CHAPTER SIX

DIALOGUE AND
FRIENDSHIP IN SOCIETY

198. Approaching, speaking, listening, looking at, com-
ing to know and understand one another, and to find
common ground: all these things are summed up in the
one word “dialogue.” If we want to encounter and help
one another, we have to dialogue. There is no need for
me to stress the benefits of dialogue. I have only to think
of what our world would be like without the patient dia-
logue of the many generous persons who keep families
and communities together. Unlike disagreement and
conflict, persistent and courageous dialogue does not
make headlines, but quietly helps the world to live much
better than we imagine.

SOCIAL DIALOGUE FORA NEW CULTURE

199. Some people attempt to flee from reality, taking ref-
uge in their own little world; others react to it with de-
structive violence. Yet “between selfish indifference and
violent protest there is always another possible option:
that of dialogue. Dialogue between generations; dia-
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logue among our people, for we are that people; readi-
ness to give and receive, while remaining open to the
truth. A country flourishes when constructive dialogue
occurs between its many rich cultural components:
popular culture, university culture, youth culture, ar-
tistic culture, technological culture, economic culture,
family culture, and media culture.”'%

200. Dialogue is often confused with something quite
different: the feverish exchange of opinions on social
networks, frequently based on media information that
is not always reliable. These exchanges are merely par-
allel monologues. They may attract some attention by
their sharp and aggressive tone. But monologues engage
no one, and their content is frequently self-serving and
contradictory.

201. Indeed, the media’s noisy potpourri of facts and
opinions is often an obstacle to dialogue, since it lets ev-
eryone cling stubbornly to his or her own ideas, interests,
and choices, with the excuse that everyone else is wrong.
It becomes easier to discredit and insult opponents from
the outset than to open a respectful dialogue aimed at
achieving agreement on a deeper level. Worse, this kind
of language, usually drawn from media coverage of po-
litical campaigns, has become so widespread as to be
part of daily conversation. Discussion is often manipu-
lated by powerful special interests that seek to tilt public
opinion unfairly in their favor. This kind of manipulation
can be exercised not only by governments, but also in
economics, politics, communications, religion, and in
other spheres. Attempts can be made to justify or excuse
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it when it tends to serve one’s own economic or ideo-
logical interests, but sooner or later it turns against those
very interests.

202. Lack of dialogue means that in these individual sec-
tors people are concerned not for the common good,
but for the benefits of power or, at best, for ways to im-
pose their own ideas. Round-tables thus become mere
negotiating sessions, in which individuals attempt to
seize every possible advantage, rather than cooperating
in the pursuit of the common good. The heroes of the
future will be those who can break with this unhealthy
mindset and determine respectfully to promote truth-
fulness aside from personal interest. God willing, such
heroes are quietly emerging, even now, in the midst of
our society.

Building together

203. Authentic social dialogue involves the ability to re-
spect the other’s point of view and to admit that it may
include legitimate convictions and concerns. Based on
their identity and experience, others have a contribution
to make, and it is desirable that they should articulate
their positions for the sake of a more fruitful public de-
bate. When individuals or groups are consistent in their
thinking, defend their values and convictions, and de-
velop their arguments, this surely benefits society. Yet,
this can only occur to the extent that there is genuine dia-
logue and openness to others. Indeed, “in a true spirit of
dialogue, we grow in our ability to grasp the significance
of what others say and do, even if we cannot accept it
as our own conviction. In this way it becomes possible
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to be frank and open about our beliefs, while continu-
ing to discuss, to seek points of contact, and above all
to work and struggle together”'” Public discussion, if it
truly makes room for everyone and does not manipulate
or conceal information, is a constant stimulus to a better
grasp of the truth, or at least its more effective expres-
sion. It keeps different sectors from becoming compla-
cent and self-centered in their outlook and their limited
concerns. Let us not forget that “differences are creative;
they create tension and in the resolution of tension lies

humanity’s progress.”’*

204. There is a growing conviction that, together with
specialized scientific advances, we are in need of greater
interdisciplinary communication. Although reality is
one, it can be approached from various angles and with
different methodologies. There is a risk that a single sci-
entific advance will be seen as the only possible lens for
viewing a particular aspect of life, society, and the world.
Researchers who are expert in their own field, yet also
familiar with the findings of other sciences and disci-
plines, are in a position to discern other aspects of the
object of their study and thus to become open to a more
comprehensive and integral knowledge of reality.

205. In today’s globalized world, “the media can help us
to feel closer to one another, creating a sense of the unity
of the human family which in turn can inspire solidar-
ity and serious efforts to ensure a more dignified life for
all. ... The media can help us greatly in this, especially
nowadays, when the networks of human communica-
tion have made unprecedented advances. The internet,
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in particular, offers immense possibilities for encounter
and solidarity. This is something truly good, a gift from
God."'** We need constantly to ensure that present-day
forms of communication are in fact guiding us to gen-
erous encounter with others, to honest pursuit of the
whole truth, to service, to closeness to the underprivi-
leged, and to the promotion of the common good. As the
bishops of Australia have pointed out, we cannot accept
“a digital world designed to exploit our weaknesses and
bring out the worst in people.”?%

THE BASIS OF CONSENSUS

206. The solution is not relativism. Under the guise of
tolerance, relativism ultimately leaves the interpretation
of moral values to those in power, to be defined as they
see fit. “In the absence of objective truths or sound prin-
ciples other than the satisfaction of our own desires and
immediate needs ... we should not think that political
efforts or the force of law will be sufficient. ... When the
culture itself is corrupt, and objective truth and univer-
sally valid principles are no longer upheld, then laws can

only be seen as arbitrary impositions or obstacles to be
avoided.” 2"

207. Is it possible to be concerned for truth, to seek the
truth that responds to life’s deepest meaning? What is
law without the conviction, born of age-old reflection
and great wisdom, that each human being is sacred and
inviolable? If society is to have a future, it must respect
the truth of our human dignity and submit to that truth.
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Murder is not wrong simply because it is socially unac-
ceptable and punished by law, but because of a deeper
conviction. This is a nonnegotiable truth attained by the
use of reason and accepted in conscience. A society is
noble and decent not least for its support of the pursuit
of truth and its adherence to the most basic of truths.

208. We need to learn how to unmask the various ways
that the truth is manipulated, distorted, and concealed
in public and private discourse. What we call “truth” is
not only the reporting of facts and events, such as we
find in the daily papers. It is primarily the search for the
solid foundations sustaining our decisions and our laws.
This calls for acknowledging that the human mind is ca-
pable of transcending immediate concerns and grasp-
ing certain truths that are unchanging, as true now as in
the past. As it peers into human nature, reason discovers
universal values derived from that same nature.

209. Otherwise, is it not conceivable that those funda-
mental human rights which we now consider unassail-
able will be denied by those in power, once they have
gained the “consensus” of an apathetic or intimidated
population? Nor would a mere consensus between dif-
ferent nations, itself equally open to manipulation, suf-
fice to protect them. We have ample evidence of the
great good of which we are capable, yet we also have to
acknowledge our inherent destructiveness. Is not the
indifference and the heartless individualism into which
we have fallen also a result of our sloth in pursuing high-
er values, values that transcend our immediate needs?
Relativism always brings the risk that some or other al-
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leged truth will be imposed by the powerful or the clever.
Yet, “when it is a matter of the moral norms prohibiting
intrinsic evil, there are no privileges or exceptions for
anyone. It makes no difference whether one is the mas-
ter of the world or the ‘poorest of the poor’ on the face
of the earth. Before the demands of morality we are all
absolutely equal.”*

210. What is now happening, and drawing us into a per-
verse and barren way of thinking, is the reduction of
ethics and politics to physics. Good and evil no longer
exist in themselves; there is only a calculus of benefits
and burdens. As a result of the displacement of moral
reasoning, the law is no longer seen as reflecting a fun-
damental notion of justice but as mirroring notions cur-
rently in vogue. Breakdown ensues: everything is “lev-
eled down” by a superficial bartered consensus. In the
end, the law of the strongest prevails.

Consensus and truth

211. In a pluralistic society, dialogue is the best way to
realize what ought always to be affirmed and respected
apart from any ephemeral consensus. Such dialogue
needs to be enriched and illumined by clear thinking,
rational arguments, a variety of perspectives, and the
contribution of different fields of knowledge and points
of view. Nor can it exclude the conviction that it is pos-
sible to arrive at certain fundamental truths always to
be upheld. Acknowledging the existence of certain en-
during values, however demanding it may be to discern
them, makes for robust and solid social ethics. Once
those fundamental values are acknowledged and adopt-
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ed through dialogue and consensus, we realize that they
rise above consensus; they transcend our concrete situ-
ations and remain nonnegotiable. Our understanding
of their meaning and scope can increase — and in that
respect consensus is a dynamic reality — but in them-
selves they are held to be enduring by virtue of their in-
herent meaning.

212. If something always serves the good functioning of
society, is it not because, lying beyond it, there is an en-
during truth accessible to the intellect? Inherent in the
nature of human beings and society there exist certain
basic structures to support our development and sur-
vival. Certain requirements thus ensue, and these can
be discovered through dialogue, even though, strictly
speaking, they are not created by consensus. The fact
that certain rules are indispensable for the very life of
society is a sign that they are good in and of themselves.
There is no need, then, to oppose the interests of society,
consensus, and the reality of objective truth. These three
realities can be harmonized whenever, through dia-
logue, people are unafraid to get to the heart of an issue.

213. The dignity of others is to be respected in all circum-
stances, not because that dignity is something we have
invented or imagined, but because human beings pos-
sess an intrinsic worth superior to that of material ob-
jects and contingent situations. This requires that they
be treated differently. That every human being possesses
an inalienable dignity is a truth that corresponds to hu-
man nature apart from all cultural change. For this rea-
son, human beings have the same inviolable dignity in
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every age of history, and no one can consider himself or
herself authorized by particular situations to deny this
conviction or to act against it. The intellect can investi-
gate the reality of things through reflection, experience,
and dialogue, and come to recognize in that reality,
which transcends it, the basis of certain universal moral
demands.

214. To agnostics, this foundation could prove sufficient
to confer a solid and stable universal validity on basic
and nonnegotiable ethical principles that could serve to
prevent further catastrophes. As believers, we are con-
vinced that human nature, as the source of ethical prin-
ciples, was created by God, and that ultimately it is he
who gives those principles their solid foundation.?® This
doesnotresultin an ethical rigidity nor does itlead to the
imposition of any one moral system, since fundamental
and universally valid moral principles can be embodied
in different practical rules. Thus room for dialogue will
always exist.

ANEW CULTURE

215. “Life, for all its confrontations, is the art of encoun-
ter”?*] have frequently called for the growth of a culture
of encounter capable of transcending our differences
and divisions. This means working to create a many-fac-
eted polyhedron whose different sides form a variegated
unity, in which “the whole is greater than the part.”** The
image of a polyhedron can represent a society where dif-
ferences coexist, complementing, enriching, and recip-
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rocally illuminating one another, even amid disagree-
ments and reservations. Each of us can learn something
from others. No one is useless, and no one is expendable.
This also means finding ways to include those on the pe-
ripheries of life. For they have another way of looking at
things; they see aspects of reality that are invisible to the
centers of power where weighty decisions are made.

Encounter that becomes culture

216. The word “culture” points to something deeply em-
bedded within a people, its most cherished convictions
and its way of life. A people’s “culture” is more than an
abstract idea. It has to do with their desires, their inter-
ests, and ultimately the way they live their lives. To speak
of a “culture of encounter” means that we, as a people,
should be passionate about meeting others, seeking
points of contact, building bridges, planning a project
that includes everyone. This becomes an aspiration and
a style oflife. The subject of this culture is the people, not
simply one part of society that would pacify the rest with
the help of professional and media resources.

217. Social peace demands hard work, craftsmanship.
It would be easier to keep freedoms and differences in
check with cleverness and a few resources. But such a
peace would be superficial and fragile, not the fruit of a
culture of encounter that brings enduring stability. In-
tegrating differences is a much more difficult and slow
process, yet it is the guarantee of a genuine and last-
ing peace. That peace is not achieved by recourse only
to those who are pure and untainted, since “even peo-
ple who can be considered questionable on account
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of their errors have something to offer which must not
be overlooked.”?* Nor does it come from ignoring so-
cial demands or quelling disturbances, since it is not “a
consensus on paper or a transient peace for a contented
minority2” What is important is to create processes of
encounter, processes that build a people that can accept
differences. Let us arm our children with the weapons of
dialogue! Let us teach them to fight the good fight of the
culture of encounter!

The joy of acknowledging others

218. All this calls for the ability to recognize other peo-
ple’s right to be themselves and to be different. This rec-
ognition, as it becomes a culture, makes possible the
creation of a social covenant. Without it, subtle ways can
be found to make others insignificant, irrelevant, of no
value to society. While rejecting certain visible forms of
violence, another more insidious kind of violence can
take root: the violence of those who despise people who
are different, especially when their demands in any way
compromise their own particular interests.

219. When one part of society exploits all that the world
has to offer, acting as if the poor did not exist, there will
eventually be consequences. Sooner or later, ignoring
the existence and rights of others will erupt in some form
of violence, often when least expected. Liberty, equality,
and fraternity can remain lofty ideals unless they apply
to everyone. Encounter cannot take place only between
the holders of economic, political, or academic power.
Genuine social encounter calls for a dialogue thatengag-
es the culture shared by the majority of the population.
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It often happens that good ideas are not accepted by the
poorer sectors of society because they are presented in
a cultural garb that is not their own and with which they
cannot identify. A realistic and inclusive social covenant
must also be a “cultural covenant,” one that respects and
acknowledges the different worldviews, cultures, and
lifestyles that coexist in society.

220. Indigenous peoples, for example, are not opposed
to progress, yet theirs is a different notion of progress, of-
ten more humanistic than the modern culture of devel-
oped peoples. Theirs is not a culture meant to benefit the
powerful, those driven to create for themselves a kind of
earthly paradise. Intolerance and lack of respect for in-
digenous popular cultures is a form of violence ground-
ed in a cold and judgmental way of viewing them. No
authentic, profound, and enduring change is possible
unless it starts from the different cultures, particularly
those of the poor. A cultural covenant eschews a mono-
lithic understanding of the identity of a particular place;
it entails respect for diversity by offering opportunities
for advancement and social integration to all.

221. Such a covenant also demands the realization that
some things may have to be renounced for the common
good. No one can possess the whole truth or satisfy his
or her every desire, since that pretension would lead to
nullifying others by denying their rights. A false notion
of tolerance has to give way to a dialogic realism on the
part of men and women who remain faithful to their
own principles while recognizing that others also have
the right to do likewise. This is the genuine acknowledg-
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ment of the other that is made possible by love alone. We
have to stand in the place of others if we are to discover
what is genuine, or at least understandable, in their mo-
tivations and concerns.

RECOVERING KINDNESS

222, Consumeristindividualism hasled to great injustice.
Other persons come to be viewed simply as obstacles to
our own serene existence; we end up treating them as
annoyances, and we become increasingly aggressive.
This is even more the case in times of crisis, catastrophe,
and hardship, when we are tempted to think in terms of
the old saying, “every man for himself” Yet even then,
we can choose to cultivate kindness. Those who do so
become stars shining in the midst of darkness.

223. Saint Paul describes kindness as a fruit of the Holy
Spirit (cf. Gal 5:22). He uses the Greek word chrestdtes,
which describes an attitude that is gentle, pleasant, and
supportive, not rude or coarse. Individuals who possess
this quality help make other people’s lives more bear-
able, especially by sharing the weight of their problems,
needs, and fears. This way of treating others can take dif-
ferent forms: an act of kindness, a concern not to offend
by word or deed, a readiness to alleviate their burdens. It
involves “speaking words of comfort, strength, consola-
tion, and encouragement,” and not “words that demean,
sadden, anger, or show scorn.’2%

224. Kindness frees us from the cruelty that at times in-
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fects human relationships, from the anxiety that pre-
vents us from thinking of others, from the frantic flurry
of activity that forgets that others also have a right to be
happy. Often nowadays we find neither the time nor the
energy to stop and be kind to others, to say “excuse me,’
“pardon me,” “thank you.” Yet every now and then, mi-
raculously, a kind person appears and is willing to set
everything else aside in order to show interest, to give
the gift of a smile, to speak a word of encouragement, to
listen amid general indifference. If we make a daily effort
to do exactly this, we can create a healthy social atmo-
sphere in which misunderstandings can be overcome
and conflict forestalled. Kindness ought to be cultivated;
it is no superficial bourgeois virtue. Precisely because
it entails esteem and respect for others, once kindness
becomes a culture within society it transforms lifestyles,
relationships, and the ways ideas are discussed and
compared. Kindness facilitates the quest for consensus;
it opens new paths where hostility and conflict would
burn all bridges.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

PATHS OF RENEWED
ENCOUNTER

225. In many parts of the world, there is a need for paths
of peace to heal open wounds. There is also a need for
peacemakers, men and women prepared to work boldly
and creatively to initiate processes of healing and re-
newed encounter.

STARTING ANEW FROM THE TRUTH

226. Renewed encounter does not mean returning to a
time prior to conflicts. All of us change over time. Pain
and conflict transform us. We no longer have use for
empty diplomacy, dissimulation, doublespeak, hidden
agendas and good manners that mask reality. Those who
were fierce enemies have to speak from the stark and
clear truth. They have to learn how to cultivate a peni-
tential memory, one that can accept the past in order
not to cloud the future with their own regrets, problems,
and plans. Only by basing themselves on the historical
truth of events will they be able to make a broad and per-
severing effort to understand one another and to strive
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