Committee for Justice, Development and Peace. The 
new organisations adopted the process of extensive consultation developed by the US 
bishops, and in 1988 undertook the Catholic Bishops’ Enquiry into the Distribution of Wealth 
in Australia. Though it took four and a half years to conclude, it was a landmark document, 
which was followed by other enquires into young people, and a later one on the participation 
of women in the Catholic Church. A very significant initiative was the establishment of 
Catholic Earthcare, which with Caritas has had a major role in schools and parishes.  
 
Various organisations and networks are involved in the carriage of Catholic Social Teaching. 
The Australian Catholic Social Justice Council itself is very thinly resourced and lacks a high 
public profile. Caritas has its own funding sources and has expanded significantly with its 
educational role and aid projects overseas and in Australia. It has extensive connections with 
government agencies, as does Catholic Social Services Australia with his 66 member 
organisations in the welfare sector.  
 
Most of the smaller dioceses can do very little to fund activities for justice and peace, and are 
dependent largely on volunteers or religious orders. Cornish and Freeman diplomatically do 
not mention the fact that the largest dioceses of Sydney and Melbourne make only token 
efforts with one or two personnel in their Justice and Peace offices. The authors do not 
explore why these wealthy dioceses do so little in this area.  
 
Our authors note Catholic universities and theological colleges pay attention to some social 
justice concerns, though in my view far too little. Cornish and Freeman rightly acknowledge 
the role of the Jesuits and the Christian Brothers in promoting experience and education in 
social justice issues. Both Jesuit Social Services and the Edmund Rice network have made 
innovative social interventions, especially in relation to refugees and asylum seekers. Many 
other religious orders of men and women are also committed to promoting Catholic Social 
Teaching, especially in the schools and the social service organisations.  
 
In conclusion, the authors note how meager are resources supporting work for justice and 
peace, and that Australia still struggles to develop structures that allow lay people to play a 
more significant role in this work.  
 
These chapters demonstrate how difficult it is for a central organ like the Vatican to articulate 
social principles or policies readily applicable in quite different circumstances. However, it is 
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clear that if Catholic Social Teaching is to find deeper resonance in the hearts and minds of 
people, including the other churches and religious traditions, it must engage more closely with 
the social experience and initiatives of Christians in their immediate local situations. 
 
Dr Bruce Duncan, Director of the Yarra Institute for Religion and Scholar Policy, Box Hill, 

Melbourne, Australia. 


