The Curse of the Mad Scientists

By Harry Veryser
Those who study Catholic Church Social Teaching invariably use simple phrases to describe the essence of the encyclical letters issued by popes regarding economic crises of their day.  

Pope Leo XIII was the first pope to write on economics, when he issued Rerum Novarum (Of New Things), which was concerned with the dehumanizing effects on workers of the new Industrial Age. His letter is often summarized as “defending workers’ rights.” Likewise Paul VI’s 1967 letter, Populorum Progresso (On the Development of Peoples) is often summarized as “addressing de-colonization.”

Today Pope Benedict’s released Caritatis in Veritate, an expansive overview of the causes and proposed cures for our current crisis. A summary might be that we are reeling from the “Curse of  Mad Scientists” who have overly influenced the fields of finance, biology and much more.

Probably the most famous popular image of the mad scientist is that of the Hollywood version of Dr. Frankenstein, a scientist who lost his moral bearings and embarked on the remaking of man. Frankenstein ignores the God-given, intrinsic personal dignity of human being on his operating table, as well as the ethical consequences of his enterprise. In short, Frankenstein unleashes a monster.

Likewise, Benedict, in the third encyclical of his three-year-old pontificate, is telling us that scientists who have been running our economies, orchestrating international relations at the United Nations, and  experimenting with human embryos in laboratories are creating chaos and mischief, and nothing less than “the very destiny of man” is at stake.

The problem, in short, is that leaders too often act as if nothing matters except short-terms goals and profit. They have lost both the desire and the ability to act with charity or love, the theological underpinnings of Benedict’s analysis. The solution, in short, is to “rediscover fundamental values on which to build a better future.” And that means in the world of economics, simply that everyone needs to recognize “every economic decision has a moral consequence.”

Benedict builds his argument with precision, and, as popes always do in such letters, carefully showing how his approach to today’s unique crisis is a further development of the Catholic Church’s past teaching. He is largely repackaging and updating the bulk of Catholic Social Teaching for a new audience in a new era. Benedict explains that he is building on the teaching of Paul VI in Populorum Progresso, which dealt with the “glaring inequities” of nations and the need for involvement and concern for by the wealthy for the poor. 
While “billions have been lifted out of poverty,” since Paul wrote 40 years ago, Benedict asserts (interspersing italics throughout the document) “it must be acknowledged that this same economic growth has been and continues to be weighed down by malfunctions and dramatic problems, highlighted even further by the current crisis.”

The current problem was not created by globalization or technology. Indeed, these are by themselves morally neutral: “globalization, a priori, is neither good nor bad. It will be what people make of it. … ”

Benedict points a strident finger at international “financiers” who operate in a world “that could not have been anticipated.”  He notes that “it is becoming increasingly rare for business enterprises to be in the hands of a stable director who feels responsible in the long term, not just the short term, for the life and the results of his company, and it is becoming increasingly rare for businesses to depend on a single territory.”

He bemoans the “new cosmopolitan class of managers has emerged, who are often answerable only to the shareholders generally consisting of anonymous funds which de facto determine their remuneration.”  Bernie Madoff comes to mind.
Unlike some of his predecessors, Benedict nowhere calls for government intervention to cure what ails us. He recognizes the legitimate authority of the state, but stresses repeatedly that ultimately, a world and an economy will be built by individuals, each acting ethically: “Development is impossible without upright men and women, without financiers and politicians whose consciences are finely attuned to the requirements of the common good.”
Environmentalists will love his several pages that are devoted to what sees as an urgent need to resolve “the energy problem,” but Benedict – ever the philosopher – sees “interconnectedness” here with the approach of environmentalists. One cannot respect the globe if they don’t respect humankind. 

He writes – in italic -- that the “the decisive issue is the overall moral tenor of society. If there is a lack of respect for the right to life and to a natural death, if human conception, gestation and birth are made artificial, if human embryos are sacrificed to research, the conscience of society ends up losing the concept of human ecology and, along with it, that of environmental ecology. It is contradictory to insist that future generations respect the natural environment when our educational systems and laws do not help them to respect themselves.”
Benedict’s encyclical is remarkably easy to read. It is outstanding for anyone wondering what happened to their 401(k).
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