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CHAPTER 10: PRINCIPLE OF THE DIGNITY OF CREATION 
 
The following are extracts of the references listed in this chapter of Salt of the Earth. To 
read the full Church documents, click here.
 
A. Centesimus Annus (The hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum) 

Pope John Paul II 
1 Jan 1991 
Paragraphs 36-37 

 

36. It would now be helpful to direct our attention to the specific problems and threats 
emerging within the more advanced economies and which are related to their particular 
characteristics. In earlier stages of development, man always lived under the weight of 
necessity. His needs were few and were determined, to a degree, by the objective 
structures of his physical make-up. Economic activity was directed towards satisfying 
these needs. It is clear that today the problem is not only one of supplying people with a 
sufficient quantity of goods, but also of responding to a demand for quality: the quality of 
the goods to be produced and consumed, the quality of the services to be enjoyed, the 
quality of the environment and of life in general. 

To call for an existence which is qualitatively more satisfying is of itself legitimate, but 
one cannot fail to draw attention to the new responsibilities and dangers connected with 
this phase of history. The manner in which new needs arise and are defined is always 
marked by a more or less appropriate concept of man and of his true good. A given 
culture reveals its overall understanding of life through the choices it makes in production 
and consumption. It is here that the phenomenon of consumerism arises. In singling out 
new needs and new means to meet them, one must be guided by a comprehensive picture 
of man which respects all the dimensions of his being and which subordinates his 
material and instinctive dimensions to his interior and spiritual ones. If, on the contrary, a 
direct appeal is made to his instincts — while ignoring in various ways the reality of the 
person as intelligent and free — then consumer attitudes and life-styles can be created 
which are objectively improper and often damaging to his physical and spiritual health. 
Of itself, an economic system does not possess criteria for correctly distinguishing new 
and higher forms of satisfying human needs from artificial new needs which hinder the 
formation of a mature personality. Thus a great deal of educational and cultural work is 
urgently needed, including the education of consumers in the responsible use of their 
power of choice, the formation of a strong sense of responsibility among producers and 
among people in the mass media in particular, as well as the necessary intervention by 
public authorities. 

A striking example of artificial consumption contrary to the health and dignity of the 
human person, and certainly not easy to control, is the use of drugs. Widespread drug use 
is a sign of a serious malfunction in the social system; it also implies a materialistic and, 
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in a certain sense, destructive "reading" of human needs. In this way the innovative 
capacity of a free economy is brought to a one-sided and inadequate conclusion. Drugs, 
as well as pornography and other forms of consumerism which exploit the frailty of the 
weak, tend to fill the resulting spiritual void. 

It is not wrong to want to live better; what is wrong is a style of life which is presumed to 
be better when it is directed towards "having" rather than "being", and which wants to 
have more, not in order to be more but in order to spend life in enjoyment as an end in 
itself.75 It is therefore necessary to create life-styles in which the quest for truth, beauty, 
goodness and communion with others for the sake of common growth are the factors 
which determine consumer choices, savings and investments. In this regard, it is not a 
matter of the duty of charity alone, that is, the duty to give from one's "abundance", and 
sometimes even out of one's needs, in order to provide what is essential for the life of a 
poor person. I am referring to the fact that even the decision to invest in one place rather 
than another, in one productive sector rather than another, is always a moral and cultural 
choice. Given the utter necessity of certain economic conditions and of political stability, 
the decision to invest, that is, to offer people an opportunity to make good use of their 
own labour, is also determined by an attitude of human sympathy and trust in Providence, 
which reveal the human quality of the person making such decisions. 

37. Equally worrying is the ecological question which accompanies the problem of 
consumerism and which is closely connected to it. In his desire to have and to enjoy 
rather than to be and to grow, man consumes the resources of the earth and his own life in 
an excessive and disordered way. At the root of the senseless destruction of the natural 
environment lies an anthropological error, which unfortunately is widespread in our day. 
Man, who discovers his capacity to transform and in a certain sense create the world 
through his own work, forgets that this is always based on God's prior and original gift of 
the things that are. Man thinks that he can make arbitrary use of the earth, subjecting it 
without restraint to his will, as though it did not have its own requisites and a prior God-
given purpose, which man can indeed develop but must not betray. Instead of carrying 
out his role as a co-operator with God in the work of creation, man sets himself up in 
place of God and thus ends up provoking a rebellion on the part of nature, which is more 
tyrannized than governed by him.76

In all this, one notes first the poverty or narrowness of man's outlook, motivated as he is 
by a desire to possess things rather than to relate them to the truth, and lacking that 
disinterested, unselfish and aesthetic attitude that is born of wonder in the presence of 
being and of the beauty which enables one to see in visible things the message of the 
invisible God who created them. In this regard, humanity today must be conscious of its 
duties and obligations towards future generations. 
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B. Octogesima Adveniens (On the Occasion of the Eightieth Anniversary of 
Rerum Novarum) 
Pope Paul VI 
14 May 1971 
Paragraphs 21 

 

21. While the horizon of man is thus being modified according to the images that are 
chosen for him, another transformation is making itself felt, one which is the dramatic 
and unexpected consequence of human activity. Man is suddenly becoming aware that by 
an ill-considered exploitation of nature he risks destroying it and becoming in his turn the 
victim of this degradation. Not only is the material environment becoming a permanent 
menace - pollution and refuse, new illness and absolute destructive capacity - but the 
human framework is no longer under man's control, thus creating an environment for 
tomorrow which may well be intolerable. This is a wide-ranging social problem which 
concerns the entire human family.  

The Christian must turn to these new perceptions in order to take on responsibility, 
together with the rest of men, for a destiny which from now on is shared by all.  
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