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Brexit for Catholics (and everyone else)  
 
Decision-tree:  
Hard, Soft, Real Delay, Endless Delay, (Soft) Remain; Quick rejoin, Slow rejoin; (Hard Remain) 
 
Effects in five domains 
 
1) Economic: Sudden shock (hard Brexit); otherwise slow decline followed, at best, by a 
painful recovery –  
 Modern economies are very resilient – substitutions, replacements, novelty 
 Small things matter – changing the numerous habits of four decades will create 
many challenges to resilience. Politicians could help, but they are not looking good (coming 
later). 
 The greatest economic risk is secondary – as things unravel, the groundwork is laid 
for an economic decline that is not reversed because the fall brings social and political chaos 
[relative decline is almost certain, absolute decline is highly unlikely] 
 CST thoughts: UK as a whole is not fated to the sort of poverty which becomes a 
moral issue. However, relative decline can strain solidarity. Remember the preferential 
option for the poor (including the relatively poor).  
 
2) Financial: Many risks; the UK is quite vulnerable  
 Reliance on foreign money, inflated housing market, many debts, large, opaque and 
internationally dependent financial sector   
 We could see (even with a mucked-up remain): lower house prices, debt issues, 
lower currency, higher inflation, social divisions – or perhaps social unity in the face of crisis. 
 The financial system should be resilient, but historically has not been. This could be a 
serious weak-point, especially as its health in a crisis depends largely on the government. 
 CST thoughts: Finance has largely become unmoored from any social purpose (if it 
was ever moored to society). A failure of finance would not be surprising, because it is so 
involved with greed and fantasy. A crisis should be an opportunity for reform. Sadly, there 
are few signs of preparation for that. 
 
3) Political: The EU/UK system has not worked well  
 Stepping back, we see strong divisions emerge which might have been reduced 
rather than amplified.  
 There has been a conflict of many partly true and some mostly false historical 
narratives - none of them are sufficiently forward-looking to provide an effective template 
for either the European nation state or the European Union.  
 In the UK, the systems at almost every level seem to suffer from a vacuum of 
effective and committed political leadership.  
 Behind this lurks a fundamental question on the nature of government: EU is a 
bureaucratic project with a political overlay and a social-political-historical mission. UK 
leaders never seem to have caught on, or to object to that vision in a coherent way.  
 All modern national governments are a bit like this, with more sentiment and an 
army. “Dying for the phone company” 
 However, breaking a well-established equilibrium, even when it is not very healthy, 
is always dangerous. Risks: scapegoat politics (immigrants), inequality politics (rich against 
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poor), regional politics (the nations separate), painful (perhaps violent) birth of a new 
political order. (I am surprised there is no Anti-Brexit party.) 
 CST thoughts: The point of politics is to support the common good. National politics 
should support the nation’s good, but the boundaries of interest are fuzzy in a globalised 
world. Any political system (democratic, parliamentary, winner-take-all etc.) must be judged 
by that standard. The Brexit debate and practice suggests a widespread British disregard for 
or lack of interest in the common good. The EU has a stronger commitment to the common 
good, but modern bureaucracy is itself a mixed servant of human flourishing. 
 
4) Welfare system: A botched Brexit could threaten a fragile system 
 The problem is not the nation’s wealth, but the willingness to share it. The UK could 
certainly afford to offer far more social and health care, but that requires giving the 
government more resources to distribute.  
 If Brexit reduces GDP, or even reduces GDP growth, the political challenges to the 
inherent generosity of the welfare state are likely to be greater.  
 CST thoughts: The popes have supported both strong government welfare 
programmes and strong civil society efforts at social charity. The Catholic hierarchy has 
gradually slipped away from the latter. Even many “Catholic” charities mostly rely on state 
financing. This may be a good time to rethink that approach, which would require more 
monetary and labour support from Church members!  
 
5) Social: Brexit is likely to produce significant social changes 
 Avoid idealising histories. There was no golden age of social unity, whether of pre-
membership little England, of EEC as merely economic, or of the UK-in-Europe. There were 
always frictions of ideals, incomplete recognition of various national and pre-national 
histories and very slow growth of a European identity. That development was slower in the 
UK, but not massively. E.g. UK was more open to migrants, and its national ethnic narrative 
was weaker than in France, Italy and perhaps Germany. 
 From here, any Brexit outcome will change the social challenges relative to the 
people here, but no outcome, even Remain, can eliminate them. Post-Empire (self-image 
and migration), global trade, broad trends in family and community – all have changed 
British society in ways that are often difficult to identify precisely but are undoubtedly real 
and enduring, with or without Brexit. The Brexit debateshas stirred some of them up. 
 Migration and the related urban lifestyles are the obvious issues. Healthcare and 
personal care would be particularly challenged by a rough Brexit. Education – is this a know-
nothing age?  
 Brexit and the debate around it itself sends a message of social unreality and 
incompetence. With that legacy, it will be difficult to create a new British society post-Brexit 
– for better or worse 
 CST thoughts: The Catholic tradition highly values “civil society”, the intermediate 
organisations and institutions between individual or family and the overpowering State. 
Churches, businesses, community organisations, special interest groups, local governments, 
etc need support and need to step into any holes created by the Brexit fragmentation and 
change. As peacemakers, Christians should look at particular lines of tension. Some CST-
relevant suggestions: religious believers in a secular society; disrupted families; the 
disruptions of Brexit-views; reception of migrants (who will keep coming). 
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What should Christians say and do about Brexit?  
 To a country uneasy in its identity, to people brought to a new mutual hostility: we 
can offer the purity of love that knows no borders or boundaries.  
 But do we have that love? Our own purification is crucial. 
 
 To a political establishment which has lost its way, to a society that lacks strong 
leaders: the Church’s social teaching can bring to life solidarity, subsidiarity and the 
organisation of charity.  
 But do we understand these virtues? Are we open to the sacrifices needed to bring 
them to life? 
 
 “What you do to the least of my brothers, you do to me”. That is a personal 
command, but it is also a social one.  
 It is most relevant when it seems least practicable. Brexit can be an opportunity for 
generosity.  
 


