
Spirituality
Vatican

Pope Francis celebrates Mass at the tomb of St. Francis in the crypt of the Basilica of
St. Francis Oct. 3 in Assisi, Italy. The pope signed his new encyclical, "Fratelli Tutti,
on Fraternity and Social Friendship," at the end of the Mass. (CNS/Vatican Media)
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Laying out a comprehensive vision for how the world should change after the
coronavirus pandemic, Pope Francis imagines societies that are more caring, more
focused on helping those in need and fundamentally less attached to the principles
of market capitalism.

In a lengthy and wide-ranging encyclical letter released Oct. 4, the pontiff says the
continuing global health crisis makes it "all the more urgent that we rethink our
styles of life."

Among things the pope puts up for discussion: trickle-down economics, the world's
unfair distribution of wealth, continued use of the just war theory and the death
penalty, and populist leaders who appeal to people's "basest and most selfish
inclinations."

The letter, titled Fratelli Tutti in a nod to the familial bonds that connect all the
world's peoples, at times articulates viewpoints that might well align with a
democratic socialist manifesto. It is also marked by a sadness and even indignation
at the scores of people who have died during the pandemic for want of better
distribution of health care resources.

"Once this health crisis passes, our worst response would be to plunge even more
deeply into feverish consumerism and new forms of egotistic self-preservation,"
Francis writes in the opening chapter, which addresses the "dark clouds" the pope
says he sees hanging over the world.

"If only this may prove not to be just another tragedy of history from which we
learned nothing," the pontiff writes. "If only we might keep in mind all those elderly
persons who died for lack of respirators, partly as a result of the dismantling, year
after year, of healthcare systems."

"If only we might rediscover once for all that we need one another," he continues.
"God willing, after all this, we will think no longer in terms of 'them' and 'those,' but
only 'us.' "

"Once this health crisis passes, our worst response would be to plunge
even more deeply into feverish consumerism and new forms of egotistic
self-preservation."
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—Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti
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Fratelli Tutti is the third encyclical of Francis' seven-year papacy, following 2015's
Laudato Si', which addressed the continuing global climate crisis, and 2013's Lumen
Fidei, which celebrated the Christian faith and which was largely a product of retired
Pope Benedict XVI.

The new text takes its title from one of St. Francis of Assisi's admonitions to the
early members of his 13th-century religious order, whom he addressed in Latin as
his brothers.

Prominent Catholic women had raised objection to the title before the encyclical's
release, noting that although "fratelli tutti" could sound to a modern Italian ear as
"all siblings" or "all brothers and sisters," the exact one-to-one translation is "all
brothers."

Although Pope Francis opens the encyclical with the two Italian words, he clarifies
that the saint was speaking to both "his brothers and sisters." The pope also states
that he intends the text to be "an invitation to dialogue among all people of good
will."

The encyclical is quite long, spanning 287 numbered paragraphs over more than
43,000 words. It also contains 288 footnotes, which primarily refer to the pope's own
speeches and writings throughout his papacy.

The text unfolds over eight chapters. The second chapter, which is a detailed
reflection on the Gospel story of the good Samaritan, appears as something like the
encyclical's touchstone, providing a clear model for how Francis thinks people should
care for one another.
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Pope Francis signs his new encyclical, "Fratelli Tutti, on Fraternity and Social
Friendship" after celebrating Mass at the Basilica of St. Francis Oct. 3 in Assisi, Italy.
(CNS/Vatican Media)

Politics, private property

The fifth chapter, titled "A Better Kind of Politics," contains what seem to be some of
the strongest criticisms ever made by a pope of the global market system and of
populist and nationalist political movements.

In words that will surely be seen as indirect references to politicians such as
America's Donald Trump, Brazil's Jair Bolsonaro and Italy's Matteo Salvini, Francis
sharply denounces populist leaders who "are able to exploit politically a people’s
culture, under whatever ideological banner, for their own personal advantage or
continuing grip on power."

"They seek popularity by appealing to the basest and most selfish inclinations of
certain sectors of the population," states the pontiff, adding: "This becomes all the



more serious when, whether in cruder or more subtle forms, it leads to the
usurpation of institutions and laws."

Later in that chapter, Francis strikingly uses Catholic terminology to criticize
neoliberal or libertarian ideologies that call for an unregulated free market system.

"The marketplace, by itself, cannot resolve every problem, however much we are
asked to believe this dogma of neoliberal faith," states the pontiff. "Whatever the
challenge, this impoverished and repetitive school of thought always offers the same
recipes."

"Neoliberalism simply reproduces itself by resorting to the magic theories of
'spillover' or 'trickle,' " the pope continues. "There is little appreciation of the fact
that the alleged 'spillover' does not resolve the inequality that gives rise to new
forms of violence threatening the fabric of society."

Pope Francis greets Sheikh Ahmad el-Tayeb, grand imam of Egypt's Al-Azhar
mosque and university, during a private audience Nov. 15, 2019, at the Vatican.
(CNS/Paul Haring)



Francis began Fratelli Tutti earlier in the year, apparently intending the text to be
focused more on interreligious dialogue in the light of a landmark joint statement
the pope signed in February 2019 with Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, the grand imam of
Egypt's Al-Azhar mosque and one of Sunni Islam's highest authorities.

The pontiff cites that text, known as the "Document on Human Fraternity," eight
times. At the opening of the encyclical, the pope also references St. Francis of
Assisi's unprecedented meeting with Egyptian Sultan Malik al-Kamil during the Fifth
Crusade as a model for interreligious encounter.

But the emergence of the coronavirus pandemic seems to have significantly
changed the plans for the encyclical text. In the introduction, Francis says the
pandemic "unexpectedly erupted" as he was writing.

"Aside from the different ways that various countries responded to the crisis, their
inability to work together became quite evident," the pope states. "Anyone who
thinks that the only lesson to be learned was the need to improve what we were
already doing, or to refine existing systems and regulations, is denying reality."

Francis refers to a wide range of social and political issues throughout the document.
He brings up the issue of wealth distribution in the third chapter, which opens with a
critique of individualist mindsets.

"Individualism does not make us more free, more equal, more fraternal," states the
pontiff. "The mere sum of individual interests is not capable of generating a better
world for the whole human family."

"Radical individualism is a virus that is extremely difficult to eliminate, for it is
clever," he continues. "It makes us believe that everything consists in giving free
rein to our own ambitions, as if by pursuing ever greater ambitions and creating
safety nets we would somehow be serving the common good."

In terms of wealth distribution and the owning of private property, Francis refers to
the example of early Christian writers, who he says realized that "if one person lacks
what is necessary to live with dignity, it is because another person is detaining it."

Francis cites Pope John Paul II's encyclical Centesimus Annus, which said that the
Christian tradition "has never recognized the right to private property as absolute or
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inviolable," and then appears to take that teaching a step further.

"The right to private property can only be considered a secondary natural right,
derived from the principle of the universal destination of created goods," states
Francis. "This has concrete consequences that ought to be reflected in the workings
of society."

Demonstrators in New York City protest the Trump administration's handling of the
coronavirus pandemic Aug. 21. (CNS/Jeenah Moon, Reuters)

Just war, death penalty

In the encyclical's seventh chapter, the pope also appears to update the Catholic
Church's teaching regarding the possibility of a so-called "just" war.

Francis comes close to tossing aside the just war theory, which was first referred to
by fourth-century bishop St. Augustine of Hippo and uses a series of criteria to
evaluate whether use of violence can be considered morally justifiable.
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The pope says that nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, and new technological
combat systems "have granted war an uncontrollable destructive power over great
numbers of innocent civilians."

"We can no longer think of war as a solution, because its risks will probably always
be greater than its supposed benefits," states the pontiff. "In view of this, it is very
difficult nowadays to invoke the rational criteria elaborated in earlier centuries to
speak of the possibility of a 'just war.' "

"Every war leaves our world worse than it was before," the pope says. "War is a
failure of politics and of humanity, a shameful capitulation, a stinging defeat before
the forces of evil."

Francis likewise again makes clear his total opposition to the death penalty, citing
John Paul II's 1995 encyclical Evangelium Vitae and then his own 2018 change to the
teaching presented in the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

"Saint John Paul II stated clearly and firmly that the death penalty is inadequate from
a moral standpoint and no longer necessary from that of penal justice," states
Francis.

"There can be no stepping back from this position," the pope continues. "Today we
state clearly that 'the death penalty is inadmissible' and the Church is firmly
committed to calling for its abolition worldwide."

Francis also speaks directly to believers who might doubt his teaching on the
subject, stating: "I ask Christians who remain hesitant on this point, and those
tempted to yield to violence in any form, to keep in mind the words of the book of
Isaiah, 'They shall beat their swords into plowshares.' "

The pope also refers to Jesus' admonition to the unnamed disciple who drew his
sword to try and protect Jesus from being arrested: "Put your sword back into its
place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword."

States Francis: "Jesus' reaction, which sprang from his heart, bridges the gap of the
centuries and reaches the present as an enduring appeal."
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People release white doves in the air to pray for peace at the Yasukuni shrine Aug.
15, 2019, in Tokyo. (CNS/Yoshio Tsunoda, AFLO via Reuters)

'Different faces of the one humanity'

The second chapter of the encyclical, which dissects the parable of the good
Samaritan, focuses on what example the person in the story might set for people
today.

Francis says the story, which sees the protagonist stop to help a person who has
been robbed and beaten after others have passed the person by, offers a difficult
question for each of us.

"Which of these characters do you resemble?" the pontiff asks. "We need to
acknowledge that we are constantly tempted to ignore others, especially the weak."

"We have become accustomed to looking the other way, passing by, ignoring
situations until they affect us directly," says the pope. Worse, he says, "caught up as
we are with our own needs, the sight of a person who is suffering disturbs us."
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"These are symptoms of an unhealthy society," states Francis. "A society that seeks
prosperity but turns its back on suffering."

Earlier in the text, the pontiff applies such a mindset of helping others to the
question of how countries should treat migrants, especially those who are fleeing
situations of violence or stark humanitarian crises.

"Certain populist political regimes, as well as certain liberal economic approaches,
maintain that an influx of migrants is to be prevented at all costs," Francis states.
"Arguments are also made for the propriety of limiting aid to poor countries, so that
they can hit rock bottom and find themselves forced to take austerity measures."

"One fails to realize that behind such statements, abstract and hard to support,
great numbers of lives are at stake," says the pontiff. "Many migrants have fled from
war, persecution and natural catastrophes."

"No one will ever openly deny that they are human beings, yet in practice, by our
decisions and the way we treat them, we can show that we consider them less
worthy, less important, less human," Francis continues.

"For Christians, this way of thinking and acting is unacceptable, since it sets certain
political preferences above deep convictions of our faith: the inalienable dignity of
each human person regardless of origin, race or religion, and the supreme law of
fraternal love," says the pope.

Again addressing believers who might disagree with him, Francis states: "I realize
that some people are hesitant and fearful with regard to migrants. I consider this
part of our natural instinct of self-defense."

"I ask everyone to move beyond those primal reactions," says the pope.

Francis ends the encyclical with two prayers: one addressed to "the Creator," which
could be shared by those of various religions; and one entitled "an ecumenical
Christian prayer."

The ecumenical prayer asks that the Holy Spirit would show the peoples of the world
that we are all "different faces of the one humanity that God so loves."



[Joshua J. McElwee is NCR Vatican correspondent and international news editor. His
email address is jmcelwee@ncronline.org. Follow him on Twitter: @joshjmac.]

This story appears in the Fratelli Tutti feature series. View the full series.
A version of this story appeared in the Oct 16-29, 2020 print issue under the
headline: Pope's encyclical envisions a less populist, less capitalist world.
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