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“This is a rewarding collection of essays analyzing the ‘Francis factor’ on such 
critical global political issues as the environment, immigration and refugees, and 
socio-economic inequality.”

—José Casanova, Professor of Sociology and Theology & Senior  
Fellow at the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs  

at Georgetown University, USA

“In the five years since Jorge Mario Bergoglio became Pope Francis, there has been 
much discussion about his role both in the Catholic Church and more generally in 
international relations. This topical and wide-ranging survey of what Pope Francis 
has done in these regards is highly recommended. It shows how he has become a 
leading focus of concerns linked to human rights and international development 
and explains this in terms both of his theology and socio-political outlook.”

—Jeff Haynes, Professor of Politics & Director of the Centre  
for the Study of Religion, Conflict, and Cooperation  

at London Metropolitan University, UK

“This well-conceived and closely integrated edited volume focuses explicitly on the 
deeply theological grounding of Francis’ distinctive worldview and wide-ranging 
breadth of political commitments. In so doing, it persuasively captures the com-
plex essence of this provocative and compelling Pope.”

—Tim Byrnes, Charles A. Dana Professor of Political Science,  
Colgate University, USA

Praise
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“This book uses a distinct methodology to explain the moral engagement and 
political activism of Pope Francis. It does this through an analysis of his unique 
Latin American roots and Jesuit background; his people-oriented Catholic theol-
ogy, and his advocacy for the poor and marginalized. I found this book to be 
invaluable for my own research and recommend it to anyone seeking to under-
stand the positive, political role that religious leaders can play in an increasingly 
globalized and secular world.”

—Jo Renee Formicola, Professor of Political Science  
and Public Affairs, Seton Hall University, USA

“The essays collected in this volume address two major questions: how do the 
theological ideas and religious commitments held by Pope Francis shape his politi-
cal views? What is the global impact of the papacy of Francis? The contributing 
authors bring an array of scholarly competencies and cultural backgrounds to the 
task of answering those two questions. The editors are to be commended for pro-
viding a valuable book that will enrich the understanding of anyone seeking insight 
into the significance of Pope Francis for our global society.”

—Kenneth R. Himes, O.F.M., Professor of Theological Ethics,  
Boston College, USA

“This collection of intellectually stimulating essays from social scientists and theo-
logians unpacks the relationship between theology and politics in the era of Pope 
Francis. Employing the perspective of Pope Francis as a global actor, the volume 
melds a rich span of public policy issues and geographical regions with theological 
and historical insight. An invaluable resource for scholars and students of political 
science and theology, as well as anyone interested in the theology and global 
impact of Pope Francis.”

—Susan Crawford Sullivan, Associate Professor, Sociology,  
College of the Holy Cross, USA



Many things have to change course, but it is we human beings  
above all who need to change.

—Pope Francis on Twitter, June 18, 2015



ix

Pope Francis has established a distinct narrative about his papacy, one that 
has been remarkably positive and resilient. It has resisted counter-narratives 
both inside and outside the church that might be critical of his papacy. 
However, this popular narrative is not the whole story, and this edited 
volume aims to add depth and perspective to the political and theological 
self-understanding of Francis, and to situate his papacy within an analysis 
of global Catholicism as expressed within a variety of particular locales.

The popular narrative about Pope Francis has been much more success-
ful than that of his immediate predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI. Benedict 
will certainly be remembered for one key feature of his papacy, that of his 
voluntary resignation from it. Remembered as well will be the theology of 
Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger during his long tenure as prefect for the 
Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith. Pope Benedict might also be 
remembered for attributing his name, albeit in a secondary way, to what in 
politics in the last year or so has come to be known as The Benedict Option.

One reason that this present book is so timely is that Francis’s impulse 
is not at all in line with The Benedict Option, at least as interpreted by Rod 
Dreher.1 However, I, as a Benedictine monk, would not say that the 
Francis approach is antithetical to the spirit of Saint Benedict of Nursia 
(the more immediate attribution for Dreher’s title), especially as Franciscans 
and Benedictines have had very friendly relations since the time of Saint 
Francis. And while I acknowledge that Francis’s religious background is 
Jesuit (and not Franciscan), I think it entirely appropriate that part of the 
genesis of this present book took place at a Benedictine institution of 
higher education, my very own Saint Anselm College.

Foreword
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Another reason to single out this present edited work is the commu-
nitarian nature of the academic product, which arose not out of a group 
of individual authors writing loosely related articles around a common 
theme, but out of four separate meetings of the various authors over two 
years, including one here at Saint Anselm at an academic symposium 
entitled “Where Theology and Politics Meet: Pope Francis as a Global 
Actor,” in the fall of 2016. The authors have been engaging each other 
on Francis and his political Catholicism both in writing and in person, 
and this volume is a fruit of that engagement.

While Francis to date does not have the same theological œuvre as his 
predecessor, the current work examines his politics and his theology, and 
how they interact in tandem. While Francis and Benedict are clearly both 
sons of the same church, and both fully in line with post-conciliar thought, 
Francis’s outlook and emphases are distinct. This work aims to investigate 
this distinction.

Saint Anselm College� Brother Isaac Murphy, O.S.B. 
Manchester, NH, USA

Note

1.	 Rod Dreher, The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-
Christian Nation (New York: Sentinel, 2017).
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Pope Francis’s commentary on 1 Corinthians 11: 17–34, appearing in his 
apostolic exhortation Amoris Laetitia, is illustrative of how he views the 
world. Specifically, the early Christians disputed who should participate in 
worship. They argued over whether the existing order of social divisions 
should be maintained, or if something novel was required. Reflecting on 
that passage, Francis finds commonality with the social division of today:

We do well to take seriously a biblical text usually interpreted outside of its 
context or in a generic sense, with the risk of overlooking its immediate and 
direct meaning, which is markedly social. I am speaking of 1 Cor 11:17–34, 
where Saint Paul faces a shameful situation in the community. The wealthier 
members tended to discriminate against the poorer ones, and this carried 
over even to the agape meal that accompanied the celebration of the 
Eucharist. While the rich enjoyed their food, the poor looked on and went 
hungry: “One is hungry and another is drunk. Do you not have houses to 
eat and drink in? Or do you despise the Church of God and humiliate those 
who have nothing?” (vv. 21–22).1

This commentary brings us to the heart of this volume: it argues that Pope 
Francis might be understood to be a singular global actor precisely because 
he seeks to reframe political dialogue by crafting morality-based approaches 
to many of the world’s contentious political, economic, and social issues. 
As the Vicar of Christ, he rails against man-made convention and social 
divisions, and has consequently placed an increased emphasis on the spiri-
tual and material needs of all people, including those served by the Catholic 

Preface: Where Politics 
and Theology Meet
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Church as well as those of other confessions, and those without a belief in 
God. Pope Francis asks each of us to help the other in any way we can, to 
build a more just global society. To accomplish that goal, as the chapters 
in this volume will discuss, politics is meeting theology in most novel and 
unexpected ways.

Note

1.	 Francis, Amoris Laetitia, The Vatican Website, March 19, 2016, 185, 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/ 
documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amorislaetitia_
en.pdf

https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/ documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amorislaetitia_en.pdf
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/ documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amorislaetitia_en.pdf
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/ documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amorislaetitia_en.pdf
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The idea for this book started as a discussion between three professors at 
the Tombs restaurant in Georgetown in October 2015. They were there 
to celebrate the book launch of their volume, Religion and Politics in a 
Global Community: the Portuguese-Speaking World in Comparative 
Perspective, at the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs at 
Georgetown University. During their conversation, the three of them 
were astonished at how much of the discussion at the book launch revolved 
around Pope Francis and his global influence. At that point, Alynna Lyon 
suggested a novel idea: that we should work on a volume specifically 
geared to better understand his role as a global policy entrepreneur. Both 
Christine Gustafson and Paul Manuel found this to be an excellent sugges-
tion, and thus this volume was born!

Over the last few years, we discussed the project with a variety of schol-
ars and practitioners, including political scientists, historians, theologians, 
and an official of the Holy See. A number of the contributors first pre-
sented papers on this topic at the 2016 annual meeting of the New 
England Political Science Association in Newport, Rhode Island. The 
New England meeting gave us a valuable chance to reflect on the themes 
of the volume and integrate them into a coherent whole. One of the topics 
that runs across many cases is how Pope Francis handles traditional church 
theological teaching on the one hand (i.e. abortion, same-sex marriage, 
human rights, social inequality) and engages all people of “good will” in a 

Acknowledgments
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CHAPTER 1

Eluding Established Categories: Toward 
an Understanding of Pope Francis

Alynna J. Lyon, Christine A. Gustafson, 
and Paul Christopher Manuel

Pope Francis scrambles our categories. In a very short time, he has man-
aged to change the way many view the role of the church, and perhaps 
even the role of religion in politics. The 266th pope is distinct from other 
popes in several regards. He is the first Jesuit pope, the first from the 
Global South, the first from the South American continent, the first to 
“tweet,” as well as the first non-European pope in 1200 years. In 2013, he 
received accolades from popular culture and was named Time magazine’s 
“Person of The Year.”1 He is also the first to take “Francis” as his papal 
name, invoking Saint Francis of Assisi. In harmony with that fifteenth-
century Italian saint, we can clearly see an emphasis on both the poor  
and the natural world under Pope Francis. Indeed, the motto he chose  
for his pontificate, Miserando atque eligendo, may be translated into 

A. J. Lyon (*) 
University of New Hampshire, Durham, NH, USA 

C. A. Gustafson 
Saint Anselm College, Manchester, NH, USA 

P. C. Manuel 
American University, Washington, DC, USA
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English as “by having mercy, by choosing him,” or perhaps “lowly but 
chosen.”2 This papal motto, which invokes the mercy Jesus showed toward 
sinners in the New Testament, also signals a leadership style that is refresh-
ingly humble, forgiving, and yet, optimistic and resolutely engaged with 
the world. He adamantly embraces the poor, defends the marginalized, 
attacks greed, and champions the environment. In this regard, he is 
unapologetically political, often chides world leaders, and frequently 
comments on global economic systems. He is media savvy; aware of optics, 
placement, and messaging; and prefers the unassuming Fiat to the iconic 
“Popemobile”—a very twenty-first-century pontiff.

At the same time, Francis’s papacy also retains important traditional 
elements: he espouses established teachings on morality, sexuality, and 
marriage; he is an “Italian” pope, as the son of Italian immigrants; and he 
lobbied against gay marriage when he was Cardinal of Buenos Aires.3 As 
John Allen aptly noted, “Pope Francis will try to live up to his namesake, 
Francis of Assisi, as a man of the poor and of peace, but that doesn’t signal 
any retreat from the moral and cultural positions associated with the papa-
cies of John Paul II and Benedict XVI.”4 As such, there are both progres-
sive and conservative elements to Pope Francis. The Argentine priest 
Carlos Maria Galli notes the irony, observing that “Pope Francis is popu-
lar, but he is not a populist.”5 Scrambled categories, indeed.

A Singular Global Actor

Many political science and international relations scholars tend to think 
about political or moral leaders in terms of preestablished left–right, or 
progressive–conservative categories. That is, a leader who favors tradi-
tional morality is typically placed on the right, conservative side of the 
political scale; by contrast, another leader open to new forms of human 
association would be placed on the left, progressive side of that same scale. 
Similarly, a leader favoring free-market capitalism would be placed on the 
right, conservative side, and one who prefers more state-run welfare pro-
grams on the left, progressive side. These categories tend to help social 
scientists make sense of the political life of a given society, but there are 
limits to their utility.

Pope Francis overturns the applecart of such simplistic classificatory 
schemes. He genuinely confuses most political observers because his 
papacy does not fit neatly into any such scheme. To this point, Father 
Carlos Maria Galli noted that “to understand Francis, you don’t need 
labels. You need to understand where he comes from.”6 Likewise, Emma 
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Green observed during the Pope’s visit to the United States, “Francis does 
not fit neatly into American categories. To understand him and his agenda, 
it’s more helpful to look at America through his eyes than to look at him 
through an American’s eyes.”7 For instance, as noted above, Pope Francis 
has argued in favor of traditional marriage as well as state-run welfare pro-
grams to help the poor, policies associated with both the right and the left. 
Social science lacks the vocabulary required to grasp this seeming contra-
diction. We agree with both Galli and Green’s assessment, and we argue 
that social scientists must move beyond a one-dimensional, instrumental 
way of understanding religious leaders such as Francis—an approach that 
is unable to grasp his papacy. One purpose of this volume is to do just 
that—to broaden our understanding of Francis’s distinctive blending of 
theology and politics as well as his ability to authentically embrace nor-
mally dichotomous views.

While we note his ambitions, it is instead the open and humble leader-
ship style of Pope Francis that has charmed the world. Without significant 
changes to church doctrine, he is engaging a variety of conversations on a 
global scale that in some regards were inconceivable under prior popes. 
This volume asks what this leadership approach might mean for politics 
and public policy and thus also explores the relationship between theology 
and politics from the perspective of Pope Francis as a global actor. Recognizing 
that his approach is both consistent with and distinct from his immediate 
predecessors, Pope Benedict XVI and John Paul II, the volume questions 
whether Francis has found a new way for the nonsecular to make a contri-
bution to civic dialogue in an era when moral teachings are often isolated 
from society. Has Pope Francis figured out how the Catholic Church can 
pursue a religious mission in an unreceptive milieu and have a real impact 
on policy? Has he found a new way for theology and politics to meet?

Finally, these questions also lead to more general lines of inquiry about 
the role of the Catholic Church and the pope in the twenty-first century. 
Modernity includes an emphasis on the secular and may even postulate 
that religion is antiquated and holds little place in contemporary life, where 
science guides epistemology. Thus, when the church enters the public 
square, how does it do so, and to what effect? What are the impacts on 
both church and state, and what place does religion have in a contempo-
rary political life? Can theology engage with science and provide direction 
for solving contemporary global challenges (e.g. environmental damage, 
poverty, and conflict)? Pope Francis’s leadership stands in defiance of a 
secular worldview, one that proclaims there is no place for religion in 
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modernity. In fact, Francis highlights that modernity has proven to be 
fallible—it has problems which include significant inequalities in humans’ 
life chances, terrorism, and for some, a path into a moral abyss.

This volume, aptly subtitled “Where Theology Meets Politics,” pro-
poses a new encounter between the disciplines of moral theology and the 
social sciences in order to properly situate the papacy of Francis. Its con-
tributors explore the connections among Francis’s theological founda-
tions, his personal history and experience, his public words, writings, and 
deeds as pope, and his potential impact on the challenges facing the public 
square. Doing so from a global perspective, we believe, offers greater clar-
ity about this singular moral and political actor. Together, the chapters ask 
how Francis’s moral theology informs his engagement in public narratives 
on morality, obligation, poverty, identity, and stewardship of the natural 
environment. We now turn to a brief overview of some of the recent 
scholarship on Pope Francis.

Scholarship on Pope Francis

Prior to the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), research about the 
theology or political approach of sitting pontiffs was scarce. There was a 
change after the council, when scholars started writing books and articles 
on the social and political teachings of popes, but it remains a relatively 
new field. In the time since his 2013 election as pope, Francis has drawn 
widespread interest. Works that treat Francis and his papacy tend to fall 
into three categories: biographical works that explore his formation, life, 
and experiences in Argentina; devotional hagiographical work that focuses 
on his religious writings and ministry; and a more scholarly body of work 
that analyzes his thinking and policies. We would place our own volume in 
the latter category, though we have benefited from the contributions of all 
three bodies of work.

First, there are many books that examine Pope Francis’s background, 
training, and life in Argentina.8 These works are generally well researched 
and provide the reader with a deeper sense of Francis. In particular, they 
offer valuable insight into the life experiences and in many cases the theo-
logical ideas that have shaped Francis’s words and deeds as pope. Paul 
Vallely, in Pope Francis: Untying the Knots (2015), adds a twist to this 
generally positive literature, with a specific focus on some of Francis’s 
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questionable actions when he served as the Jesuit provincial superior in 
Buenos Aires during Argentina’s Dirty War, raising some tough questions 
about the limits of his leadership abilities.9

A second genre of hagiographical devotional works focuses on 
Francis’s ministry, perhaps best illustrated by Mark Shriver’s Pilgrimage: 
My Search for the Real Pope Francis (2016).10 As the nephew of President 
John F. Kennedy—the first and thus far only Roman Catholic elected 
president in the United States—the words of the Kennedy/Shriver fam-
ily on religion continue to resonate with many American Catholics, espe-
cially those who associate with the Democratic Party. In his book, Shriver 
speaks to how Francis’s emphasis on faith, love, hope, and mercy, and his 
commitment to the marginalized, has brought Shriver, and others, back 
into a regular communion with the church.11

A third category of work on Pope Francis focuses on his theological and 
political thought. More academic in nature than the other genres, these 
works provide the reader with an opportunity to understand how he 
thinks, and how he engages in the public realm. Francesca Ambrogetti and 
Sergio Rubin, in Pope Francis: Conversations with Jorge Bergoglio: His Life 
in His Own Words (2013); John Allen Jr., in The Francis Miracle: Inside the 
Transformation of the Pope and the Church (2015); and Mariano Fazio, in 
Pope Francis: Keys to His Thought (2017)12 are three fine examples of this 
genre. Francis’s speeches, encyclicals, and other public pronouncements 
have also been published, which affords a treasure trove of material to 
study his logic and political devotions.13 This volume seeks to contribute 
to this scholarly conversation.

The 2014 volume by Uruguayan philosopher Alberto Methol Ferré and 
the Italian-Argentinian journalist Alver Metalli, El papa y el filósofo [The 
Pope and the Philosopher], is a particularly valuable contribution on how 
Francis engages modernity. A close friend of Pope Francis, Methol Ferré 
provided Francis with the philosophical construct he calls “libertine athe-
ism” to evaluate the role of the church in the contemporary world.14 
Libertine atheism—or the idea that society must categorically reject any 
moral system derived from religious or other nonrational sources—is, in 
the words of Francis, “the new opium of the people.”15 According to 
Sandro Magister, the Pope considers libertine atheism—a Marxism-inspired 
idea and practice—to be both a dangerous and a failed contemporary way 
of life, precisely because it separates truth from its origins in goodness and 
justice.16 Methol Ferré, whom the pope calls the “brilliant thinker of the 
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Rio de la Plata,”17 therefore suggests that the remedy to that practice is not 
in philosophical debate, but rather engaging in a corrective practice, one 
that connects truth to its origins in a merciful and just God. Ferré holds 
that the “church is the only subject present on the stage of the contempo-
rary world that can confront libertine atheism. To my mind only the church 
is truly post-modern.”18 He further adds that the church is able to make 
“the heart burn” and is singularly capable of restoring happiness to a con-
fused and fallen world.19

Theologians Juan Carlos Scannone, Carlos María Galli, Diego Fares, 
Antonio Spadaro, and Massimo Faggioli each offer sober academic assess-
ments of Francis’s papacy.20 These works all suggest that Francis’s native 
country of Argentina has informed his current approach to theology. 
Scannone, who was the Pope’s teacher, provides the seminal statement 
on how Francis views the world in his 2016 article published in Theological 
Studies called “Pope Francis and the Theology of the People.” This 
approach is a unique Argentinian response to the economic challenges of 
the contemporary period, famously deliberated at the May 2007 Fifth 
General Conference of the Bishops of Latin America at the Shrine of Our 
Lady of Aparecida in Brazil. Specifically, the final document of the con-
ference calls for a preferential option for the poor, an emphasis on popu-
lar religion, and the development of a missionary movement designed to 
find Christ among the poor. Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio, now known as 
Pope Francis, chaired the committee responsible for that final docu-
ment.21 Scannone explores how national conversations in Argentina 
began incorporating general ideas from liberation theology, and then 
argues that this phenomenon informed Francis’s current understanding 
of how theology should meet politics. This understanding eventually led 
to Francis’s 2013 call for “a Church that is poor and for the poor,” and 
undergirds his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium.22 Similarly, at 
an April 4, 2016, presentation at Boston College, Argentine priest Carlos 
Maria Galli, who is also a friend of Pope Francis, counseled that “to 
understand the pope, one must follow him home,”23 implying an engage-
ment with the theological approach called “theology of the people.”

In a similar vein, and as mentioned above, this current volume seeks to 
make an original theoretical contribution in its examination of the myriad 
encounters that theology and politics are having under the papacy of 
Francis. It contributes to the scholarly literature by including chapters by 
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both theologians and political scientists, many of whom dialogue with 
Scannone’s article, in the effort to show how the theology of the people 
helps to account for how the pope thinks, what he sees, and what he does. 
This volume asks whether Francis has found a new way for theology and 
politics to meet, both in the scholarly discussion and in practical policies.

Key Qualities of the Papacy of Francis

Before turning to a description of the volume’s structure and contents, we 
think it useful to discuss two defining elements of Francis’s papacy. These 
emerge over the course of the book and provide recurring and unifying 
motifs to, what are in other respects, very diverse chapters. These elements 
highlight that although Francis maintains fundamental consistency with 
church teaching and doctrine, his pragmatic and pastoral approach to 
global leadership, as well as his engagement with the town square are 
innovative. Let us briefly examine each.

A Pragmatic and Pastoral Leader

We must be careful not to overthink Pope Francis. He is a moral leader 
who emphasizes concrete reality over abstract thinking. Francis presents 
his beliefs through his actions, not merely by writing or speaking them. 
Pope Francis is informing individuals and modeling (through thought, 
word, and deed) a life that is simple and spiritually powerful. He is not the 
first pope to do this. However, his efficacy has been significantly enhanced 
by his deeds; not only is he writing about compassion and humility, but he 
is also living it and modeling such a way of life. Henna Inam helpfully 
observes that this pragmatic pope, with his emphasis on authenticity, 
integrity, and transparency, has surprised the world with his common, 
“man-on the street” touch:

This Pope is known to get out of the Popemobile (in the U.S. visit it was the 
Jeep Wrangler) to connect with people lined up to see him. He is the first 
Pope to spread his message on social-media platforms, tweeting in nine lan-
guages. He posts online video messages. He is approachable and human, 
often taking selfies with people. His talks about his love of soccer and tango. 
To influence others we have to first connect with them authentically, human 
to human, even if you do happen to be the Pope!24
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As such, Inam and others have praised his unorthodox and transformative 
leadership approach to the papacy that contains elements of both progres-
sive and traditional views.25 He was named pope during a very difficult 
time in the life of the church, which was trying to recover from the sex 
abuse scandal as well as facing financial mismanagement, inside-the-
Vatican palace intrigue, staff in-fighting, and an increasing distance 
between the clergy and the flock around the globe. Since his March 2013 
election, Francis has sought to address these varied problems, as well as 
simultaneously committing the church to serving the poor and being a 
good steward of the planet earth. Just days after his election as pontiff, he 
shared his hope that the Roman Catholic Church should be “a poor 
Church, for the poor,”26 a welcoming place for all, especially those in 
greatest need.

Pope Francis’s 2016 book The Name of God Is Mercy continues this 
pragmatic line of thinking. This work features a conversation between the 
Pope and Vatican reporter Andrea Tornielli; in Francis’s responses, we can 
discern a singular, simple, and direct approach to the challenge of our 
times. His first thought is that the world is in desperate need of uncondi-
tional love and mercy. He wants Roman Catholics, and indeed all people 
of good will, to engage the world in a humble, simple fashion, by offering 
forgiveness, love, and support to all who ask for it. Interestingly, he also 
offers a pragmatic explanation of his famous response of “who am I to 
judge?” to the question about the role of LGBT persons in the church. He 
explains that his words do not represent a new teaching or a novel engage-
ment with modernity, but rather are informed by the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church (1997), which emphasizes on both obedience to the law 
of God and unconditional love and compassion for the other.27

Another noteworthy example of this pragmatic leadership approach 
took place in 2017, when the Pope decided to replace the hardline theo-
logian German Cardinal Gerhard Müller as prefect of the important 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith with Archbishop Luis Ladaria 
Ferrer, a Jesuit from Spain. It appears that Müller and Francis shared  
many disagreements over how to properly interpret and apply Catholic 
doctrine, and especially around his 2016 papal exhortation Amoris Laetitia 
[The Joy of Love].28 That document caused an uproar among conserva-
tive theologians because it allowed for a more merciful application of 
church teachings, especially to topics like divorce, sexual morality, and 
access to communion. Whereas Müller favored a strict reading of moral 
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theology, the pope preferred a more generous and unconditional 
dispensing of mercy by Catholic priests. Both traditionalists and progres-
sives would be incorrect to assume that this decision indicates a profound 
theological difference between Cardinal Müller and Pope Francis; a more 
nuanced assessment brings us to an understanding that this Pope priori-
tizes mercy over punishment.29 This understanding has big implications 
for the church in the town square, a topic to which we now turn.

Leading the Church in the Town Square

Pope Francis offers a novel and refreshing vision for the church in the 
town square. Under Pope Benedict, one focus of the public church was an 
intellectual debate around the religion–reason dialectic. For instance, in 
the 2008 volume he coauthored with philosopher Jürgen Habermas, 
Dialectics of Secularization: On Reason and Religion, Benedict powerfully 
examines the ongoing role of religion in public life in a secular age, in a 
mostly intellectual, abstract way. For his part, Pope Francis brings a more 
practical understanding of the role of the church in the town square. Given 
the complexities of our time, including economic injustices, bruising cul-
tural “wars” over, for example, abortion and marriage, and other difficul-
ties associated with modernity, Francis describes a wounded world, with 
many people calling out for help. He therefore evokes a public image of 
the church “as a field hospital, where treatment is given to those most 
wounded.”30 As such, he manages to confront questions of the church and 
modernity, not with abstract arguments, but by instead focusing attention 
on the horrific and real conditions of the poor and the marginalized, which 
are a historical legacy of unjust economic systems in the present. For 
Francis, the concrete problems of poverty, economic oppression, and 
social marginalization trump intellectual debates and require immediate 
action: praxis over theory. His own words explain his view that political 
activism is essential:

None of us can say, ‘I have nothing to do with this, they govern. . . .’ No, 
no, I am responsible for their governance, and I have to do the best so that 
they govern well, and I have to do my best by participating in politics 
according to my ability. Politics, according to the Social Doctrine of the 
Church, is one of the highest forms of charity, because it serves the common 
good. I cannot wash my hands, eh? We all have to give something!31
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Like Aristotle, who offers a more empirically grounded philosophy than 
either Plato or Socrates, Pope Francis also tends to be more pragmatic 
than Pope Benedict, his immediate predecessor.32 Cardinal Pietro Parolin, 
the Vatican’s secretary of state, specifically noted the parallel between 
Pope Francis and Aristotle—as well as Thomas Aquinas and the medieval 
scholastics—arguing that we must move beyond the idea of economics as 
an abstract science and instead return to the human dimension of eco-
nomic activity, noting that “economic theory and policy are thus primarily 
‘practical’, subordinated to the life of the pólis and morality, and meant to 
be directed by the virtues of justice and prudence.”33 If people are suffer-
ing in the town square, then the church needs to be a place for both mate-
rial support and spiritual healing. The church is therefore not a place for 
blame, judgment, or abstract theories, but rather, just like a hospital—
where doctors and nurses do not blame the infirm for being sick—priests, 
nuns, and the faithful must work to help heal all the sick, whether they 
hold traditional or progressive views. For Pope Francis, everything is con-
nected: just as economic activity must be linked to human flourishing, 
theological thinking must be coupled to a broader hermeneutical under-
standing of the human good. To that point, Habermas’s insights are par-
ticularly apt: just as his work has deepened our understanding of how 
written accounts of religion are passed from generation to generation, 
Pope Francis invites each new generation—even those occupying the secu-
lar world—to pursue a moral life by enlivening it through works of service 
to the poor and the marginalized.34

As the chapters in this volume will demonstrate, Pope Francis actively 
introduces moral reasoning into policy dialogue and frequently applies his 
views to current hot button topics ranging from capital punishment, to 
LGBT rights, to the politics of climate change, and even tiptoeing into 
American electoral politics. In The Name of God is Mercy, Francis devotes 
an entire chapter around the idea that the world needs more shepherds, 
and not more lawyers and judges, noting that “sometimes, when Christians 
think like scholars of the law, their hearts extinguish that which the Holy 
Spirit lights up.”35 He also asks believers to avoid the temptation of 
becoming “armchair Catholics” and of adopting all the harsh judgments 
of others that such a condition implies; rather, he implores his flock to go 
to those in need, as “apostles on the go,” and to share Christianity’s posi-
tive message most generously.36 This emphasis, both on ministering to 
actual need and on approaching societal issues with generous openness, is 
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a defining feature of how Pope Francis leads the church in the town square. 
By his example, he is also providing government administrators, who may 
be losing sight of human need, with the perspective of a moral compass.

Francis is ambitious; however, this stance is transformative, not revolu-
tionary. There is aspiration in Francis’s moral advocacy, and his agenda 
goes past the personal to the public and political. He aims to provide a 
compass for individuals seeking a moral life, as well as direction to world 
leaders and their communities as they respond to the social and economic 
challenges of the twenty-first century. Pope Frances humanizes modernity—
humans are central, they are valuable, all people have a place, and humans 
are at the center of economies, globalization, climate change, consumer-
ism, and injustice. Furthermore, he repeatedly points out that one does 
not have to reject reason to have faith. He contends that both reason and 
science point to the human capacity to change and show compassion, and 
suggests that popular religiosity could be an antidote to the supposed 
nihilism of modernity and globalization. The next section briefly examines 
the capacity of the papacy to bring theology to policy.

The Pope and Politics: Moral Authority 
and Global Leadership

The Pope is perhaps the most widely recognized religious leader in the 
world. Given this position, what role can a pope play in the political 
debates of our time? What powers and capacities are available to engage 
the political realm? In 1935, Joseph Stalin famously asked, “And how 
many divisions has the pope?”37 According to the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, the Pope has complete and universal power over the 
entire Catholic Church, as “the Pope enjoys, by divine institution, 
supreme, full, immediate, and universal power in the care of souls.”38 
With 1.2 billion Catholics globally, this is a significant voice; daily mass is 
celebrated in nearly every country on the planet.39 Traditionally, the 
Catholic Church can petition the people and, in doing so, can indirectly 
influence governments and policy. Beyond the Catholic Church, the 
papacy holds a unique position. Most world leaders are a rather transient 
group and even those with charisma and a global agenda are only one of 
over 200 voices. There is always only one pope. This exclusive station 
enhances the ability for popes to command moral authority and engage 
in politics.40
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The individual characteristics of a pope, in terms of agenda and 
charisma, can also elevate the political capacities of a pope. This was the 
case of Pope John Paul II, who marshaled opposition to several commu-
nist governments, and many credit him with encouraging the Solidarity 
labor movement in the 1980s.41 Increasingly, in the last few decades, 
popes have tried to harvest their position to provide global moral author-
ity and help communities navigate times of war, poverty, and the evils of 
modern societies. For instance, Pope John XXIII embraced this role as 
“mother and teacher” to “all men of good will.”42

Mother and Teacher of all nations—such is the Catholic Church in the mind 
of her Founder, Jesus Christ; to hold the world in an embrace of love, that 
men, in every age, should find in her their own completeness in a higher order 
of living, and their ultimate salvation. She is “the pillar and ground of the 
truth.” To her was entrusted by her holy Founder the twofold task of giving 
life to her children and of teaching them and guiding them—both as indi-
viduals and as nations—with maternal care. Great is their dignity, a dignity 
which she has always guarded most zealously and held in the highest esteem.43

Similarity, through his moral teachings and social concern, Pope Francis 
clearly embraces a politically active papacy.

While the office holds the potential for global leadership, Francis has 
demonstrated that he can be an exceptionally prominent transformational 
leader. In part, this is a sign of the times in which he lives. As global media 
capacity has grown, so too have the informal powers of a pope. YouTube, 
Twitter, and Facebook provide new capacities—and indeed Pope Francis 
tweets (with over 1400 tweets and 32 million followers) and hosts his own 
YouTube channel.44 A pope can connect with millions with the simple 
click of a button, reaching far beyond individual congregations, Catholic 
communities, and traditional media outlets. Francis has clearly leveraged 
these resources. Within the United States, Francis holds significant sup-
port from US Catholics, with an 87 percent approval rating in January 
2017.45 As Fig. 1.1 demonstrates, in terms of non-Catholics in the United 
States, a little over half of white evangelical Protestants record a favorably 
rating; for those who are self-declared “atheist,” “agnostic,” or “nothing 
in particular,” over 70 percent have a favorable view of Pope Francis, while 
white mainline Protestants record a 72 percent favorable rating of Francis. 
Given this interfaith appeal and global platform, Pope Francis increases his 
potential to impact politics.
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Pope Francis’s effort at reframing political issues around morality has 
been both welcome and resisted. Figure 1.2 details the popularity of the 
last three popes in the United States based on surveys conducted by the 
Pew Research Center. It finds that Francis’s popularity averages in the 
high 80 percent range, which is higher than that of Pope Benedict, who 
averaged a popularity in the mid-70 percent range, but behind the 
immense popularity enjoyed by Pope John Paul II, who recorded over 90 
percent approval in the United States. One explanation for this variation is 
that although Francis has been embraced by progressives, traditionalists 
have been less enthusiastic about his unorthodox statements and man-
ner.46 This volume tries to further explore this tension through discussion 
of the two themes introduced above. While many hold a contrary view, 
Pope Francis does not waver from traditional Catholic Church doctrine. 
At the same time, he is unusual in his pragmatic and pastoral approach to 
leadership, as well as his transformative engagement with global political 
dialogues.
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The Volume: Thought, Words, and Deeds

In its entirety, this volume offers an original theoretical contribution by 
showing how theology meets politics, in both the scholarly conversation 
and in matters of global public policy. We are convinced that such a 
dialogue enriches both fields, deepens our shared vocabulary, and enables 
a more robust understanding of Pope Francis.

What does Pope Francis’s leadership approach mean for public policy 
and politics? Has he found a new way to bring Catholic doctrine into civic 
dialogue? What role do the Catholic Church and the Pope play today? Can 
theology help address global issues? The volume addresses these queries in 
several ways. Each of the chapters examines the complex and complicated 
aspects of Pope Francis, including his theological views and Jesuit roots; 
the issues of climate, the war on drugs, peacemaking, and the refugee cri-
sis; and how his message has resonated in the United Nations (UN), 
Europe, Asia (China, Vietnam, and India), and the Americas.

The first section of the volume, “Where Politics Meets Theology,” features 
chapters which examine how the theological background of Pope Francis 
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informs his views. To begin, Paul Manuel (Chap. 2) suggests ways that the 
field of moral theology might offer political scientists a vocabulary to 
meaningfully place the words and actions of Pope Francis in context. 
Thomas Massaro, S.J. (Chap. 3) discusses “the Jesuit angle” of the new 
Pope, which implies the “so what” question, of what difference it makes 
to Francis’s papacy, and the “timing” question, which implies both the 
past (why did it take so long for a Jesuit to become pope) and the present 
(the larger implications of his Jesuit identity, as well as the distinctiveness 
of his Jesuit vision for political positions). Next, James McHugh (Chap. 4) 
examines the contribution that the encyclical Laudato Si’ has made and 
the political conflict related to global climate change. Margaret MacLeish 
Mott (Chap. 5) tries to make sense of some of the pope’s statements in 
favor of abstinence in the so-called War on Drugs, and wonders how this 
message resonates with those less capable of following the path of avoid-
ing drugs. We finish the first part of the volume with a contribution from 
MaryAnne Borrelli (Chap. 6), who examines the frames embraced and 
imposed by national newspapers in the United States as they report and 
interpret the moral and political actions of a pope who expresses faith 
through the mundane as well as the spiritual, through politics as well as 
prayer.

The second part of the volume examines the global impact of Pope 
Francis, and includes chapters on the UN, the United States, Europe, 
China and Vietnam, India, Latin America, and the Syrian refugee crisis. It 
begins with a contribution by Alynna Lyon (Chap. 7), who looks at 
Francis as a global policy entrepreneur as he actively engaged the UN and 
other global policy venues advocating for the UN Sustainability 
Development Goals and the Paris Climate Change agreement in 2015. 
Her case study not only examines Francis’s activism, but also the conse-
quences and politicization of his messaging. The next few chapters explore 
how different regions of the world have responded to Pope Francis. Anne 
Marie Cammisa (Chap. 8) offers a policy analysis of Pope Francis’s 2015 
address to the US Congress. Elizabeth Carter (Chap. 9) follows with an 
assessment of Pope Francis as creatively bridging the gap between secular-
ism and Christianity in Europe, in terms of a renewed focus on economic 
justice. Christine Gustafson asks what difference does it make that Pope 
Francis is from Latin America (Chap. 10), with a focus on the socioeco-
nomic and political drama of the last five decades in that region, as well as 
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on the development of a distinctive pastoral mind-set (including a view of 
politics) among the highest leaders of the church in Latin America. 
Lawrence C. Reardon (Chap. 11) examines the rapport between the Vatican 
and China under Pope Francis, with particular focus on recent diplomatic 
meetings signaling the birth of a significant new understanding between 
them, and on the special role of Cardinal Parolin, the secretary of state. 
John Chathanatt, S.J. (Chap. 12) looks at both the theological and political 
challenges of the theology of Pope Francis in India, as well as the Indian 
response to Francis. The volume finishes with an examination of how Pope 
Francis has responded to the Syrian refugee crisis. Tara Carr-Lemke and 
Miguel Glatzer (Chap. 13) examine the many ways that Pope Francis coun-
ters contemporary anti-immigrant sentiment through his rhetoric, writing, 
and symbolic actions, reimagining traditional attitudes toward migrants—
certainly a fitting concluding chapter on how theology and politics interact 
globally under Pope Francis.

Pope Francis offers the church a dynamic and powerful new leadership 
style. He holds a commitment to serving the poor, upholds the tenets of 
Vatican II and the theology of the people, and rejects neo-Marxism. He 
has placed an increased emphasis on interfaith dialogues, a humble, more 
accessible papacy, and greater engagement and outreach with all people—
all with the simple joy of a follower of Christ. In the words of Father 
Carlos Galli:

Joy and peace. Joy is the key to his pontificate. He insists on it in his three 
major documents—“Evangelii Gaudium,” “Laudato Si’ ” and “Amoris 
Laetitia”—and in his talk to the 36th General Congregation of the Jesuits. 
This insistence on joy is an underlying theme of contemporary Catholicism, 
starting with John XXIII’s address at the opening of Vatican II and that coun-
cil’s document on the church in the modern world, “Gaudium et Spes.”47

With joy, and without changing any church doctrine, Pope Francis has 
unsettled the traditional understanding of religion and politics as he tries 
to engage all people of good will into a variety of conversations in a way 
unimaginable under prior popes.

In toto, the chapters in this volume examine the ancient relationship 
between theology and politics—traditionally understood as public policy 
supporting the common good—in terms of the scrambled progressive and 
conservative categories of his papacy, and, as such, offer us a novel way to 
understand Pope Francis.

  A. J. LYON ET AL.
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CHAPTER 2

How the Theological Priorities of Pope 
Francis Inform His Policy Goals

Paul Christopher Manuel

P. C. Manuel (*) 
American University, Washington, DC, USA

As discussed in the introduction of this volume, social scientists trying to 
make sense of the complicated and confusing papacy of Francis face an 
array of conceptual difficulties. Being There, a 1979 comedy drama star-
ring Peter Sellers, offers a valuable cautionary tale.1 The film introduces 
the fascinating character of Chance the gardener, a middle-aged man who 
spends his days tending to the garden at a large Washington, DC, estate. 
When the owner dies, Chance is forced to leave the only home he has ever 
known. As the story unfolds, Chance ends up meeting many influential 
people, who begin to project upon him their hopes and expectations. Each 
character in the film interprets Chance in the way he or she wants him to 
be, without bothering to understand who he is, how he thinks, and what 
he is talking about. Nobody takes the time to get to know and truly under-
stand him. The film therefore cautions us to be careful to take the time to 
listen to each other before we jump to conclusions based on half-truths or 
preconceived notions.

A similar problem applies to the way some observers talk about Pope 
Francis; some have even suspected that Pope Francis holds neo-Marxist 
inclinations.2 This chapter tries to correct such misconceptions, and 
instead move toward a more robust comprehension of how theology 
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informs his policy goals. To that end, it will review the main priorities of 
his papacy, which are derived from the Argentine theology of the people, 
and subsequently detailed in his 2013 apostolic exhortation Evangelii 
Gaudium. This chapter also suggests that the field of moral theology 
offers social scientists a novel vocabulary to dialog about how Pope Francis 
sees, understands, and prioritizes his papacy.

The Theology of the People

As the first pope from Latin America, Pope Francis has based the priorities 
of his papacy around the main tenets of the “Argentine theology of the 
people”—a term, according to Jesuit Juan Carlos Scannone, possibly derived 
from the “Argentine school of popular pastoral theology,” attributed to 
Joaquin Luco Alliende.3 Claudio Remeseria notes that the Argentinian the-
ology of the people has also been referred to in various ways: as the national-
popular line of liberation theology, theology of the popular pastoral, and the 
theology of culture.4 This reformist theological approach emerged from the 
documents approved at the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), particu-
larly Gaudium et Spes, which discussed the role of the church in the world, 
as well as the discussions around liberation theology that took place at the 
meetings of the Council of Latin American Bishops [Consejo Episcopal 
Latinoamericano, CELAM] at Medellin, Colombia (1968) and Puebla, 
Mexico (1979).5 In his seminal article, “Pope Francis and the Theology of 
the People,” Juan Carlos Scannone, who was the Pope’s teacher, citing 
Peruvian priest and liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez, argues that the 
Argentine theology of the people is “a current with its own characteristics 
(rasgos propios) within Liberation Theology.”6 The Latin American bishops 
have focused much of their theological work over the last 50 years on speci-
fying both the unjust economic systems that lead to much suffering, pov-
erty, social marginalization, and displacement and the concrete steps 
required to alleviate the suffering.7 Christine Gustafson’s chapter in this 
volume also examines this issue.

The final documents from the 2007 meeting of the Latin American bish-
ops in Aparecida, Brazil, respond to these needs. Then known as Cardinal 
Jorge Mario Bergoglio, Francis, with Carlos Maria Galli, authored the final 
documents of that 2007 meeting.8 Ernesto Cavassa contends that “Aparecida 
was not just another event,” because it recognized “the maturation of the 
church in Latin America after the Second Vatican Council,”9 and “Aparecida 
repeated a style and highlighted some issues that have been part of the 
church’s identity since the first CELAM meeting in Medellin in 1968.”10
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The basic idea of the theology of the people is bottom-up: that the 
honest and sincere love of God practiced by people at the local level might 
inform the theological understanding and religious behavior of the global 
church. The echoes of this theological approach may be traced back to the 
early days of Spanish and Portuguese colonialization: for instance, the 
sixteenth-century Dominicans Bartolomé de Las Casas of Spain and 
Fernando Oliveira of Portugal both condemned the treatment of indige-
nous peoples by the Spanish and Portuguese authorities.11 Five hundred 
years later, poverty and marginalization continue to plague Latin America 
and the global South and demand concrete action; the theology of the 
people is a contemporary spiritual and practical response to the ongoing 
challenges of spiritual despondency, economic oppression, social margin-
alization, and dialogue with other faith traditions. Pope Francis had iden-
tified these areas as key priorities for his pastoral work in Argentina as early 
as the 1970s.12 They were subsequently developed for close to 40 years, 
and eventually took form in Evangelii Gaudium.13

An important work describing the main tenets of the theology of the 
people, and providing insight into the papal priories under Francis, was 
published in Italy in 2015. Called Introduzione alla teologia del popolo: 
Profilo spirituale e teologico di Rafael Tello [Introduction to the Theology of 
the People: A Theological and Spiritual Profile of Rafael Tello],14 it features 
an introduction by Pope Francis, which had been originally composed in 
2012 when he was still the Cardinal of Buenos Aires. Francis commented 
on the evolution of the theology of the people, as he praised the theologi-
cal contribution of Rafael Tello to its development.15

Combined, Aparecida and the Introduzione alla teologia del popolo set 
forth some of the basic principles of the theology of the people, includ-
ing the appreciation of diverse cultural realities, the obligation to pro-
mote the well-being of the poorest in any given society, and the 
development of practical solutions to varied economic, social, and spiri-
tual problems.16 This approach rejects neo-Marxist libertine atheistic 
understandings; rather, in its call for the development of a poor church 
for the poor, it emphasizes the need to place Christ—who lived among 
the poor and the socially marginalized—at the center of all activities.17 
As such, the theology of the people was viewed among Argentinian 
theologians as acceptable alternative to more radical liberation theo-
logical approaches elsewhere in Latin America. To that point, Andrea 
Gagliarducci aptly notes that “while radical liberation theologians looked 
to Marxist, immanentist interpretations of the Gospel, theology of the 
people was founded on common people’s culture and devotion, including 
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their spirituality and sense of justice.”18 Likewise, Carlos Maria Galli 
argued at an April 2016 lecture at the School of Theology and Ministry 
at Boston College, at a forum on the Latin American Intellectual Roots 
of Pope Francis’s Pontificate, that “Aparecida, a theology that Francis 
once helped define, . . . now defines his papacy.”19 Juan Scannone 
observes that “[the theology of the people] began in Argentina and then 
was taken to Rome by the Synod. There Paul VI deepened it, before it 
was taken up in Puebla and further enriched at Aparecida (2007). Now 
it returns to Rome with Pope Francis, who has helped it flourish, to the 
enrichment of the universal church.”20 The approach clearly influenced 
the 2013 apostolic exhortation Evangelii Gaudium [the Joy of the 
Gospel], where Francis argues, among other important points, that “the 
need to resolve the structural causes of poverty cannot be delayed . . . . 
because society needs to be cured of a sickness which is weakening it.”21 
The focus on the poor is central to this papacy.

Evangelii Gaudium and the Four Bergoglian Priorities

At a March 27, 2017, Georgetown University panel discussion entitled 
“The Francis Factor, After Four Years,” Archbishop Christophe Pierre, the 
Papal Nuncio, pointed out that Pope Francis believes that the “church is 
in the business of evangelization.”22 However, his understanding of evan-
gelization, and hence the business of the church, might be a source of 
confusion for observers. “To evangelize,” according to Merriam-Webster, 
means “to preach the gospel,” or “to convert to Christianity.”23 For their 
part, the US Conference of Catholic Bishops define “evangelization,” fol-
lowing Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi [On Evangelization in the 
Modern World], as “bringing the Good News of Jesus into every human 
situation and seeking to convert individuals and society by the divine 
power of the Gospel itself.”24 Both of these definitions provide a general 
understanding of the work of the church, but they do not capture how 
Francis sees, understands, and prioritizes his papacy.

For answers, we would do well to start with his namesake, Saint Francis 
of Assisi. Shane Macedonio, in Rise: The Harvard College Leadership 
Review, astutely notes that “by choosing the name Francis after St. Francis 
of Assisi, the Pope revealed his intention to promote simplicity, the 
protection of the poor, humility, and most importantly, the rebuilding of 
the Church.”25 Similarly, a quote attributed to Saint Francis is that his fol-
lowers ought to “preach the gospel at all times; when necessary, use 
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words.” Putting aside the question of whether he actually said it, those 
words nonetheless bring us to a rich idea of how Pope Francis envisions 
the business of the church: he prioritizes action over words (Fig. 2.1).

Francis frames his priorities as pope around the fascinating image of a 
polyhedron,26 defined by Merriam-Webster as “a solid formed by plane 
faces.”27 The pope writes in Evangelii Gaudium that “here our model is 
. . . the polyhedron, which reflects the convergence of all its parts, each of 
which preserves its distinctiveness . . . it is the sum total of persons within 
a society which pursues the common good, which truly has a place for 
everyone.”28 As such, this image directly leads to the notion of community 
obligations. Gerald Schlabach explains, “Both a sphere and a polyhedron 
can serve as metaphors for human equality, but the first is individualistic 
and the second is communal. While a sphere seems to offer perfect equi-
distance from the center, the egalitarian justice of a sphere is deceptive, for 
its cost is the globalized smoothing out of all cultural differences. A poly-
hedron, in contrast, offers the image of a richer justice of equality through 
participation in local cultures that have not lost their distinctiveness.”29

As such, the polyhedron provides a useful context of the main Bergoglian 
priorities, which are intended to engage the church, and indeed all people 
of good will, to look beyond the small things and onto a larger conversa-
tion on how to improve the human condition. As Francis argues, “The 
church sometimes has locked itself up in small things, in small-minded 
rules.”30 By using the polyhedron image, the pope is trying to move the 
church away from a narrow application of rules, and instead on to his larger 
priorities around the issues of community building and social solidarity.

There are, of course, many issues that require Francis’s attention. The day 
after his election as pope, Michael Hirst usefully listed a number of priorities 
facing him, including the management of the Vatican bureaucracy, dealing 

Fig. 2.1  A polyhedron
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with the sex abuse scandal, revisiting the role of women in the church, fewer 
people participating in the life of the church, and decline in the number of 
priests.31 Also, and as Austen Ivereigh reminds us in his important work, The 
Great Reformer: Francis and the Making of a Radical Pope, the main priori-
ties while he was in Argentina were around the questions of spiritual worldli-
ness, the poor, politics, education, and dialogue with other faiths.32 These 
remained his main priorities as pope, and they gained global salience with the 
issuance of Evangelii Gaudium.33

Juan Scannone contends that four main priorities inform his papacy. As 
listed in Box 2.1, these priorities are certainly consistent with his theologi-
cal understandings and approach to ministry during his years in Argentina, 
but have taken a more innovative form. They include “time is greater than 
space,” “unity over conflict,” “concrete realities over abstract ideas,” and 
“the superiority of the whole over the parts.”34 These are certainly pon-
derous terms; simultaneously intriguing and confusing. Through them, 
however, Francis connects his theological principals with the practical 
challenges of a world characterized by huge gaps between the haves and 
the have not’s. In a word, these priorities bring Francis from theory to 
praxis. Let us briefly examine each.

First Priority: Time Is Greater Than Space

The first priority is predicated on the idea that people should be more 
concerned with using their God-given gifts to serve humankind, rather 
than being narrowly focused on personal gain and comfort. The “time” 
spent on helping others is much greater than the “space” they occupy, be 
it the title they carry, or the office they hold. The pope wants people to 

Box 2.1 The Four Bergoglian Priorities

	1.	Time is greater than space (EG 222–25)
	2.	Unity prevails over conflict (EG 226–30)
	3.	Realities are more important than ideas (EG 231–33)
	4.	The whole is greater than the part (EG 234–37)

Source: Evangelii Gaudium, Chapter 4, Part III, “The common 
good and peace in society” [217–37]. They were dubbed “priori-
ties” by Juan Carlos Scannone, “Pope Francis and the Theology of 
the people,” Theological Studies, 127–30.
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think beyond the narrow confines of the so-called corporate ladder and, 
instead, identify and develop their talents to enrich those around them, in 
the present; such good works could then reverberate into the future. From 
this perspective, “time” is an open, never-ending possibility, always reach-
ing into the future, and connects our work to the Almighty, who exists 
outside of time as we know it. “Time” is also much greater than “space,” 
which is bound to a particular moment, and could lead us to prioritize 
inappropriate goals in life.

Most importantly, the pope asks people to prioritize their work in the 
current moment to advance the condition of generations of yet-to-be 
born human beings. As he stated in his July 27, 2013, address to the 
Brazilian bishops: “The church’s legacy is transmitted through witness.”35 
However, immediate material concerns often distract people, who lose 
sight of what is truly important. Cognizant of that danger, Pope Francis 
wrote that “sometimes I wonder if there are people in today’s world who 
are really concerned about generating processes of people-building, as 
opposed to obtaining immediate results which yield easy, quick short-term 
political gains, but do not enhance human fullness.”36 The inordinate 
desire for money is an age-old problem, which has the potential to damage 
both the individual as well as society.

A focus on the problem of inordinate attachments to things of this 
world brings us to the crux of this priority: “Time is greater than space.” 
Desires for money, prestige, and power have deceived people since the 
birth of civilization; this problem remains deeply rooted in society. One 
example of how this problem expresses itself can be found in an important 
2006 study by Donald McCabe, Kenneth Butterfield, and Linda Treviño 
on cheating in schools. They found that the desire for success, based on a 
me-first “culture of greed,” has rendered business students more likely to 
cheat than others.37 More recently, their 2017 book Cheating in College: 
Why Students Do It and What Educators Can Do about It studies how 
group think might lead to dishonest behavior for personal gain.38 This 
work is in harmony with the Pope’s concern for the future of society: 
What will the future look like if our young leaders continue to engage in 
unethical behavior for short-term personal gain?

This problem also extends to the larger global context, where the gap 
between rich and poor is growing. A 2016 report by the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) finds an increase in 
global wealth disparity, between the haves and the have-nots.39 The pope’s 
teaching is that becoming powerful and wealthy, although a common recipe 

  HOW THE THEOLOGICAL PRIORITIES OF POPE FRANCIS INFORM HIS… 



30 

for success, is deceptive and has the potential of distancing the individual 
from God. As a remedy to that danger, this first priority, then, encourages a 
move away from inordinate desires of status, office, power, or money, and 
instead on to helping others.

As Pope, Francis serves as the Vicar of Christ and teaches his flock to 
live as Christ lived. He warns against any materialist economic system—
capitalism or communism—that favors status, power, and wealth over 
social solidarity, and therefore moves people away from God.40 Francis 
notes, “Whenever our interior life becomes caught up in its own interests 
and concerns, there is no longer room for others, no place for the poor. 
God’s voice is no longer heard, the quiet joy of his love is no longer felt, 
and the desire to do good fades.”41 This leads to the theological under-
standing that public policy should be based on both a historical and a 
Christocentric anthropology—to find Jesus in all work, places, and activi-
ties, whatever one’s role.

Francis calls for a poor church that will serve the poor precisely because 
a divorce from transient material things is the clearest path to God. We can 
find this priority expressed throughout Evangelii Gaudium—with its 
emphasis on accompanying the poor through their daily struggles. As 
such, Francis prioritizes action, or praxis, in history; that the good works 
one generation accomplishes might reverberate well into the future.42 As 
such, this first priority is a pastoral concern to be faithful to the Gospel, 
and certainly not an appeal to an atheistic Marxist ideology.

Second Priority: Unity Over Conflict

The controlling idea behind the second priority is theological, derived from 
Matthew 5: 9: “Blessed are the peacemakers.” The issue of conflict between 
people and nations is as challenging today as it was 2000 years ago. As we 
gaze around the contemporary world, it is difficult to find any place devoid 
of war. In 2017, Foreign Policy Magazine reports that among the most 
troubling areas are Syria, Iraq, Turkey, Yemen, the Greater Sahel and Lake 
Chad Basin, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, South Sudan, 
Afghanistan, Myanmar, Ukraine, and Mexico.43 Correspondingly, the 
Center for Preventive Action at the Council for Foreign Relations Global 
produces a Conflict Tracker, with similar results.44 Many other organiza-
tions also keep track of the innumerous conflicts in the world. Indeed, in 
Chap. 13 of this very volume, Tara Carr-Lemke and Miguel Glatzer exam-
ine this problem as it relates to global migration and the refugee crisis. 
Conflict among peoples and nations remains a major global problem.
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This second priority responds to that problem. It asks people to move 
toward a resolution of conflict through open dialogue. Pope Francis seeks 
a world in which people, and countries, willingly acknowledge their differ-
ences, and then engage in open and honest dialog, to identify the causes 
of the conflict and possibly to move toward a resolution.45 He envisions 
that a resolution would be positive for all involved, “This principle, drawn 
from the Gospel, reminds us that Christ has made all things one in himself 
. . . the sign of this unity and reconciliation of all things in him is peace. 
Christ ‘is our peace’.”46

Theological reflections such as these are often considered to be naïve, 
simplistic, unsophisticated, and unworkable in the real world replete with 
nuclear weapons, bands of armed terrorists, drug lords, and other dangers. 
However, the pope is not working from the same playbook as political 
leaders. His priority is to help move people away from conflict and vio-
lence, and on to a peaceful, cooperative world.

Third Priority: Concrete Realities Are More  
Important Than Ideas

The third priority is a central organizing principle of his papacy and brings 
us to the idea of the historical Christ. Given Pope Francis’s conviction that 
God took the human form of Jesus Christ at a precise place and time in 
human history, he prefers concrete realities over abstract ideas.47 Rather 
than view grace and sin as mere abstract concepts, the pope argues that 
Christians, and all people of good will, should identify ways to live accord-
ing to God’s commandments, in this time and in this place. As he says, 
“Being a Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but 
the encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and 
a decisive direction.”48

To that point, the noteworthy Brazilian liberation theologian Antonio 
Moser points out that any discussion about moral theology in Latin 
America must start with the historical Christ.49 For him, this starting point 
leads to a very accessible and practical theology, that connects our beliefs 
to our actions, and demands that we act accordingly: “God’s heart has a 
special place for the poor, so much so that he himself became poor.”50 As 
evidenced by the Aparecida documents, and his apostolic exhortations, 
Pope Francis extends traditional Catholic notions of sin as acting in dishar-
mony with God, from a limited concern with moral sin (i.e., an individual 
in disharmony with God by disobeying His commandments), to also 
encompass the liberation theology idea of structural sin (i.e., any economic 
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system that distances people from God). For Francis, structural sin can be 
found in the concrete reality of economic structures that favor the rich at 
the expense of the poor or the marginalized, thereby breaking down natu-
ral solidarity among people. He has strived to focus attention on the need 
to address such systemic injustices in policy formation, especially as 
expressed by the preferential option for the poor.

In a 2013 interview, the Jesuit liberation theologian José Sobrino noted 
that although the words of Pope Francis about global poverty were very 
good, the real test would be in his actions—specifically, whether Francis 
does something about the dual problems of indifference from those who 
have, and oppression for those who have not.51 In this regard, one could 
argue that Pope Francis has performed reasonably well in the first few 
years of his papacy. Among other steps, pastoral and relief efforts for the 
poor are ongoing, as discussed elsewhere in this volume. Also, as Margaret 
Mott and MaryAnne Borrelli argue in their chapters, the pope has endeav-
ored to make the Catholic Church itself a more welcoming, open, and 
more just place for all.

Fourth Priority: The Whole Is Greater Than the Part

The fourth priority envisions the relationship between the local (parts) and 
the larger global community (whole) to be one of shared obligations.52 
This priority informed Pope Francis’s 2013 address to the Brazilian bish-
ops, in which he noted that “central bureaucracy is not sufficient; there is 
also a need for increased collegiality and solidarity,” implying greater par-
ticipation of local and regional elements.53 This priority infers the principle 
of subsidiarity, or the idea of moving decision-making from the center to 
the local levels.54 Pope Francis is committed to subsidiarity, noting that 
“we can work on a small scale, in our own neighborhood, but with a larger 
perspective . . . the global need not stifle, nor the particular prove barren.”55 
Nathan Schneider has insightfully observed that the Pope’s October 2015 
address to the American Congress touched on the idea of subsidiarity, 
whereby national and local levels share power and responsibility: “Mutual 
responsibility, I think, is the side of subsidiarity that Francis most meant to 
emphasize today. While conservatives and progressives in the United 
States have different social visions, and have the right to live their lives 
accordingly, they also have to cooperate for the good of all.”56

Shared responsibility between the whole and the parts is particularly 
significant in the increasingly globalized world. This notion is suggestive 
of the so-called glocal movement—a word that combines “global” with 
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“local.” The term originated in the business world to describe how prod-
ucts and best business practices from the larger world could be adapted to 
a local level (e.g., McDonald’s adapting its American menu to other coun-
tries, for instance serving wine in France)—and has since expanded to 
other fields.57 Sociologist Roland Robertson usefully defined the term 
“glocalization” to mean “the simultaneity—the co-presence—of both 
universalizing and particularizing.”58 Glocalization also speaks to the com-
plex challenges facing world leaders—the interrelationship between their 
countries and the larger world.59

Loosely applying the glocal idea to theology, one might argue that the 
local-to-central “bottom-up” moral reasoning could originate with pop-
ular piety and eventually move to the global church. Claudio Remeseira 
observes that “at the heart of this strategy is the celebration of popular 
faith as the pillar of evangelization — the preaching of God’s word and 
the conversion into true Christians.”60 To that point, the pope observed 
on the 100th anniversary of the start of the Marian apparitions in Fátima, 
Portugal, that “in Fátima the Virgin chose the innocent heart and the 
simplicity of little Francisco, Jacinta, and Lucia, as guardians of her mes-
sage. These children received it worthily, so to be recognized as reliable 
witnesses to the apparitions, and to become models of Christian life.”61 
Hence, according to Francis, the local experience of the three children in 
Fátima prompted a conversion in the larger global church; the children 
modeled a more perfect Christian life for believers around the world. In 
this case, the whole (global church) was enriched from the parts (local 
events at Fátima); whose contribution (popular religiosity and model of 
Christian life) was then recognized by the whole (several papal visits to 
Fátima). Pope Francis sees such a mutually enriching, local-global rela-
tionship, as a corrective to a stale and uniform centralized and secular-
ized world.62

Conclusion

As the above discussion indicates, the theology of the people helps to 
explain Pope Francis’s theological reasoning, his apostolic exhortations, 
and encyclicals, as well as the policy priorities of his papacy. Social scientists 
would do well to engage in a dialogue with moral theologians to better 
understand the papacy of Francis I. The four Bergoglian priorities are a 
good place to start the conversation precisely because they lead to a deeper 
understanding of how Pope Francis sees, understands, and prioritizes his 
actions, or how theology informs his policy goals.
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CHAPTER 3

The First Jesuit Pope: The Contribution 
of His Jesuit Charism to His Political Views

Thomas Massaro, S.J.

Though it may startle some casual observers, there is nothing new about 
a pope declaring, “A good Catholic meddles in politics,” as Pope Francis 
is fond of asserting.1 Nor will anybody paying close attention to the rein-
vigorated style and substantial enhancement of political engagement on 
the part of the Roman Catholic community throughout the world (espe-
cially since the close of the Second Vatican Council in 1965) be surprised 
to hear a pope calling politics “a lofty vocation.” Pope Francis dedicated a 
particularly spirited paragraph of his first major papal document (the 
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, or “Joy of the Gospel”) to the 
entreaty: “I ask God to give us more politicians capable of sincere and 
effective dialogue aimed at healing the deepest roots . . . of the evils in our 
world.”2 For centuries now, popes have been encouraging the application 
of sincere conscience and concerted energy in pursuit of the common 
good in political matters in  local, national, and international arenas. So 
what is new and noteworthy on this score in the papacy of Francis?

As the first Jesuit pope, Francis brings to the highest office in the 
Roman Catholic Church a distinctive background and set of social con-
cerns and priorities. Much of the Jesuit inheritance that informs his work 
as Universal Pastor exerts a direct bearing on how he views and how he 
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manages the vital relationship between religion and politics, in both the 
theoretical and more practical spheres. While later chapters of this volume 
will trace the implications of the theological and ethical commitments of 
Francis to specific issues and regions of the world, this chapter will focus 
on the ways that the pontiff ’s Jesuit background influences the style and 
substance of his political involvements on the world stage.

It will be important to avoid exaggerated claims, such as the simplistic 
notion that one’s identity as a member of the Society of Jesus completely 
determines his approaches to issues and strategies of action. Anyone who 
has met more than one Jesuit in his or her lifetime can readily testify that 
there is no cookie-cutter template or strict “party line” that we can expect 
every son of Saint Ignatius of Loyola to reflect—certainly not on issues that 
touch on the prudential judgments that apply in the complex arena of 
international politics. As one venerable quip runs, if you have met one 
Jesuit, you have met (just) one Jesuit. Another old saw attests: if you put 
three Jesuits in a room, you will soon have at least four opinions to sort 
out! Like any group of educated men, Jesuits defy easy categorization and 
reflect a wide variety of political and ecclesial viewpoints. In addition, any 
given Jesuit may well shift his overall stance, not to mention opinions on 
discrete issues of political importance, over the course of his Jesuit life. The 
major biographies of Jorge Mario Bergoglio,3 the Argentinian Jesuit who 
held many important positions in the Society of Jesus before becoming an 
auxiliary bishop, then Cardinal Archbishop of Buenos Aires, and eventually 
pope, all attest to noticeable evolutions (if not full-blown about-faces or 
conversions) in his approach to ecclesial and public affairs in the course of 
his remarkable career. In short, the fluid pluralism of Jesuit life rules out the 
adoption of any simple mono-causal model behind the political stances of 
Pope Francis (as they would regarding any world leader).

Does it make any difference at all, then, that Francis is a Jesuit? 
Absolutely so. While there are precious few things Francis has done since 
his accession to the chair of Saint Peter in 2013 that can be attributed 
solely to his identity as a Jesuit,4 we nevertheless are wise to scrutinize his 
decisions, initiatives, and overall style of leadership for evidence of the 
influence of his Jesuit background. Identifying the “Jesuit layer” or 
“Ignatian lens” of the papacy of Francis will shed much light on his work 
as a global actor, on those occasions “when theology and politics meet,” 
as this volume aspires to do. This chapter aims specifically to assist those 
less familiar with the finer points of Jesuit history and spirituality as they 
seek to appreciate how the “Jesuit DNA” of Pope Francis has shaped his 

  THOMAS MASSARO, S.J.



  43

“way of proceeding” (to introduce the first of many phrases below that 
have come to be associated with the Society of Jesus and its governance 
and ministries).

The papacy is an institution that exhibits a remarkable continuity 
between successive office-holders, who rarely repudiate the teachings or 
contributions of their predecessors. At the same time, recent history wit-
nesses undeniable innovations put into place by successive pontiffs. Every 
pope puts his own distinctive “spin” on the office and how it is executed, 
even as major points of Catholic doctrine and basic stances of the Catholic 
Church remain firmly in place over the long run. For example, the back-
ground of Saint John Paul II as a personalist philosopher and church 
leader in Communist-controlled Poland and the previous work of Benedict 
XVI as an academic theologian and official guardian of Catholic doctrine 
certainly affected their teachings and actions throughout the course of 
their respective papacies. Each left a distinctive legacy that reflects his per-
sonal history and particular concerns, on top of the overriding continuity 
that characterizes practically all the operations of Roman Catholicism, 
including its central administrative offices in Vatican City supervised by 
the Holy See.

Descriptions of the Roman Catholic Church, among the world’s oldest 
continuously operating institutions, often invoke the metaphor of an 
ocean liner: a large vessel whose sheer inertia presents an overwhelming 
challenge to anyone expecting to turn it on a dime. Yet even the largest 
ships do respond to a determined helmsman, one intent on steering the 
vessel on a certain path. Those seeking insight into the future course of 
such a ship certainly do well to pay attention to the identity and character 
of the person at the rudder, even to the point of speculating on the major 
influences on his or her priorities and current state of mind. As a global 
actor, the pope enjoys significant sway over a certain range of world events. 
Even while operating under significant constraints, a given pope plays a 
unique role in international political processes and outcomes, and it is well 
worth the effort of political scientists to discover and articulate “what 
makes the current pope tick.”

This chapter will be advancing the central thesis that the single most 
important influence on the papacy of Francis—the item that supplies the 
“spin” he places on his own papal leadership—is his Jesuit background. 
The Jesuit identity Francis brings to his office provides the unifying 
element both in the substance of his theological and ethical teachings and 
in the inspiration for his unique style of leadership in the church and world.
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Perhaps the best metaphor to capture this claim is one introduced by 
Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1150) in his De Consideratione: “Bibet 
de fonte putei sui primus ipse.” Translated from the original Latin as “We 
drink from our own wells,” this insight serves as the English title of the 
highly influential volume on Latin American spirituality by the man widely 
recognized as the “father of liberation theology,” Peruvian priest and 
visionary Gustavo Gutiérrez.5 While the context of the aphorism is specific 
to the people of Latin America (felicitously appropriate for present pur-
poses, as we assess the global political leadership of the first Latin American 
pope), the insight is straightforward and universal in relevance. Each of us 
draws from our own particular background in putting our own personal 
stamp on our actions and endeavors. To indulge in another metaphor, the 
fingerprints we leave on external matters display an indelible aspect that can 
readily be traced back to us and our initial formation.6 While everyone, 
over the course of a lifetime, naturally supplements the elements of his or 
her core identity with a variety of new influences, we carry within ourselves 
the concerns and commitments that have shaped us—the undeniable expe-
riences and appropriated values that remain etched in our consciousness.

Applying this dynamic to Pope Francis is a straightforward task, one 
made rather easy by transparent biographical facts and the pontiff ’s own 
personal testimony. Jorge Mario Bergoglio, an Argentinian-born youth 
whose family had migrated from Northern Italy, entered the Society of 
Jesus at age 21, underwent 15 years of Jesuit formation and held a series 
of important positions within the order, including as director of novices, 
rector of a major house of studies and Provincial superior. He lived in large 
apostolic communities of Jesuit priests and brothers continuously until 
being named a bishop at the age of 55. Like all members of religious con-
gregations who become bishops, Bergoglio at that point was released 
from his specifically Jesuit vows (as it would be a serious conflict of interest 
for a bishop to be under obedience to a religious superior other than the 
pope) and ceased to live in a Jesuit residence.

After being elected pope at the age of 76 (the first Jesuit ever7 and first 
member of any religious order to be elected pope since 1831), Francis 
faced repeated questions from interviewers about the significance of his 
Jesuit origins. His ready answers reflect ample awareness that his Jesuit 
identify remains at the core of his being and thinking—at least as impor-
tant in influencing his approach to world affairs as his identity as an 
Argentinian, his pastoral experience, or personal predilections, as difficult 
as these factors are to disaggregate. In an impromptu back-of-the-airplane 
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press conference on the return trip to Rome after the World Youth Day in 
Rio de Janeiro in July 2013, Francis encountered reporters who asked 
whether he still considers himself a Jesuit. He replied with a knowing 
smile: “I feel I am a Jesuit in my spirituality, in the spirituality of the 
Exercises, the spirituality that I have in my heart. I have not changed my 
spirituality, no. Francis, Franciscan, no. I feel Jesuit and I still think like a 
Jesuit.”8 Argentinian journalist and papal biographer Elisabetta Piqué 
(personally well acquainted with Bergoglio long before his election as 
pope) reports the same in her account of exclusive interviews with the 
newly elected Pope Francis.9

So, if the Jesuit identity and background of Pope Francis are indeed 
relevant to his performance in the papal office, it becomes important to 
identify and describe the chief aspects of Jesuit life that continue to exert 
influence on him, and specifically to assess how they might influence his 
behavior as a global political actor. What is there about being a Jesuit that 
might shape his commitments in the sphere of international political life? 
How does the inheritance of Jesuit history and life, the “well from which 
he drinks,” make him different from other popes?

Two key terms that arise immediately as we grapple with such questions 
are spirituality and (the only technical theological term in the title of this 
essay) charism. These words possess wide semantic fields (sometimes mad-
deningly so), and have come to be employed in theological circles in ways 
that are somewhat distinct from how they are utilized in common par-
lance. A spirituality is an overall way of being in relationship with the 
Deity or other elements of the nonmaterial realm. Spiritualities are often 
defined by specific texts, prayer techniques, and practices that inspire a 
distinctive way of religious life. The image of “a way” and even “a pil-
grim’s way” is a recurring motif within the work of those who study tradi-
tions of spirituality, within both Christianity and beyond.

The broadest definition of the word charism is a talent or power that is 
conferred and projected in a specific way. Political scientists will be most 
familiar with the way Max Weber, in seminal texts from about a century 
ago, described the functions of personal charisma and charismatic authority 
in contrast to other types of legal and rational authority. In religious circles 
in general, charism is understood as a power that has been conferred by 
God upon an individual and especially a spiritually inspired group who 
execute it for the good of the wider community. In Christianity, it is more 
specifically a gift of grace that is poured out from the Holy Spirit and rests 
upon both individuals and groups, who channel it in service to the Christian 
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community. Treated extensively in the letters of Saint Paul and derived 
from the Koine Greek word for both grace and gift, a charism is a God-
given power intended to be shared with others for the common good.

In the wake of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), congrega-
tions of consecrated men and women were encouraged to renew their 
own traditions and deepen their understanding and practice of their own 
charism—that is, the original inspiration and specific focus of their insti-
tute, whether monastic or actively apostolic in character. For hundreds of 
religious congregations of sisters, brothers, and priests, following the 
mandates of Vatican II’s Decree on the Adaptation and Renewal of 
Religious Life (the document Perfectae Caritatis)10 meant getting more 
deliberately in touch with the original visions of the men and women who 
founded and inspired these religious communities throughout the world. 
Not so much a call for returning to past practices as an exhortation to 
update customary ways of proceeding with a studied view of mission and 
original purpose, this mandate encouraged religious congregations to 
reaffirm their core identities and adapt to changing times and the needs of 
the modern church while remaining true to the original charism of each.

For Jesuits, the road of renewal naturally led back to the founder Saint 
Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), a Basque soldier and courtier whose 
conversion after a battlefield injury led him to capture his own profound 
religious experiences in a handbook that became the Spiritual Exercises. 
Jesuit renewal in the past 50 years has centered on forging a deeper under-
standing and updated practice of the Spiritual Exercises, as well as the 
Jesuit Constitutions, on which Ignatius labored in the final years of his life, 
once the fledgling Society of Jesus had won official papal approval and 
recognition in 1538. These two documents, supplemented by documents 
and decrees from the 36 General Congregations of the Society of Jesus 
that have been convened over nearly five centuries of Jesuit history, con-
stitute the very foundation of Jesuit spirituality.

For present purposes, it is crucial to note that Vatican II met during the 
very years when an Argentinian Jesuit named Jorge Mario Bergoglio was 
engaged in the philosophy and theology studies that prepared him for ordi-
nation to the priesthood (he was ordained in 1969, four years after the 
closing of the Council). The renewal of Jesuit spirituality was in full swing 
as Bergoglio was studying for the priesthood and as he served in his first 
full-time Jesuit posts, as novice director, professor of theology and provin-
cial in the 1970s and early 1980s—positions that required him to speak and 
write on the development of Jesuit spirituality for new and longer-term 
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members of his province of Argentina. Documents from that era in his life, 
including the texts of addresses he gave to fellow Jesuits, demonstrate deep 
engagement with many of the rich themes of Ignatian spirituality.11 The 
specific versions of these Jesuit themes that would be most familiar to 
Bergoglio then (and Pope Francis now) are the versions that emerged in 
the wake of Vatican II, as the renewal of the Jesuit charism reframed the 
content and reset the context of how Jesuit spirituality came to be under-
stood and interpreted.12

What follows is a brief sketch of five of those elements of the “Jesuit 
charism” which bear the greatest relevance to how Pope Francis views 
political life in general and how he understands and executes his role as a 
global political leader. Admittedly, there is an element of speculation in 
proposing any particular list of items as seminal for Pope Francis, as 
nobody can with confidence and without remainder “read the mind” of a 
world leader to reveal essential commitments and approaches. But on each 
item below, it would indeed be surprising if Pope Francis was not greatly 
influenced by these elements of his Jesuit inheritance, as he continues, 
admittedly with great creativity, to “drink from his own wells.”

First, the Jesuit charism is decidedly a spiritual orientation, as opposed to 
being in any way primarily materialistic in nature. Near the beginning of the 
text of the Spiritual Exercises, Saint Ignatius draws upon the content of 
innumerable versions of Christian catechisms to identify the overall purpose 
of life: “Man was created to praise, reverence and serve God, and thereby to 
save his soul. And the other things on the face of the earth were created for 
man’s sake, and to help him in following out the end for which he was cre-
ated.”13 These seminal sentences prioritize spiritual life over material prog-
ress without in any way denigrating the physical needs and well-being of 
people (or, arguably, nonhuman creation). This key paragraph of the found-
ing document of Jesuit spirituality also provides conceptual grounding for 
the Jesuit commitment to the virtue of spiritual detachment. Ignatius 
exhorts his readers and followers to practice a healthy indifference to material 
things (even states of affairs like health and sickness, good or bad reputa-
tion) that do not advance the state of one’s soul or the spiritual welfare of 
others whom they seek to assist along their own way to God.

This profound starting point most evidently leads Pope Francis (as it 
does all sincere and faithful adherents of Ignatian spirituality) to the 
simplicity of lifestyle for which he has become famous, to a desire for 
humble service rather than ostentation, and to a close identification with 
the poor and outcast of the world. As a young Jesuit, Bergoglio would 
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have meditated on this principle many times, including on his annual 
eight-day retreats and in 30-day silent retreats during his 1st and 15th year 
as a Jesuit. The call to prioritizing the spiritual over the material was rein-
forced by a requirement of frequent humble service among the poor and 
marginalized from the days of his novitiate, throughout his formation and 
beyond. As novice director, Bergoglio was himself responsible for super-
vising the customary Jesuit practice of engaging in “humble experiments” 
for many of his young charges, and he developed a reputation for relishing 
this kind of direct pastoral work among struggling urban and rural com-
munities in Argentina. Throughout his career, Bergoglio displayed a leg-
endary personal generosity to families in special need of material assistance 
and spiritual support, reflecting the principle of “gratuity of ministries” to 
which Ignatius (himself a man of extraordinary generosity) exhorted his 
confreres. The deep support of Pope Francis for the series of World 
Meetings of Popular Movements he has sponsored and convened as well 
as his evident enthusiasm for mingling with people of humble estate dur-
ing his travels abroad reflect this commitment to embrace the way of 
humility and closeness to the poor whenever possible. Against the criti-
cisms of certain papal detractors that his “popular touch” is somehow 
contrived, Francis exhibits a deep and genuine desire to be close to com-
mon folk and to know and share their humble condition. While it may be 
difficult to draw any firm conclusions about how this orientation of Jesuit 
spirituality directly affects Pope Francis in his global political activities, 
there is no question that an international political leader whose first instinct 
is to advance the spiritual as well as the material progress of under-
resourced people stands apart in many ways from ordinary leaders.

Second, the Jesuit charism consistently focuses one’s energy outside of 
oneself, for service rather than self-aggrandizement of any sort. Indeed, the 
phrase perhaps most commonly associated with the Society of Jesus is the 
overarching purpose that Saint Ignatius repeats many times in the text of 
the Jesuit Constitutions: “for the greater glory of God.” This signature 
marker of Jesuit identity and resolve leaves no room for unhealthy self-
regard. The follower of Ignatius is called to put aside all personal ambition, 
self-concern, and greed (“riches, honor, pride” in the idiom of the Spiritual 
Exercises) in order to engage in collective efforts to serve others. The Jesuit 
vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience that Bergoglio pronounced; the 
prayer for generosity of Saint Ignatius that Pope Francis has repeated 
throughout his lifetime; the prodigious efforts at asceticism and self-denial 
that have been required of him throughout his eventful life—all reflect an 
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affirmation and personal appropriation of an extraordinary self-mastery 
that Francis has practiced for decades. How does this Jesuit orientation 
toward service of others affect his global political leadership? Again, it is 
hard to identify specific decisions or issues, but featuring such an other-
directed leader does make a tangible difference to an institution. An anal-
ogy that will appeal to those familiar with Jesuit educational philosophy 
may help illustrate this point. Just as Jesuit educational institutions display 
a distinctive ethos (in comparison to parallel schools and universities lack-
ing such a strong service orientation in their mission definition) due to 
their operative goal of “forming men and women for others,” just so does 
the Vatican’s profile in world affairs reflect the core commitment to service 
embodied in its current leader.

Third, the Jesuit charism includes the practice of deep and sincere dis-
cernment, a spiritual practice described in Jesuit documents in the Latin 
phrase caritas discreta (or discerning love). Among the fresh themes that 
Ignatius brought to the Catholicism of his era was a dedication to listen-
ing—both to the interior movements in the hearts of his interlocutors and 
to developments in the larger world—that informs all good decisions. By 
paying patient attention to the way that the Holy Spirit speaks through 
individuals (their dreams and “holy desires”) and entire cultures (what 
would later be termed “the signs of the times”), the Ignatian listener com-
mits himself or herself to the arduous process of discovering the best path 
forward, indeed God’s compassionate will for the world. As a Jesuit in 
formation, Bergoglio developed distinctive methods for discernment 
within his own personal life: a dedication to daily prayer, examination of 
conscience, and other techniques to enhance self-awareness and foster 
sound decision-making. As a Jesuit superior, he learned how to employ 
the more specific tools that assist Jesuit governance and corporate discern-
ment, including an annual “account of conscience” (well described as “a 
frank dialogue of the heart”) that each Jesuit renders to his superior and 
that provides the raw material for leadership decisions.

The discernment process thus emerges as the nexus between the life of 
prayer and the life of action; the Jesuit commitment to good discernment 
is not surprisingly reflected in the signature Jesuit aspiration to remain 
simul in actione, contemplativus, or a contemplative in action. This dual 
regard for the interior life and external effectiveness quite evidently char-
acterizes the leadership of Pope Francis, accounting for the observation of 
many that he appears uniquely “comfortable in his own skin.” If he proj-
ects confidence in his demanding office, it is because this Jesuit pope trusts 
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in the discernment process that brought him thus far. Turning his back 
neither on the inner or outer dimensions of his somewhat paradoxical role 
as a spiritual leader within the global political landscape, Francis draws on 
the Ignatian heritage of deep spiritual discernment even as he faces many 
highly practical decisions.

Fourth, the Jesuit charism includes a signature commitment to “finding 
God in all things,” a telling phrase that has lent a highly constructive tenor 
to Jesuit efforts to dialogue with culture and secular learning in many lands 
and cultural contexts over several centuries. Because of its confidence in the 
coherence of faith and reason, Ignatian spirituality has been described as 
world-embracing, incarnational, and transformationalist. These labels quite 
accurately capture the Jesuit proclivity to trust that God’s purposes can be 
achieved precisely by engaging cultures and drawing out of them what is 
best and most coherent with gospel values. Within the sixteenth-century 
European context of their founding, the earliest Jesuits made great efforts 
to break down the animosities unleashed by the Protestant Reformation 
and founded schools dedicated to principles of Christian humanism and 
broad toleration. Their creative work in the arts and sciences of the time 
displayed their eagerness to resist the temptation of feeling in any way 
threatened by secular learning. Beyond Europe, their courageous participa-
tion in the age of exploration, colonization, and missionary expansion that 
forged a global Christianity reflected their keen desire to engage other 
cultures and religions. Starting with the great missionary Saint Francis 
Xavier, who paved the way for the creative evangelizing work of Matteo 
Ricci in China and Robert de Nobili in India, Jesuits have distinguished 
themselves as pioneers of enculturation—the project of adapting the mes-
sage of European-based Christianity to new contexts in respectful and sen-
sitive ways that welcome new dialogue partners into a respectful process of 
mutual discovery. Although no religious group can boast a perfect record 
of practicing consistently sensitive methods of evangelization since the era 
of global missions began in early modern times, the Society of Jesus has 
operated on the Ignatian premise that God is already actively present in 
those we encounter in new settings and to whom we owe great reverence.

As a Son of Ignatius, Pope Francis displays a deep commitment to 
respectful interreligious dialogue, building creatively upon both his own 
previous work with various faith leaders in Argentina and the fine example 
of his papal predecessors. If recent popes built bridges to other faith com-
munities, it appears that Francis intends to cross boldly over those same 
bridges, for example, in encouraging interfaith efforts to protect the natural 
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environment and combat climate change. His encyclical Laudato Si’ draws 
explicitly upon insights of several world religions and eagerly invites future 
ecological collaboration with people of all faiths. Francis describes this pri-
ority for limitless outreach as “the culture of encounter,” and it applies to 
political and diplomatic spheres as surely as it does to interreligious dia-
logue. From the Jesuit inheritance, Francis draws a profound openness to 
engagement in all areas of public life, displaying a willingness to approach 
anyone of good will and to reach out the hand of diplomacy in rather bold 
ways. Witness the back-channel brand of diplomacy (for which the Vatican 
is uniquely well positioned and often successful) that Francis eagerly 
employed in facilitating a breakthrough in Cuban–American relations in 
2014. Both Barack Obama and Raoul Castro attribute the rapid progress 
toward normalization of diplomatic relations between the two nations to 
the intervention of Pope Francis, whose knowledge of Latin American 
political affairs appears to have made a tangible difference. In the end, it 
would be most accurate to attribute the constructive developments we are 
witnessing to three factors: the personal qualities and priorities of Pope 
Francis himself, the long Jesuit heritage of dialogue that shaped him, and 
the unique position of the Holy See in the international community. Under 
the leadership of Francis, the Catholic Church definitively renounces any 
sort of defensive crouch and emerges as an especially promising partner in 
any coalition for constructive social change, such as for greater global social 
justice and conflict transformation.

The final phrase immediately above tips off the reader to the fifth and 
final element of the Jesuit charism to be treated here. Although it may not 
be as foundational within Jesuit spirituality or as closely associated with 
the work of the Society of Jesus today as the four themes above, the theme 
of peace and reconciliation is an essential legacy of Ignatian values that 
clearly inspires the papacy of Francis. As pope, Francis never misses an 
opportunity to advocate for disarmament and to publicize the urgent need 
for peaceful resolution of conflicts. To appreciate how central the theme of 
peace-building is within the Jesuit charism, it is helpful to recall that 
Ignatius Loyola was himself a soldier, a knight struck by a cannonball at 
the Battle of Pamplona in 1521. His subsequent conversion (while conva-
lescing for months in a sickbed in his family castle) to a new way of life 
included a renunciation of violence that was symbolized by his laying 
down his soldier’s sword before the Virgin of Montserrat in the Benedictine 
abbey located near a mountain peak in Basque territory, along his pil-
grim’s route to Jerusalem. Upon his ordination as a priest, he took up the 
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priestly mandate to serve as an agent of reconciliation for all—which he 
understood as not only spiritual reconciliation with God for individual 
penitents who might approach him in the confessional, but interparty rec-
onciliation on larger societal stages as well. Part Seven of the Jesuit 
Constitutions (which deal with the mission and ministries of the Society) 
explicitly mentions “the reconciliation of quarreling parties” as a key activ-
ity by which the new order may produce apostolic fruit and contribute to 
the progress of souls.14 Not only does peace-making recommend itself as 
a helpful component of any pastoral activity, but fostering social peace and 
resolving large-scale discord is a promising way to advance the common 
good and assist the poor, who invariably suffer most from internecine 
conflict and war.

It is no wonder that the early generations of Jesuits took up with such 
assiduous dedication the specialized ministry of serving as mediators and 
arbitrators in the local clan feuds that convulsed many villages in the Italian 
peninsula, among other places.15 The early Jesuits frequently worked with 
civic leaders to defuse the grudges and animosities that fueled simmering 
civil strife—a situation captured vividly by Shakespeare in his fictional por-
trayal of the feud between the Capulet and Montague families of Verona—
the backdrop for the tragedy Romeo and Juliet. While this ministry of 
reconciliation constituted hazardous duty for sixteenth-century Jesuits, it 
engaged their energies fully as an outward sign of their inner spiritual 
desire to share the peace of God promised in Scripture. Today we have 
more developed and primarily secular models of this variety of work, and 
we more often speak of peace-building or conflict transformation. In fact, 
these phrases quite aptly capture the efforts of Pope Francis in a number 
of famous instances (most notably, in Syria and the Israeli–Palestinian con-
flict) where he went to great lengths to promote peace in any way possible. 
By inviting world leaders to meet in prayer in the Vatican gardens, by 
speaking out against violence in all its forms, by presiding over solemn 
peace vigils in Saint Peter’s Square, and by using his Twitter feed to urge 
peaceful resolution of hostilities—Pope Francis is repeatedly enacting the 
Jesuit charism to foster peace and reconciliation among peoples.

This concludes the list of core political commitments evident in the 
Petrine ministry of Pope Francis that spring from the core Jesuit charism. 
It would be easy to compile a longer list of elements of Jesuit spirituality 
that have evidently influenced the leadership of Pope Francis in general, 
and specifically his political values and actions. Several additional candi-
dates for our attention are closely related to themes already treated above. 
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For example, from his Jesuit origins, he clearly derives an abiding passion 
for social justice, a priority of the Society of Jesus that imbues all its apos-
tolates in recent decades. It is significant that, as provincial superior in the 
mid-1970s, Bergoglio represented the province of Argentina at the Thirty-
Second General Congregation in Rome, a worldwide legislative meeting 
at which the Society of Jesus adopted a seminal document that recommit-
ted all Jesuits and their works to “the service of faith and the promotion 
of justice.”16 While it is undoubtedly true that all recent popes have spo-
ken eloquently and acted boldly to promote social justice, Francis brings 
to the table distinctive approaches to addressing proper social order, not 
to mention a wealth of administrative and direct pastoral experience in 
challenging social contexts that has most evidently shaped his political 
imagination.

Also lurking within the Jesuit background of Pope Francis is the potential 
influence of some well-articulated political theories pertaining to questions 
of power, legitimate authority, church and state relations, and the virtues 
associated with proper governance. No Jesuits have been more influential 
within the history of Christian political thought than two prominent con-
temporaries, the theologians Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621) and 
Francisco Suárez (1548–1617). Although space does not allow a full treat-
ment or assessment of their contributions to political theory, suffice it to 
say that their writings on the origins of political power and what would 
later be called popular sovereignty and social contract theory exerted great 
influence around the world, and especially where Jesuits settled and worked. 
Their treatises on politics were widely considered subversive, as they chal-
lenged received notions such as the legitimacy of absolutism and the divine 
right of kings. When the Jesuits reached South America and gradually (in 
fits and starts) set up the missionary ventures that came to be known as the 
Paraguay Reductions, some considered these settlements of the indigenous 
Guaraní peoples as miniature utopian experiments—communities modeled 
on the principles of participatory democracy (albeit a paternalistic version) 
outlined by Jesuit theorists Suárez and Bellarmine. An influential biogra-
phy of Pope Francis by Austen Ivereigh17 and a more recent monograph by 
political scientist Thomas Rourke18 propose that some of the “Jesuit DNA” 
of the reductions (eventually destroyed amidst violent colonial rivalry, as 
viewers of the motion picture The Mission will surely recall) not only lin-
gered in collective memory for centuries, but came to form part of the 
intellectual patrimony of Argentina. Here they influenced not only con-
temporary Jesuit thought but also the populist social democracy movement 
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known as Peronism (after mid-twentieth-century presidents Juan and 
Isabel Perón), which in turn influenced the political views of the young 
Jorge Mario Bergoglio (by his own admission, a one-time enthusiast for 
Peronism).

Assessing these matters, while beyond the scope of this chapter, is a 
worthy research agenda for anyone seeking a comprehensive understand-
ing of the political influences on the man we call Pope Francis. Similarly 
fascinating and worthwhile for purposes of political comprehension would 
be an evaluation of precisely how Francis routinely negotiates the bound-
aries of faith and politics, including how he actually regards liberation 
theology, especially in comparison with its distinctive Argentinian variant 
teología del pueblo, or theology of the people.19 Weighty topics like these 
relating to the papacy of Francis abound. The more we know about the 
intellectual and spiritual wells from which Pope Francis drinks, the more 
fully will we be able to appreciate the unique role that the first Jesuit pope 
plays as a global political actor.
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CHAPTER 4

Eternal Law and Environmental Policy: 
Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, and a Thomistic 

Approach to Climate Change

James T. McHugh

Climate change is, arguably, the most challenging global crisis of the early 
part of the twenty-first century. Thomistic thought, though more com-
monly associated with the reconciliation of medieval theology with ancient 
and modern philosophy, offers a more relevant approach to public policy 
than might, otherwise, be assumed, especially in areas related to the natu-
ral and physical sciences. A key to that relevance is the relatively neglected 
category of Thomistic thought known as the eternal law. That potential 
was revealed by the publication of Pope Francis’s encyclical on this subject 
and its related consequences, Laudato Si’.

The publication of this encyclical has made a significant contribution 
to the political conflict related to global climate change.1 That signifi-
cance is due to the moral authority that Pope Francis (formerly Jorge 
Maria Bergoglio) exercises among Roman Catholics, who constitute 
the largest Christian denomination and the world’s second largest reli-
gious denomination, just behind Sunni Islam. It also is significant 
because he studied and taught chemistry and, therefore, approaches his 
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position from a perspective that is grounded not only in Christian 
morality (which he links to the economic consequences of climate 
change) but also in scientific facts.2

This encyclical was created in response to the increasing evidence of a 
global crisis in relation to climate change. Pope Francis issued it both as an 
inspiration to members of the Church and as an appeal to people around 
the world. A particularly important target audience were political leaders, 
especially within industrial countries that have been especially responsible 
for creating the conditions that have contributed to the human-made ele-
ments of this crisis, such as the widespread use of fossil fuels and the habits 
of mass consumerism that have expanded that use. While many Catholics 
and other people appeared to be greatly encouraged by the Pope’s inter-
vention in this issue, other parties (especially certain politicians within the 
United States, including Catholic ones) expressed annoyance at the per-
ception that he was meddling in affairs that they argued are not strictly 
religious in nature. However, given the severely detrimental effect that 
global climate change has had, and is projected to have, upon the world’s 
population (especially the most impoverished and vulnerable ones), the 
Pope argued that his participation in the discourse on this subject was not 
only appropriate but morally imperative.

Theology and Philosophy

The approach that Pope Francis has adopted relating to his arguments 
within this encyclical provide, therefore, for an interesting and, arguably, 
effective overlap of religious and secular norms. In order to achieve that 
result, he appears to have embraced a theological tradition that has not 
often been embraced by religious leaders, particularly within Christianity. 
As a member of the Society of Jesus, Jorge Maria Bergoglio was strongly 
influenced by its emphasis upon critical learning and its relationship to 
faith. Pope Francis was inspired, directly, by various sources, particularly 
the early twentieth-century Italian-born priest and theologian Romano 
Guardini, whose approach to Church reform emphasized the desire to 
move beyond the ceremonial aspects of the faith toward an application of 
their meaning that would involve and transform the people who partici-
pate in them.3 Guardini warned against a negative effect upon modern 
society that technology and consumer culture could impose, especially 
when done without regard for its ultimate human cost.4 Pope Francis 
repeated that theme within the encyclical:
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105. There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means “an 
increase of ‘progress’ itself ”, an advance in “security, usefulness, welfare and 
vigour; … an assimilation of new values into the stream of culture”, as if 
reality, goodness and truth automatically flow from technological and eco-
nomic power as such. The fact is that “contemporary man has not been 
trained to use power well” because our immense technological development 
has not been accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values 
and conscience. Each age tends to have only a meagre awareness of its own 
limitations. It is possible that we do not grasp the gravity of the challenges 
now before us. “The risk is growing day by day that man will not use his 
power as he should”; in effect, “power is never considered in terms of the 
responsibility of choice which is inherent in freedom” since its “only norms 
are taken from alleged necessity, from either utility or security.” But human 
beings are not completely autonomous. Our freedom fades when it is 
handed over to the blind forces of the unconscious, of immediate needs, of 
self-interest, and of violence. In this sense, we stand naked and exposed in 
the face of our ever-increasing power, lacking the wherewithal to control it. 
We have certain superficial mechanisms, but we cannot claim to have a 
sound ethics, a culture and spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits 
and teaching clear-minded self-restraint.5

Given this direct influence of Guardini, the indirect influence of other 
notable thinkers, such as Plato, Saint Augustine of Hippo, and Friedrich 
Nietzsche, can also be inferred, if not directly cited, within the text.6 
Additional philosophical influences are also acknowledged within this 
encyclical, such as Paul Ricœur’s hermeneutical analysis of the relationship 
of the self to those phenomena that are found beyond the self.7 These 
ideas helped to shape a broader approach to social and economic justice 
that has come to characterize many of the attitudes expressed by Pope 
Francis, including within encyclicals such as Laudato Si’.

Other important influences include popular theological currents that 
surrounded Jorge Maria Bergoglio as a seminarian, priest, and bishop in 
Argentina. Those theological ideals could be identified as part of a broader 
Argentinian movement of the “theology of the people” that has drawn 
upon a variety of Latin American theological trends that emerged during 
the latter part of the twentieth century. That movement has emphasized 
Catholic social teaching in addressing the spiritual and physical needs of 
the poor.8 Within Argentina, that movement could be linked to the devel-
opment and suppression of Peronism, including its policies directed 
toward labor reform.9 Although the principles surrounding Juan Peron’s 
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politics of economic nationalism and social justice could seem inconsistent 
(and despite a strain of anti-clericalism within his policies), Peronism, its 
populism, and its social democratic policies that sought to alleviate condi-
tions of impoverishment and the good of all Argentinian classes comple-
mented Catholic social teaching in this area, including variations upon the 
broader movement of liberation theology.10

The relationship between a theology of the people and liberation theol-
ogy may have had a profound influence upon the ideals that would moti-
vate Pope Francis in areas such as environmental policy. Despite varied 
interpretations, different strains of liberation theology share a central goal 
of freeing disadvantaged people (especially the poor) from oppression in a 
manner consistent with the central message of the Gospels, including in 
terms of opposition to the sort of sinful behavior that contributes to pov-
erty and a lack of conditions associated with modern human rights. The 
theological teachings of Gustavo Gutiérrez have been particularly influen-
tial among Argentinian activists, including in terms of their emphasis upon 
praxis over doctrine in achieving practical as well as spiritual salvation for 
the people.11 Pope Francis’ emphasis upon “the faithful people” appears to 
reflect not only this influence but the way he would address areas of public 
policy that adversely and disproportionately affect the most vulnerable 
people of the planet.12

Yet this logical connection between the Gospels and public policy is also 
implicit in the methodology of Thomistic thought. That relationship could 
be identified in relation to the activism of Father Lucio Gera, who was a 
prominent Argentinian advocate for the poor and powerless during the 
early 2000s (when Pope Francis was serving as Archbishop of Buenos 
Aires) and who related the theology of the people to the priorities of then-
Cardinal Bergoglio’s emphasis upon urban ministries. That connection was 
expressed rhetorically through reference to the fictional character of Juan 
Pueblo who is identified with the common people and was the pen name 
that Gera used for a commentary written on the Second Vatican Council’s 
Pastoral Constitution for the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et 
spes.13 Additionally, Juan Pueblo has provided a link between the emotional 
and spiritual populism of the theology of the people with the formal and 
more intellectually driven theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas.

Puebla connects the religion of the people with sapiential knowledge, that 
is, a form of wisdom that does not replace scientific knowledge, but rather 
situates it, existentially, complements it, and confirms it. TP [theology of the 
people] considers sapiential knowledge to be crucial in mediating the faith 

  J. T. MCHUGH



  63

of the people and an inculturated theology. Pope Francis recognizes its 
importance when he talks about connatural knowledge, following not only 
Thomas Aquinas but also DP [Pueblo Document] and Gera.14

Laudato Si’ and Thomistic Thought
It is possible to find the influence of a theology of the people (including a 
strain of liberation theology) within Laudato Si’, especially in terms of the 
strong sentiments and concerns regarding the effect of climate change 
upon the neediest people of the planet. Nonetheless, the specific theologi-
cal arguments that are used to articulate the central thesis of this encyclical 
tend to reflect the formal training and education associated with Pope 
Francis’ Jesuit background.15 While the theology of the people may have 
provided a source of inspiration, a focus upon the principles of Thomistic 
thought appears to offer a particularly consistent rationale for its method-
ological approach and ultimate conclusions.

Therefore, the more prominent and universal theological influence for 
combining faith and reason within the sort of discourse that Laudato Si’ 
represents arguably is found within the writings of Saint Thomas Aquinas. 
Indeed, the principles expressed within that encyclical reveal a strong 
Thomistic influence, especially in terms of reconciling the teachings of the 
Church with the international policy implications of a call to address the 
potentially devastating environmental, political, and economic effects of 
climate change. Of course, the Thomistic influence upon the teaching and 
training of the Catholic Church has been profound for centuries. In certain 
respects, that influence identifies this encyclical as a conventional one.16

The discovery of works of Aristotle and other ancient philosophers that 
had been presumed to be lost, together with the influence of Arabic scholar-
ship (both of which had been bolstered through increased contact between 
Europe and the Middle East) and the writings of Roman jurists, all posed a 
challenge to church teachings during the latter centuries of the medieval 
period. By studying and adapting Aristotle’s methods and other traditions 
of thought (while leading away from Platonic methods), Saint Thomas 
Aquinas advanced the influence of scholasticism within Catholic theology 
and jurisprudence, simultaneously influencing Western secular (including 
political, legal, and scientific) thought in general.17 It is that heritage that 
has provided not only a philosophical basis for Catholic theology but also 
the opportunity for a religious leader such as Pope Francis to engage in a 
discourse with secular leaders and their respective publics concerning the 
economic, political, and cultural implications of environmental science.18
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Aquinas and the Eternal Law

However, a careful analysis of this encyclical suggests an influence from an 
area of Thomistic thought that has been far less understood, let alone 
invoked, than other Thomistic themes among theorists and Church lead-
ers. The eternal law is another of the four categories of law identified by 
Thomas Aquinas within the treatise on the law of the Summa Theologiae. 
It reflects an attempt to classify not only a fundamental source of moral 
guidance but, also, a foundational one as it is identified with the intrinsic 
relationship between God and the universe. In his response to the ques-
tion of whether or not necessary and eternal things are subject to the 
eternal law, Aquinas alluded to the inevitability of this law that ultimately 
transcends attempts to contravene it.

[T]he eternal law is the type of the Divine government. Consequently, 
whatever is subject to the Divine government, is subject to the eternal law: 
while if anything is not subject to the Divine government, neither is it sub-
ject to the eternal law. The application of this distinction may be gathered 
by looking around us. For those things are subject to human government, 
which can be done by man; but what pertains to the nature of man is not 
subject to human government; for instance, that he should have a soul, 
hands, or feet. Accordingly all that is in things created by God, whether it be 
contingent or necessary, is subject to the eternal law: while things pertaining 
to the Divine Nature or Essence are not subject to the eternal law, but are 
the eternal law itself.19

Therefore, even those actions that appear to be subject to the rational 
control of humans (such as the actions of government) remain, nonethe-
less, ultimately determined by the eternal law that God has established as 
a manifestation of divine will. It is, therefore, ultimately futile for humans 
and their governments to act in a manner that contradicts the eternal law, 
not because it is morally objectionable but because it cannot succeed. The 
only rational course of action is for humans to allow themselves to act in a 
manner that will direct them toward an end that is, indeed, inevitable. The 
only difference that may occur will be found within the intermediate con-
sequences, such as increased and unnecessary evil and suffering that may 
result from contradicting the workings of that eternal law.20

This interpretation of the eternal law has obvious and strong implica-
tions for the relationship between religious faith and scientific knowledge. 
Rather than deferring to an uncritical assumption that scientific theory 
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and observation must be faulty if it contradicts a reference found within 
scripture or some other religious source (such as the orbit of the earth 
around the sun, rather than the opposite cosmic relationship), Francis has 
embraced the position that scientific truth constitutes a manifestation of 
the will and nature of God.21 Therefore, contradiction of that scientific 
truth constitutes a contradiction of God’s universe, which is especially 
serious when it results in negative consequences for people and their 
planet. That interpretation reflects the Thomistic description of the eter-
nal law as an imprint of God’s will upon all of nature that cannot be altered 
by human reason, though humans can refer to it as a means of persuading 
other humans to act in accordance with it.

Consequently man cannot impose laws on irrational beings, however much 
they may be subject to him. But he can impose laws on rational beings sub-
ject to him, in so far as by his command or pronouncement of any kind, he 
imprints on their minds a rule which is a principle of action.

Now just as man, by such pronouncement, impresses a kind of inward prin-
ciple of action on the man that is subject to him, so God imprints on the 
whole of nature the principles of its proper actions. And so, in this way, God 
is said to command the whole of nature, according to Ps. 148:6: “He hath 
made a decree, and it shall not pass away.” And thus all actions and move-
ments of the whole of nature are subject to the eternal law. Consequently 
irrational creatures are subject to the eternal law, through being moved by 
Divine providence; but not, as rational creatures are, through understanding 
the Divine commandment.22

The capacity for humans to know and understand the world at all is tied 
to the doctrine that all things ultimately end in God.23 This aspect of 
Thomistic thought is connected to the principle of essence. In Thomistic 
scholarship, essence is a quality of being that eternally exists while esse 
refers to the act of participating in that essence.24 Only God is esse by rea-
son of his own essence; all other creatures must participate in that essence 
in order to achieve their own esse.25 That participation requires recognition 
of that essence, which is, itself, the eternal law. Therefore, for humans, 
ultimate fulfillment and happiness can occur only when they recognize 
and allow themselves to follow their role within the eternal law as God has 
established it.26 In other words, God is the eternal law while humans 
should be participants in it.27
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Now God, by His wisdom, is the Creator of all things in relation to which 
He stands as the artificer to the products of his art, as stated in the FP, 
Question [14], Article [8]. Moreover He governs all the acts and move-
ments that are to be found in each single creature, as was also stated in the 
FP, Question [103], Article [5]. Wherefore as the type of the Divine Wisdom, 
inasmuch as by It all things are created, has the character of art, exemplar or 
idea; so the type of Divine Wisdom, as moving all things to their due end, 
bears the character of law. Accordingly the eternal law is nothing else than 
the type of Divine Wisdom, as directing all actions and movements.28

Yet, a presumably different and more obviously relevant emphasis for this 
sort of Thomistic approach might, instead of eternal law, be natural law 
theory. The distinction between eternal law and natural law can, under-
standably, appear to be very subtle. But the important distinction can be 
found in terms of the relationship between the observation of truth and the 
action taken in response to that truth. This theoretical tradition predates 
Thomistic philosophy by many centuries and it has been expressed in many 
different variations, including an Aristotelian form that influenced 
Aquinas.29 It came to dominate Catholic thought, particularly in its empha-
sis upon the capacity of humans to recognize, and act upon, moral impera-
tives through the application of reason.30 Because the natural law directs 
human action (and serves as a reference for determining whether a particu-
lar human law is morally acceptable),31 its preferential application to the 
sort of theological arguments raised within a work such as Laudato Si’ is 
anticipated. That anticipation is especially relevant as it would provide a 
measure of the moral validity of policies and practices relating to the envi-
ronment and its repercussions.

Eternal law has been described as a “metaphysical explanation of the nat-
ural law.” It is based upon archetypes associated with the very consciousness 
of God that permeates the universe. It is explained in Thomistic thought in 
terms of the divine essence but it could also be explained in terms of evolu-
tionary principles that do not, necessarily, require a belief in God.32 It is 
bound, therefore, to the nature of the universe, itself, and serves as an 
expression of God as pure being and a “first principle” from which all cre-
ation ultimately emanates.33 Therefore, eternal law dominates the other 
Thomistic categories of law because it is the embodiment of the “highest 
truth.”34 It is also the ultimate source of causation that is bound to exis-
tence itself.35 Thus eternal law could be described as having a distinctly 
ontological character, serving as a metaphysical underpinning responsible for 
a physical and rational universe that operates according to logical and 
empirical principles, such as the natural and physical sciences reveal.
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From Eternal to Natural Law

But natural law, as it has evolved, generally (and especially within Catholic 
thought), is regarded as being complete only when both its ontological and 
its deontological characteristics are followed.36 The ontological characteris-
tics of natural law overlap with the eternal law because they share the same 
foundation of divine truth.37 It is the deontological characteristic in which 
the distinction is significant.38 Natural law prescribes a course of moral 
duty that follows the discovery of the essence of something.39 Eternal law 
is that essential something and its workings in itself.40 Consequently, eter-
nal law may be compatible with human freedom to operate with it or 
against it, though there will be consequences associated with the latter 
choice.41 The overlap between these two categories of law is not only 
understandable but it is actually suggested by Aquinas himself:

Wherefore, since all things subject to Divine providence are ruled and mea-
sured by the eternal law, as was stated above; it is evident that all things 
partake somewhat of the eternal law, in so far as, namely, from its being 
imprinted on them, they derive their respective inclinations to their proper 
acts and ends. Now among all others, the rational creature is subject to 
Divine providence in the most excellent way, in so far as it partakes of a share 
of providence, by being provident both for itself and for others. Wherefore 
it has a share of the Eternal Reason, whereby it has a natural inclination to 
its proper act and end: and this participation of the eternal law in the rational 
creature is called the natural law.42

So, because natural law has been a particularly strong focus of Catholic 
teaching for centuries, it would be understandable to assume that it would 
be prominent within this encyclical as well. After all, if a scientific truth has 
been identified with a moral truth, it would be rational to assume that it 
requires a positive response from humanity,43 especially those humans in a 
position of political authority who are best able to be effective in that 
response. In fact, Francis does make some general recommendations to 
the global community that do appear to reflect, somewhat, that sort of 
deontological command:

173. Enforceable international agreements are urgently needed, since local 
authorities are not always capable of effective intervention. Relations 
between states must be respectful of each other’s sovereignty, but must also 
lay down mutually agreed means of averting regional disasters which would 

  ETERNAL LAW AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY: POPE FRANCIS… 



68 

eventually affect everyone. Global regulatory norms are needed to impose 
obligations and prevent unacceptable actions, for example, when powerful 
companies or countries dump contaminated waste or offshore polluting 
industries in other countries.44

The encyclical offers criticism of the underlying economic contributions to 
climate change that certainly implies a deontological command that is con-
sistent with a natural law influence. In particular, Pope Francis targets the 
power of multinational corporations, especially in terms of an apparent lack 
of care for the harmful effects of climate change on the underprivileged 
states and people of the planet. In particular, he recommends the Thomistic 
principle of subsidiarity as a path toward establishing the common good45 
(which has been used as a guide for delegating the interpretation of policy 
through implementation from central to decentralized communities, par-
ticularly within a federal system46) as a strategy for addressing the implica-
tion of this crisis. It is in this area that Francis approaches the public policy 
implications of his moral teachings and warnings.

196. What happens with politics? Let us keep in mind the principle of sub-
sidiarity, which grants freedom to develop the capabilities present at every 
level of society, while also demanding a greater sense of responsibility for 
the common good from those who wield greater power. Today, it is the 
case that some economic sectors exercise more power than states them-
selves. But economics without politics cannot be justified, since this would 
make it impossible to favor other ways of handling the various aspects of 
the present crisis.47

Scholasticism, Scientific Truth, and Public Policy

Pope Francis is not unique in making a critical connection between 
Christian theology and environmental stewardship, including a mystical 
celebration of a “living cosmology.”48 This concept of environmental 
stewardship, thus, can be further understood as an expression of justice.49 
This cosmological thought of Thomas Aquinas has been related to a more 
specific concern for ecological ethics with the natural universe conceived 
as an extension of God and God’s divine plan.50 The natural universe from 
a Thomistic perspective is, therefore, understood to be a gift from God 
that should be treated with the appropriate gratitude and care that scien-
tific knowledge and reason may provide.51
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Ultimately, though, Francis avoids advocating specific courses of action, 
especially in terms of public policy prescriptions. Furthermore, he also 
appears to avoid an insistence on any particular response toward climate 
change. Instead, his emphasis is upon a recognition and acknowledgment of 
both the crisis and the empirical truths that cause and reveal this crisis. He 
appears to appeal to people in general and political leaders in particular to 
cease resisting this recognition and the subsequent struggle against nature. 
In other words, he appears to be extolling world leaders to allow themselves 
to participate in this universal, scientific truth, rather than continuing to 
resist it in a manner that, ultimately, cannot be sustained and will result in 
catastrophe as the natural world seeks its own resolution of these problems.

68. This responsibility for God’s earth means that human beings, endowed 
with intelligence, must respect the laws of nature and the delicate equilibria 
existing between the creatures of this world, for ‘he commanded and they 
were created; and he established them for ever and ever; he fixed their 
bounds and he set a law which cannot pass away’ (Ps 148:5b–6). The laws 
found in the Bible dwell on relationships, not only among individuals but 
also with other living beings.52

The approach that Pope Francis uses in Laudato Si’ reflects the reconcilia-
tion of science and theology that constituted the culmination of scholasti-
cism in the High Middle Ages.53 Saint Thomas Aquinas addressed the 
movement that was particularly notable within the University of Paris by 
successfully arguing that not only could the various scholarly disciplines be 
studied as discreet categories of learning but also they would prove to be 
complementary and, even, mutually reinforcing.54 Thus, Pope Francis pro-
motes the belief that science and religion are not mutually contradictory 
areas—scientific and religious truths are not in competition with each other 
but, instead, provide an outlet for revealing even more profound truths.

66. The creation accounts in the book of Genesis contain, in their own sym-
bolic and narrative language, profound teachings about human existence 
and its historical reality. They suggest that human life is grounded in three 
fundamental and closely intertwined relationships: with God, with our 
neighbor, and with the earth, itself. According to the Bible, these three vital 
relationships have been broken, both outwardly and within us.55

Clearly, that approach undermines any literalist interpretation of religious 
scripture (such as the creation stories of the Book of Genesis) and shifts the 

  ETERNAL LAW AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY: POPE FRANCIS… 



70 

responsibility for determining spiritual lessons toward an understanding of 
the moral lessons that scientific realities pose, especially when scientific 
developments have consequences for human society. The eternal law teaches 
that it is necessary for humans to participate in this reality and the first step 
is the recognition and acceptance of these universal truths of nature.

23. The climate is a common good, belonging to all and meant for all. At 
the global level, it is a complex system linked to many of the essential condi-
tions for human life. A very solid scientific consensus indicates that we are 
presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the climatic system.56

As a result of this recognition of the diverse consequences of climate 
change, it is necessary to consider this interdependence more closely. A 
willful failure to accept these truths represents, therefore, a potentially 
tragic resistance to participating in the eternal law. That level of under-
standing ultimately informs Francis’s overall message to world leaders and 
the human community in general.

25. Human beings, too, are creatures of this world, enjoying a right to life 
and happiness and endowed with unique dignity. So we cannot fail to con-
sider the effects on people’s lives of environmental deterioration, current 
models of development, and the throwaway culture.57

Again, Pope Francis cites these consequences but does not offer specific 
prescriptions. While decrying a culture of mass consumerism, he does not 
demand particular moral duties in response to that concern. In this way, 
his approach is not rooted in natural law because it lacks a clear deontologi-
cal element. Instead, it emphasizes consequences from a failure to under-
stand and accept the eternal law as science reveals it, thus warning of the 
collateral effect that such a failure will have upon the rest of creation. In 
other words, a failure to participate in one aspect of the universal order will 
result in disorder in other aspects of the universal order.

67. We are not God. The earth was here before us and it has been given to 
us. This allows us to respond to the charge that Judaeo-Christian thinking, 
on the basis of the Genesis account which grants man ‘dominion’ over the 
earth (cf. Gen 1:28), has encouraged the unbridled exploitation of nature by 
painting him as domineering and destructive by nature. This is not a correct 
interpretation of the Bible as understood by the Church.58
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This approach raises a question concerning the broader political purpose 
and efficacy of Laudato Si’. Technically, Pope Francis is a head of state for 
a sovereign (albeit tiny) country but his influence is not drawn from that 
position. The fact that he has avoided offering specific policy proposals 
and is not a participant in any treaty negotiations in this area underscores 
his more ambiguous role in international relations. In fact, his use of the 
eternal law as a foundation for his encyclical suggests that he is well aware 
of this limitation and, therefore, he is engaging, instead, in an act of public 
diplomacy. From that perspective, the recourse to eternal law appears to 
be an appropriate basis for this activity. Its one policy prescription is a call 
for a truly international solution to this crisis because, like the eternal law, 
climate change is not confined to a parochial source or effect.

164. Beginning in the middle of the last century and overcoming many dif-
ficulties, there has been a growing conviction that our planet is a homeland 
and that humanity is one people living in a common home. An interdepen-
dent world not only makes us more conscious of the negative effects of certain 
lifestyles and models of production and consumption which affect us all; more 
importantly, it motivates us to ensure that solutions are proposed from a 
global perspective, and not simply to defend the interests of a few countries.

173. Enforceable international agreements are urgently needed, since local 
authorities are not always capable of effective intervention. Relations 
between states must be respectful of each other’s sovereignty, but must also 
lay down mutually agreed means of averting regional disasters which would 
eventually affect everyone. Global regulatory norms are needed to impose 
obligations and prevent unacceptable actions, for example, when powerful 
companies or countries dump contaminated waste or offshore polluting 
industries in other countries.59

Rather than attempt to command a particular response to the crisis of 
climate change and its economic consequences, Pope Francis is providing 
a statement that affirms the scientific truth and the moral urgency of this 
issue. By presenting it as an essential truth that is bound to the nature of 
the universe, itself, he is challenging world leaders with an assessment that 
is grounded upon an inescapable reality, thus asserting that appropriate 
action is both obvious and inescapable. The only choice is whether to 
address it now or have it addressed for the world when the consequences 
of violating these truths are no longer avoidable.
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68. This responsibility for God’s earth means that human beings, endowed 
with intelligence, must respect the laws of nature and the delicate equilibria 
existing between the creatures of this world, for ‘he commanded and they 
were created; and he established them for ever and ever; he fixed their 
bounds and he set a law which cannot pass away’ (Ps 148:5b-6). The laws 
found in the Bible dwell on relationships, not only among individuals but 
also with other living beings.60

The Moral Imperative of Scientific Revelation

Eternal law presents the universe as it is. In Catholic teaching, its workings 
are a manifestation of God and the universe through which God func-
tions. Therefore, humans can choose to identify and participate within the 
eternal law or have that law ultimately impose itself upon them with 
potentially disastrous consequences. The encyclical is a call to accept 
science as a divine manifestation. A refusal to accept it is not only a rejec-
tion of God’s universe but also a self-defeating path.

76. In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the word “creation” has a broader 
meaning than “nature” for it has to do with God’s loving plan in which 
every creature has its own value and significance. Nature is usually seen as a 
system which can be studied, understood, and controlled, whereas creation 
can only be understood as a gift from the outstretched hand of the Father of 
all and as a reality illuminated by the love which calls us together into uni-
versal communion.61

Unlike natural law, eternal law does not impose a moral duty upon human 
activity but simply requires a willingness to accept an ontological reality. In 
that way, natural law participates in the eternal law, though it remains dis-
tinct from it.62 That message is the source of this public diplomacy by the 
Vatican and an appeal to the eternal law is the chosen method for extolling 
and defending it. Pope Francis is not trying to impose a course of action; 
instead, he is revealing a faulty economic and political paradigm (faulty 
because it is based upon a contradiction of the eternal law, which ulti-
mately cannot be contradicted) and thus trying to persuade other people 
(including political leaders) to reject that faulty paradigm as being unten-
able because it fails to understand and accept that eternal law.

106. The basic problem goes even deeper: it is the way that humanity has 
taken up technology and its development according to an undifferentiated 
and one-dimensional paradigm. This paradigm exalts the concept of a subject 
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who, using logical and rational procedures, progressively approaches and 
gains control over an external object. This subject makes every effort to 
establish the scientific and experimental method, which in itself is already a 
technique of possession, mastery and transformation … This has made it easy 
to accept the idea of infinite or unlimited growth, which proves so attractive 
to economists, financiers and experts in technology. It is based on the lie that 
there is an infinite supply of the earth’s goods, and this leads to the planet 
being squeezed dry beyond every limit.63

Thus, Francis makes the transition from scientific truth to economic truth, 
both of which are bound by this moral truth. It is at this point that the 
religious message overlaps with the political message. In particular, the 
traditional Christian emphasis upon the poor and powerless is most 
effectively advanced through an eternal law that is grounded upon God’s 
love for all:

158. In the present condition of global society, where injustices abound and 
growing numbers of people are deprived of basic human rights and considered 
expendable, the principle of the common good immediately becomes, logically 
and inevitably, a summons to solidarity and a preferential option for the poorest 
of our brothers and sisters. This option entails recognizing the implications of 
the universal destination of the world’s goods, but, as I mentioned in the 
Apostolic Exhortation, it demands before all else an appreciation of the immense 
dignity of the poor in the light of our deepest convictions as believers.64

Nonetheless, consistent with the tradition of scholasticism, Francis insists 
that scientific truth is not an end in itself nor does it offer a moral conclu-
sion.65 Certainly, a Catholic encyclical could not confine itself to that sort 
of perspective. The eternal law is, first, the law through which God creates 
this rational universe and places humans within it.66 Therefore, a proper 
appreciation of scientific truth requires that it be juxtaposed with corre-
sponding truths through which a truly moral conclusion can be identified. 
Only in that way can humans truly come to participate in the eternal law, 
which unites seemingly disparate truths into a comprehensive whole that 
is, indeed, the universal order as, it contends, God has established it:

199. It cannot be maintained that empirical science provides a complete 
explanation of life, the interplay of all creatures and the whole of reality. This 
would be to breach the limits imposed by its own methodology. If we reason 
only within the confines of the latter, little room would be left for aesthetic 
sensibility, poetry, or even reason’s ability to grasp the ultimate meaning and 

  ETERNAL LAW AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY: POPE FRANCIS… 



74 

purpose of things … The ethical principles capable of being apprehended by 
reason can always reappear in different guise and find expression in a variety 
of languages, including religious language.67

So Laudato Si’ ends with a message of hope. It expresses a spiritual opti-
mism that humans are capable of accepting and following the truth as it is 
eternally revealed to them. It reflects its author’s belief in the essential 
goodness of humanity and the capacity of its political leaders to respond to 
difficult problems in an ultimately ethical manner. Thus, the burden is 
returned to humans and their political leaders with the Church merely 
providing moral guidance and encouragement.

205. Yet all is not lost. Human beings, while capable of the worst, are also 
capable of rising above themselves, choosing again what is good, and mak-
ing a new start, despite their mental and social conditioning. We are able to 
take an honest look at ourselves, to acknowledge our deep dissatisfaction, 
and to embark on new paths to authentic freedom. No system can com-
pletely suppress our openness to what is good, true and beautiful, or our 
God-given ability to respond to his grace at work deep in our hearts. I 
appeal to everyone throughout the world not to forget this dignity which is 
ours. No one has the right to take it from us.68

This approach might, understandably, assume characteristics that are asso-
ciated with consequentialist thought. The belief that people should par-
ticipate in the eternal law because failure to do so not only will violate the 
foundation of God’s moral universe but will also have bad and avoidable 
practical consequences for the planet and its inhabitants is a shift in per-
spective that is not typically associated with Thomistic thought or, indeed, 
any of the virtue-based approaches to moral philosophy. In this case, 
though, both moral absolutes and practical results are capable of asserting 
a presence within this encyclical as well as within the ethical premise that 
prompts its conclusions. Moreover, eternal law has been associated with 
an ultimate expression of divine causality.69 Therefore, that relationship 
could be, arguably, extended to a logically consequentialist outcome.

Eternal Law and Consequentialism

Assumptions that Thomistic thought is wholly deontological 70 (thus infer-
ring that it identifies moral choices that must be made, regardless of practi-
cal consequences) have been strongly challenged, especially within the 
context of Thomistic legal philosophy.71 It has also been noted that Aquinas 
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is remarkably consequentialist in defending his positions and demonstrating 
their appropriateness, such as in the case of his argument that acquisition of 
a person’s property through stealth is not morally wrong when it is con-
ducted under conditions of dire exigency.72 Likewise, religious precepts 
such as the Golden Rule and the Augustinian just war thesis can be treated 
as being justified through their consequences as well as because they reflect 
an absolute moral principle grounded in religious truth.73 Furthermore, the 
identification of causality and participation as bound to universal existence74 
might also suggest consequentialist conclusions in terms of rational out-
comes resulting from certain actions that contradict the fundamental work-
ings of nature. So it is plausible to argue that the eternal law is based upon 
a theoretical construct that is both morally absolute and subject to unavoid-
able consequences when its precepts are violated.

Interestingly, a body of consequentialist thought exists that ties both 
traditions of ethical thought to the human treatment of the environment. 
Arguably, it is possible for value ethicists and consequentialists to arrive at 
similar conclusions even though they reach them through a different phil-
osophical paradigm. Therefore, the protection of the environment can be 
reconciled to both approaches: one because it is a good in itself, and the 
other one because it will bear good consequences.75 Indeed, true conse-
quentialists contend that effects are not merely morally relevant but are all 
that is relevant. Virtue ethicists such as Aristotle routinely appeal to moral 
principles as properties of actions and their results, promoting, ultimately, 
those “best activities” that produce the best results. Therefore, actions can 
be both morally superior and practically right.76 Laudato Si’ appears to 
make the same argument.

Therefore, the eternal law is a theoretical principle that can be particu-
larly effective in support of the sort of purpose that Pope Francis appears 
to have wanted for Laudato Si’. While an encyclical is, first, intended for 
the Catholic faithful, it also may be directed toward the wider world, con-
sistent with the mission of Catholicism as a universal church. In this case, 
Pope Francis has ardently tried to persuade the global community and its 
political leaders to treat climate change and its consequences with the 
urgency that he feels they merit. Rather than simply note the scientific 
consensus and its economic, political, and moral implications and, then, 
proffer a policy solution, Francis is urging those leaders to recognize the 
crisis and adopt policies of their own. Therefore, he is not prescribing a 
course of action but, instead, exhorting the world and its leaders to accept 
a powerful scientific truth and the fact that a failure to accept that truth 
will undermine an even wider universal order.
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Conclusion

The eternal law is based upon the belief that a failure to act in accordance 
with it will have disruptive consequences in a multitude of interconnected 
ways. The order of the universe is a holistic one through which even God 
acts as an extension of divine governance.77 A belief that nature can be 
bent to human preference will, inevitably, fail—and with devastating 
consequences. That inevitable failure is based upon the ultimate futility of 
acting outside of the eternal law. Because that law cannot be altered, only 
true participation in it can produce harmonious results. Defiance of the 
lessons that the universe and nature provide will not alter them to con-
form to contradictory expectations.

Therefore, Pope Francis is urging a simple willingness to acknowledge 
that reality. In that way, he returns decision making to the political realm, 
thus reinforcing the traditional role of religion as one of guidance rather 
than imposition. In that way, the use of eternal law as a basis for this encyc-
lical could prove to be more effective than the use of another theological 
and philosophical appeal might be. An unwillingness to accept the truths 
that science provides and apply them to public policy in a rational manner 
ultimately will not bend the universe toward wishful outcomes. But a par-
ticipation in that eternal law and its natural manifestation (including in 
terms of global climate) may redress the negative outcomes (both moral 
and practical) that resistance and defiance have produced and will con-
tinue to produce.

This influence of Thomistic thought within public policy could be sig-
nificant for the future. In other areas of the natural and physical sciences, 
it could exert an influence that could complement other political and sci-
entific efforts to influence public policy while, also, potentially countering 
anti-intellectual objections that might also be rooted in different sources 
of religious opinion. The eternal law is merely one possible source for this 
movement and the contributions that Thomistic inquiry may continue to 
make to modern policy debates and concerns, especially as they affect 
social justice themes and their moral and practical consequences.
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Progressive Americans have found much to their liking in the papacy of 
Francis. Upon taking office, Francis rejected the splendor of the Apostolic 
Palace, choosing to remain in the Vatican guest house. His earliest visits 
were to prisons and soup kitchens where the Pope administered to the most 
vulnerable. Both of his papal encyclicals, Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of 
the Gospel) and Laudato Si’ (Praise Be to You), question the blessings of 
capitalism because of its effects on the most vulnerable, both human and 
non-human. Speaking before Congress in 2015, Francis derided economic 
values as insufficient to truly lead a country. He warned against “new global 
forms of slavery, born of grave injustices” and urged American leaders to 
remember the poor.1 Everything he said and did seemed to confirm that this 
Pope stood with progressives and in opposition to conservatives.

Immediately following the Pope’s address to Congress, a headline in 
the online journal Salon declared, “The Pope is Neoliberalism’s Enemy 
No. 1.” Neoliberalism, explained reporter Sean Illing, “is the bedrock 
ideology of laissez-faire capitalism; it’s an ideology of mass privatization, 
unfettered deregulation, corporate tax cuts, trade liberalization, and a 
near-total reduction of the role of government in social life.” It isn’t 
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enough to call capitalism the enemy, explained Illing, one must understand 
how capitalism encourages a “pathological devotion to money.”2 Because 
the Pope understands the sickness created by neoliberal policies, Illing 
assumed he must share the values of Salon’s readership.

But while many of Francis’s concerns align with progressive goals, his 
political philosophy is explicitly illiberal. In that same speech before 
Congress, Francis emphasized unity over conflict, building a whole, rather 
than deliberating differences. Politics, he explained, is “an expression of 
our compelling need to live as one, in order to build as one the greatest 
common good: that of a community which sacrifices particular interests in 
order to share, in justice and peace, its goods, its interests, its social life.”3 
This is a very different vision of politics than the one envisioned by the 
framers of the US Constitution, which focused on division, deliberation, 
and competing powers. In an explicitly illiberal argument, Pope Francis 
promotes politics as the process of unification.

The vast difference between progressives and Pope Francis becomes 
most clear when we consider their respective stances on the War on Drugs. 
Progressives denounce the War on Drugs for targeting poor communities 
of color, for militarizing the police, for contributing to mass incarceration, 
and for being completely ineffective at stopping drug use.4 By contrast, 
the Pope remains one of its most vocal supporters. During the Pope’s visit 
to Brazil in 2013, Francis posed for an AP camera, flanked on both sides 
by uniformed and armed Rio police officers. The pontiff is dressed in 
white, the police in black motorcycle garb. Together the ensemble creates 
a white-breasted bird, its fierce black wings outstretched on either side. 
Everyone is smiling above a caption that points to the “huge burden on 
authorities” as they fight the battle against drugs.5

One year later, at a drug enforcement conference in Rome, Francis 
spoke out against efforts to legalize any controlled substances: “Drug 
addiction is an evil, and with evil there can be no yielding or compro-
mise.” The conference took place one month after Uruguay legalized rec-
reational marijuana, and the Pope used the podium to chastise Uruguayan 
lawmakers: “To think that harm can be reduced by permitting drug addicts 
to use narcotics in no way resolves the problem.”6 Francis lay the respon-
sibility for drug use at the feet of “a deplorable commerce which tran-
scends national and continental borders.”7 Not only is a well-armed police 
force necessary to protect the people from the violence and temptations of 
drug cartels, allowing individuals the freedom to use marijuana is anti-
thetical to the Pope’s project. The people that the Pope wants to build do 
not need those sorts of choices.
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But just because the Pope disagrees with progressive principles doesn’t 
mean he stands completely with conservatives. While the Pope encour-
aged his audience in Rome to say “no to every type of drug use,” a phrase 
reminiscent of Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign, he put a very 
different twist on that famous meme: “To say this no, one has to say yes to 
life, yes to love, yes to others, yes to education, yes to greater job oppor-
tunities. If we say yes to all these things, there will be no room for illicit 
drugs, for alcohol abuse, for other forms of addiction.”8 Where Nancy 
Reagan’s campaign reinforced the neoliberal value of personal responsibil-
ity, the Pope called for public funding for education and jobs and for 
strong and loving social bonds.

The Pope’s comments at the Rome conference reveal a vastly different 
moral compass than is used by either conservatives or progressives. 
Conservatives who generally support the War on Drugs do not favor cre-
ating social programs, arguing that government programs create the vice 
of dependency.9 Progressives favor providing social programs and ending 
criminalization of drug use, arguing that basic needs must be provided 
and individual choices must be honored. The Pope argues for strong social 
programs and a zero-tolerance approach to drug use. Within the 
entrenched positions of American politics, Francis’s position makes no 
sense. But Francis is not operating within the binaries of American politics. 
Rather, in order to build a people, he requires government resources that 
are both coercive and social. He wants his people to develop the habits of 
unity, not autonomy. He also wants them to see themselves as a united 
moral presence in a world corrupted by materialism.

Some of his proponents on the left argue that Francis is an embodiment 
of liberation theology, a theology that is noted for its Marxian analysis of 
structural sin. However, according to the Argentine Jesuit Juan Carlos 
Scannone, Francis espouses a particular variation of liberation theology, 
one that focuses on a “preferential love for the poor, and the theology of 
the people.”10 Theology of the people, explains Scannone, is established 
through four principles: “(1) the priority of time over space; (2) the prior-
ity of unity over conflict; (3) the priority of reality over the idea; and (4) 
the superiority of the whole over the parts.”11 Each of these priorities 
provides the basis for a new social order that emphasizes strong social 
bonds over material desires. They also prioritize the good of the whole 
over individual liberties. This emphasis on the social over the personal, the 
spiritual over the material, puts theology of the people in close proximity 
to liberation theology.
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But close proximity does not make these two theologies identical. 
Giving preference to the poor within the context of a Marxian liberation 
theology means standing with the people against an unjust political 
regime. Giving preference to the poor within a theology of the people 
means envisioning the people’s capacity to be “both [the] recipients and 
agents of evangelization.”12 Scannone explains that theology of the people 
distances itself from liberalism and Marxism by using “distinctive catego-
ries such as ‘peoples’ in contrast to ‘empires,’ ‘popular culture’ and ‘popu-
lar religiosity.’”13 The focus is on the actual community, living in a 
particular time and place, with real spiritual battles to fight. Unlike 
liberation theology, which tends to lean heavily on the side of structural 
analysis, theology of the people focuses on the sacramental capacities of a 
God-loving people. In order to succeed, the people need tough laws and 
meaningful work in religious communities.

The term political scientists use to describe this combination of gener-
ous social programs and strict commands is corporatism: an authoritarian 
form of government in which the constituent units work together for the 
good of the whole.14 The authoritarian nature of corporatism tends to 
raise hackles for progressives, who see too much power being handed over 
to the central ruler. Indeed, the history of corporatism in Latin America is 
heavily tied to dictators, particularly in Argentina where Jorge Mario 
Bergoglio moved up through the ranks of Jesuits, becoming a cardinal in 
2001. Scanonne does not minimize the authoritarian connection to the 
theology of the people. Indeed, he establishes its roots in a letter from the 
Argentine dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas to his henchman Facundo 
Quiroga. (Quiroga gained notoriety in North America when a dramatic 
biography by the exiled Domingo F. Sarmiento was translated into English 
by the wife of the radical educator Horace Mann. Facundo or, Civilization 
and Barbarism, published in Spanish in 1845 and in English in 1868 made 
the names Rosas and Quiroga synonymous with tyranny.) For Scanonne, 
these brutal state actors do not diminish the legitimacy of the four priori-
ties. On the contrary, Rosas and Quiroga are included in order to establish 
its credibility. Many Argentinians, it would seem, accept that strong men 
may be necessary to achieve the salvation of the people.

Americans, by contrast, are generally suspicious of theocratic regimes. 
In a 2013 interview with New Yorker staff reporter Jon Lee Anderson, 
Gabriel Pasquini questioned Bergoglio’s involvement with the military 
during Argentina’s “Dirty War,” a time when dissidents, including left-
leaning priests, were being regularly disappeared.15 Those initial concerns, 
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however, faded as English-speaking progressives proclaimed the Pope as 
their new standard bearer.

While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to investigate Bergoglio’s 
role in the Dirty War, it is clear that Pope Francis’s populist theology fol-
lows a populist corporatist framework. Not a liberal project, as that would 
focus on the capacities of autonomous individuals. Not a Marxist project, 
as that would build a revolutionary class. Rather, his effort is to build a 
people who come to see themselves as one body, constituted by the recipi-
ents and the agents of God’s presence on earth.

Corporatism finds it primary political metaphor in the New Testament. 
Saint Paul described the Christian community as a body whose various parts 
perform different functions.16 The foot needs to behave as a foot and an eye 
as an eye. When it doesn’t, the whole body falls apart. These functional dif-
ferences give rise to a natural hierarchy: the eyes, for instance, must keep 
watch over the feet. The populist version of corporatism emphasizes the 
innate wisdom of the feet. After all, the feet are closer to God’s earth, much 
closer than the eyes. But that proximity to the earth doesn’t mean the feet 
necessarily have the capacity to make good decisions, particularly if they 
have been corrupted by evil forces. Still, it is not just the lower parts that are 
subject to scrutiny. Jesus famously said that if your eye looks longingly at 
your neighbor’s wife, it must be cut out; if your right hand doth offend 
thee, cut it off.17 Violent means are necessary when evil is afoot.

While this scriptural passage would seem to legitimize the War on Drugs, 
not all Catholic theologians agree. An editorial in the British Catholic 
Herald, announced, “I disagree with Pope Francis: The War on Drugs 
Should Be Ended.” “The single most astonishing thing about the War on 
Drugs,” wrote Catholic priest and Doctor of Moral Theology Alexander 
Lucie-Smith, “is its abysmal failure to stop anyone who wants drugs from 
accessing them.”18 Using the Pope’s preference-for-the-poor rhetoric, 
Lucie-Smith called for programs that accompanied “those in difficulty” 
and gave “hope for the future.” But while Lucie-Smith and the Pope 
agreed that the poor needed assistance and hope, they disagreed on the 
role of the criminal justice system. Instead of “fighting drugs with guns,” 
Lucie-Smith called for treatment and an end to the War on Drugs. Instead 
of funding police departments, Lucie-Smith called for funding programs 
that work through “education and persuasion.”

The public disagreement between Pope Francis and Father Lucie-Smith 
reveals a fault line between the theology of the people and liberation the-
ology. Where liberationists focus on changing structural forces, such as 
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criminal statutes and mandatory minimums, corporatists see the need for 
a strong authoritarian regime. This is not to say that liberation theology 
shares no common ground with theology of the people. As Scannone 
points out, the preference for the poor is a clear priority for both of these 
theologies. For a corporatist, preference for the poor necessitates a pro-
gram that builds up the capacities of the poor and keeps them from harm. 
For a Marxist-leaning liberation theologian, preference for the poor entails 
standing up against systemic and systematic forms of oppression. These 
two theologies may share similar goals, but their approaches to social 
change are worlds apart.

Not surprisingly, American progressives do not recognize the distinc-
tions between these two Latin American theologies. Before the 2015 
papal visit to a Philadelphia correctional facility, reformers hoped that 
Pope Francis’s position on legalization of marijuana would “evolve.” 
Announcing that the Pope would spend time with a man imprisoned for 
using marijuana, a reporter with Marijuana Politics hoped that the Pope 
would change his position “after meeting with some nonviolent drug 
offenders in an American prison.”19 The Pope, however, had a very differ-
ent agenda. Instead of questioning the legitimacy of the sentence, the 
Pope focused on rehabilitation. “This time in your life can only have one 
purpose,” the Pope told the inmates at the Curran-Fromhold Correctional 
Facility, “to give you a hand in getting back on the right road, to give you 
a hand to rejoin society.”20 The rehabilitation that the Pope envisioned 
was not just personal but social. To return to society as a rehabilitated 
person was to “elevate the entire community.” To his progressive support-
ers, the fact that Francis visited a prison was sufficient to indicate his dis-
pleasure with mass incarceration, even though he has never said anything to 
that effect. Instead, the Pope emphasized the importance of rehabilitation 
as a means of building a more moral people. Healthier habits, not critiques 
of government policy, would build a stronger people.

But as governments use the War on Drugs to terrorize their popula-
tions, Francis’s position becomes harder to sustain. At the time of this 
writing, thousands of alleged drug users have been killed in the Philippines, 
either by the police or by masked vigilantes who claim they are operating 
under Duterte’s directions.21 The Philippine church has been confused as 
to how to respond. “Philippines Church divided, subdued over drug kill-
ings,” declared a headline in the Catholic journal Crux, published in 
October of 2016. “In interviews with Reuters, more than a dozen clergy-
men in Asia’s biggest Catholic nation said they were uncertain how to 
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take a stand against the thousands of killings in a war that had such 
overwhelming popular support.”22 However, as the killings continue, and 
the pictures of dead bodies and families weeping at gravesides dominate 
the websites and front pages of the international press, that popular sup-
port is quickly eroding.

So far, the Pope has not denounced Duterte’s brutal application of a 
zero-tolerance policy. Rather, in January 2017, Pope Francis publicly 
blessed Duterte and the people of the Philippines.23 From a progressive 
perspective, the Pope’s blessing makes no sense. Shouldn’t this defender of 
the poor be speaking out against Duterte’s abuse of power? Francis, how-
ever, is not following a progressive agenda. Instead of focusing on the bru-
tality of Duterte, he is more concerned with building the capacities of the 
Philippine people. The priorities established by Rosas and promulgated by 
Pope Francis provide leaders with enormous powers to cleanse the flock of 
social evils, often at the expense of civil liberties. Does this blessing of a 
recognized tyrant support the accusations from Argentina that this Pope 
tacitly endorsed the brutal tactics of the infamous “Dirty War”?

Each of the four priorities can be interpreted to legitimize a brutal 
authoritarian regime. The priority of time over space allows for extraordi-
nary powers to achieve a new society. In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis 
calls for “actions which generate new processes in society and engage 
other persons and groups who can develop them to the point where they 
bear fruit in significant historical events.”24 In the context of environmen-
tal protection, that language seems necessary. In the context of ending 
drug addiction, it seems nefarious. Duterte’s harsh campaign against poor 
neighborhoods reveals how the priority of time over space might legiti-
mize police brutality. The other priorities can also be interpreted to sup-
port dictatorships: the priority of unity over conflict discourages dissent; 
the priority of reality over ideas delegitimizes human rights; and the supe-
riority of the whole over the part supports the unleashing of nationalism.

On the other hand, these same priorities can be interpreted in favor of 
the spiritual powers of a people. While the Pope’s blessing in January 
might be read as complicity in Duterte’s carnage, it might also be read as 
encouraging the people to hold strong, to keep saying no to drugs and yes 
to life. The results may not be immediate but in the long haul, the popula-
tion will be healed. Scannone finds in the priority of time over space con-
nections to Ignatian spirituality, in which the ripeness of time must be 
discerned. Jesuits are trained to discern the “spiritual sense of the proper 
time for the right decision, whether it be existential, interpersonal, pastoral, 
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social, or political.”25 Given the emphasis on discernment, the Pope no 
doubt believed that his blessing, given at that specific time, would change 
the course of events. Indeed, two weeks later, on Sunday, February 5, 
2017, Catholic clergy read from an episcopal letter, decrying the “reign of 
terror” and calling for a halt to extrajudicial killings. “Every person has a 
right to be presumed innocent until proven guilty,” argued the Philippine 
Bishops. The law, not Duterte, should be followed.26

While the Bishops may have discovered their spiritual strengths through 
the Pope’s blessing, it is noteworthy that their argument did not use any 
of the four priorities. Rather, the emphasis was on a higher legal authority, 
human rights, that should constrain Duterte’s government. Indeed, 
Catholic natural law objections to state policy have a long tradition, going 
back to the Early Church fathers. Aquinas famously cites Augustine, “A 
law that is unjust is considered to be no law at all.”27 This higher law tradi-
tion allowed Catholic political thinkers to critique powerful state actors, 
such as when Bartolomé de las Casas argued against the treatment of 
indigenous people in the New World.28 More recently, natural law reason-
ing has been used to critique the War on Drugs.

In November of 1996, Valparaiso University convened a Symposium 
on Teenage Violence and Drug Use. The War on Drugs, argued the Dean 
of the Law School Edward McGlynn Gaffney, is a “category mistake.”29 A 
government should never declare “war” on its people, since that rhetoric 
supports the lifting of basic constitutional protections. “For people com-
mitted to pacifism, a war on drugs suffers from the same infirmity of all 
wars: they are senseless, not to be participated in, or even supported.”30 A 
pacifist response would focus on care and compassion, a public health 
response. However, if it is a war, argued Gaffney, then it must conform to 
the principles of a just war.

Gaffney’s reasoning was grounded in Aquinas’s theory of just war. 
According to Aquinas, a war is only legitimate if it meets the following 
four conditions: that the ruler has authority, that all peaceful solutions 
have been exhausted, that the response is proportionate to the harm, and 
that the intention is good.31 While Nixon originally authorized the War on 
Drugs as a necessary response to a social evil, subsequent reporting reveals 
a very different strategy. In 1994, Nixon aide John Ehrlichman confessed 
to a reporter that the War on Drugs had been engineered to discredit 
Nixon’s political enemies, specifically “the antiwar left and black people.” 
Nixon and Ehrlichman “knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either 
against the war or blacks, but by getting the public to associate the hippies 

  M. M. MOTT



  89

with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both 
heavily, we could disrupt those communities.” Did the Nixon administra-
tion know it was lying about the drugs? “Of course we did.”32 Since the 
intentions behind the War on Drugs were improper, on that principle 
alone the War on Drugs should be declared unjust.

The War on Drugs could also be challenged under the principle that 
peaceful solutions must be exhausted. In fact, peaceful solutions to the 
problem of substance use, such as funds for rehabilitation and community 
support, were initially allocated under the Nixon administration. However, 
when Reagan moved into the Oval Office he reduced funding for treat-
ment programs and increased prison sentences. By contrast, a peaceful 
solution would treat drug use as a public health issue and not as a crime, a 
position that the Surgeon General under President Barack Obama cham-
pioned. Vivek Murthy made headlines when he released a report on 
Alcohol, Addiction and Health in early 2016. “Substance misuse,” begins 
the report, “is a major public health challenge.”33 Peaceful solutions were 
explored by states, such as Ohio and Kentucky, that expanded Medicaid 
coverage under the Affordable Care Act. (As of this writing, however, the 
Trump administration has fired the Surgeon General and is promising to 
increase penalties for drug users.)

Finally, the War on Drugs violates the principle of proportionality. Dr. 
Wesley Clark, another participant at the Valparaiso conference, described 
the disproportionate effects on young men of color and their communi-
ties. The War on Drugs, he explained, targeted a certain kind of drug user, 
one who was young, black, and poor. That observation is only truer today. 
According to Michelle Alexander, the War on Drugs operates with the 
same effect on poor communities of color as the Jim Crow laws: “Studies 
show that people of all colors use and sell illegal drugs at remarkably simi-
lar rates.”34 And yet, when you look at who is serving time for drug 
charges, it would seem that only black and brown men use and sell drugs. 
Given the disproportionate effect on black and brown communities, the 
War on Drugs violates the principle of proportionality.

Even were we not to judge it according to the principles of just war, 
the War on Drugs violates the basic natural law principle of common 
sense. Since human law, explained Aquinas, “is framed for the mass of 
men, the majority of whom are not perfectly virtuous,” human law must 
accept human imperfections.35 Yes, the law should animate the parts 
toward virtue, but that path must be accessible to the majority of man-
kind: “The purpose of human law is to lead men to virtue, not suddenly, 
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but gradually.” A just law “does not lay upon the multitude of imperfect 
men the burdens of those who are already virtuous.”36 Aquinas cautions 
lawmakers to go easy when they are trying to correct vice, lest they do 
more harm than good. Citing Proverbs 30: 33—“He that violently blow-
eth his nose, bringeth out blood”—Aquinas concludes that coercive laws 
are only “necessary for crimes like homicide, theft and the like.”37 The 
vices of the flesh need a much gentler approach. It is more important to 
create the conditions for human society to survive than to try aggressively 
to stop a specific behavior, such as drug use.

Pope Francis is not a natural law thinker. His arguments are more theo-
logical than juridical. His focus is on building the capacities of a people, 
not on constraining state actors. While this approach leaves him open to 
accusations that he is complicit in state atrocities, such as the Dirty War in 
Argentina and the War on Drugs in the Philippines, those legitimate con-
cerns should not eclipse the political and spiritual powers of a theology of 
the people. Neither progressive nor conservative, Pope Francis’s theology 
of the people offers a third way to approach this “epidemic of despair,” 
one that calls on the spiritual powers of a community to rehabilitate itself.38

Theology of the people challenges the assumption that the individual is 
the constituent unit of a polity. Rather, the individual’s health and well-
being is “inseparable from that of the community.”39 The importance of 
each part connecting in a meaningful way to other parts explains why 
Francis does not focus on individual recovery (as in “just say no”) but in 
revitalizing society itself (saying yes to life and others). Focusing on jobs 
and economic reintegration is vital to becoming a people, since a person 
in great need cannot find the wherewithal to participate in a spiritual com-
munity. But those necessities are not in themselves enough for a people’s 
salvation; having a nation of laborers is not the same as being the recipi-
ents and agents of God’s presence on earth. The first serves material ends; 
the latter is transformative.

Against progressives, who ask very little of the individual, a populist 
theologian would call for more confessions, more honest accounting of 
the harm done to the self and others because of drug use. Against conser-
vative demands for self-reliance, populist theologians would call for more 
economic support for families and communities. Like prison reformers 
who focus on the collateral consequences of mass incarceration, a policy 
that harms the children and families of drug users, populist theologians 
focus on the social fabric, not just the individual user.
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In its focus on the transformative capabilities of the social fabric, 
theology of the people has much in common with the recovery move-
ment, a twenty-first-century grassroots organization that claims the mem-
bership of 23 million Americans. Faces and Voices of Recovery (FAVOR) 
promotes terms like “a person in recovery” rather than “addict,” signaling 
a priority of time, of becoming, over space, the events of the past.40 The 
priority of the unity over conflict is signaled by the emphasis on connec-
tion. Johann Hari, who is somewhat of a guru within the recovery move-
ment, proclaimed in a widely disseminated Huffington Post article, “The 
opposite of addiction is not sobriety, but connection.”41 As in the 12-Step 
programs, the community remakes itself through confession of past harms 
and by helping others to live more connected lives.

For instance, at the Queensboro Correctional Facility in New  York 
City, a reentry program trains prisoners how to administer naloxone, a 
drug that reverses overdoses, upon their release. As one inmate explained, 
“I want to be part of what’s happening to save lives.” Having served time 
for second-degree murder, he wanted to show the world that “I’m not the 
same person I was before.”42 This inmate’s self-esteem would not be teth-
ered primarily to getting a job, a goal difficult for most ex-offenders, but 
by knowing how to help others. Superintendent of Queensboro Dennis 
Breslin explained that the naloxone training had become a crucial part of 
preparing inmates to reenter their community. A clinician on staff agreed, 
“Do we want these guys going back with the skills of a criminal or as 
someone who can give back to the community?”43 Breslin and his staff 
want to build spiritual and political and economic capacities in their 
inmates. Job skills are definitely part of that effort, but an even greater 
priority is building social bonds. These inmates understand that their indi-
vidual rehabilitation has social consequences. By taking care of their com-
munity, they are taking care of themselves.

Looked at from the viewpoint of the recovery movement, the priorities 
of a theology of the people take on a very different quality than when seen 
from the vantage point of a dictator. In the context of the recovery move-
ment, the priority of the whole over the part valorizes social relationships 
over individual success. The priority of time over space valorizes the pro-
cess of becoming over past mistakes. The priority of unity over conflict 
valorizes atonement for past sins over defensiveness. The priority of real 
over idea valorizes the experience of real connections, which often include 
tough conversations, over such abstractions as oppressor and oppressed.
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What all this suggests is that Pope Francis’s theology of the people does 
provide a radically different moral register than neoliberalism, but that 
difference should not be read as progressive. Nor should his endorsement 
of the War on Drugs be read as conservative. Rather, his four priorities 
challenge the simplistic binary of American politics. Neither left nor right, 
Pope Francis follows in the tradition of all modern popes who have pro-
moted a corporatist framework since Rerum Novarum in 1891. This 
Catholic political theory has always challenged the individualism of liberals 
and the economic analysis of Marxism. As such, it provides a vision of 
humanity that focuses more on connection and less on materialism. By the 
same token, corporatism has always been susceptible to authoritarian 
abuses. In the last century, dictators in Southern Europe and Latin America 
espoused corporatist principles to tyrannize their population. Corporatism 
was tarnished by its association with the likes of Franco, Salazar, and 
Pinochet. Critiques of these regimes were never corporatist; rather, they 
were framed in terms of natural law and human rights.

Given the authoritarian roots of the theology of the people, it is unlikely 
that Pope Francis will denounce the War on Drugs. Suspicious of struc-
tural analysis, he will be more likely to focus on the spiritual health of the 
nation rather than the brutality of its leaders. Cautious of natural law argu-
ments, he will be more likely to speak in terms of popular religiosity and 
transformation than higher principles of justice. Instead of using a natural 
law argument, the Pope will engage in sacramental gestures that focus on 
the spiritual capacity to rehabilitate. The question remains, will those sub-
tler gestures be legible to his admirers on the American Left? Or will his 
tacit support for tough statutes and merciless death squads render his 
unique political vision suspect?

As long as the Pope continues to support the War on Drugs, he will be 
judged by its atrocities. That would be an unfortunate outcome. There is 
an important alternative contained in this theology of the people that 
Americans would do well to consider. Neither progressive nor conserva-
tive, this political vision of a community able to regenerate itself stands in 
stark contrast to the individualistic logic of neoliberalism and the personal 
freedoms associated with progressivism. With its emphasis on the genera-
tive powers of a spiritual community, Francis’s theology of the people has 
the means within it to address the underlying problem of despair. Any 
spiritual benefits of this approach, however, will be discredited by the likes 
of Duterte. Should this occur, Catholic political thought will once again 
be tarnished by the excesses of brutal regimes.

  M. M. MOTT



  93

Notes

1.	 Francis, “Transcript: Pope Francis’s speech to Congress,” Washington Post, 
September 24, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-
issues/transcript-pope-franciss-speech-to-congress/2015/09/24/6d7d7a
c8-62bf-11e5-8e9edce8a2a2a679_story.html?utm_term=.219039ce7b30

2.	 Sean Illing, “The Pope is Neoliberalism’s Enemy No. 1: How Francis 
Challenges America’s Reigning (and Bipartisan) Orthodoxy,” Salon, 
September 24, 2015, http://www.salon.com/2015/09/24/the_pope_
is_neoliberalisms_enemy_no_1_how_francis_challenges_americas_reign-
ing_and_bipartisan_orthodoxy/

3.	 Francis, “Transcript: Pope Francis’s speech to Congress.”
4.	 The most widely read critique of the War on Drugs is Michelle Alexander, 

The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New 
York: The New Press, 2010), but Alexander is not the only critic. For a 
look at law enforcement’s criticisms of the War on Drugs, see the website 
for Law Enforcement Action Partnership (LEAP), available at https://
lawenforcementactionpartnership.org/

5.	 This photograph appears with the Lucie-Smith editorial cited in note 18.
6.	 Haroon Sidique, “Pope Francis Says Don’t Legalise Drugs,” The Guardian, 

June 20, 2014, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/20/
pope-francis-dont-legalise-drugs

7.	 Ibid.
8.	 Ibid.
9.	 This individualistic conservative argument was laid out most explicitly by 

Milton Friedman and Rose D. Friedman, Free to Choose (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1980).

10.	 Juan Carlos Scannone, S.J., “Pope Francis and the Theology of the People,” 
Theological Studies 77, no. 1 (2016): 118–35; 119.

11.	 Ibid., 128.
12.	 Ibid., 120.
13.	 Ibid., 120.
14.	 Howard J.  Wiarda and Margaret MacLeish Mott, Catholic Roots and 

Democratic Flowers: Political Systems in Spain and Portugal (Westport, CT: 
Praeger Press, 2001), 94–95.

15.	 Jon Lee Anderson, “Pope Francis and the Dirty War,” The New Yorker, 
March 14, 2013, http://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/
pope-francis-and-the-dirty-war

16.	 First Corinthians 12: 14–19.
17.	 Matthew 5: 30.
18.	 Alexander Lucie-Smith, “I Disagree with Pope Francis: The War on Drugs 

Should Be Ended,” Catholic Herald, July 26, 2013, http://www.catholi-

  LOVE THE PRISONER, BAN THE SUBSTANCE: POPE FRANCIS AND THE WAR… 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/transcript-pope-franciss-speech-to-congress/2015/09/24/6d7d7ac8-62bf-11e5-8e9edce8a2a2a679_story.html?utm_term=.219039ce7b30
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/transcript-pope-franciss-speech-to-congress/2015/09/24/6d7d7ac8-62bf-11e5-8e9edce8a2a2a679_story.html?utm_term=.219039ce7b30
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/transcript-pope-franciss-speech-to-congress/2015/09/24/6d7d7ac8-62bf-11e5-8e9edce8a2a2a679_story.html?utm_term=.219039ce7b30
http://www.salon.com/2015/09/24/the_pope_is_neoliberalisms_enemy_no_1_how_francis_challenges_americas_reigning_and_bipartisan_orthodoxy/
http://www.salon.com/2015/09/24/the_pope_is_neoliberalisms_enemy_no_1_how_francis_challenges_americas_reigning_and_bipartisan_orthodoxy/
http://www.salon.com/2015/09/24/the_pope_is_neoliberalisms_enemy_no_1_how_francis_challenges_americas_reigning_and_bipartisan_orthodoxy/
https://lawenforcementactionpartnership.org/
https://lawenforcementactionpartnership.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/20/pope-francis-dont-legalise-drugs
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/20/pope-francis-dont-legalise-drugs
http://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/pope-francis-and-the-dirty-war
http://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/pope-francis-and-the-dirty-war
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2013/07/26/i-disagree-with-pope-francis-the-war-on-drugs-should-be-ended/


94 

cherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2013/07/26/i-disagree-with-pope-
francis-the-war-on-drugs-should-be-ended/

19.	 Marijuana Politics, “Pope Francis to Meet Man Jailed for Marijuana 
During U.S.  Prison Visit,” September 25, 2015, http://marijuanapoli-
tics.com/pope-francis-visit-to-meet-man-jailed-for-marijuana-during-u-s-
prison-visit/

20.	 Francis, “Speech to Curran-Fromhold Correctional Facility Inmates,” 
September 27, 2015, http://www.popefrancisvisit.com/schedule/
visit-to-curran-fromhold-correctional-facility/

21.	 Al Jazeera and News Agencies, “Thousands demand end to Duterte’s drug 
war,” Aljazeera, August 21, 2017, http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/08/
thousands-demand-killings-duterte-drug-war-170821124440845.html

22.	 Religion News Service, “Philippine Church divided, subdued over drug kill-
ings,” Cruz, October 12, 2016, https://cruxnow.com/rns/2016/10/12/
philippines-church-divided-subdued-drug-killings/

23.	 Reuters, “Pope Francis to Bless Philippines and President Rodrigo Duterte, 
Newsweek, January 19, 2017, http://www.newsweek.com/philippines- 
rodrigo-duterte-pope-francis-war-drugs-544408

24.	 Francis, “Time is Greater than Space,” Evangelii Gaudium, 223, http://
w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/
papa-francesco_esor tazione-ap_20131124_evangeli i-gaudium.
html#Time_is_greater_than_space

25.	 Ibid., 128.
26.	 Katie Forster, “Catholic Church in Philippines Decries ‘Reign of Terror’ 

Caused by President Duterte’s War on Drugs,” Independent, February 4, 
2017, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/rodrigo-duterte-
catholic-church-philippines-war-on-drugs-assail-bishops-denounce-reign-
of-terror-a7562621.html

27.	 Saint Augustine, On Free Choice, I, 5, cited in Saint Thomas Aquinas on 
Politics and Ethics, translated and edited by Paul E. Sigmund (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1988), 53.

28.	 Lewis Hanke, The Spanish Struggle for Justice in the Conquest of the America 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1965).

29.	 Edward McGlynn Gaffney Jr., “On Ending the War on Drugs,” Valparaiso 
Law Review 31, no. 2 (Spring 1997), i–xliii, iii, http://scholar.valpo.edu/
vulr/vol31/iss2/27

30.	 Gaffney, “On Ending the War on Drugs,” xvii.
31.	 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae II–II, Qu. 40, in Saint Thomas 

Aquinas on Politics and Ethics, (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988), 64.
32.	 Dan Baum, “Legalize It All: How to Stop the War on Drugs,” Harper’s, 

April 2016, https://harpers.org/archive/2016/04/legalize-it-all/

  M. M. MOTT

http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2013/07/26/i-disagree-with-pope-francis-the-war-on-drugs-should-be-ended/
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2013/07/26/i-disagree-with-pope-francis-the-war-on-drugs-should-be-ended/
http://marijuanapolitics.com/pope-francis-visit-to-meet-man-jailed-for-marijuana-during-u-s-prison-visit/
http://marijuanapolitics.com/pope-francis-visit-to-meet-man-jailed-for-marijuana-during-u-s-prison-visit/
http://marijuanapolitics.com/pope-francis-visit-to-meet-man-jailed-for-marijuana-during-u-s-prison-visit/
http://www.popefrancisvisit.com/schedule/visit-to-curran-fromhold-correctional-facility/
http://www.popefrancisvisit.com/schedule/visit-to-curran-fromhold-correctional-facility/
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/08/thousands-demand-killings-duterte-drug-war-170821124440845.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/08/thousands-demand-killings-duterte-drug-war-170821124440845.html
https://cruxnow.com/rns/2016/10/12/philippines-church-divided-subdued-drug-killings/
https://cruxnow.com/rns/2016/10/12/philippines-church-divided-subdued-drug-killings/
http://www.newsweek.com/philippines-rodrigo-duterte-pope-francis-war-drugs-544408
http://www.newsweek.com/philippines-rodrigo-duterte-pope-francis-war-drugs-544408
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Time_is_greater_than_space
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Time_is_greater_than_space
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Time_is_greater_than_space
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Time_is_greater_than_space
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/rodrigo-duterte-catholic-church-philippines-war-on-drugs-assail-bishops-denounce-reign-of-terror-a7562621.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/rodrigo-duterte-catholic-church-philippines-war-on-drugs-assail-bishops-denounce-reign-of-terror-a7562621.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/rodrigo-duterte-catholic-church-philippines-war-on-drugs-assail-bishops-denounce-reign-of-terror-a7562621.html
http://scholar.valpo.edu/vulr/vol31/iss2/27
http://scholar.valpo.edu/vulr/vol31/iss2/27
https://harpers.org/archive/2016/04/legalize-it-all/


  95

33.	 Vivek Murthy, Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report 
on Alcohol, Drugs and Health (Washington, DC: Department of Health 
and Human Services, 2016), https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/sur-
geon-generals-report.pdf

34.	 Alexander, The New Jim Crow, 7.
35.	 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I–II, Qu. 96  in Saint Thomas Aquinas on 

Politics and Ethics, 54–55.
36.	 Thomas Aquinas, Treatise on Law (Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 

1996), 92.
37.	 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I–II, Qu. 96  in Saint Thomas Aquinas on 

Politics and Ethics, 54.
38.	 This much-cited article by Anne Case and Angus Deaton, “Rising 

Morbidity and Mortality in Midlife among White Non-Hispanic Americans 
in the 21st century,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the 
United States 112, no. 49 (2015), http://www.pnas.org/con-
tent/112/49/15078.full, reveals that “non-Hispanic whites in midlife” 
report increased pain, declines in health and mental health, and “greater 
difficulties in daily living.”

39.	 Thanks to Christine Gustafson for this clarification. Personal communica-
tion April 22, 2017.

40.	 See Faces and Recovery website at https://www.facingaddiction.org/part-
ner/faces-voices-of-recovery

41.	 Johann Hari, “The Opposite of Addiction Is Not Sobriety. The Opposite of 
Addiction is Connection,” The Huffington Post, July 9, 2015, http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/2015/07/09/drug-addiction_n_7765472.html

42.	 Fred Mogul, “State Prisons Training Inmates to Administer Overdose 
‘Cure,’” WNYC News, March 24, 2016, http://www.wnyc.org/story/
state-prisons-training-inmates-administer-overdose-cure/

43.	 Dennis Breslin and Donna Santiago, Personal interview, Queensboro 
Correctional Facility, Queens, New York, March 1, 2017.

  LOVE THE PRISONER, BAN THE SUBSTANCE: POPE FRANCIS AND THE WAR… 

https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/surgeon-generals-report.pdf
https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/surgeon-generals-report.pdf
http://www.pnas.org/content/112/49/15078.full
http://www.pnas.org/content/112/49/15078.full
https://www.facingaddiction.org/partner/faces-voices-of-recovery
https://www.facingaddiction.org/partner/faces-voices-of-recovery
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/07/09/drug-addiction_n_7765472.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/07/09/drug-addiction_n_7765472.html
http://www.wnyc.org/story/state-prisons-training-inmates-administer-overdose-cure/
http://www.wnyc.org/story/state-prisons-training-inmates-administer-overdose-cure/


97© The Author(s) 2018
A. J. Lyon et al. (eds.), Pope Francis as a Global Actor,  
Palgrave Studies in Religion, Politics, and Policy,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-71377-9_6

CHAPTER 6

“To Show Concern”: Early Coverage of John 
Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis 

in the American National News Media

MaryAnne Borrelli

M. Borrelli (*) 
Connecticut College, New London, CT, USA

In the days that followed the election of Pope Francis, the American news 
media introduced their readers and viewers to a man who was gregarious, 
modest, and resilient. On the day after his election, The Los Angeles Times 
declared, “From his willingness to cook his own meals and get around by 
bus, to his choice of St. Francis as inspiration for his name, the new pope 
has stressed humility and a simple life that could signal a change in tone at 
the center of the Roman Catholic Church.”1 That same day, The New York 
Times proclaimed, “Like most of those in Argentina, he is a soccer fan, his 
favorite team being the underdog San Lorenzo squad. Known for his out-
reach to the country’s poor, he gave up a palace for a small apartment, rode 
public transportation instead of a chauffeur-driven car and cooked his own 
meals.”2 In the weeks and months that followed, media coverage contin-
ued to profile Francis as joyful, welcoming, and selfless. The December 23 
and 30, 2013, cover of The New Yorker exemplified this frame: Drawn in a 
simple and appealing style, Pope Francis was shown making a snow angel, 
smiling as he swung his arms and legs, his worn black shoes sticking out 
from under his white robes.
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This affirming depiction seemed to echo the new Pope’s own message, 
which repeatedly stressed the human capacity to effect change—and the 
deep need for this change, given the prevalence of poverty, inequality, and 
violence. As Pope Francis declared in his apostolic exhortation, Evangelii 
Gaudium,

An authentic faith—which is never comfortable or completely personal—
always involves a deep desire to change the world, to transmit values, to 
leave this earth somehow better that we found it. We love this magnificent 
planet on which God has put us, and we love the human family which dwells 
here, with all its tragedies and struggles, its hopes and aspirations, its 
strengths and weaknesses. The earth is our common home and all of us are 
brothers and sisters. If indeed “the just ordering of society and of the state 
is a central responsibility of politics,” the Church “cannot and must not 
remain on the sidelines in the fight for justice.” All Christians, their pastors 
included, are called to show concern for the building of a better world. This 
is essential, for the Church’s social thought is primarily positive: it offers 
proposals, it works for change and in this sense it constantly points to the 
hope born of the loving heart of Jesus Christ.3

But has the national media in the USA similarly amplified the early mes-
sages of other popes? Or has the press been more critical in its first assess-
ments? How has the national media relayed the calling “to show 
concern”? With millions of Roman Catholics in the USA—and additional 
millions interested in the Catholic Church’s priorities, doctrines, and 
policy stances—the American media can be confident that there will be 
an audience for their reporting on the pope. And because the pope 
remains a somewhat distant authority figure, his biography and theology 
unfamiliar to many, that coverage is correspondingly likely to influence 
public perceptions and judgments. These connections between audience 
interest and media influence, with their consequences for church priori-
ties and papal authority, compel study of media portrayals of the pope in 
the USA.

This chapter initiates that analysis, offering a quantitative study of the 
articles about and photographs of John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis 
that have appeared on the first page of The New York Times and The Los 
Angeles Times through the first four years of each pontificate. This interval 
ensures that the media coverage studied will extend from the popes’ earli-
est days in office, when there was the potential for a “honeymoon” with 
church members and the wider public, to a time when the popes’ priorities 
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were established and tested, and their strengths and weaknesses as leaders 
were widely acknowledged. What coverage did these popes receive in The 
New York Times and The Los Angeles Times? What did the coverage suggest 
about the papacy generally, and these three popes specifically?

Papal Authority and Media Coverage

Before studying the media coverage accorded John Paul II, Benedict XVI, 
and Francis, we need to consider why, or even whether, it has conse-
quences for the pope as a leader. An argument could be made that as the 
duly elected leader of the Roman Catholic Church, the pope does not 
require the approval of secular organizations or actors. With many of the 
church faithful perceiving the pope as, at least in some measure, divinely 
ordained, media endorsements may be perceived as inappropriate. And 
freed from the need to win reelection to office, the pope appears to be a 
leader whose power is immutable. Yet popes throughout history have 
found their influence profoundly affected by secular society, by sovereign 
states, and by global relations. It is for this reason that the media, as a 
means of mass communication, has been of great importance to the 
papacy: It relays, mediates, and interprets the messages that popes have 
sent to those who are and are not members of the church, who are at the 
center and the periphery, who grant or withhold moral authority. Quite 
literally, the news media has provided the pope with the technology and 
the opportunity “to show concern.”

For Popes John Paul II, Benedict XIV, and Francis, the significance of 
media relations and media coverage was magnified by the crises confront-
ing the church as they began their pontificates. Authors in subsequent 
chapters detail the international crises. The tensions were equally great 
within the church. Implementing the reforms called for by the Second 
Vatican Council (1962–1965) generated great support and great resis-
tance, with church members sometimes mobilizing in opposition to one 
another. The forced disclosure that thousands of children had been sexu-
ally abused by priests, and that clerical superiors had protected these men 
from legal prosecution, alienated the faithful and, for many, compromised 
the moral authority of the church leadership. The Vatican Bank was found 
to have engaged in money laundering. When Francis entered office, there 
were demands for sweeping reforms.4 There was also the hope that if the 
moral authority of the church could be reinvigorated, the pope would 
again become an influential transnational actor.
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Political scientists have described the papacy in the late twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries as immersed in three “levels” of international rela-
tions. First, the pope is the leader of a church, responsible for a hierarchi-
cal organization of 1.2 billion members. The pope is expected to be 
teacher and guide, his own relationship with God providing the faithful 
with the precepts and principles that will strengthen their own relation-
ships with the divine. The pope is of the world and is also expected to 
transcend the world through appeals to conscience. Like other executives, 
the pope is also expected to enforce rules, precepts, and laws. If the pope 
fails to punish wrongdoing, his moral credibility is weakened, since the 
principles he previously identified as foundational are now becoming 
optional. When the wrongs are criminal and pervasive, and the behavior is 
excused and hidden, as was the sexual abuse of children by priests through-
out the church, the authority of the pope is likely to be questioned and 
even denied. The media has been integral to these confrontations. As 
organizations dedicated to mass communication, media outlets have 
investigated and made public what was obscured, documenting church 
failures and corruption. Also reported have been debates relating to issues 
as diverse as abortion, birth control, euthanasia, sexuality, nuclear disar-
mament, just war, social welfare, economic inequality, and human rights. 
The number of Roman Catholic voters in the USA and the institutional 
resources of the church mean that “internal” discussions have wide impli-
cations. The pope’s “internal” leadership, then, has “external” conse-
quences, which the media identifies and relays.5

Second, the pope leads a sovereign nation, the Holy See. Though the 
Vatican City is perhaps the smallest territory among all the nations, its 
status as a nation is firmly established. In the role of chief of state, again, 
the pope is expected to be of the world and to transcend the world, rec-
ognizing and overcoming the constraints of national sovereignty.6 This 
challenge has become increasingly significant, as the effects of globaliza-
tion have become more pronounced. The Holy See has Permanent 
Observer status at the United Nations and has, as of 2015, established 
relationships with all but 15 of the 193 United Nation members. 
Establishing relations with these remaining nations will not be easy. A pre-
condition for diplomatic relations with the Holy See has been religious 
freedom, which is not practiced by several of the nations (among them, 
China and North Korea). Other nations (such as Vietnam and Burma) 
have small Roman Catholic populations, requiring the pope to engage in 
more extensive interreligious dialogues. Still other nations (including 
Saudi Arabia and Somalia) are majority Muslim nations; recent Roman 
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Catholic–Islamic relations have sometimes been tense, edging toward 
conflictual.7 (However, a memorandum of understanding between the 
Holy See and the United Arab Emirates, pertaining to visas for diplomatic 
and special passports, was signed in 2016.8) Media coverage of these dip-
lomatic relationships has been ongoing.

Third, the pope has exercised a “diplomatic sovereignty” in interna-
tional relations, as the leader of a transnational entity with members—and 
therefore interests—throughout the globe.9 John Paul II contributed to 
the ending of the Cold War through his engagement in East European 
politics, especially in his native Poland.10 Benedict XVI, with mixed results, 
conducted interreligious dialogues with Jews and Muslims; he also visited 
Israel and Turkey.11 Francis facilitated a renewal of diplomatic relations 
between Cuba and the USA. The media reported each of these develop-
ments, among many others.12

In covering the pope, then, the media serves a well-established set of 
functions. At its best, the media presents and evaluates information about 
persons and events; it delivers and assesses messages among those at the 
center and the margins; and it contextualizes and weighs the consequences 
of words and actions for the present and the future. This communication 
has the potential to ascribe or relax identity roles; socialize and mobilize 
diverse publics; build or break consensus; set public and private agendas; 
provide or restrict access to resources; lessen or exacerbate inequalities; 
and weaken or strengthen the power of leaders. Each of these responsibili-
ties and each of these consequences is critically important to a leader, such 
as the pope, who exercises power primarily through moral suasion.

As respected moral authorities, with extensive grassroots and elite net-
works in many nations, popes have had the resources to persuade national 
leaders to consider their priorities, policies, or actions. The three most 
recent popes have also chosen not to draw attention to the changes that 
they facilitated; they have allowed other leaders to claim credit for interna-
tional developments. This papal strategy has allowed leaders to save face, 
safeguard national sovereignty, and increase their political capital … until 
it is time to write their memoirs, as when Margaret Thatcher credited John 
Paul II with playing an essential part in ending the Cold War.13 For a 
media committed to informing the public, however, this papal strategy is 
a challenge that must be surmounted. Who is exercising power, to what 
effect? What is the significance of these actions and outcomes for the 
reporter’s readership or viewership? And, then, how will those judgments 
by the media, and by the media’s audiences, affect the papal reputation 
and moral authority?
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These are difficult and controversial questions. Before beginning to 
answer them, each should be assessed. Consider first the contention that 
the pope leads primarily through moral suasion. The teaching authority of 
the pope and the doctrine of papal infallibility clearly invest the pope with 
the power to command. Yet popes have only spoken ex cathedra twice, 
once to declare Mary’s immaculate conception (in 1854) and once to 
declare her bodily assumption into heaven (in 1950). Both statements 
reinforced beliefs and practices which had been in existence for genera-
tions. More commonly, popes state principles and guidelines that have the 
effect of including or excluding individuals from the faith community. 
A person’s marital status (particularly divorced persons), their sacramental 
life (particularly confession and absolution), and their commission of sins 
(whether personally or through participation in unjust institutions) all fall 
into this category. And whether these papal statements affect behavior is a 
matter that church members decide. The 2012 Gallup Values and Beliefs 
Survey, for example, found that 82 percent of Catholics (compared to 90 
percent of non-Catholics) considered birth control “morally acceptable.”14 
Internally and externally, popes exercise power through moral suasion.

A second challenge to these questions relates to the difficulty of assess-
ing reputation and its effects. Setting aside debates about the value of 
qualitative and quantitative research, what can be readily acknowledged is 
that relationships are critical to the exercise of power. How the individuals 
in those relationships evaluate one another, and how they evaluate the 
choices that they offer to one another, can be discerned and then con-
firmed by consulting multiple (and competing) sources. There is an old 
adage that journalists write the “first rough draft of history.” Still, the 
“first” and the “rough” character of their work necessitates comparative 
and longitudinal appraisals. Coverage that is “news analysis,” with its 
framing of persons and events, merits even closer study. The media reports 
and reveals, facilitating communication among and between the leaders 
and the led. And for that very reason, its coverage must be subjected to 
close and careful examination.

Finally, there is the assertion that any connection between press cover-
age and the decision maker’s reputation is tenuous. Any one reader will 
have many sources of information that will inform her or his judgments, 
diffusing the influence of any one media outlet. More, it is the conclusions 
of multiple readers that are of interest in a democratic republic that relies 
on majority rule, which further reduces the impact of any one source. Yet 
there are widely shared judgments about the credibility of specific media 
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outlets, and public consumption of information is sufficiently patterned 
that it can be captured and channeled through social media algorithms. In 
his message for the 48th World Communications Day, Pope Francis main-
tains that the communication of information should be at the service of 
“an authentic culture of encounter,” which could be achieved if people 
were receptive, critical, and reflective consumers. Acknowledging the 
workings of echo chambers and bubbles, the pope identifies these as prob-
lems to be resolved: “[C]ommunication is ultimately a human rather than 
technological achievement … Personal engagement is the basis of the 
trustworthiness of a communicator.”15 This chapter acts upon this recom-
mendation, delineating the coverage given John Paul II, Benedict XVI, 
and Francis in the first four years of their papacies.

The First Four Years: Popes John Paul II, Benedict 
XVI, and Francis on the First Page of The Los 

Angeles Times and The New York Times

This chapter is an exploratory study, delineating the predominant frames 
ascribed by the US news media to Popes John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and 
Francis throughout their first four years as the leader of the Roman 
Catholic Church. More specifically, it is an analysis of the front-page cov-
erage of these three popes, as provided by The Los Angeles Times and The 
New  York Times, two newspapers recognized as opinion leaders within 
their industry and across the country.

Research Design

News coverage is now provided in print, broadcast, and electronic for-
mats; the competition for readers and viewers has been relentless, with 
innumerable outlets either closed or consolidated. The newspapers that 
are enduring are experimenting with diverse formats and platforms, 
remaining viable because they have adapted to technological change. The 
Los Angeles Times and The New  York Times convey their news through 
print and through electronics, and their reporters and editors make regu-
lar broadcast appearances—and those appearances are also available elec-
tronically. This diversification makes these two media outlets appealing for 
this study. The “front page” of The Los Angeles Times or The New York 
Times is delivered to wide audiences in multiple formats, with accessibility 
contributing to the influence of these outlets.
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Additionally, the caliber of information and commentary provided by 
these papers is recognized as exceptional. The New  York Times is the 
national newspaper of record for the USA. Though not without biases and 
flaws in its coverage, the paper’s reporters and editors have received innu-
merable honors. The Los Angeles Times is highly respected and also has its 
complement of awards, including multiple Pulitzer Prizes for National 
Public Service and for Public Service. Like The New York Times, The Los 
Angeles Times coverage is international, national, and regional; their arti-
cles are often picked up and carried by other outlets. In brief, both news-
papers are opinion leaders within the communications industry and 
throughout the nation.

In addition to the quality and the reach of their news coverage, these 
two papers are of interest because they are located in two of the most 
Roman Catholic metropolitan areas in the country. Thirty-three percent 
of the New  York City metropolitan area and 32 percent of the Los 
Angeles–San Diego metropolitan area self-identify as Roman Catholic.16 
Media scholars have consistently found that there is a connection between 
outlets and their audiences, with outlets focusing on issues of presumptive 
interest to their audiences, and audiences signaling outlets what they want 
to learn. This feedback loop has only tightened as the competition for 
readers/viewers and for advertising dollars has risen. Given these circum-
stances, the papal coverage by The Los Angeles Times and The New York 
Times deserves analysis for what it reveals about the reporters’ and editors’ 
perceptions of Roman Catholic Church leaders and members.

Finally, the media sample was extended across the first four years of 
three papacies. This sampling maximized opportunities for analyzing 
media coverage of Francis, while offering comparisons with his two imme-
diate successors. Each of these men exercised a distinctive style of leader-
ship, setting agendas that were related but contrasting in their priorities. 
In the period studied in this chapter, October 16, 1978, to October 16, 
1982, John Paul II established himself as an opponent of Communism 
and as an international actor. Benedict XVI, whose media coverage was 
analyzed from April 19, 2005, to April 19, 2009, spoke forcefully on 
behalf of church values, sometimes to the point that he was perceived as 
resistant to interreligious dialogues. Francis, whose media coverage was 
assessed from March 13, 2013, to March 13, 2017, emphasized the need 
for pastoral reform of the church, reaching out to those at the periphery. 
Yet this pope also upheld long-standing church doctrines, including those 
relating to women and sexual minorities, complicating his critiques of 
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social, political, and economic stratification. The media identified and 
commented on all these papal agendas, with text and images that charac-
terized the leadership and the power of each pope.

This analysis of coverage focuses on the first page of The Los Angeles 
Times and The New York Times. Here are the headlines and photographs 
that catch the eye at the newsstand or on the computer screen and that 
leave a lasting impression. Favorable coverage on the first page is sought 
after by every decision maker, especially by those whose power hinges on 
public approval. This is certainly the case for the pope, whose influence 
within the church and throughout the international realm is contingent, 
at least in significant part, on the acceptance of his moral authority by 
masses and by elites.

The tables that follow indicate how many issues of each newspaper pre-
sented at least one front-page article or photograph of the pope during the 
first four years of the pontificates of John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and 
Francis. The length of the articles varies, as does the extent to which they 
discuss the pope. For example, The Los Angeles Times includes a number of 
brief wire reports on its first page, especially in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, a practice not seen in The New York Times. As another example, 
articles focusing on the Solidarity strikes in Poland, which occurred during 
the papacy of John Paul II, identified the pope as one among many leaders 
responding to this conflict. These nuances notwithstanding, every article 
included in the data set made a substantive reference to the pope. And to 
control for differences in journalistic practices, the coverage was assessed 
longitudinally for each newspaper.

A Quantitative Decline and Qualitative Shifts 
in Papal Coverage

Table 6.1 provides an overview of the coverage accorded the three popes on 
the first pages of The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times during the 
first four years of their papacies. The decrease in coverage from John Paul II 
to Benedict XVI can only be described as precipitous. In the first four years 
of John Paul II’s papacy, 134 issues of The Los Angeles Times and 109 issues 
of The New York Times had a first-page article focused on or pertaining to 
the pope. Benedict XVI, in the same length of time, had coverage in just 31 
and 44 issues. Francis received this coverage in 43 and 63 issues, a greater 
number than Benedict XVI but still far behind John Paul II. By this mea-
sure, Benedict XVI and Francis were less newsworthy than John Paul II.
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This conclusion is further supported by the data pertaining to papal 
photographs on the front page. The first-page photographic record is 
similar for John Paul II and Francis in The Los Angeles Times: John Paul II 
appeared on the first page of 22 issues and Francis appeared on the first 
page of 20 issues. However, the decline in photographic coverage in The 
New York Times is significant: 61 issues presented front-page photographs 
of John Paul II, but just nine issues had these visuals of Benedict XVI and 
21 issues had first-page photographs of Francis. This is particularly strik-
ing given prevailing perceptions of Francis as having a strong media 
presence.

Table 6.2 presents the annual distributions of front-page coverage, 
revealing no strong chronological patterns across the three papacies. John 
Paul II received the most coverage in 1979, when 43 issues of The Los 
Angeles Times and 40 issues of The New York Times had a front-page article 
pertaining to his papacy; and 12 and 22 issues of these newspapers, respec-
tively, had a front-page photograph of the pope. Coverage declined there-
after, albeit with an upward bump in 1981. Benedict XVI was most 
extensively covered in the year he was elected to office. The decline in his 
coverage was qualified by a slight upward bump in 2008, when, somewhat 
unexpectedly, five issues of The New York Times featured a first-page pho-
tograph of this pope—more than the three that appeared in his election 
year. Media coverage of Francis was even more variable.

Table 6.1  The first four years: newspaper issues with first-page (FP) articles and 
photographs relating to John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis

The Los Angeles Times, issues  
with. . .

The New York Times, issues  
with. . .

John  
Paul II

Benedict 
XVI

Francis John  
Paul II

Benedict 
XVI

Francis

FP articles relating 
to the pope

134 31 43 109 44 63

FP photographs of 
the pope

20 NA 22 61 9 21

Note: Because The New York Times was on strike at the time, there was no coverage of the election or 
inauguration of John Paul II in this newspaper. “NA” signifies Not Available
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Examining the events that occurred in these years reveals strong 
patterns in the media coverage. Unexpected and extraordinary occur-
rences, changes that had the potential to affect the balance of international 
power, and national events and occasions have always received attention 
from the media. The front-page coverage accorded John Paul II, Benedict 
XVI, and Francis conformed to this rule. John Paul II’s 1979 visits to his 
native Poland and to the USA, and his near assassination in 1981, 
accounted for the peaks in his media coverage. His engagement in inter-
national peacemaking and conflict management also received significant 
coverage. Benedict XVI’s discussions of his doctrinal priorities in the first 
year of his papacy, and his statements about abortion, euthanasia, and 
sexuality, received extensive coverage; his visit to the USA in 2008, which 
included a number of statements about the sexual abuse of children by 

Table 6.2  Coverage by year: newspaper issues with first-page (FP) articles and 
illustrations relating to John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis

The Los Angeles Times, issues with. . . The New York Times, issues with. . .

FP articles FP photographs FP articles FP photographs

John Paul II
1978 8 3 0 1
1979 43 12 40 22
1980 25 1 20 11
1981 31 6 28 14
1982 27 5 21 13
Benedict XVI
2005 12 NA 18 3
2006 8 NA 8 1
2007 3 NA 4 0
2008 6 0 10 5
2009 2 0 4 0
Francis
2013 12 7 10 5
2014 3 1 12 2
2015 13 8 29 13
2016 13 6 10 1
2017 2 0 2 0

Note: Because The New York Times was on strike at the time, there was no coverage of the election or 
inauguration of John Paul II in this newspaper. “NA” signifies Not Available
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priests, led to an upswing in his coverage. Francis, likewise, saw his first-
page coverage increase when he visited the USA, and when he discussed 
priorities that touched on issues already being debated in the USA. 
Table 6.3 details these substantive patterns in the front-page coverage of 
the popes.

The topics that received the most extensive and most consistent cover-
age on the front pages of The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times 
were papal travel and papal priorities. The two were closely related, as 
these popes seized every possible opportunity to articulate their teachings 
while on apostolic journeys. These were occasions in which the popes 
“showed concern” nationally and internationally. Whether delivering 
homilies or congressional addresses, visiting places of worship or muse-
ums, meeting with young lay church members or chiefs of state, the apos-
tolic journeys of John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis drew public and 
media attention to the issues these popes deemed salient. In other words, 
by traveling, popes gained media coverage that amplified their efforts at 

Table 6.3  The first four years: topics addressed in first-page (FP) articles relating 
to John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis

The Los Angeles Times, issues  
with. . .

The New York Times, issues  
with. . .

John  
Paul II

Benedict 
XVI

Francis John  
Paul II

Benedict 
XVI

Francis

FP article about
Church personnel 4 2 0 4 6 0
International 
relations

15 4 6 23 2 5

Papal election 3 6 7 0 5 7
Papal priorities 27 5 10 9 17 27
Papal travel 53 11 15 38 12 21
Religion 6 1 3 3 0 2
Sex abuse 0 1 0 0 2 1
Miscellaneous 1 1 2 3 0 0
John Paul II, only
Poland 13 0 0 17 0 0
Assassination 
attempt

12 0 0 12 0 0

Note: Because The New York Times was on strike at the time, there was no coverage of the election or 
inauguration of John Paul II in this newspaper
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education and mobilization, which in turn potentially advanced their 
agendas for the church, the Holy See, and the international system. John 
Paul II’s back-to-back visits to the UK and Argentina, in the midst of the 
Falklands War, delivered a strong message of opposition to that war. 
Benedict XVI’s visit to Turkey showcased the pope’s respect for Islam and 
his willingness to engage in respectful dialogue, shifting perceptions of 
this pope as hostile to Muslims. Pope Francis’s visit to Mexico focused 
upon the plight of refugees, and the need for compassionate transnational 
legal systems to protect the powerless.

In Table 6.4, the focus shifts from articles to photographs, specifically 
first-page above-the-fold photographs. Individuals or events that receive 
this coverage are immediately identifiable to the reader/viewer as impor-
tant. If the visual is favorable, it can amount to an endorsement from the 
newspaper. A photograph of the pope being welcomed by a vast crowd, 
for example, sends a message that this leader is popular and influential. 
These photographs are also interesting for their portrayal of the pope as a 
religious or secular leader. Depicting the pope celebrating the mass empha-
sizes his role in the church, while a photograph of the pope reviewing the 
troops of another nation defines him as a chief of state. Though papal 
decision making is seldom distinctly either secular or religious, examining 
the front-page photographs is another route to discerning the frames that 
The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times, two national secular news-
papers, impose on the pope’s leadership.

Table 6.4  The first four years: “above-the-fold” (ATF) first-page photographs of 
John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis

The Los Angeles Times, 
issues with. . .

The New York Times, 
issues with. . .

John Paul II Francis John Paul II Francis

ATF photographs of the pope 26 6 43 9
ATF photographs of the pope with 
religious content

13 4 20 9

ATF papal portraits 7 0 9 1
ATF photographs of the pope with 
people

19 6 34 8

Note: Because The New York Times was on strike at the time, there was no coverage of the election or 
inauguration of John Paul II in this newspaper
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Finally, the first-page above-the-fold visuals are coded by the number of 
people photographed with the pope. “Portraits” present the pope alone, 
implicitly depicting him as set apart, even as distanced. In contrast, “peo-
ple pictures” present the pope in relationship. These depictions focus on 
the pope’s interactions and the responses that he elicits from those around 
him. These are photographs that record the pope’s performance of leader-
ship; the emotional content may be warm or cool, welcoming or haughty. 
The choice of portraits or “people pictures” is studied as an indication of 
the connection, or lack of connection, that the newspaper perceives 
between the pope and people.

Readers saw first-page, above-the-fold photographs of John Paul II in 
26 issues of The Los Angeles Times and 43 issues of The New York Times. 
But readers only saw these photographs of Francis in six issues of The Los 
Angeles Times and 12 issues of The New York Times. Quantitatively, the 
pope’s presence on the front page of these newspapers has diminished 
dramatically.

Qualitatively, these visuals have become proportionately more reli-
gious: A lower percentage of the first-page above-the-fold photographs of 
John Paul II than of Francis have religious content (50 percent to 66.7 
percent in The Los Angeles Times, 46.5 percent to 100 percent in The New 
York Times). This pattern in the photographic record is particularly inter-
esting, since the first-page articles seldom present the pope as an explicitly 
religious leader—as shown in Table  6.3, there were comparatively few 
“religion” articles, articles that commented upon holy days or church ritu-
als. Meanwhile, the photographic depiction of the pope as interacting with 
people has increased from 73.1 percent for John Paul II to 100 percent for 
Francis in The Los Angeles Times, and from 79.1 percent to 88.9 percent, 
respectively, in The New York Times. All these photographs were emotion-
ally and substantively affirming of John Paul II or Francis, who were 
depicted in the midst of people who were happy to be in the pope’s pres-
ence. Notwithstanding the distance and the mystique of the pope as the 
leader of Roman Catholic faithful, The Los Angeles Times and The New 
York Times presented John Paul II and Francis as religious and as accessi-
ble. Not incidentally, this was a message that both popes stressed through-
out their papacy, especially during their pastoral visits.

To more fully appreciate the impact of the first-page above-the-fold photo-
graphs in portraying how the Pope “showed concern,” consider two 
widely circulated photographs of Francis. The first example was an 
Associated Press photograph taken during the pope’s 2014 visit to Israel. 
Making an unscheduled stop on the drive from Jerusalem to Bethlehem, 
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the pope walked to the wall that cut along the West Bank and separated the 
two cities. He laid his right hand on the wall, bowed so that his forehead 
touched the wall, and stood for a moment in prayer. The photograph 
showed the pope in profile from the waist up, his smooth white cassock a 
shocking contrast to the rough concrete of the wall, which was covered in 
red and black graffiti. Compositionally, the photographer positioned the 
pope in the right third of the image, foregrounding the wall and its power.17 
Media outlets around the world featured this image; in The New York Times, 
it stretched across four columns, immediately below the newspaper title.

Many Israelis objected to the pope’s action and to the photograph. Yet 
the article immediately to the right of the photograph deflected this criti-
cism, its title declaring, “Pope, in Mideast, Invites Leaders to Meet on 
Peace.” And that invitation was accepted. Israeli President Shimon Peres 
and Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas came to Rome, together, for a 
“prayer summit meeting” with the pope. With political negotiations halted 
and broken, observers found it very significant that these three leaders 
would come together as devout religious practitioners.18 Significantly, it 
was a front-page above-the-fold photograph that inaugurated the message 
that religion could facilitate outreach rather than obstruction, could focus 
efforts on shared devotion rather than war.

The second photograph depicts a scene at the Vatican.19 The pope, 
smiling broadly, is shown at the center, flanked by his personal security 
detail, and surrounded by young people who are eagerly reaching out to 
touch him or shake his hand. The Swiss Guard buffers the pontiff from his 
followers, but there is no suggestion of threat or danger. The picture radi-
ates warmth and welcome, energy and enthusiasm. It is secular in content, 
lacking any explicit religious content. Yet it is also suggestive of religious 
art that depicts holy persons as sources of light. The backdrop is a ceiling 
with banded lights, which seem to extend from the pope. His robes and 
the fan of light, all white, draw the viewer’s attention to his person. The 
pope’s centrality within the picture testifies to his power and authority, 
though his expression is joyful rather than commanding. In sum, the pho-
tograph is extremely positive. The title of the accompanying article is 
equally so, declaring, “A Humble Pope, Challenging the World: First 
Latin American Pontiff Attracts Fans and Stirs Anxiety in Push for 
Change.” As was seen with the first example, any suggestion of a negative 
response to the pope (“Stirs Anxiety”) is softened, with the paper deliver-
ing a message of papal affirmation and optimism.

These and other above-the-fold photographs on the first pages of The 
Los Angeles Times and The New York Times affirm the pope’s person and 
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power. Though these newspapers are providing less coverage of Francis 
than of John Paul II, the depictions remain so positive as to constitute 
endorsements.20 Here is the “Francis effect” at work, with the then-new 
pope winning the support of influential national news media outlets. 
Whether Francis’s success leads to new possibilities for his exercise of 
moral authority across the church and throughout the international sys-
tem, however, awaits future determination.

How Newsworthy Is the Pope?
This chapter has provided an exploratory study of the media coverage 
accorded the pope by the national news media in the USA. Focusing on 
articles and photographs appearing on the front page of The Los Angeles 
Times and The New York Times, this analysis has identified marked changes 
in the quantity of coverage granted John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and 
Francis in the first four years of their papacies. Three findings are especially 
significant for the pope as a leader of the Roman Catholic Church, a chief 
of state, and a leader in international diplomacy.

First, the front-page coverage, both text and visual, that the pope 
receives in The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times has sharply 
declined from John Paul II to Benedict XVI. It has only slightly rebounded 
during the tenure of Francis. As the pope’s message is removed from the 
front page, his communications reach correspondingly fewer individuals. 
In other words, his opportunities to “show concern”—to exercise moral 
suasion—decrease and his influence lessens. This connection between 
media coverage and the pope’s moral authority requires further study. Are 
other media outlets similarly cutting back on their coverage of the pope? 
More specifically, what similarities and contrasts are evident, longitudinally 
and comparatively, between secular and Roman Catholic media outlets? 
This examination of media outlets must then be complemented with a 
close study of papal communication strategies. Leadership is premised 
upon communication and the current technological innovations provide 
extraordinary opportunities for outreach. How have the popes responded 
to these developments? What relationships have they fostered or rejected 
with media outlets? Studying the media and the popes in relationship will 
begin to uncover which issues, institutions, and peoples receive cover-
age—which is to say, which issues, institutions, and peoples are recognized 
and empowered. And this, in turn, will help us to understand how 
relationships between the media and the pope affect his leadership of a 
transnational church in a volatile and often violent world.
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Second, the pope has gained coverage by leaving the Vatican, so long as 
he has also taken care that his words and actions are accessible to reporters 
and photographers. John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis relied on 
apostolic journeys to strengthen their communication with diverse pub-
lics, taking care that their efforts were also relayed by the media. Papal 
travel in the USA was consistently featured on the first page of The Los 
Angeles Times and The New York Times, and the popes used this coverage 
to amplify their stances on such critical issues as the sexual abuse of chil-
dren by priests, government policy making in issues ranging from abortion 
to nuclear disarmament, and the calibration of church–state relations. By 
traveling, the pope has secured greater coverage of his leadership of the 
Roman Catholic Church, of the Holy See, and throughout the interna-
tional sphere. What, then, is the mix of the strategic and the theological in 
apostolic journeys? Has travel consistently provided the pope with more 
extensive and more positive media coverage? Has this media coverage pro-
vided the pope with more opportunities to advance his priorities, to mobi-
lize his followers, and to effect change? Has travel, through media 
outreach, augmented his moral authority?

Third, the frames that The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times 
imposed on John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis in their first-page 
coverage were generally congruent with the popes’ own messaging.21 
Though coverage of the pope and the church was not invariably positive, 
it was generally affirming. This was especially evident in first-page above-
the-fold papal photographs, which characterized John Paul II and Francis 
as engaged, compassionate, and loving, and as discerning, authoritative, 
and resolute. Here again, there was a strategic element: The popes had to 
provide photo opportunities for photographers to visually record the papal 
narratives. But what constraints have the popes imposed on press photog-
raphers? What spoken or unspoken agreements shape the composition of 
the photographs that are taken by photographers working for secular and 
for religious outlets?22 The access that popes have granted photographers 
and reporters is revealing of the value that popes have placed on mass 
communication.

Each of these findings and each of these recommendations for future 
research considers mass communication to be an essential element of 
papal leadership within the church, of the Holy See, and throughout the 
international order. But that prioritizing is, in itself, controversial. Some 
would argue that communication with elites, theologically and politi-
cally, can better secure the pope’s power and the authority.23 Others con-
tend that mass communication is too inherently democratic and too 
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empowering of the people, especially given that the Roman Catholic 
Church is a hierarchical church, centralized and rarely transparent in its 
decision making. Rejecting these arguments, Pope Francis has stated, 
“I prefer a Church which is bruised, hurting and dirty because it has been 
out on the streets, rather than a Church which is unhealthy from being 
confined and from clinging to its own security. I do not want a Church 
concerned with being at the center and which then ends by being caught 
up in a web of obsessions and procedures.” This commitment to reflec-
tion and communication is one that also needs to be expressed through 
scholarly research agendas, if power is to be precisely questioned, 
thoughtfully assessed, and creatively reformed.
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For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth  
in pain together until now.

Romans 8: 22

Within months of taking office, Pope Francis began a surprising and 
unwavering public campaign about humanity, morality, and the environ-
ment. The highlight of this effort was the June 2015 release of Laudato 
Si’: On Care for Our Common Home, the first papal encyclical focusing on 
environmental issues. In this unprecedented document, Pope Francis 
articulated that climate change was an imminent issue and that humans 
had a moral obligation to protect the planet. Then, in a speech during the 
United Nations’ (UN’s) Seventieth Anniversary Celebration in September 
2015, the pope warned against “a selfish and boundless thirst for power 
and material prosperity.” He went on to proclaim that “any harm done to 
the environment, therefore, is harm done to humanity.”1 The timing was 
important as both events preceded the September 2015 adoption of the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the December 2015 
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UN Climate Change Conference of Parties 21 (COP21) in Paris. During 
the conference, the pope and his representatives encouraged world leaders 
to work together and sign a universal climate change agreement. The 
result was heralded as historic; countries pledged to prevent planetary 
warming from going above 2°C with voluntary reductions in greenhouse 
gas emissions and the creation of a $100 billion climate fund. Many credit 
Pope Francis as instrumental in bringing 175 countries to an agreement, 
something they failed to do in previous UN conferences in Copenhagen 
(2009), Durban (2011), and Warsaw (2013).2

While most pontiffs define a moral agenda and promote Christian ethics, 
on the issue of climate change, Pope Francis went beyond the church walls 
and engaged the political process. Through his writings, speaking engage-
ments, and advocacy, he has become what political scientists identify as a 
policy entrepreneur—someone who defines an issue, offers solutions, and 
lobbies for political change. While this political engagement is unique and 
important to document, Pope Francis’s work in the issue of climate policy 
also provides an unusual case of moral authority at the global level. As the 
planet lacks a global government, spokespersons representing global inter-
ests (vs. country interests) are scarce. Moreover, Francis offers a rare moral 
framework in a heavily secularized era. Indeed, through his thoughts, 
words, and deeds, he adopts and exemplifies ethical leadership on many 
global social, economic, and political issues.

This chapter explores the confluence of Pope Francis’s moral authority 
and political activism. Building on previous chapters, the analysis explores 
the ethical framework Pope Francis presents on global issues, which com-
bines a personal moral code with a holistic economic, political, and social 
moral framework. With this understanding, the discussion asks: what is the 
source of influence of Pope Francis in global politics—specifically at the 
UN and its global agenda? How did the pope engage the political pro-
cesses at the global level? Did Pope Francis offer political solutions? Did 
he directly engage global policy-makers on this issue? Finally, can we dis-
cern whether Pope Francis’s activism was impactful? Through a survey of 
Pope Francis’s discourse and global political activism, we can conclude 
that he elevated the discussion of climate policy, overtly engaged both the 
UN and many world leaders on this issue, and framed the global climate 
change debate in new way—creating a moral narrative surrounding envi-
ronmental neglect and the need for human stewardship.3 To provide a 
causal story as to how Pope Francis influenced the Paris Agreement, the 
chapter uses a conceptual framework that explores Francis as a policy 
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entrepreneur—someone who has information, influence, and tenacity to 
heighten public attention to a problem and encourage policy-makers to 
adopt a solution to that problem.

The position of Pope Francis serves as an excellent case study for 
exploring the rare confluence of ethics and global leadership. Pope 
Francis’s engagement with dialogue on global climate change is presented 
as a case study with elite interviews and public opinion data providing 
empirical context. To address the questions above, the chapter begins by 
exploring the sources of political influence available to a pope. Then the 
chapter turns to exploring Francis’s perspective on the environment and 
humanity and how he articulated these views in public and political ven-
ues. The discussion also surveys and critically evaluates several studies that 
claim to have documented a “Francis Factor” and evidence of Pope 
Francis’s impact in the political realm. Here the chapter reviews Francis’s 
participation in global discussions of environmental stewardship, poverty, 
capitalism, and his statements concerning problems with the dominant 
political ideologies that shape most political systems. Finally, the chapter 
closes with a discussion of the implications of Pope Francis’s political 
engagement as he takes the Catholic Church and his moral framework 
into the public square.

“How Many Divisions Has the Pope?”
At the global policy level, the Holy See holds permanent observer status at 
the UN in New York and Geneva and has contributed to UN discussions 
and recommendations for over 70 years. In many cases, the UN embraces 
this role as there are rarely authoritative moral voices engaged at the global 
level. Moreover, the Catholic Church’s agenda often dovetails with the 
UN’s agenda seeking peaceful conflict resolution, social development, dis-
armament, and human rights.4 John Paul II advocated for global disarma-
ment and in an address to the UN in 1979 directed his remarks to “all 
men and women living on this planet.” The Pope now possesses a global 
platform and his influence comes from the ability to contribute to an 
international dialogue that is realized through public addresses, press con-
ferences, papal encyclicals, letters, and other publications.

Given the global platform, a charismatic pope with a global mission has 
the potential to wield considerable influence. There are very few voices at 
the global level that speak to morality and outline principles of good and 
bad behavior or codes of conduct that transcend specific cultural and 
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political boundaries. Popes can provide a road map or baseline that rises 
above national interest. In this regard, a pope can influence the global 
public agenda, the framing of issues, and the discussions regarding politi-
cal issues. As one observer describes, the pope “wields a subtle sword.”5

At the same time, these de facto powers situate the papacy in a precari-
ous position and may lead down a hazardous path of political advocacy. 
Usually, at the UN, and other venues, popes limit their engagement to 
general statements of principles and avoid concrete proposals. This is 
where Pope Francis is unique. He clearly embraces this global platform 
and, through his advocacy of the climate change agreement, goes beyond 
supporting general standards.6 The next section examines how this moral 
authority translates into politics and Pope Francis’s capacity to influence 
the global debate.

The Pope as a Policy Entrepreneur and the Global  
Climate Policy Stalemate

It is rare for a pope to be overtly part of the policy process at the global 
level. What are we to make of this activism? The field of public policy lends 
insights into the role that nonpolitical figures may have in the political 
realm and highlights how individuals not associated with political office 
can bring awareness to an issue, define an issue, and help articulate and 
assist with policy creation. One way of understanding this activism is the 
idea of a policy entrepreneur: someone who is “willing to invest their 
resources—time, energy, reputation, money—to promote a position in 
return for anticipated future gain in the form of material, purposive, or 
solidary benefits.”7 These advocates can do this engagement through a 
variety of means. The first is agenda setting, as they can offer new perspec-
tives and elevate awareness to ongoing public concerns. Policy entrepre-
neurs change the way we think about things; they redefine both problems 
and solutions. In this regard, talking about an issue is important, as it 
provides a frame or new understanding of an issue. Jacoby explains that 
“framing effects are extremely powerful . . . Differing frames produce 
widespread changes in the ways that people respond to a single issue.”8 
Second, entrepreneurs serve as advocates for certain actions. Here they 
articulate what can be done to address the problem—as they have defined 
it—and may lobby and venue shop for arenas that are ripe to adopt a policy 
prescription. Finally, policy entrepreneurs may bring relevant stakeholders 
to the negotiating table, nudge political leaders, and even contribute 
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resources (time, money, and legitimacy) to move a discussion or policy 
forward. Pope Francis’s role in teasing out moral arguments regarding 
climate change essentially concerns clarification of ideas. In basic terms, he 
explains why the environment is an issue all people should care about and 
offers guidance as to what should be done to protect it. The following sec-
tion explores how Laudato Si’ and Pope Francis offer a transformative 
understanding of environmental stewardship.

Reframing the Debate: Climate Change  
as a Moral Issue

Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home

Pope Francis began his campaign to bring attention to the environment 
almost immediately upon ascending to the papacy. In 2013, he pro-
claimed, “Creation is not a property, which we can rule over at will; or, 
even less, is the property of only a few: Creation is a gift, it is a wonderful 
gift that God has given us, so that we care for it and we use it for the ben-
efit of all, always with great respect and gratitude.”9 Again, in a March 
2013 homily, he stated, “The vocation of being a ‘protector,’ however, is 
not just something involving us Christians alone. It means protecting all 
creation, the beauty of the created world, as the Book of Genesis tells us 
and as Saint Francis of Assisi showed us [ . . . ]”10 In early 2014, in the 
pope’s message for the Celebration of The World Day of Peace, he articu-
lated a connection between morality, stewardship, and nature:

Nature, in a word, is at our disposition and we are called to exercise a 
responsible stewardship over it. Yet so often we are driven by greed and by 
the arrogance of dominion, possession, manipulation and exploitation; we 
do not preserve nature; nor do we respect it or consider it a gracious gift 
which we must care for and set at the service of our brothers and sisters, 
including future generations.11

A few months later, in June 2015, amid much anticipation Pope Francis 
published Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home. Prior to its 
release, one observer wrote, “A papal encyclical is rare. It is among the 
highest levels of a pope’s authority. It will be 50 to 60 pages long; it’s a 
big deal. But there is a contingent of Catholics here who say he should not 
be getting involved in political issues, that he is outside his expertise.”12 
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The “letter” surprised many with its 184 pages and bold calls that 
proclaimed the science of climate change credible and requiring both per-
sonal and political action. Through these writings, Pope Francis (who has 
a background in chemistry) highlights the deep consensus within the sci-
entific community and yet acknowledges that science can be “tiresome” 
and “abstract,” seeking to move the discussion away from pure scientism 
to a personal and moral dialogue. This view reflects the four priorities that 
Paul Manuel’s chapter (Chap. 2) introduces from Pope Francis’s 
“Theology of the People”: time is greater than space, unity takes priority 
over conflict, reality is more important than ideas, and the whole is supe-
rior to the parts.13 Building on these pillars, Pope Francis’s narrative insists 
that humans must protect the planet as custodians of the God-given Earth.

The logic of the argument in Laudato Si’ is based on previous writings 
and statements by Pope Francis’s predecessors, as he finds a long legacy 
of religious teachings that place humans as caretakers of the planet (i.e., 
the books of Genesis and Romans, the work of St. Francis, and the writ-
ings of Bartholomew, John Paul II, and Benedict VXI). These works, as 
well as his own deliberations, call for humans to serve as stewards for 
future generations and to direct their inner spiritual focus to compassion 
not consumerism. Pope Francis quotes the concerns that Pope Paul VI 
expressed in a 1971 speech to the UN’s Food and Agriculture 
Organization, declaring, “Due to an ill-considered exploitation of nature, 
humanity runs the risk of destroying it and becoming in turn a victim of 
this degradation.”14 The document also invokes Pope John Paul II and 
his concern that humans tend “to see no other meaning in their natural 
environment than what serves for immediate use and consumption.”15 
He also builds on the writings of Pope Benedict XVI and his call for 
“eliminating the structural causes of the dysfunctions of the world econ-
omy and correcting models of growth which have proved incapable of 
ensuring respect for the environment.”16 Pope Francis writes, “The emp-
tier a person’s heart is, the more he or she needs things to buy, own and 
consume” and invokes Pope Benedict’s words, “Purchasing is always a 
moral—and not simply economic—act.”17

Several strands of thought are woven throughout the encyclical, yet a 
consistent theme appears—the care of the planet is a personal endeavor 
and a public endeavor. The earth is a gift, and humanity is damaging this 
gift. Francis writes, “The destruction of the human environment is 
extremely serious, not only because God has entrusted the world to us 
men and women, but because human life is itself a gift which must be 
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defended from various forms of debasement.”18 Moreover, climate change 
is adversely affecting the poorest populations on the planet and harming 
generations to come. In his speech to the UN General Assembly in 2015, 
he connects the caretaking of the planet with social justice:

The misuse and destruction of the environment are also accompanied by a 
relentless process of exclusion . . . The poorest are those who suffer the most 
from such offenses, for three serious reasons: they are cast off by society, 
forced to live off what is discarded and suffer unjustly from the abuse of the 
environment. They are part of today’s widespread and quietly growing “cul-
ture of waste.”19

Climate change is economic, political, and moral. For Pope Francis, con-
sumerism, pollution, poverty, and environmental neglect are the result of 
sin. Furthermore, he calls for the rejecting of the use of products and 
practices that hurt both the natural system and the human community. 
These exploitative practices remove people from their communities and 
their homes (both physically and spiritually). Countries are also marginal-
ized as many in the global South have little access to economic and politi-
cal development in large part due to an exclusive, consumer-based, and 
profit-oriented global system. In this regard, Pope Francis writes, we 
“must integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, so as 
to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.”20

Pope Francis’s writings explicitly try to reorient the public discussions 
about the environment and reframe why it is important. The policy debate 
over environmental issues is often presented as the environmentalists ver-
sus industry, or at the personal level, one’s job versus animals and trees, 
and freedom versus government regulation. Laudato Si’ confronts these 
well-established divisions and expresses concern that the problem of envi-
ronmental stewardship is often viewed as technocratic. Although Pope 
Francis accepts the science on a changing climate, for him the debate is 
not about the validity of the research, but instead about human empower-
ment. He writes that we must “transcend the language of mathematics 
and biology, and take us to the heart of what it is to be human.”21 Francis 
establishes a path to understanding the relationship between humanity 
and the planet while escaping the traditional progressive (pro-environment) 
and conservative (pro-business) dichotomy. His approach is a holistic one 
that connects the environment with personal ethics and social well-being. 
He portrays the planet as a “common home” and notes that neglecting 
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the natural environment is a source of suffering for both societies and 
individuals. He suggests that the guiding ethics of the Catholic Church’s 
teachings call for human care of the natural world, the protection of the 
most vulnerable populations from the scourges of poverty, and a personal 
spiritual journey that transcends consumerism and neglect. Pope Francis’s 
engagement tries to move the discussion away from an “enlightened elit-
ist” view and requests that his audience care more about humans than 
shoreline erosion and bird migration patterns (although all deserve respect 
as God’s creations).

The following section outlines how the policy entrepreneur framework 
allows us to understand Pope Francis’s political activism as he goes beyond 
reframing the issue to actively lobbying for the Paris climate agreement. 
Here the discussion explores the confluence between Pope Francis’s writ-
ings, public agenda, and the adoption of the UN’s SDGs and the global 
climate change debate. In addition, the discussion highlights the unprec-
edented role of the pope in terms of moral authority and global policy 
advocacy.

Moral Authority and Global Policy Advocacy

To understand how Pope Francis engages in policy advocacy, it is helpful 
to review the context of the debate on climate change. The creation of 
policy is a complex process, and often advocacy for the solution to a par-
ticular problem can be problematic, as new policy measures may threaten 
elites and the status quo, creating a stalemate. With climate policy, there 
are multiple layers of opposition to global initiatives: at the personal level, 
at the national level within the United States, as well as the global level. 
Both within and outside the United States, there are perpetual divides in 
dealing with climate change. Portions of the global South frequently argue 
that limiting development (e.g., harvesting timber and reducing carbon 
emissions) places an unfair burden on industry that developed states did 
not have to contend with. In addition, there are repeated calls for the pri-
mary carbon emitting countries to assist with and even pay for mitigating 
the often-devastating effects of climate change (e.g., salinization and the 
Marshall Islands). The Chinese government and many other developed 
countries persistently shy away from mandatory carbon emissions limits. 
The United States, in particular, has revolted against the idea of a binding 
agreement, in part as it would require a highly unlikely Senate confirma-
tion of a multilateral treaty.
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Discussions about climate change are abstract, complex, and perceived 
as distant. This obliqueness is enhanced by uncertainty about when and 
where climate change will have an impact. Culpability for climate change 
is often deflected, in part as it is viewed as unintentional harm and victim-
less. Americans, in particular, receive diverse messages about the United 
States having the most impact on climate change, and many reject the 
science, the idea of blame, and often the messengers. Within the United 
States, the credibility of the science surrounding climate change has been 
effectively questioned, and from 2008 on, reports indicate that less than 
50 percent of self-identified Republicans within the United States find that 
the evidence of human created climate change is credible.22 Beyond believ-
ing the science, one author claims that most people, particularly within the 
United States, tend to “lack strong moral intuitions about the issue.”23 
Here the pope counters this logic and highlights that even if we are not 
certain about the science and potential impacts, the risk of great danger 
requires activism. There are also those who have an optimistic view of sci-
ence and its ability to manage the impacts of climate change.24 For both 
the public and the policy elite, decisions that reject efforts to mitigate cli-
mate change are often justified on the expenses associated with increased 
regulation and transitioning to nonfossil fuel sources. The encyclical 
includes criticism of “obstructionist attitudes,” and at one point in the 
document, Pope Francis specifically calls out the United States and argues, 
“We must continue to be aware that, regarding climate change, there are 
differentiated responsibilities.”25 Finally, he creates a view of morality thro
ugh time, arguing there is an intergenerational obligation to act.

For a pontiff, environmentalism lies outside what one might identify as 
the “traditional” social justice agenda associated with religious institutions 
and their leaders, and arguably the publication of a book-length encyclical 
itself was political advocacy. After the release of Laudato Si’, Pope Francis 
conducted an international campaign with a highly publicized speaking 
tour and a flurry of meetings (both within the United States and around 
the world) to elevate the climate change issue. This engagement provided 
momentum leading up to the UN’s adoption of the SDGs in 2015 and the 
UN conference in Paris that same year. Furthermore, he highlights the 
need for immediacy and responsibility to “do something.” We now turn 
to explore what can only be interpreted as collaboration with the UN, as 
the pope’s writings directly invoke the 2015 UN SDGs. We also trace 
Pope Francis’s global venue shopping to nudge world leaders toward 
consensus.
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The Pope and the SDGs

The language throughout Laudato Si’ dovetails with the language crafted 
by the UN in the same year, 2015, regarding the interdependence of cli-
mate and other issues areas. Pope Francis’s statement, “Climate change is 
a global problem with grave implications: environmental, social, eco-
nomic, political and for the distribution of goods,” echoes the UN’s 17 
SDGs and their attempt to highlight the connections between economic, 
natural, and political systems. Pope Francis’s words and priorities are very 
similar those of the UN and call for “the whole human family together to 
seek a sustainable and integral development.” Moreover, the encyclical 
lists many of the same individual goals as the SDGs. For instance, the 
encyclical directly addresses the related issues of access to water (SDG 
number 6) and biodiversity (SDG numbers 14 and 15). He also calls on 
society to reduce its production of waste and criticizes a disposal-oriented 
culture that marginalizes many within the human community (found in 
SGD number 12). Table 7.1 illustrates the parallels/overlap between the 
first half of Laudato Si’ and the UN’s goals. The SDGs set out 17 specific 
targets that build on the Millennium Development Goals, which expired 
in 2015. Laudato Si’ clearly identifies 12 of the 17 goals in its call to end 
poverty and protect the planet. The resemblance cannot be a coincidence 
and, although it is speculative, it indicates a deliberate collaboration 

Table 7.1  Parallels between Laudato Si’ and the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals

Laudato Si’; Pope Francis’s encyclical UN Sustainable Development Goals

Access to water (para. 27) SDG 8 clean water and sanitation
Pollution, waste, and the throwaway culture (para. 
20–22)

SDG 12 responsible consumption 
and production

Loss of biodiversity (para. 32–42) SDG 14 life below water
SDG 15 life on land

Decline in the quality of human life and the 
breakdown of society (para. 43–47)

SDG 3 good health and well-being
SDG 11 sustainable cities and 
communities

Global inequality (para. 48–52) SDG 1 no poverty
SDG 2 zero hunger
SDG 5 gender equality
SDG 10 reduce inequalities

Weak government responses (para. 53–59) SDG 16 peace, justice, and strong 
institutions
SDG 17 partnerships for the goals
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between the UN’s development agenda (prior to its public release) and 
the pope’s agenda. In fact, Pope Francis spoke at the UN General Assembly 
directly prior to that body’s adoption of the 17 goals. This hints that the 
UN was responsive to the pope (a bit unlikely as the goals were previewed 
in April 2015) or there was coordination between the Holy See and the 
UN. One observer writes, “Laudato Si’ is unique in its intention to influ-
ence international politics and the multilateral agreements they pro-
duce.”26 The document clearly marks Pope Francis’s efforts at entrepre-
neurship. In the last few chapters, Pope Francis carefully outlines the need 
for dialogue at the global level, at the national level, between peoples of 
different cultures and faiths, and even within local communities.

Pope Francis’s political activism did not stop with the publication of the 
document; he then conducted extensive public speaking engagements 
advocating for environmental stewardship. In September 2015, three 
months after the release of Laudato Si’, Pope Francis proclaimed in a 
speech at the White House, “Climate change is a problem which can no 
longer be left to a future generation. When it comes to the care of our 
‘common home,’ we are living at a critical moment of history.”27 Then 
Francis became the first pope to address the US Congress, and the second 
to appear at a formal session of the UN General Assembly in New York. 
Indeed, after his appearance, the 70th meeting of the General Assembly 
adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (including the 
SGDs). The pope also presented the same message at the Catholic Climate 
Covenant and the US Conference of Catholic Bishops, which was fol-
lowed by press conferences by Catholic leaders at the National Press Club 
and five additional press events, all reinforcing his message of environmen-
tal stewardship. Together these events resulted in over 3000 news stories.28 
One source close to Francis, Bishop Marcelo Sorondo, chancellor of the 
Vatican’s Pontifical Academy of Sciences, claimed, “The reason for such 
frenetic activity . . . is the pope’s [sic] wish to directly influence next year’s 
crucial UN climate meeting in Paris, when countries will try to conclude 
20 years of fraught negotiations with a universal commitment to reduce 
emissions.”29 Pope Francis’s activities are clearly those of a policy entrepre-
neur venue shopping, addressing several audiences—both policy-makers 
and the general public. Indeed, he wanted to raise awareness about vulner-
able populations and highlight the implications of doing nothing.

Pope Francis consistently used his public platform to achieve three cli-
mate change goals. First, and perhaps most profound, his work intended 
to change the narrative about climate change. It provides a logic with 
great depth and detail about why protecting the environment is imperative. 
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Francis tried to move the debate from a scientific one to a tangible moral 
argument that is accessible to both believers and nonbelievers. The per-
spective is a global one—the whole over the parts. Second, just the men-
tion of the topic highlights the issue and brings awareness. Pope Francis 
was aware of the timing of his work, the release of the SDGs, and the Paris 
Climate Change Conference. One member of the UN Foundation explains 
Pope Francis’s unique engagement on this issue, claiming he has “never 
seen a pope do anything like this . . . No single individual has as much 
global sway as he does . . . What he is doing will resonate in the govern-
ment of any country that has a leading Catholic constituency.”30 Third, 
Francis expands his audience; through the encyclical and significant activ-
ism both at the UN and within the United States, he conducts a public 
and focused campaign and deliberately pursues non-Catholic audiences 
and world leaders. In this regard, he was nudging both individuals and 
policy-makers at a key moment in policy formation. Did Pope Francis 
move the needle? Was his activism impactful? The next section explores 
the complex consequences of the pope’s attempt to reframe the climate 
change debate and push world leaders to an agreement on reduction of 
greenhouse gasses at the Paris conference in December 2015.

The Public and the Pope: The Francis Effect

Several studies find that Pope Francis was impactful in increasing public 
awareness and support for climate change mitigation. Yet, some contest 
this conclusion, as the evidence of a “Francis Effect” points in different 
directions. The American public warmed up to this pope as his favor-
ability ratings rose from 58 percent in April 2013 to 70 percent in 
October 2015 after his visit to the United States.31 Catholics clearly held 
the Pope in high esteem as Francis recorded a 90 percent favorability 
rating.32 This rating would seem to bode well for changing opinions. 
Within the public opinion data, however, the evidence about any impact 
from the pope’s activism (particularly through the encyclical and other 
engagements) is mixed. First, there are surveys that find a notable 
change over time of the perceived cause of climate change. Since 2001, 
Gallup has asked a sample of Americans whether the increase in the 
Earth’s temperature over the last century is the result of human causes 
or natural causes. Those who attributed human causes were at or above 
60 percent for the first few years of the new millennium. However, those 
numbers declined to about 50 percent over the next nine years. As illus-
trated in Fig. 7.1, from 2015 to 2016, at the height of Pope Francis’s 
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activism on this subject, those numbers rose ten points from 55 percent 
in 2015 to 65 percent in March 2016. At the same time, crediting Pope 
Francis with this spike is dubious.

In fact, it is fascinating to examine the diversity of studies assessing the 
public reaction to Pope Francis’s climate change campaign. The conclu-
sions are contradictory. Several indicate a robust and direct impact, 
whereas others find no impact or even a hardening of the rejection of cli-
mate change science. One study, beginning with a credibility question, 
asked, “How much do you trust or distrust the Pope as a source of infor-
mation about global warming?” Given that the pope is not connected with 
either the scientific community or the policy community, the study found 
that almost 72 percent of Catholics found him a credible source and 62 
percent of Americans overall viewed him as credible on this issue. Another 
survey found that the proportion of respondents’ view that global warm-
ing is a moral issue increased by 7 percent from spring 2015 to fall 2015. 
The proportion of respondents who wanted US action on climate change 
also increased by seven points from spring 2015 to fall 2015. The report 
claims there was a clear connection between the pope’s activism and 
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increased concern and engagement within the United States and labeled 
this dynamic “The Francis Effect.”33 Similarly, the poll conducted by the 
Center for Climate Change Communication found that Pope Francis’s 
discussion of climate change moved the level of concern (including “very” 
and “somewhat worried”) about global warming from 51 percent in 
spring 2015 to 59 percent in fall 2015. They claim the increase was most 
pronounced among Catholics whose concern rose from 43 percent to 64 
percent, whereas Protestants indicated a change in views from 47 percent 
to 57 percent. They also concluded that the pope’s message had very little 
effect on Evangelicals who stayed at four points.34 The report indicates 
that “many Americans (17%) and Catholics (35%) say the Pope’s position 
on global warming has influenced their views about the issue.”35 The 
authors also found most Americans who were surveyed believe that cli-
mate change will adversely harm the poor.

At the same time, another group of scholars rejects this position and 
claim that political identity impacted how the pope’s message was received. 
Liberals who accepted the climate science increased the salience of their 
views, while conservatives increased their skepticism.36 This study contra-
dicts the “Francis Effect” study and finds that within Catholic audiences, 
liberal versus conservative Catholics had different reactions. The study 
reveals that those surveyed who had knowledge of the pope’s message and 
Laudato Si’ reacted differently based on political orientation. Liberal 
Catholics did register more connections between climate change, risk, and 
negative outcomes for the poor than those liberal Catholics that were not 
aware of the encyclical. Yet, conservative Catholics, particularly those who 
were aware of the encyclical, were more likely to reject the pope as credible 
on climate change and less likely to see any potential impacts on the poor. 
This study claims that with the latter group, “the pope’s justification for 
action holds limited moral authority for conservatives.”37 The authors of 
the study attribute this to political polarization in the United States and a 
“politicized media diet,” yet did indicate that Catholics overall were less 
likely to reject the pope’s message than non-Catholics.

Still another report finds that the pope’s message seemed to move some 
traditional sectors of the society that were suspect of information on cli-
mate change. In November 2015, a survey by the National Surveys on 
Energy and Environment reported that 56 percent of Republicans believed 
that the evidence about climate change was credible—the first time this 
number had risen above 47 percent since 2008. With other self-identified 
groups, the numbers of those convinced that there is significant evidence of 
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climate change seems robust: for Democrats, the number registered at 79 
percent and Independents recorded 69 percent.38

It does appear that within the United States, the pope’s messaging did 
have some impact on public opinion. However, that impact was limited to 
those who were predisposed due to media consumption and ideological 
identification. Regardless of public opinion, it is important to note two 
things. First, most of Pope Francis’s media outreach was in nontraditional 
outlets; he deliberately targeted non-Catholic audiences.39 Second, the 
audience of the message includes political elites as they moved toward the 
Paris Climate Change conference in December 2015.

The Path to Paris: Nudging and Cajoling

Changing public opinion, even a few percentage points, is a notable feat. 
But the real target of a policy advocate is to change policy. In fall 2015, 
Pope Francis persistently reinforced his message of environmental stew-
ardship by directly targeting participants in the upcoming Paris conference 
and urging negotiators to seek “complete decarbonisation” by 2050.40 In 
a November visit to Africa, he restated his message, pressing the interna-
tional community to listen to the “cry rising up from humanity and the 
earth itself.”41

In December of 2015, the leaders of almost 200 nations joined over 
40,000 delegates in Paris, France, and agreed to a binding framework that 
would compel states to cut their carbon emissions and reduce climate 
change. The UN Climate Change Conference (COP21) sponsored the 
conference with the specific goal of preventing planetary warming from 
going above 2°C.  Those tasked with global environmental governance 
were called upon to not only “ratchet up” their policies to cut carbon 
emissions but also mitigate the threats to human security resulting from 
climate change.42 Several island nations, like the Marshall Islands, Tuvalu, 
and Kiribati, where the land may be only six feet above sea level, had 
already experienced loss of coastline, salinization of soil with repeated 
flooding (which destroys crops), and exposure to raw sewage (which 
increases disease). In opening remarks to the conference, French president 
Francois Hollande noted, “Never have the stakes been so high because 
this is about the future of the planet, the future of life.”43

In the weeks leading up to the Paris conference, the pope met with 
other religious and political leaders in Kenya, Uganda, and the Central 
African Republic. Within these African states he made a direct appeal to 
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the leaders and created a sense of urgency. He cautioned about current 
“consequences of changes” as a result of greenhouse gas emissions. He 
warned of the negative results of this dynamic, saying: “The time to find 
global solutions is running out. We will only be able to find adequate solu-
tions if we act together and in agreement. Hence, there is a clear, definitive 
and ineluctable ethical imperative to act.”44 According to a member of the 
Holy See’s UN delegation, Paris was on the horizon, and Pope Francis 
wanted to use his tour and Laudato Si’ as motivation for world leaders in 
the weeks preceding COP21. He asserts that Pope Francis—through his 
activism in the United States, at the UN, and in multiple venues through-
out the globe—helped push the Paris Agreement forward. He explains, 
“Francis used his direct spending of moral authority to motivate the del-
egates and other participants.”45 Moreover, the pope was active in Paris 
itself. In a symbolic gesture, he sent his own shoes to be displayed in Paris 
during a silent rally, and reports claim he made personal phone calls to 
delegates during the conference.46

In securing a deal, the Paris conference faced multiple challenges. The 
first was creating consensus about goals and achieving near universal 
agreement about the binding nature of such agreements. This process was 
highly political as developing nations like Brazil were called upon to cease 
the lucrative harvesting of timber in the Amazon rainforest to preserve an 
essential global carbon sink. Despite the challenges, the meeting created a 
landmark deal to reduce greenhouse gas emissions with a commitment by 
countries to further reductions every five years. The approach allowed 
countries to submit their own initiated Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions (INDCs). China agreed to cut emissions and pledged to 
implement a cap-and-trade system, the United States agreed to cut 26 
percent to 28 percent of its emissions by 2025, and the European Union 
committed to a 40 percent reduction by 2030. The conference also pro-
duced a $100 billion climate mitigation fund. The Paris Agreement was 
called “a rare victory for global multilateral deal making.”47

There is evidence political leaders were aware of and listening to Pope 
Francis’s campaign. President Obama tweeted about the encyclical, and 
Vice President Biden is reported to have read it in its entirety. The UN 
Secretary-General at the time, Ban Ki-moon expressed his support for the 
pope’s activism as did the heads of both the UN Environment Programme 
and the UN Development Programme.48 There are also those that claim 
Pope Francis “clearly helped” and that his activism “was a decisive factor” in 
coaxing in the direction of an agreement in Paris.49 Although most of the 

  A. J. LYON



  135

evidence is anecdotal, many argue that his advocacy played an important 
role in the adoption of the agreement. Alison Doig of Christian Aid char-
acterizes the mood brought to the conference by Pope Francis as “trans-
formative” and “wonderful,” particularly since the publication of Laudato 
Sì, and she notes the robust support from the broader faith community.50

While monumental, the agreements made in Paris would face addi-
tional hurdles at the domestic level in many parliaments, national legisla-
tures, and regulatory agencies. For example, in June 2017, despite visiting 
with Pope Francis a week earlier and receiving a copy of Laudato Si’ as a 
gift from the Pope, President Trump announced that the United States 
would withdraw from the agreement. Yet, even after this announcement, 
Pope Francis continued his campaign, and in a June 2017 meeting with 
Pope Francis, German Chancellor Angela Merkel reported that Francis 
encouraged her diligence in preserving the historic Paris Agreement.51

Conclusion

Pope Francis’s advocacy with regard to the environment is unique. He 
appealed to multiple communities, with specific focus on the US domestic 
audience, the UN delegates in September of 2015, and the developing 
states (with the African speaking tour in November 2015). He framed the 
debate to move it beyond the simple oppositions of liberals versus conser-
vatives, developed states versus developing states. Pope Francis sculpts cli-
mate change as an issue not just facing environmentalists, scientists, and 
energy companies, but all of humankind—time is greater than space. 
While he engages with the political realm, his approach attempts to tran-
scend the typical trappings and categories of political ideology. Although 
some observers claim he sits on either the right or left of the political 
spectrum, as discussed above and in the chapters by Paul Manuel (Chap. 
2), Christine Gustafson (Chap. 10), and Elizabeth Carter (Chap. 9), 
Francis is critical of political ideologies; he argues that they do not capture 
the realities of life in the twenty-first century and are not effectively serv-
ing humanity.52

As a political entrepreneur, Pope Francis invited people to focus on the 
interests of the whole, not the individual parts (be they governments, ide-
ologies, or interest groups). The entrepreneur does not fiddle at the mar-
gins of policy creation, but attempts transformation. In this regard, this 
framework allows us to understand Pope Francis’s moral authority as it 
transcends normal advocacy; he strives to redefine the issue, engages in 
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coalition building, nudges public opinion, prods global leaders, and 
engages international political institutions. In addition, he calls on publics 
and policy-makers to move away from strategic self-interest. The issue is 
not about reduction of harm to commerce, shipping channels, and animal 
habitats, but instead about the reduction of great human suffering. He 
provides a moral global perspective that transcends political and ideologi-
cal boundaries. Pope Francis directly calls on world leaders to address the 
immediacy of the threat of climate change and highlights their moral 
responsibility to protect the planet and future generations.

Yet, Pope Francis’s activism was not without backlash. Particularly in 
the United States, political figures like Jeb Bush and Rick Santorum (both 
Catholic) criticized both the message and the activism. The pope was 
accused by several critics of being a “Socialist” and a “Communist.”53 
There were voices that rejected his understanding of science and many 
that criticized his political engagement as inappropriate and out of bounds. 
There were also voices that pushed back on the need to consider the poor, 
arguing that climate mitigation policies could hurt the destitute by elimi-
nating jobs, particularly in the coal industry.54 The “church in the town 
square” and its affiliation with the “town” governance structures can 
become problematic. The more concrete the pope gets, the more prob-
lematic it is. As he calls out to world leaders specifically and issues direct 
calls to action (verses the more general “let us pray for world peace” state-
ments), he enters the political realm and will get push back. Despite his 
intent in creating consistent moral guidelines and rising above the political 
fray, the issues are political, and Pope Francis and his messages have been 
politicized. Beyond traditional opposition to climate change, the fact that 
researchers (as discussed above) present conflicting impacts of Pope 
Francis’s activism points to the many sectors that are leveraging the pope’s 
messaging for their own benefit. The church can safely preach to the poli-
ticians; however, it walks a dangerous line when, acting as a faith-based 
community, it associates too closely with the political: some will reject 
both the message and the messenger. Within the United States, there are 
those who find Pope Francis’s advocacy a violation of the principle of sepa-
ration of church and state.55 In addition, as his views transcend ideological 
categories (i.e., what one might describe a “liberal” position on poverty 
and “conservative” stance on abortion), Pope Francis’s political advocacy 
is vulnerable to accusations of hypocrisy and duplicity for those that only 
superficially glance at his logic.
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Returning to the themes of this volume, Pope Francis’s impact in this 
area accomplished several things simultaneously, with moral lessons reso-
nating throughout his thoughts, words, and deeds. First, he provided a 
rationale that builds on previous orientations of his predecessors with a 
consistent logic into why humans—both as individuals and as members of 
a community—should care about the environment and act as stewards. He 
makes a deliberate attempt to engage the science and bring clarity of pur-
pose. Although his impact on public views is contentious, it is clear that 
Pope Francis has had a recalibrating effect on the narratives surrounding 
morality and climate policy and has used his global platform to advocate 
moral choices in global governance. The pope’s call to action deliberately 
coincided with the adoption of the UN’s SDGs and the Paris Climate 
Change Conference. The UN, with declining standing, has embraced 
both the message and the idea of a moral authority at the global level.56 
Although the global agenda was already set to address these challenges, 
Laudato Si’ created renewed interest, lent gravitas, and added an urgent 
moral imperative to the discussion. In addition, the pope’s pleas for a 
focus on poverty and international policy to advance global equality dove-
tailed with the UN’s sustainability goals. In engaging the UN and the 
climate change debate, Pope Francis has filled a void in global authority, 
calling on both policy-makers and global residents to prioritize humanity 
in a world increasingly dominated by technology and materialism.

Notes

1.	 Pope Francis, “Meeting with the Members of the General Assembly of the 
United Nations: Address of the Holy Father,” September 25, 2015, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/septem-
ber/documents/papa-francesco_20150925_onu-visita.html

2.	 Bruce Jones and Adele Morris, “Understanding COP21 and Beyond the 
Paris Agreement,” Brookings Report 21(2015), http://www.brookings.
edu/blogs/planetpolicy/posts/2015/12/14-cop21-beyond-the-paris-
agreement-jones-morris; Roger Harrabin, “COP21: Did the Pope Save 
the Climate Deal?,” BBC News, December 13, 2015, http://www.bbc.
com/news/science-environment-35087220

3.	 For the purposes of this work, an ethical framework is defined as matters 
relating to good and evil or right and wrong or a system of ideas about 
correct behaviors, whereas public ethics refer to standards of conduct and 
decision-making rules for the greater good.

  POPE FRANCIS AS A GLOBAL POLICY ENTREPRENEUR: MORAL AUTHORITY… 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-francesco_20150925_onu-visita.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-francesco_20150925_onu-visita.html
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/planetpolicy/posts/2015/12/14-cop21-beyond-the-paris-agreement-jones-morris
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/planetpolicy/posts/2015/12/14-cop21-beyond-the-paris-agreement-jones-morris
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/planetpolicy/posts/2015/12/14-cop21-beyond-the-paris-agreement-jones-morris
http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-35087220
http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-35087220


138 

4.	 It is important to point out that there is not complete alignment on global 
policy positions between the Holy See and the UN. The issue of family 
planning is one of several areas that the two global actors find significant 
disagreement. There are issue areas where the Holy See is viewed as a con-
servative actor within the UN system.

5.	 Michael Moran, “The Pope’s Divisions,” Council on Foreign Relations, 
February 3, 2006, http://www.cfr.org/religion/popes-divisions/p9765

6.	 This was also evident in his remarks concerning then presidential candidate 
Donald Trump and immigration in 2016.

7.	 John W.  Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policy (New York: 
Harper Collins, 1984), 188.

8.	 William Jacoby, “Issue Framing and Public Opinion on Government 
Spending,” American Journal of Political Science 44, no. 4 (2000): 763.

9.	 Stoyan Zaimov, “Pope Francis Warns: If We Destroy Creation, It 
Will Destroy Us,” Christian Post Reporter, May 21, 2014, http://
www.christianpost.com/news/pope-francis-warns-if-we-destroy- 
creation-it-will-destroy-us-120159/

10.	 “Pope Francis’ Homily for His Inaugural Mass,” March 19, 2013, 
http://www.catholicworldreport.com/2013/03/19/full-text-pope- 
francis-homily-for-his-inaugural-mass/

11.	 Francis, “Message of His Holiness Francis for the Celebration of the World 
Day of Peace,” 2014, http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/mes-
sages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20131208_messaggio-xlvii-
giornata-mondiale-pace-2014.html

12.	 John Vidal, “Pope Francis’s Edict on Climate Change Will Anger 
Deniers and US Churches,” The Guardian December 27, 2014, http://
www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict- 
climate-change-us-rightwing

13.	 Juan Carlos Scannone, S.J., “Pope Francis and the Theology of the 
People,” Theological Studies 77, no. 1 (2016).

14.	 “Apostolic Letter Octogesima Adveniens,” May 14, 1971, 416–17.
15.	 “Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis,” March 4, 1979, 287.
16.	 Benedict XVI, “Address to the Diplomatic Corps Accredited to the Holy 

See,” January 8, 2007.
17.	 Benedict XVI, “Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate,” (2009).
18.	 Francis, Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home (Rome: The Holy 

See, 2015).
19.	 “Meeting with the Members of the General Assembly of the United 

Nations: Address of the Holy Father,” http://w2.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-fran-
cesco_20150925_onu-visita.html

20.	 Francis, Laudato Si’, on Care for Our Common Home, para. 52.

  A. J. LYON

http://www.cfr.org/religion/popes-divisions/p9765
http://www.christianpost.com/news/pope-francis-warns-if-we-destroy-creation-it-will-destroy-us-120159/
http://www.christianpost.com/news/pope-francis-warns-if-we-destroy-creation-it-will-destroy-us-120159/
http://www.christianpost.com/news/pope-francis-warns-if-we-destroy-creation-it-will-destroy-us-120159/
http://www.catholicworldreport.com/2013/03/19/full-text-pope-francis-homily-for-his-inaugural-mass/
http://www.catholicworldreport.com/2013/03/19/full-text-pope-francis-homily-for-his-inaugural-mass/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20131208_messaggio-xlvii-giornata-mondiale-pace-2014.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20131208_messaggio-xlvii-giornata-mondiale-pace-2014.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20131208_messaggio-xlvii-giornata-mondiale-pace-2014.html
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict-climate-change-us-rightwing
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict-climate-change-us-rightwing
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict-climate-change-us-rightwing
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-francesco_20150925_onu-visita.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-francesco_20150925_onu-visita.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-francesco_20150925_onu-visita.html


  139

21.	 Ibid.
22.	 Christopher Borick, Barry G. Rabe, and Sarah B. Mills, “Acceptance of 

Global Warming among Americans Reaches Highest Level since 2008,” 
Issues in Energy and Environmental Policy 25 (October 2015), http://
closup.umich.edu/issues-in-energy-and-environmental-policy/25/
acceptance-of-global-warming-among-americans-reaches-highest-level-
since-2008/

23.	 Ezra Markowitz, “Why Few Americans View Climate Change as a Moral 
Problem,” Big Think, 2015, http://bigthink.com/age-of-engagement/
why-few-americans-view-climate-change-as-a-moral-problem

24.	 Ibid.
25.	 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, on Care for Our Common Home, para. 49.
26.	 Neva Frecheville, “The Sustainable Development Goals and Laudato Si’.” 

Serpents and Doves, September 17, 2015, https://cafodpolicy.wordpress.
com/2015/09/17/the-sustainable-development-goals-and-laudato-si/

27.	 “Speech at the White House,” The Washington Post, September 23, 2015, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/text-of-pope-
franciss-speech-at-the-white-house/2015/09/23/27c70d74-61fb-11e5-
9757-e49273f05f65_story.html?utm_term=.809623f3debc

28.	 Edward Maibach, Anthony Leiserowitz, Connie Roser-Renouf, Teresa 
Myers, Seth Rosenthaul, and Geoff Feinburg, “The Francis Effect: How 
Pope Francis Changed the Conversation About Global Warming” (George 
Mason University and Yale University: Center for Climate Change 
Communication, 2015).

29.	 Vidal, “Pope Francis’s Edict on Climate Change Will Anger Deniers and 
US Churches.”

30.	 Alice Philipson, “Pope Appeals to Non-Catholics to Heed His Climate 
Change Warning,” The Telegraph, June 14, 2015, http://www.telegraph.
co.uk/news/worldnews/the-pope/11674199/Pope-appeals-to-non-
Catholics-to-heed-his-climate-change-warning.html

31.	 Borick, Rabe, and Mills, “Acceptance of Global Warming among Americans 
Reaches Highest Level since 2008.”

32.	 “In U.S., Pope’s Popularity Continues to Grow,” Pew Research 
Center, March 16, 2015, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/03/05/
in-u-s-popes-popularity-continues-to-grow/

33.	 Maibach et  al., “The Francis Effect: Hope Pope Francis Changed the 
Conversation About Global Warming,” 5.

34.	 Dan Schaefer, “The Francis Effect = +10–20% on Climate Change,” Dan 
Schaefer’s Blog, November 14, 2015, http://www.danshaferblog.com/
the-francis-effect-10-20-on-climate-change/

35.	 Maibach et  al., “The Francis Effect: Hope Pope Francis Changed the 
Conversation About Global Warming,” 5.

  POPE FRANCIS AS A GLOBAL POLICY ENTREPRENEUR: MORAL AUTHORITY… 

http://closup.umich.edu/issues-in-energy-and-environmental-policy/25/acceptance-of-global-warming-among-americans-reaches-highest-level-since-2008/
http://closup.umich.edu/issues-in-energy-and-environmental-policy/25/acceptance-of-global-warming-among-americans-reaches-highest-level-since-2008/
http://closup.umich.edu/issues-in-energy-and-environmental-policy/25/acceptance-of-global-warming-among-americans-reaches-highest-level-since-2008/
http://closup.umich.edu/issues-in-energy-and-environmental-policy/25/acceptance-of-global-warming-among-americans-reaches-highest-level-since-2008/
http://bigthink.com/age-of-engagement/why-few-americans-view-climate-change-as-a-moral-problem
http://bigthink.com/age-of-engagement/why-few-americans-view-climate-change-as-a-moral-problem
https://cafodpolicy.wordpress.com/2015/09/17/the-sustainable-development-goals-and-laudato-si/
https://cafodpolicy.wordpress.com/2015/09/17/the-sustainable-development-goals-and-laudato-si/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/text-of-pope-franciss-speech-at-the-white-house/2015/09/23/27c70d74-61fb-11e5-9757-e49273f05f65_story.html?utm_term=.809623f3debc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/text-of-pope-franciss-speech-at-the-white-house/2015/09/23/27c70d74-61fb-11e5-9757-e49273f05f65_story.html?utm_term=.809623f3debc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/text-of-pope-franciss-speech-at-the-white-house/2015/09/23/27c70d74-61fb-11e5-9757-e49273f05f65_story.html?utm_term=.809623f3debc
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/the-pope/11674199/Pope-appeals-to-non-Catholics-to-heed-his-climate-change-warning.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/the-pope/11674199/Pope-appeals-to-non-Catholics-to-heed-his-climate-change-warning.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/the-pope/11674199/Pope-appeals-to-non-Catholics-to-heed-his-climate-change-warning.html
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/03/05/in-u-s-popes-popularity-continues-to-grow/
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/03/05/in-u-s-popes-popularity-continues-to-grow/
http://www.danshaferblog.com/the-francis-effect-10-20-on-climate-change/
http://www.danshaferblog.com/the-francis-effect-10-20-on-climate-change/


140 

36.	 Nan Li, Joseph Hilgard, Dietram A. Scheufele, Kenneth M. Winneg, and 
Kathleen Hall Jamieson, “Cross-Pressuring Conservative Catholics? 
Effects of Pope Francis’ Encyclical on the U.S. Public Opinion on Climate 
Change,” Climatic Change 139, no. 3 (2016), http://link.springer.com/
article/10.1007/s10584-016-1821-z

37.	 Ibid., 377.
38.	 Borick, Rabe, and Mills, “Acceptance of Global Warming among Americans 

Reaches Highest Level since 2008.”
39.	 Father Roger Landry, Holy See representative at the United Nations, per-

sonal interview with the author, April 10, 2017.
40.	 Stephanie Kirchgaessner, “Catholic Church Calls on UN Climate Change 

Conference to Set Goals,” The Guardian, October 26, 2015, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/26/catholic-church-un-agree- 
climate-change-goals

41.	 “Pope Francis Says Failure of Climate Summit Would Be Catastrophic,” 
The Guardian, November 26, 2015,, https://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2015/nov/26/pope-francis-says-failure-of-climate- 
summit-would-be-catastrophic

42.	 Coral Davenport, “The Marshall Islands Are Disappearing,” New 
York Times, December 1, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/interac-
tive/2015/12/02/world/The-Marshall-Islands-Are-Disappearing.
html?_r=0

43.	 Ben Brumfield and Michael Pearson, “COPp21 Climate Change Summit: 
‘Never Have the Stakes Been So High,’” CNN, November 30, 2015, 
http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/30/europe/france-paris-cop21- 
climate-change-conference/

44.	 Shawn Donnan and James Politi, “Pope Francis Calls for End to ‘Boundless 
Thirst for Power,’” Financial Times, 2015, http://www.ft.com/
cms/s/0/cc6fb9bc-638f-11e5-9846-de406ccb37f2.html

45.	 Father Roger Landry, representative of Holy See’s delegation at the United 
Nations, personal interview with the author, April 10, 2017.

46.	 Harrabin, “COP21: Did the Pope Save the Climate Deal?”
47.	 Jones and Morris, “Understanding COP21 and Beyond the Paris 

Agreement.”
48.	 “Pope Francis Releases Encyclical on Climate and Environment: UN 

Leaders React,” 2015, http://newsroom.unfccc.int/unfccc-newsroom/
pope-francis-releases-encyclical-on-climate-and-environment/

49.	 Vatican Radio, “Role of Pope Francis ‘Transformative’ at Paris COP21 
Climate Summit,” November 12, 2015, http://en.radiovaticana.
va/news/2015/12/11/pope_francis_transformative_at_paris_ 
climate_summit/1193598

50.	 Ibid.

  A. J. LYON

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-016-1821-z
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-016-1821-z
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/26/catholic-church-un-agree-climate-change-goals
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/26/catholic-church-un-agree-climate-change-goals
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/26/catholic-church-un-agree-climate-change-goals
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/nov/26/pope-francis-says-failure-of-climate-summit-would-be-catastrophic
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/nov/26/pope-francis-says-failure-of-climate-summit-would-be-catastrophic
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/nov/26/pope-francis-says-failure-of-climate-summit-would-be-catastrophic
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/12/02/world/The-Marshall-Islands-Are-Disappearing.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/12/02/world/The-Marshall-Islands-Are-Disappearing.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/12/02/world/The-Marshall-Islands-Are-Disappearing.html?_r=0
http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/30/europe/france-paris-cop21-climate-change-conference/
http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/30/europe/france-paris-cop21-climate-change-conference/
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/cc6fb9bc-638f-11e5-9846-de406ccb37f2.html
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/cc6fb9bc-638f-11e5-9846-de406ccb37f2.html
http://newsroom.unfccc.int/unfccc-newsroom/pope-francis-releases-encyclical-on-climate-and-environment/
http://newsroom.unfccc.int/unfccc-newsroom/pope-francis-releases-encyclical-on-climate-and-environment/
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/12/11/pope_francis_transformative_at_paris_climate_summit/1193598
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/12/11/pope_francis_transformative_at_paris_climate_summit/1193598
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/12/11/pope_francis_transformative_at_paris_climate_summit/1193598


  141

51.	 Nicole Winfield, “Paris Accords: Angela Merkel Says Pope Francis 
Encouraged Her to Preserve Climate Change Agreement,” The 
Independent, June 18, 2017, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/
world/europe/angela-merkel-pope-francis-encourage-paris-accords-ger-
many-g20-donald-trump-a7795466.html

52.	 Scannone, “Pope Francis and the Theology of the People,” 119.
53.	 Ed Stourton, “Is the Pope a Communist?,” BBC News, June 7, 2015, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-33024951
54.	 Rebecca Leber, “Climate Deniers Say Nope to ‘Red Pope,’” New 

Republic, June 17, 2015, https://newrepublic.com/article/122052/
climate-deniers-say-nope-red-pope

55.	 Victor Davis Hanson, “Papal Burnout,” Washington Times, September 
30, 2015, http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/sep/30/
victor-davis-hanson-pope-francis-too-political/

56.	 Alynna J. Lyon, US Politics and the United Nations: A Tale of Dysfunctional 
Dynamics (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner 2016).

  POPE FRANCIS AS A GLOBAL POLICY ENTREPRENEUR: MORAL AUTHORITY… 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/angela-merkel-pope-francis-encourage-paris-accords-germany-g20-donald-trump-a7795466.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/angela-merkel-pope-francis-encourage-paris-accords-germany-g20-donald-trump-a7795466.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/angela-merkel-pope-francis-encourage-paris-accords-germany-g20-donald-trump-a7795466.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-33024951
https://newrepublic.com/article/122052/climate-deniers-say-nope-red-pope
https://newrepublic.com/article/122052/climate-deniers-say-nope-red-pope
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/sep/30/victor-davis-hanson-pope-francis-too-political/
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/sep/30/victor-davis-hanson-pope-francis-too-political/


143© The Author(s) 2018
A. J. Lyon et al. (eds.), Pope Francis as a Global Actor,  
Palgrave Studies in Religion, Politics, and Policy,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-71377-9_8

CHAPTER 8

The Pope and the United States: 
Faith as Dialogue

Anne Marie Cammisa

A. M. Cammisa (*) 
Georgetown University, Washington, DC, USA

Introduction

The title of this volume is Where Politics and Theology Meet. Nowhere was 
that meeting more visible than when Pope Francis gave an address to a 
joint session of the US Congress. His white robes and skullcap contrasted 
starkly with the backdrop of the American flag framing the dark business 
suits of the speaker of the House and the vice president of the United 
States. Before them was the leader of the largest denomination (Roman 
Catholic) of the world’s largest religion (Christianity) speaking in the 
physical policy-making arena of the United States. The pope’s frequent 
use of the word “dialogue” in his speech showed his intention: politics and 
theology can meet in a conversation, a discussion, an exchange of ideas. As 
such, he both rendered unto Caesar what is Caesar’s by staying out of the 
details of public policy, and yet still staked a claim in the political arena by 
asserting a voice to be heard and setting an agenda that he hoped would 
be addressed. Indeed, his speech before Congress could be considered an 
example of what Scannone refers to as the “Bergoglian principle” of pri-
oritizing unity over conflict.1
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In his hour speech, the pope spoke to the American people’s 
representatives, calling on them to pursue the common good. He pro-
posed to enter into a dialogue, or conversation, with the American people 
by discussing four Americans: Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., 
Dorothy Day, and Thomas Merton. He spoke of hope, justice, and peace; 
called for religious cooperation; and proclaimed the importance of reli-
gious voices in the political arena. He reminded Americans of their history 
of immigration and called on them to welcome refugees, and he appealed 
for an end to the death penalty and the arms trade. He also conveyed the 
importance of the environment and the “richness and beauty” of family 
life. He did all of this in the context of “dialogue,” a word he used over 
and over again during his address. This conversation with the American 
public placed Pope Francis squarely at the intersection of politics and reli-
gion, and, most importantly, it demonstrated his commitment to keeping 
the Catholic Church in the public square. Moreover, this dialogue sym-
bolizes the idea of unity, of finding common ground in a diverse political 
culture.

Let us begin by addressing that dialogue, that exchange of ideas that 
the pope proposes.

Background: “A Faith Which Becomes Dialogue”
A nation can be considered great when it defends liberty as Lincoln did, 
when it fosters a culture which enables people to “dream” of full rights for 
all their brothers and sisters, as Martin Luther King sought to do; when it 
strives for justice and the cause of the oppressed, as Dorothy Day did by her 
tireless work, the fruit of faith which becomes dialogue and sows peace in the 
contemplative style of Thomas Merton. (Pope Francis before the US 
Congress, September 24, 2015)

Pope Francis’s arrival in the United States in September 2015 was greeted 
with much fanfare. Anticipation had been building since his trip was 
announced; many Americans were particularly interested in his address 
before Congress, which was heavily covered in the media. This was not the 
first time a foreigner had spoken before Congress (Winston Churchill 
addressed three different joint sessions, and Margaret Thatcher delivered 
a speech to Congress during the Reagan years; they are among other for-
eign leaders and dignitaries, beginning with the Marquise de Lafayette in 
1824).2 And it was not the first time a religious leader had addressed the 
legislative body of the United States—Queen Elizabeth II, monarch and 
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head of the Church of England, addressed a joint session of Congress in 
1991. But this was the pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church, a church 
rejected by the Enlightenment philosophers whose ideas shaped the 
American Revolution and viewed with suspicion by American Protestants 
since their arrival on American shores to claim religious freedom. It is 
remarkable that 45 years after Senator John F. Kennedy had found it nec-
essary to tell the public that no, he would not be taking orders from the 
pope in Rome, a new pope flew from Rome to speak to America in its 
most democratic national forum: the House of Representatives. Clearly, 
this was no ordinary speech.

This was no ordinary pope, either. A member of the Society of Jesus 
(the Jesuits), Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio is the first pope from the 
Americas. (As his name suggests, his heritage is Italian; his grandparents 
were immigrants to Argentina, a point he made during his address to 
Congress.) The Jesuits have a reputation of being an order of progressive, 
open-minded priests, and they are certainly known for their intellectual 
curiosity, appeals to reason, and openness to new ideas. His very back-
ground was seen as a stark contrast to the preceding pope, Benedict XVI, 
whose former job had been director of the Congregation for the Doctrine 
of the Faith, which defends and promulgates traditional church teachings. 
Without knowing much about him, the public sensed that Cardinal 
Bergoglio would bring a new and different energy to the church. His initial 
move did not disappoint. He chose as his pontifical name, Francis, not after 
Francis Xavier (a cofounder of the Jesuit order), but after Francis of Assisi, 
a saint beloved among Catholics for his commitment to the poor and help-
less, his gentleness, and his love of nature and animals. A much-loved story 
in his hagiography is when, fighting with his father over whether he should 
become a priest, a young Francis took off all his clothes and handed them 
to his father, saying that he owed him nothing, and symbolizing his rejec-
tion of his previous worldly life and new commitment to a life of poverty.3 
(Not coincidentally, Francis of Assisi, unlike Francis Xavier, is Italian.)

Pope Francis quickly began to bring a new attitude to the Catholic 
Church. He spoke off the cuff and did not seem to edit himself, making 
statements that raised eyebrows in some quarters and cheers in others. His 
first major encyclical was on climate change, and he encouraged the faith-
ful to treat the earth with the respect it deserves as God’s creation. He 
spoke of loving all people, not just the poor and marginalized, but also 
those alienated from the church, including homosexuals, divorced couples, 
and women who have had abortions. His 2016 Apostolic Exhortation, 
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The Joy of Love, opened the door for divorced and remarried Catholics to 
receive communion in the church, a position that upset more orthodox 
Catholics.4 He declared a year of mercy and admonished his flock to focus 
on forgiveness rather than judgment. For many, he was a new face of a 
more open and liberal church. Others were afraid he was too open and 
liberal, and still others (opponents and proponents) noted that he was not 
actually making any declarations that were contrary to established church 
teaching on issues such as homosexual marriage, birth control, abortion, 
and even climate change.

This, then, was the Holy Father of the Roman Catholic Church who 
came before the American Congress, and the American public, ready to 
turn his faith into dialogue. With whom exactly was he dialoguing, and 
what difference did his speech make in American politics?

The pope’s address before Congress raises several important questions: 
Why was he there? What role was he playing? What did his speech say? 
What impact did he intend to have, and what impact might the speech 
actually have? The questions and answers are complicated, because the 
pope represents different things to different people. To make sense of the 
speech’s significance, this chapter will address it in a political science con-
text, specifically by looking at the policy implications of the speech.

This chapter will put the pope’s visit and remarks in the context of 
American Catholic Church in the American political system. It will begin 
by defining policy entrepreneur and evaluating whether and in what ways 
Pope Francis can be described as such. The chapter posits that the pope as 
policy entrepreneur was more interested in setting the agenda or beginning 
a conversation than in actually promoting specific policy goals. The chapter 
then turns specifically to the American context by asking what role reli-
gious figures play within a system of separation of church and state. Next, 
the chapter examines the pope in the context of religious groups as interest 
groups, a role within which the Catholic bishops are deeply ensconced. 
Finally, the chapter looks at what the pope actually said in his speech, and 
circles back to whether his speech established him as a policy entrepreneur, 
a religious lobbyist within the American context, or something else entirely.

The Pope as Policy “Entrepreneur”
In public policy literature, policy entrepreneur has a specific meaning. A per-
son, perhaps a member of Congress, who has a strong interest in a particu-
lar policy, and who advocates for that policy as it is being considered in 
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Congress, is known as a policy entrepreneur. The concept was introduced 
by John Kingdon in his pivotal work, Issues, Agendas and Public Policies. 
Policy entrepreneurs “lie in wait in and around government with their 
solutions at hand, waiting for problems to float by to which they can attach 
their solutions, waiting for a development in the political stream they can 
use to their advantage.”5 Policy entrepreneurs “are people with the knowl-
edge, power, tenacity and luck to be able to exploit windows of opportu-
nity and heightened levels of attention to policy problems to promote their 
‘pet solutions’ to policymakers.”6 While Pope Francis may not be involved 
in the trenches of the American political process, he is a policy entrepre-
neur in a larger sense. The pope certainly is someone “waiting for a devel-
opment in the political stream [he] can use to his advantage.” He has a 
spiritual worldview that can inform policy solutions, and he is happy to 
seize appropriate political moments to present that spiritual worldview, as 
in his speech to Congress: “I wish to dialogue with all of you, and I would 
like to do so through the historical memory of your people.” He is an 
entrepreneur who wants to talk, to share, to connect, to promote unity 
over conflict. As he says, “a good political leader is one who, with the inter-
ests of all in mind, seizes the moment in a spirit of openness and pragma-
tism. A good political leader always opts to initiate processes rather than 
possessing spaces.”7A good political leader prioritizes time over space, 
another Bergoglian principle.

The concept of a policy entrepreneur is borrowed from the business 
world. An entrepreneur in the more traditional sense is someone who 
starts a business or entertainment venture, putting himself at risk in so 
doing. Entrepreneur derives from the French word, entreprendre, meaning 
to undertake. If someone is entrepreneurial, he or she is daring and a risk-
taker—someone who puts himself on the line for something that is new, 
creative, and daring. This is the sense in which Pope Francis best exempli-
fies a “policy entrepreneur.” He inserts himself into policy in ways that are 
unique and risky for a pope.

According to Kathleen Parker, “What’s radical about this pope is that 
he, like both [Bernie] Sanders and Jesus, says fresh, untraditional things 
that sound an awful lot like liberal ideas.”8 He doesn’t hesitate to speak his 
mind on a topic, even when it can (and often does) get him into trouble, 
and he accepted an invitation to speak before Congress, an invitation that 
has been extended to other popes going back 20 years but was always 
politely declined.9 Indeed, accepting the invitation was a risky move on 
Pope Francis’s part.
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The invitation to Pope Francis came from Speaker of the House John 
Boehner, a devout Catholic who also had asked Pope John Paul II and 
Pope Benedict to address a joint session of Congress. One wonders what 
the reception in Congress would have been like if either of them had 
responded in the affirmative. It was also a pivotal moment personally for 
John Boehner, who announced his resignation from the position of 
Speaker the next day. He apparently felt the pope’s visit to be a fitting end 
to his career. His emotions were obvious (though that is not unusual for 
Boehner) during the pope’s visit. He repeated to reporters a story that just 
before his address, the pope “asked me [Boehner] to pray for him.”10 An 
entrepreneur, a shepherd of his flock, and one of the faithful himself: the 
pope’s role is unique.

This pope is also unique in that he is perceived by the general public as 
being more “liberal” and progressive than previous popes. Therefore, 
individuals who might not generally be open to what they view as the 
stodgy, conservative Catholic Church find the pope to be a refreshing 
change and are enthusiastic about his potential to bring progressive change 
to the church and beyond. In addition, conservative Catholics, who are 
inclined to distrust this pope for the very same reasons, are bound by their 
orthodox religious beliefs to submit to the pope as head and “Holy 
Father” of the Catholic Church.

The hierarchical nature of the Catholic Church also puts the pope in a 
unique position as a spokesman for both the worldwide church and its 
American flock. When Queen Elizabeth spoke before Congress in 1991, 
she spoke both as Britain’s head of state and as its head of church. Similarly, 
Pope Francis spoke as both head of state of Vatican City and head of the 
Roman Catholic Church. A major difference between the two, however, is 
that Queen Elizabeth is Supreme Governor and Defender of the Faith of 
the Church of England,11 while the pope is the leader of the worldwide 
Catholic Church. The Episcopal Church in the United States is part of the 
Anglican Communion led by the Archbishop of Canterbury, not Queen 
Elizabeth. The relationship between the pope and the Catholic Church in 
the United States is different. The Pope is the leader of the Catholic 
Church in the United States, as head of the overall church bureaucracy. 
The bishops in the United States are the leaders of the Catholic Church in 
the United States, yes, but they are also part of the hierarchy of the church, 
and as such are subject to the pope, the Bishop of Rome. Bishops are gen-
erally selected locally, but they must ultimately be approved by the pope.12
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What this means is that although the pope was invited to speak as head 
of state, and not as a member of an interest group, he is, directly or indi-
rectly, the head of an interest group in Washington, the US Conference of 
Catholic Bishops (USCCB). He is a policy entrepreneur in the sense that 
he wishes to inject religious concerns into the policy debate, but also in 
the sense that he is related to—oversees, in fact—an important religious 
actor in the American system. The next section briefly examines the role of 
religious lobbying in the United States and attempts to place the pope’s 
visit in that context.

What Role Do Religious Groups Play in a System 
Characterized by Separation of Church and State?

The first amendment to the US Constitution prohibits the government 
from establishing a religion (i.e., creating a national church, such as the 
Church of England today, or the Catholic Church in European history, or 
Islam in Afghanistan, Egypt, and Iran) and also guarantees the free prac-
tice of religion. The concept of “separation of Church and State” is not 
explicitly mentioned in the Constitution. The First Amendment allows 
citizens to practice their religion and prohibits the government from 
establishing a state religion.13 The document is not specific as to any other 
role that a church may play in public life, for example, by lobbying for 
policies or supporting specific candidates. Historically, a strain of American 
political thought believes that churches should play little to no role in 
government. Their role is in the private or individual sphere, which should 
operate completely separately from the public or governmental sphere. 
This line of thought was articulated early on by Thomas Jefferson, whose 
call for a “separation between church and state” in an 1801 letter has 
become almost the equivalent of a word change to the constitutional 
amendment.

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between Man & 
his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that 
the legitimate powers of government reach actions only, & not opinions, I 
contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people 
which declared that their legislature should “make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus 
building a wall of separation between Church & State.14
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On the one hand, having the pope involved in American politics 
represents a breach of this separation. If religion “lies solely between 
Man and his God,” what role could or should a religious leader play in 
the American political system? Historically, Americans have been partic-
ularly suspicious of the Catholic Church, whose intricate and intimate 
relationship with European governments was one of the problems that 
Enlightenment philosophers—on whose thoughts American political 
theory is based—were trying to eliminate. One can imagine that Thomas 
Jefferson would have been less than happy to see Pope Francis address-
ing the American Congress. On the other hand, the American 
Constitution, here and on other issues, is not only vague but also con-
tradictory. The Constitution also allows any of its citizens to group 
together and to lobby their government in favor of or opposed to poli-
cies being considered. The same first amendment that addresses reli-
gious freedoms also enshrines “the right of the people peaceably to 
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” 
What this means in practice is that religious groups—including churches 
and religious-based charitable or other groups—have the right to both 
practice their religion and to petition the government. The pope uses his 
address to Congress to defend and promote that right: “It is important 
that today, as in the past, the voice of faith continue to be heard, for it is 
a voice of fraternity and love, which tries to bring out the best in each 
person and in each society.” Religious groups in America, as the pope 
acknowledges, have a long history of lobbying the government and oth-
erwise acting as interest groups. The pope’s address before Congress 
may have been a first, but he followed a long line of religious groups—
Catholic, Protestant, and beyond—who have asserted their First 
Amendment rights of free exercise and petition in ways that have signifi-
cantly weakened Jefferson’s wall of separation. And the pope uses the 
opportunity to speak before the American public to reiterate those 
rights. Perhaps the most significant aspect of the pope’s speech is its defi-
ance of a wall separating church and state.

Of course, the pope is not the first representative of a religious group 
to attempt to influence political actions. Religious interest groups have 
been involved in American public policy debates from the very beginning. 
As Pope Francis says, “In this land, the various religious denominations 
have greatly contributed to building and strengthening society.” The abo-
litionist movement, for example, was rooted in American Protestant views 
of sin and humanity:
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At the core of their demand for immediate emancipation and citizenship for 
the freed slave lay a special religious vision, one built upon radical readings 
of Christianity but rendered in the mainstream vocabulary of American 
Protestantism and civil religion. Abolitionists deemed slavery a sin at odds 
with the Christian mission of saving souls and the progress of humanity 
promised by the Protestant Reformation and the American Revolution.15

The Progressive Era responded to the Industrial Revolution with a 
Christian idea, not inconsistent with Enlightenment thought, that all 
humans should be treated with respect and dignity, and encouraged the 
government to pass laws restricting child labor and creating fairer and 
more humane conditions for factory workers. Pope Francis could be 
speaking for the Progressives when he quotes from the Declaration of 
Independence to explain the purpose of politics:

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that 
among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” If politics must 
truly be at the service of the human person, it follows that it cannot be a 
slave to the economy and finance. Politics is, instead, an expression of our 
compelling need to live as one, in order to build as one, the greatest com-
mon good: that of a community which sacrifices particular interests in order 
to share, in justice and peace, its goods, its interests, its social life.16

Religious groups have been central to the pursuit of that common good, 
that unity (living and building “as one”) in American politics. The Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) was instrumental to the Civil 
Rights movement in the United States, and religious groups have been 
involved in a myriad of other issues including prohibition,17 abortion, 
school choice, nuclear disarmament, environmental protection, and gay 
marriage, to name a few.18 It is no surprise that the pope chose Martin 
Luther King Jr. and Abraham Lincoln as two of his American examples. 
Each participated in a movement that specifically used religion to justify 
changes in unjust laws. Abolitionists portrayed slavery as un-Christian, and 
Martin Luther King Jr. was a Baptist minister who used the words of Jesus 
to encourage government action to expand civil rights to blacks in America. 
Abraham Lincoln said of African-American slaves that “nothing stamped 
with the Divine image and likeness was sent into the world to be trodden 
on, and degraded, and imbruted by its fellows.” Pope Francis, likewise, 
tells Congress that its job is to protect the “image and likeness of God 
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stamped on every face.” He is bringing religion into the public square in 
much the same way as the Americans he upholds: Americans whose actions 
ended slavery and brought civil rights to former slaves.

The pope’s involvement in American politics is not at odds with the 
history of religious groups in American policy. Although the Protestant tilt 
of the United States long maintained suspicion of Catholics in and out of 
politics due to the perceived influence of the pope and bifurcated loyalties, 
the election of John F. Kennedy to the White House and the concerted 
efforts of Catholic groups to make themselves mainstream have left 
Catholic interest groups on a par with other religious interest groups,19 
and Catholics have shown themselves to be masterful at forming groups 
and lobbying for policy changes.

In 2011, the Pew Foundation released a study on religious interest 
groups in the United States, noting the rise in their numbers since the late 
1960s:

The number of organizations engaged in religious lobbying or religion-
related advocacy in Washington, DC, has increased roughly fivefold in the 
past four decades, from fewer than 40  in 1970 to more than 200 today. 
These groups collectively employ at least 1000 people in the greater 
Washington area and spend at least $350 million a year on efforts to influ-
ence national public policy. As a whole, religious advocacy organizations 
work on about 300 policy issues.20

Pew also categorized the religious groups by affiliation. Catholic groups 
make up the largest percentage, at about 19 percent; Evangelical Protestant 
are just slightly behind, at about 18 percent; while 12 percent are Jewish, 
8 percent Muslim, and 7 percent mainline Protestant. About 26 percent are 
interreligious groups, representing more than one denomination. The 
pope’s entry into the political fray in Washington is part of a much larger 
picture of religious involvement in the United States.

In this context, then, the pope’s speech before Congress is one example 
of a complicated web of interconnections between church and state. 
Church and state in the United States are in many ways blended together, 
rather than absolutely separated by a wall, as Jefferson wished. The pope’s 
speech was unique in that he was speaking in public, not navigating in the 
background, as most religious lobbyists generally are. He also continually 
used the word “dialogue” to demonstrate that he is engaging Americans 
to think about what he says and respond to it. He is not lobbying per se, 
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but instead making a strong case that the wall of separation should be torn 
down. Lincoln and King used religion in the public square to move toward 
a better America, he seems to be saying, and religion has not lost its ability 
to do the same thing in contemporary society. As a policy entrepreneur 
who wants to use conversation to set the agenda, the pope demonstrates 
his own commitment to allowing the church to have a say in political dis-
course, and stressing the commonality of ideas within the church and 
political society.

The Pope as a Catholic Lobbyist in the United States

The Pope certainly did not see himself as a lobbyist, or even a policy entre-
preneur, when he came to Washington, DC, and stood before Congress. 
This is where politics and theology meet: Pope Francis saw himself as both 
the shepherd of his flock and the spokesman for both God’s word and 
church teaching, but more importantly, as an instrument of encounter and 
engagement. However, he is not the first or only Catholic to work with 
Congress. He stepped into a milieu (the Congressional policy-making 
arena) already rife with Catholic actors, including Catholic lobbyists who 
also see themselves—at least partially—as shepherding a flock and speaking 
for God’s word and church teachings. In a sense, Pope Francis, like any 
other pope, is head of the largest Catholic lobbying organization in the 
United States: the USCCB, usually referred to simply as “the bishops.” 
The USCCB acts as both a professional association and a public policy 
lobbying organization. Its policy committees are composed of bishops 
that draft statements and letters reflecting the Catholic viewpoint. As part 
of a hierarchical organization, the Catholic bishops both shepherd their 
flocks (Catholics in various dioceses throughout the country) and ulti-
mately report to the church in Rome, headed by the Pope. The Catholic 
bishops in the United States have been known to push the envelope from 
time to time, often giving the Vatican headaches; however, in the end, the 
Pope is in charge. Although the speech was not billed as such, nor even 
seen in this way by the Pope or bishops, one could argue that the pope was 
acting as the ultimate head of the USCCB. Of course, the pope was not 
invited in this capacity, but rather as a head of state (of the Vatican), who 
is also, not incidentally, the head of the Roman Catholic Church.

Abolition of the death penalty was the only policy on which the pope 
took a strong and unambiguous policy stand in his speech. And the death 
penalty is the only policy for which he used the word advocate, moving 
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beyond merely dialoguing. In this case, he also specifically referred to the 
US bishops (his “brothers”), who have long lobbied to end the death 
penalty:

Recently my brother bishops here in the United States renewed their call for 
the abolition of the death penalty. Not only do I support them, but I also 
offer encouragement to all those who are convinced that a just and neces-
sary punishment must never exclude the dimension of hope and the goal of 
rehabilitation.21

Although the pope mentioned several other policy issues such as the refu-
gee crisis and the environment (see Table 8.1), he did not promote spe-
cific policies, other than following the Golden Rule. The one part of the 
speech in which he could be considered to be lobbying is also the only 
place in the speech where he specifically mentions the Catholic bishops, a 
strong and important lobbying organization in the United States. Though 
he refers to them as his “brothers,” the pope is unmistakably acting as the 
head of this lobbying group.

As head of the Catholic Church, however, the pope is different from 
other interest group leaders in that he speaks to, not for his constituents. 
“Today,” the pope said to Congress, “I would like not only to address 
you, but through you, the entire people of the United States.”22 He does 
not represent the views of the members of the church in a bottom-up 
fashion; rather he articulates the church’s views to the faithful, a point that 
will be expanded upon later. The bishops and the pope do not see them-
selves as leaders of an organized interest group of Catholics, but rather as 
leaders of a religious flock. This is quite different from, for example, evan-
gelical Protestants who can and will present their views to policy-makers in 
the context of their large number of congregants, whose votes they can 
deliver on a variety of issues. As a lobbyist for the bishops put it:

The bishops speak to the people of the church, not for the people of the 
church. The bishops really view themselves as teachers. They are not deliver-
ing a voting bloc: they are articulating moral meaning. There are implica-
tions to that.23

Hence the pope’s emphasis on dialogue rather than specific policy changes, 
with the exception of the death penalty.

As a result of Vatican II, American Catholics chose to participate in 
society and engage in debates about the proper role of government and 
society. Two documents from Vatican II, “The Church in the Modern 
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World” and “The Declaration of Religious Freedom,” make clear that the 
church is expected to engage with society on moral questions and also to 
provide public explanations for its social teachings. In order to have their 
voices heard, however, Catholics needed to present a universal message, 
based on broader ideals rather than papal authority. Instead, they appealed 
to a more universalistic heritage of human rights, the dignity of the per-
son. As Pope Francis says, “All political activity must serve and promote 
the good of the human person and be based on respect for his or her dig-
nity.” The very anti-Catholic biases, so strong in America in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, forced the Catholic Church to make 
its appeals to public policy in a public, rather than in a sectarian language. 
Otherwise, it would not gain a hearing.24 This is why John F. Kennedy had 
to make it clear that his faith would be separate from his politics. What 
Pope Francis is doing is similar to what Catholic lobbyists have been doing 
for decades: presenting his message in a universalistic way, emphasizing 
areas of agreement rather than conflicting views.

However, the pope’s emphasis on conversation and the exchange of 
ideas throughout his speech is part and parcel of the universal approach 
that the bishops have taken. He says that “legislative activity is always 
based on care for the people”25; he quotes the Declaration of Independence; 
he sketches portraits of four Americans. That does not mean that the pope 
or the bishops shy away from religious language or imagery. While two of 
the Americans Pope Francis mentions are universally well known (Abraham 
Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr.), two others are American Catholic 
saints: Thomas Merton and Dorothy Day. The pope also compares 
Congress to Moses, “who provides us with a good synthesis of your work: 
you are asked to protect, by means of the law, the image and likeness fash-
ioned by God on every human face.”26 When was the last time Congress 
was compared to Moses? And when have we thought of the role of 
Congress as protecting the image and likeness of God? The pope is enter-
ing boldly into territory that American Catholics have avoided for decades.

Pope Francis, though he spoke in universalistic tones throughout his 
speech, did not shy away from providing a moral context:

A nation can be considered great when it defends liberty as Lincoln did, 
when it fosters a culture which enables people to “dream” of full rights for 
all their brothers and sisters, as Martin Luther Kind sought to do; when it 
strives for justice and the cause of the oppressed as Dorothy Day did by her 
tireless work, the fruit of a faith which becomes dialogue and sows peace in the 
contemplative style of Thomas Merton.27 [emphasis added]
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According to John Ricard, auxiliary bishop of Baltimore, “We are 
teachers. Our message is not partisan, it’s moral . . . people of good will 
can come to different conclusions [although the bishops should help 
inform their consciences].”28 The bishops are more interested in guiding 
and educating their flock, useful tools in their trade, but tools which do 
not always translate well into political currency. The pope’s address is an 
example of that moral message. Although he touches on policy, he is not 
an attempting to guide a particular policy outcome, nor is he claiming to 
speak for a large number of constituents, a usual interest group ploy. 
Instead, the pope, like the bishops on other less heady occasions, is using 
the bully pulpit to provide moral guidance and encouragement.

Your own responsibility as members of Congress is to enable this country, 
by your legislative activity, to grow as a nation. You are the face of its people, 
their representatives. You are called to defend and preserve the dignity of 
your fellow citizens in the tireless and demanding pursuit of the common 
good, for this is the chief aim of all politics.29

The Catholic bishops use—or attempt to use—their moral leadership when 
they develop policy statements and draw attention to particular issues. 
The bishops’ and the pope’s strongest asset is their ability to provide moral 
authority on issues of conscience, to Catholics and non-Catholics alike, 
and this is what Pope Francis did when addressing Congress. The pope, in 
the context of his discussion on the refugee crisis, exhorts us to treat refu-
gees as humans. “[W]e need to avoid a common temptation nowadays: to 
discard whatever proves troublesome. Let us remember the Golden Rule: 
‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’ (Mt 7:12).”30 
Good advice, yes, but not particularly practical as a policy prescription. It 
also echoes Martin Luther King Jr.’s admonishment that “life’s most per-
sistent and urgent question is, ‘What are you doing for others?’”

Access to Decision-Makers

One powerful tool that interest groups use is access, that is, their ability to 
make connections to and meet with powerful policy-makers. In earlier US 
history, such access was routinely denied to Catholics. As more and more 
Catholics engaged in politics, Catholic interest groups have had increasing 
paths to access to decision-makers, and lobbyists for the bishops have sat 
in on important decision-making meetings for major legislation such as 
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welfare reform and health care. Nonetheless, the access that Pope Francis 
had to Congress is unprecedented. Not only did he have a one-on-one 
with the sitting speaker of the House, but he is one of very few outsiders 
who have spoken to a joint session of Congress. Why and how did he get 
that unprecedented access?

Of course, one can start with John Boehner, then speaker of the House, 
who as a practicing Catholic had long cherished the idea of hosting a pope 
on Capitol Hill. And, as Speaker, it was his prerogative to invite Pope 
Francis. This speaks to one aspect of access that is familiar to Catholic 
bishops: they generally have inroads to Congress through its Catholic 
members, who comprise 30 percent of the total (while only making up 
22  percent of the total US population). Catholic bishops will use this 
access to talk to members directly about policies that may affect Catholic 
charities, or to use moral suasion to change minds on policies affecting 
Catholic doctrine. This is a common type of insider tactic used by lobby-
ing groups: to identify and relate to individuals who may be swayed by 
your arguments or pressure. Of course, Pope Francis’s unprecedented 
access was not to individual members (though he certainly could have met 
individually with a large number if he had wanted). His access was broader. 
He was able to speak to both houses of Congress, in a nationally televised, 
live address. No other interest group can claim that kind of access.

Although a Republican speaker invited the pope, there were no guar-
antees that the rest of Congress would be happy with that invitation. 
Evangelical Protestants are often suspicious of the Catholic Church hier-
archy and are not usually impressed with “papish” displays. Liberals, both 
secular and religious, tend to find fault with a religious leader who repre-
sents a church with traditional (outdated, to their minds) views on con-
troversial issues. And conservative Catholics object to the pope’s emphasis 
on liberal policies, especially his recently issued encyclical on climate 
change.31 In fact, the people who were most likely to sit out the pope’s 
address were conservative Catholics, and Justices Scalia, Roberts, and 
Thomas did just that.32 So, why did most of Congress open its arms to 
Pope Francis? It is because of his ability to appeal to a variety of constitu-
encies: his openness to gays, his concern for the environment, his unos-
tentatious embrace of the poor, his washing the feet of Muslims on Holy 
Thursday: all these draw Catholic and non-Catholics, religious and non-
religious to him. And though more orthodox Catholics may feel that the 
pope is moving away from tradition, their very orthodoxy requires them 
to respect his position.
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It was a unique moment for a unique Pope.
Let us now turn to the content of the speech to see what precisely the 

pope accomplished or hoped to accomplish as a “policy entrepreneur.”

The Pope’s Address Before Congress

A quick glance at the USCCB website around the time of the speech 
revealed some of the public policy issues in which the bishops were cur-
rently involved: stopping Israel from confiscating Christian lands in 
Cremisan Valley, First Amendment Defense Act (protects defenders of tra-
ditional marriage), the Child Welfare Provider Inclusion Act (protects the 
religious liberties of child welfare service providers, including adoption 
and foster care agencies), reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA), Parental Choice (school choice), School Lunch 
Program (in Catholic schools), and the E-Rate Program (affordable inter-
net access for schools). The pope did not address any of these issues 
directly. (Interestingly, the USCCB website also contains the full text of 
Pope Francis’s address to Congress.) In the context of his conversation 
with the American people, the issues that the pope did address involved 
broad, rather than specific policy goals. The one exception was on the 
issue of the death penalty, which he said should be abolished. This is, of 
course, consistent with the general theme running throughout his speech 
that “all political activity must serve and promote the good of the human 
person and be based on respect for his or her dignity.”

To evaluate Pope Francis as a “policy entrepreneur,” let us examine the 
policies he mentioned in his speech. For each policy mentioned, it is 
important to note whether or not he is advocating a specific, feasible pol-
icy solution. For example, world peace is a vague and general policy goal. 
Limiting nations’ nuclear capacity is a more specific policy solution. Where 
Pope Francis mentions a general policy goal without offering specific pro-
posals, one could say that he is setting the policy agenda rather than mov-
ing to the next stage of formulating policy.

Table 8.1 (above) lists the policy issues in Pope Francis’s speech, along 
with his policy preference, a relevant quote about each and an assessment 
as to whether the speech promotes a feasible, specific goal. He mentions 
poverty, families, the death penalty, the environment, armed conflicts, and 
the refugee crisis, and offers little in the way of specific policy solutions. 
He encourages a conversation in most of those areas. As to family, he 

  A. M. CAMMISA



  159

Table 8.1  Policies mentioned by Pope Francis in his speech before Congress, 
September 24, 2015

Policy Stance Quote Feasible, 
specific, 
policy goal?

Refugee  
crisis

View them  
as persons
Respond 
humanely
Follow the  
golden rule

“When the stranger in our midst appeals  
to us, we must not repeat the sins and  
errors of the past”

No

Death  
penalty

Abolish The Golden Rule has let him “to advocate  
at different levels for the global abolition  
of the death penalty. I am convinced that  
this way is the best, since every life is  
sacred, every human person is endowed  
with an inalienable dignity, and society can 
only benefit from the rehabilitation of  
those convicted of crimes”

Yes

Poverty Give the  
poor hope
Create and 
distribute  
wealth
Focus on the 
common good
Follow the 
inspiration of 
Dorothy Day

“The fight against poverty and hunger  
must be fought constantly and on many 
fronts, especially in its causes”

No

The 
environment

Culture of care
Limit and  
direct  
technology

The “common good also includes the  
earth, a central theme of the encyclical  
which I recently wrote in order to ‘enter  
into dialogue with all people about our 
common home’”

No

Armed 
conflicts

End them
Stop the  
arms trade

“When countries which have been at odds 
resume the path of dialogue—a dialogue  
which may have been interrupted for the  
most legitimate of reasons—new  
opportunities open up for all”

No

The family Support it? “At the risk of oversimplifying, we might  
say that we live in a culture which pressures 
young people not to start a family, because  
they lack possibilities for the future. Yet this 
same culture presents others with so many 
options that they too are dissuaded from 
starting a family”

No
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simply states that it is under attack, without offering even the vaguest of 
policy solutions, other than reiterating the beauty and importance of the 
family. For other policies, he focuses on the dignity of the human person, 
in poverty and in the refugee crisis, for example. He does not offer specif-
ics as to how the United States should address poverty and what it should 
do about refugees. He says that we should stop armed conflict and end 
the arms trade, and while these are noble goals, they are too general and 
vague to address the specific policy problems that are causing armed con-
flicts. He says we should abolish the death penalty, the only policy issue 
on which I can rate him as taking an actual stance, since abolishing the 
death penalty (though politically difficult) is at least specific and feasible. 
And this is the only policy for which he used the word “advocate.” He 
also mentions the American Catholic Bishops, the Catholic lobbying 
organization, in the context of the death penalty. This then is the only 
sense in which the pope could be considered to be lobbying Congress.

What does the speech do? The pope discusses “personal and social 
responsibility”; he reflects on Moses; he addresses members of Congress 
in their vocation “to satisfy common needs”33; he expresses his desire to 
“dialogue with” the entire people of the United States, particularly the 
elderly; and he calls to mind four Americans: Abraham Lincoln, Martin 
Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, and Thomas Merton. Through the exam-
ple of Abraham Lincoln, Pope Francis calls for hope and healing in a cul-
ture of polarization, “the simplistic reductionism which sees only good or 
evil; or, if you will, the righteous and sinners,” emphasizing the “Bergoglian 
principle” of reality over ideas. He also calls to mind the role of religion in 
American history, touching on religious groups as interest groups which 
have “greatly contributed to building and strengthening society.” Perhaps 
most importantly, he calls for religious participation (presumably, not just 
Catholic) in the public square, saying that “the voice of faith [should] 
continue to be heard, for it is a voice of fraternity and love, which tries to 
bring out the best in each person and in each society.” In this context, 
Pope Francis says that politics is the pursuit of the common good, involv-
ing sacrifices that are difficult. He paints with broad brush strokes, exhort-
ing us to do good, but without specifics as to how we as a society may 
achieve these broad goals. He begins with a discussion of the “men and 
women who strive each day . . . to build a better life for their families,” and 
ends by expressing his
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concern for the family, which is threatened, perhaps as never before, from 
within and without. Fundamental relationships are being called into ques-
tion, as is the very basis of marriage and the family. I can only reiterate the 
importance, and above all, the richness and the beauty of family life.34

The pope uses Martin Luther King Jr. and his “dream” for America as a 
segue into a discussion of immigrants, noting that he (Pope Francis), like 
many Americans, is “the son of immigrants.” Here, he asks us to apply the 
Golden Rule in dealing with the refugee crisis and in abolishing the death 
penalty. He cites Dorothy Day for “her social activism, her passion for 
justice and for the cause of the oppressed.” He asks that we (Congress, the 
American people?) “keep in mind all those people around us who are 
trapped in a cycle of poverty.” Here he also references “the creation and 
distribution of wealth,” and calls for a “culture of care” toward the envi-
ronment as well as the poor. Finally, Pope Francis calls to mind Merton, “a 
man of prayer,” as well as “a man of dialogue, a promoter of peace between 
peoples and religions.”35

Pope Francis’s address, then, attempted to appeal to the better nature 
of the American people, to call to their consciences to rise above petty 
politics, to care for people and the planet, to rise above political polariza-
tion, and to emphasize commonalities rather than differences. The speech 
lays out the policy issues the pope deems important. Its theme was conver-
sation rather than specific policy proposals. As a “policy entrepreneur,” the 
pope’s address is more concerned with agenda-setting than policy formu-
lation. Pope Francis sidestepped the most controversial issues. Though he 
touched on the family, he did not specifically mention same-sex marriage, 
and his discussion of the environment put it in the context of God’s cre-
ation. He offended neither liberals nor conservatives (though one could 
see in the chamber that certain lines garnered more applause from one side 
of the chamber than the other). Contrast his speech to another one given 
by a foreign leader 30 years earlier: Margaret Thatcher also invoked 
Abraham Lincoln, quoting from his second inaugural address (“with mal-
ice towards none, with charity for all”), but her speech including more 
specific policy recommendations: don’t create trade barriers to a free mar-
ket, the Provisional IRA are terrorists, continue to defend Europe against 
the spread of Soviet communism, don’t back down in the arms race.36 Her 
applause came from one side of the chamber only.
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Even Queen Elizabeth II’s speech to Congress on May 17, 1991, was 
more overtly political than Pope Francis’s address. She thanked the 
United States for its involvement in the Persian Gulf War (and previous 
wars), but most of the politics was outside the chamber, as Irish American 
(Catholic) Members of Congress, including Joseph P. Kennedy II, sat out 
the speech in protest of British occupation of Northern Ireland. African-
American members of Congress also boycotted the speech due to Britain’s 
lifting of sanctions against South Africa and “growing racial tensions” in 
the country.37

Conclusion

The pope can appeal to a large constituency, in part because he can be all 
things to all people. He is not in the trenches with members of Congress, 
engaged in the sausage-making that is legislative politics. He does not 
have to articulate a particular policy position that may anger some group 
of constituents. He does not have to make an unpalatable compromise 
that will make neither side happy in the hopes of getting some legislation 
passed. He does not enter into the fray in the same way that the bishops 
do, because he is remote from American policy-making. In short, he is 
not involved in the formulation of policy. His statements on various issues 
have (sometimes, but not always) been vague enough to satisfy groups 
with opposing views—something that could not happen if he were actu-
ally involved and engaged in affecting public policies. The pope talks 
about “hope and healing” and “peace and justice.” He asks for “a renewal 
of that spirit of cooperation.” With the exception of his call for “the 
global abolition of the death penalty,” the pope’s policy remarks are 
vague, superficial, or middle-of-the-road. We should remember the 
Golden Rule when responding to the refugee crisis, we should “keep in 
mind all those people around us who are trapped in a cycle of poverty,” 
we should strive for an economy that is “modern, inclusive and sustain-
able,” we should “avert the most serious effects of the environmental 
deterioration caused by human activity,” and remember “the richness and 
the beauty of family life.”38

These may be middle-of-the-road statements, but they are not compro-
mises. The pope’s speech does not make policy prescriptions, but rather 
sets an agenda by promoting moral guidelines, which may be somewhat 
hazy. Compromises come about when liberals and conservatives attempt 
to solve difficult, entrenched problems, and each side needs to give in on 
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policy ideals that are near to their hearts. The pope is not getting involved 
in policy-making, or politics, for that matter. In fact, when he does get 
involved in politics, it arouses the ire of the opposition, such as when, in a 
“not-so-veiled” reference to Donald Trump’s immigration position, Pope 
Francis said, “A person who thinks only about building walls, wherever 
they may be, and not building bridges, is not Christian.”39

This is the sense, then, in which the pope can be an entrepreneur: he 
is an outsider, he makes provocative comments, and he provides a moral 
compass through which we can view ourselves. His undertaking is to 
start the business of turning individuals inward to be guided by a moral 
compass that he hopes to help them find. He sets an agenda not only 
for Congress, but also for individual Americans. His speech, then, is not 
a typical example of lobbying. And yet, it is not completely removed 
from the world of lobbying, from the atmosphere in which the bish-
ops—his flock and our interest groups—operate. In fact, the only place 
where he specifically advocates for a policy, he mentions it in the con-
text of the US Catholic Bishops, the primary Catholic lobby in the 
United States.

What was the importance of the pope’s speech? Aside from the histori-
cal nature of the occasion, the speech was important because a worldwide 
religious leader spoke about moral issues to Congress. The speech was 
not without controversy, of course, but the symbolism of the pope is 
what was important. That symbol could mean different things to differ-
ent people—a faithful Catholic and a secular young person might both 
celebrate the pope, though they would see his remarks in a different con-
text. The pope’s address also speaks to the changing role of the Catholic 
Church in American politics, which once was (and in some quarters still 
is) viewed with some suspicion. The church’s role in the United States 
has evolved over time, as Catholic organizations have sought to demon-
strate their patriotism and lobby for programs that are both consistent 
with church teaching and acceptable within secular society, using univer-
salistic arguments to make their case.40 The pope is viewed as a moral 
spokesman, and, apparently, many parts of our society are hungry for 
that. He is also a symbolic spokesman for the Catholic Church in the 
world and for its lobbying arm in the United States (the USCCB). As 
such, he lays out the overarching moral principles. He does not (and did 
not) enter into the realm of specific policy prescriptions. On the other 
hand, Pope Francis does make clear that religion does have a place in 
political and policy discussions.
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That view of church-state relations is not without opponents. A year 
before the pope’s speech, the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) 
called on John Boehner and Nancy Pelosi (the Republican Speaker and 
Democratic Minority Leader) to disinvite Pope Francis from speaking to 
Congress. Quoting John F. Kennedy as a presidential candidate, FRFF stated 
that the line between church and state should be absolute. The organization 
pointed out that having the Catholic pontiff speak gives “the appearance of 
preference for Roman Catholicism over other religions, and religion over 
non-religion.”41 While the Foundation addresses valid concerns in an increas-
ingly pluralistic and secular society, it is remarkable that there was not more 
of a reaction against the pope’s speech. Press coverage was overall positive, 
and he was treated like “the rockstar pontiff.”42 Opposition to the pope’s 
speech came mainly from two sides: those protesting the church’s complicity 
in the priest sexual abuse scandal (mentioned by the FRFF in its opposition), 
and conservative Catholics such as Representative Paul Gosar (R-AZ), who 
chose to boycott the speech because it would focus on climate change rather 
than moral issues such as persecution of Christians and abortion. “If the 
Pope stuck to standard Christian theology, I would be the first in line. . . . 
But when the Pope chooses to act and talk like a leftist politician, then he can 
expect to be treated like one.”43 The absence of Catholic Supreme Court 
Justices Antonin Scalia, Clarence Thomas, and Samuel Alito from the speech 
was assumed to be for the same reason. Obviously, conflict was not com-
pletely overcome by unity.

This rock-star pontiff largely escaped criticism and backlash, in part 
because those one would expect to oppose him—the Left—were delighted 
to have a representative of the Catholic Church espousing progressive 
policy changes. Democrats celebrated this pope for the same reason that 
Republicans boycotted him. As a “policy entrepreneur,” Pope Francis 
steps in where previous popes have feared to tread. He is a darling of the 
left, for his progressive stances in an orthodox church. Liberal politicians 
like what he says and like to use his liberal ideology to say that the Catholic 
Church is changing its positions—hopeful, perhaps, of garnering more of 
that 22 percent of the population into the Democratic fold. What was 
really remarkable about Pope Francis’s speech, however, is the fact that 
there was so little concern over the issue of separating church and state.

While some may argue that he overstepped his bounds, it is obvious 
that Pope Francis considers himself to be, like Thomas Merton, “a man of 
dialogue, a promoter of peace between peoples and religions,”44 a man 
who places priority on unity rather than conflict.
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Introduction

Historically, the pope exercises a substantial political impact on Catholics 
worldwide, as baptized Catholics represent one-sixth of the world’s popu-
lation. In 1910, 65 percent of the world’s Catholics called Europe home. 
Today, more Catholics are found in Latin America (39 percent) than in 
any other world region (2010 data). And when Argentinian Cardinal 
Jorge Bergoglio (Pope Francis) was selected as pope in 2013, many won-
dered about the political implications of this choice for Western Europe. 
Bergoglio is the first pope appointed from outside of Western Europe 
since Gregory III (741  A.D.) and the first pope ever from the global 
South. Within his first few months in office, Pope Francis’s actions distin-
guished him from prior popes. One of his first acts as pope was to select 
the name Francis, in honor of St. Francis’s commitment to ministry of the 
poor. His first excursion as pontiff was to the Italian island of Lampedusa; 
thousands of migrants perish annually in the Mediterranean waters 
attempting to reach its shores. Upon arriving in the Vatican, many noted 
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other things he did differently—he chose not to order his own set of 
pontiff tableware; he passed on wearing the papal red velvet shoes and 
instead opted for regular white ones; he asked to move into the simple 
Vatican guesthouse instead of the papal apartments in the Apostolic Palace; 
he opted to eat in the cafeteria line instead of employing private chefs; he 
rode around in a Fiat 500 instead of the typical bulletproof “pope-mobile.” 
Of his first cardinal elector appointments, 24 of 39 were non-European, 
including many from small, poor countries that had never had cardinal 
appointments. His appointments represented the first time that more car-
dinals were selected from outside of Europe than from within it. For the 
traditional Holy Thursday washing of the feet, Pope Francis opts to go to 
a Roman prison to wash the feet of inmates, including Muslims and 
women, rather than following the tradition of washing the feet of clergy 
and laymen in the Archbasilica of Saint John Lateran or Saint Peter’s. 
Meanwhile, Pope Francis’s encyclicals, speeches, and actions are full of 
harsh critiques of free-market capitalism, causing right-wing radio person-
ality Rush Limbaugh to label the pope a “Marxist.” While Pope Francis’s 
message remains consistent with the core Catholic social teachings estab-
lished with Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum in 1891, his words and actions 
turn more explicitly to marginalized populations and the institutions, 
behaviors, and attitudes which maintain economic and social exclusion.

These actions cause some to ask: Does Francis’s papacy represent a new 
era for Western Europe? This chapter argues that while Pope Francis main-
tains consistency with core Catholic social teachings, his principal ideas for 
Western Europe represent a change from previous popes. The words, 
actions, and priorities of John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis reflect 
the Europe they find themselves in as well as their direct experiences with 
political oppression, economic exclusion, and the human consequences of 
sociopolitical economic ideologies. The Cold War is over, and the initial 
optimism from global economic and political integration has dissipated. 
Today we find a Europe struggling to cope with unprecedented migration 
flows and a populist far-right backlash. Pope Francis’s direct economic and 
political experiences of poverty under a liberal capitalist order in Argentina 
contrast with the Central and Eastern European experience of poverty in 
Marxist socialism—an ideological experiment witnessed firsthand by Karol 
Wojtyła (later known as Pope John Paul II). Pope Francis’s explicit empha-
sis on the poor, the excluded, and the marginalized indicates a change in 
tenor from past popes and results both from Europe’s current crises and 
from Pope Francis’s direct experience living and working with the poor 
and marginalized in Buenos Aires.
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Today’s Europe faces new and evolving political challenges, including 
receiving historically unprecedented numbers of immigrants and refu-
gees—more than a million migrants per year since 2015. Far-right popu-
lists seized upon the fear incited by these demographic shifts, and we see a 
strengthening of nationalistic, xenophobic far-right parties, including the 
National Front (France), the Sweden Democrats, the Freedom Party 
(Austria), and Jobbik (Hungary), to name a few. The economic crisis of 
2008 highlighted significant structural weaknesses within the euro frame-
work, especially in regard to Greece and, to a lesser extent, to Spain and 
Italy. The political fallout from the euro problems has led to growing ten-
sions between Northern European and Southern European countries. 
Throughout Europe, groups on the far right and the far left are increas-
ingly turning away from intergovernmental European cooperation and 
looking inwards, exemplified by the 2016 Brexit vote (pulling the United 
Kingdom out of the European Union (EU)), and the increasing strength 
of the “exit” voice growing in other countries, including founding EU 
members France and Italy.

In the pages that follow, I demonstrate the differences and similarities 
between the popes with a principal focus on the last three popes: John 
Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis. To understand papal politics in a 
Western European context, we need to focus on attitudes toward 
Marxism/socialism and the free market. Both during the Cold War and 
now with Francis, different political-economic perspectives provide the 
foundation for how the popes perceive the problem of and the solution to 
core social and political problems. I begin by reviewing some key events 
and ideas in the modern Catholic Church. I then discuss the three popes 
in chronological order, focusing principally on their differing views of the 
economy and, to a lesser extent, of immigration. With each discussion of 
the pope I contextualize their perspectives within both their particular 
European political and economic context and the specific sociopolitical 
experience of each pope. Finally, I reflect on why Pope Francis represents 
a shift for papal politics broadly and Western Europe specifically.

Ideological Intersections and Divergences:  
Catholic Social Teaching, Vatican II,  

and Liberation Theology

While the Cold War divided the world via a bifurcated lens, the Catholic 
Church’s views on politics and economics do not map onto this “black or 
white” worldview. Since Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum (1891), popes 
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have consistently avoided putting themselves squarely into a “socialist” or 
“free market” box. In Rerum novarum, the pope explicitly aligned the 
Vatican with the labor movement, while at the same time valuing private 
property and the general capitalist framework. Broad political, social, and 
economic principles are developed through papal encyclicals, and these 
principles are known as Catholic social teaching (CST). While these evolve 
over time, the core tenants of CST remain generally constant due to the 
concept of papal infallibility, or the notion that the pope is incapable of 
being incorrect on matters of church doctrine. Thus, a pope should not 
directly critique the doctrinal interpretation of prior popes and, instead, 
should build upon prior papal teachings. On the topic of economics and 
politics, CST emphasizes human outcomes, such as dignity and respect 
for all, while criticizing avarice, waste, and turning a blind eye to suffer-
ing. The teachings explicitly reject the extremes of both Marxism and 
unregulated free-market capitalism, while recognizing a role for the state 
in market regulation. However, within this general body of thought, it is 
not unusual to observe some outliers: for example, Pope Pius XI advo-
cated for corporatist economic organization (Quadragesimo anno, 1931), 
whereas Paul VI saw limits on the rights of private property (Populorum 
progressio, 1967).

While all popes adhere to general CST, an important divide exists in 
modern church politics, and the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) 
brought this to light. During these sessions, we see the emergence of a 
progressive majority block, the aggiornamento, which included partici-
pants John XXIII, Cardinal Giovanni Battista Montini (later Paul VI), and 
Bishop Albino Luciani (later John Paul I). Aggiornamento emphasizes 
adapting the Catholic Church to contemporary challenges, or a living and 
evolving gospel. This was countered by a significant but minority conser-
vative block, the ressourcement, which included participants Bishop Karol 
Wojtyła (later John Paul II) and theological consultant Joseph Ratzinger 
(later Benedict XVI). Ressourcement prioritizes engagement with inspira-
tion from the past, or a Gospel engaged with the written word.

Issues that were not resolved at Vatican II were subject to subsidiarity 
or devolved to the regional bodies. Bishops in Latin America grappled 
with interpreting Vatican II in a highly unequal, exclusionary political and 
economic context. At the 1968 conclave in the Colombian city of 
Medellín, the bishops’ council agreed to adopt a preferential option for 
the poor and to use Christian theological praxis, or to live the gospel 
through living and embodying liberation. Bishops were in part inspired by 
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the door to radicalism opened by Paul VI’s obtuse aforementioned 
Populorum progressio.1 This meeting is considered to have been heavily 
influenced by liberation theology—an ideology that, according to some 
adherents, perceives Jesus as a social and political revolutionary in service 
of the poor and views Marxist socialism as the Christian economic alterna-
tive.2 Liberation theology emphasizes a preferential option of the poor, 
actively practicing the gospel through service and actions, and, when nec-
essary and justified, political action in the service of social justice. 
Liberation theology is a specific, politicized Marxist interpretation of the 
progressive aggiornamento “living Gospel” perspective.

Meanwhile, the Vatican consistently distanced itself from liberation 
theology. Both John Paul II and Benedict XVI actively criticized liberation 
theology, shamed priests involved in the movement (including John Paul 
publicly admonishing Sandinista priest Ernesto Cardenal), and partici-
pated in the Vatican’s foot-dragging over the beatification of Salvadorian 
martyr Father Oscar Romero, who is associated with liberation theology 
and praised by many of its adherents. Pope Francis, on the other hand, 
recognized the importance of martyred priests who subscribed to libera-
tion theology, while embracing the apolitical version of liberation theol-
ogy, “theology of the poor.” Still, his alignment with the poor, his 
commitment to theology through praxis, his decision to advance Oscar 
Romero toward sainthood, his 2015 Vatican meeting with Gustavo 
Guitérrez (one of the founders of the movement), and his Latin American 
roots make many conservative Catholics in the northern hemisphere 
uncomfortable, especially when these actions are combined with Pope 
Francis’s strong critiques of the liberal market economy. Thus, we see 
among the popes a broadly coherent general Catholic social policy, yet a 
division between conservative and progressive popes on views of economic 
policy and political activism, and, perhaps, a change in tenor toward a 
formerly marginalized Marxist Catholic political movement.

In the pages that follow, I investigate the similarities and differences 
on these issues in relation to the John Paul II, Benedict XIV, and Francis. 
I categorize each of the three popes by a political concept that reflects 
both their particular European era and their core political economic 
concern. For Pope John Paul II, this is “The Wall,” representing the 
Berlin Wall and the broader Iron Curtain, as well as the political, eco-
nomic, and religious repression that he perceived as a core threat to the 
Catholic Church. For Pope Benedict, this concept is “Globalization,” 
indicating his chief economic, political, and cultural concerns in an era 
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of increased movement across borders. Finally, Pope Francis’s concept is 
“Core-Periphery,” a nod to Latin American dependency theory, to his 
commitment to the excluded and marginalized, and to the human con-
sequences of a liberal economic order marked by unequal distributions 
of wealth and power.

Pope John Paul II: “The Wall”

Pope John Paul II (papacy 1978–2005), along with his successor Benedict 
XVI (papacy 2005–2013), represent two of the more economically and 
socially conservative popes in the post-Leo XIII era. John Paul II rose 
through the Catholic Church’s ranks in Poland during their Communist 
regime, and he later served as pope in a bipolar Cold War context, work-
ing on efforts to support Poland’s Solidarity movement and actively speak-
ing out against Marxism, Communism, and other ideologies with a 
socialist flavor. While his immediate predecessors John XXIII and Paul VI 
were willing to work with the Soviets in order to increase the church’s 
influence behind the Iron Curtain,3 Pope John Paul reestablished a diplo-
matic relationship with the United States under Reagan and turned away 
from the Soviets. For Pope John Paul, Marxism posed the principal threat 
to the Catholic Church, Europe, and the world.

One can find seemingly contradictory ideas on political economy dur-
ing Pope John Paul II’s long tenure. Toward the beginning of his papacy, 
he was labeled as “The First Socialist Pope”4 due to his explicit support of 
workers’ rights. As Woodward describes in the Newsweek profile: “there 
are democratic forms of socialism, he (John Paul II) believes, that can 
liberate workers yet incarnate the values of Christ.”5 While Pope John Paul 
II remained committed to labor, he saw the free market in a more positive 
light than had his predecessors, associating market freedom with personal 
freedom and wealth creation. Indeed, some of Pope John Paul II’s com-
ments on the free market sound closer to American economic liberalism 
than do the social-democratic economic variants often found in Western 
European democracies. We see this most clearly in his Centesimus annus 
(1991), where he writes that the welfare state “leads to a loss of human 
energies and an inordinate increase of public agencies, which are domi-
nated more by bureaucratic ways of thinking than by concerns for serving 
their clients.” He further notes in this document that the “inefficiency of 
the economic system” is a consequence of “the violation of the human 
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rights to private initiative, to ownership of property and to freedom in the 
economic sector.” Finally, he advocates for a system that enables the 
invisible hand of self-interest to play a role in the market: “Where self-
interest is violently suppressed, it is replaced by a burdensome system of 
bureaucratic control which dries up the wellsprings of initiative and cre-
ativity” (1991). These statements reflect a socioeconomic vision that sup-
ports the free market and self-interest while looking to minimize state 
intervention and the social welfare state.

Pope John Paul II’s view on immigration similarly reflected a liberal 
economic perspective. He called for an end to illegal immigration and 
perceived the problem with migration to lie in the economic and political 
stability of migrant’s initial home countries. He suggested migration 
should be “best addressed by global cooperation” to “foster political sta-
bility and eliminate underdevelopment” (1996 World Migration Day).6

Pope John Paul II repeatedly criticized socialism, which he saw as divi-
sive and incompatible with religious freedom. He consistently worried 
about the possibilities of Marxists infiltrating the Catholic Church in 
Poland. For this reason, he was critical of Latin American liberation theol-
ogy. Pope John Paul II openly and repeatedly distanced himself from lib-
eration theology. He famously admonished the Nicaraguan Sandinista 
priest and government minister Ernesto Cardenal for combining political 
activism with religion. However, Pope John Paul II did adopt one of the 
core liberation theology tenants, the preferential option for the poor, 
demonstrating that while he rejected the political activism and Marxist 
analysis inherent in liberation theology, he upheld its commitment to the 
poor and disenfranchised.

In sum, in Pope John Paul II we see a conservative pope in the context 
of a Cold War and, later, a post–Cold War Europe. His experience in 
Poland led him both to align with the worker movement and, at the same 
time, to advocate free markets, displaying what Curran calls “economic 
contradictions.”7 Others indicate that John Paul II was not contradictory, 
but rather his teachings and the teachings of other modern popes illustrate 
the inherent “limits of applying secular political categories to something 
like the Catholic Church.”8 Pope John Paul II’s rhetorical points sometimes 
mirror those of his compatriots Reagan and Thatcher, and his experience 
of Communism in Poland deeply shaped his politics. He was politically 
vocal in calling for the church to remain outside of Marxist movements, 
and he valued certain components of the liberal market economy.
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Pope Benedict XVI: “Globalization”

There are significant points of overlap between Benedict XVI and John 
Paul II, largely due to Benedict’s position as prefect of the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith under John Paul II.  Despite their many 
points of intersection—including a conservative (ressourcement) outlook, a 
seemingly ambiguous or contradictory view of political economy, the idea 
of addressing immigration by looking at the sending countries, and a criti-
cal view of liberation theology—there are a few changes with Pope 
Benedict’s papacy. Notably, Benedict criticized globalization and the 
impact of Muslim immigration in the European context.

Like John Paul II, Benedict’s early life experience attuned him to the 
consequences of powerful ideologies. Benedict first saw this as a young 
man in Nazi Germany, where he was forced to join Nazi Youth.9 He wit-
nessed the power of ideologies again as a professor of theology at Tübingen 
University in 1968, where he observed Marxist-influenced student upris-
ings. As a result of these two events, Benedict perceived a deep risk in 
ideology used to stir people to inappropriate action, be this a dangerous 
variant of ethnic nationalism or the risk of a Marxist-revolution.

While serving under John Paul II, Benedict criticized socialism and 
Marxism, while acknowledging the ambiguities in church teachings that 
allowed these ideologies to flourish. In his The Ratzinger Report (1985), 
the Cardinal Prefect states that “liberation theology constitutes a funda-
mental threat to the faith of the Church.”10 He goes on to explicitly reject 
Marxist analysis,11 and to argue that the “Marxist myth” is a type of “cul-
tural imperialism,” “export(ed) to the Third World of myths and utopias 
which have been worked out in the developed West.”12 Ratzinger 
(Benedict) makes his association of ideological fanaticism and Marxism 
explicit when discussing liberation theology: “By sacralizing the revolu-
tion—mixing up God, Christ and ideologies—they only succeed in pro-
ducing a dreamy fanaticism that can lead to even worse injustices and 
oppression, ruining in the praxis what the theory has proposed.”13 He 
added that is it “socially dangerous” to mix “the Bible, Christology, poli-
tics, sociology and economics,” noting “Holy Scripture and theology 
cannot be misused to absolutize and sacrilize a theory concerning the 
socio-political order.”14 Ratzinger blamed Gaudium et spes (from Vatican 
II) as ambiguous at times, which allowed for Marxist ideologies such as 
liberation theology to arise.15
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This political and economic rhetoric cooled by the time Ratzinger 
assumed the papacy in the post–Cold War context, though his critique of 
ideology remained. For example, he writes in 2009: “Paul VI reflected on 
the meaning of politics, and the danger constituted by utopian and ideo-
logical visions that place its ethical and human dimensions in jeopardy. 
These are matters closely connected with development.”16 And he reiter-
ates some of his principal ideas from the 1985 Ratzinger Report when he 
comments 24 years later, “All of humanity is alienated when too much 
trust is placed in merely human projects, ideologies and false utopias.” But 
these critiques of ideology were subservient to what he perceived as the 
principal menace to human communities: the mixed blessings wrought by 
globalization. Ratzinger perceived globalization as a core political and 
economic problem, which he stated can be threatening to culture and to 
a nation’s sovereignty.17 At the same time, his Caritas in veritate (2009) 
(Charity in Truth) was said to be “contradictory” on issues relating to 
political economy, as it evoked the spirit both of Paul VI’s progressive 
Populorum progressio (1967) as well as John Paul II’s conservative 
Centesimus annus (1991), indicating a level of ambiguity in direction 
regarding the proper role of the state in market regulation. For example, 
he states that the market should be without constraints, but later says the 
state should intervene in the market.18 Caritas in veritate was criticized for 
having “tensions of its own” and “lacking the coherence of Centesimus 
annus.”19

Similarly, Pope Benedict’s stance on immigration has both parallels 
with and divergences from that of Pope John Paul II. Like John Paul II, 
Benedict advocated for addressing the migration crisis by solving the 
political and economic problems in the home country. When aboard his 
US-bound plane and speaking to reporters about immigration from Latin 
America to the United States, Benedict stated: “The fundamental solution 
is that there should no longer be a need to emigrate, that there are enough 
jobs in the homeland, a sufficient social fabric.” When that failed, he 
strongly advocated receiving countries to prioritize keeping families 
together “as much as it can be done it should be done” as familial separa-
tion “is truly dangerous for the social, moral and human fabric” of Latin 
and Central American families. The comments drew some rebuke from 
American conservatives, who accused the pope of engaging in American 
politics in order to increase his appeal with his growing base in Latin 
America.20
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On the other hand, Benedict’s words on Muslim immigration to 
Europe were less supportive than his words on Latin American immigra-
tion to the United States. To commemorate the fifth anniversary of the 
September 11, 2001, attacks, Pope Benedict gave a lecture at Regensburg 
University in Germany. He provoked considerable ire within the Muslim 
world when he quoted a Byzantine emperor, who had written “Show me 
just what Mohammed brought that was new and there you will find things 
only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the 
faith he preached.”21 The Vatican later said that Ratzinger was utilizing 
this quote in a particular context and not advocating or endorsing the 
position, but it was too late; violent global protests broke out in response 
to the speech. Then in 2011, a new autobiography of media mogul Lord 
Conrad Black recounts story of a then Cardinal Ratzinger at a dinner 
party at the home of Toronto Cardinal Archbishop Gerald Emmett 
Carter, in which Benedict “lamented ‘the slow suicide of Europe’: its 
population was aging and shrinking, and the unborn were being partly 
replaced by unassimilable immigrants. He thought that Europe would 
awake from its torpor, by that there were difficult days ahead.”22 With the 
recent rise of the extreme right, these comments have been revived by far-
right outlets such as Breitbart news, which proclaimed Benedict’s com-
ments as “prophetic.”23

In sum, Benedict’s views on political economy are ambiguous—at least 
in regards to the role of the free market versus the state-regulated market, 
though he is consistent with his disapproval of Marxism. He agrees with 
Pope John Paul’s idea that immigration can be best addressed by looking 
at the pressures that give rise to immigration. Yet he conceptualizes Europe 
in part by its shared historical religious identity—what he called “the 
inalienable Christian roots of its culture and civilization”—and it appears 
he perceives Muslim immigration as posing a potential threat to this cul-
tural identity.

Pope Francis: “Core-Periphery”

Pope Francis’s harsh critique of the liberal economic order represents a 
stark shift from both John Paul II and Benedict XVI, and his experience 
of capitalism and economic inequality sharply diverges from the 
twentieth-century European experience. Specifically, he observed the 
consequences of rampant market capitalism while working with the poor 
in Latin America, a region with long-standing problems of inequality, 
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poverty, and socioeconomic and political exclusion. In Pope Francis’s 
home country of Argentina, after the power and popularity of the Left 
surged in the late 1960s and early 1970s, right-wing military regimes 
arose to protect the wealth of the elite. During Argentina’s subsequent 
Dirty War (1976–1983), some priests took action to defend the political 
and economic rights of the poor and marginalized, sometimes aligning 
themselves with liberation theology. Specifically, two Argentinian Jesuits 
whom Francis knew well were kidnapped and tortured, while his friend 
and mentor, activist Esther de Careaga, was murdered by the regime. All 
three were proponents of liberation theology. Despite the vast humanitar-
ian aggressions, Bergoglio remained apolitical, serving the poor in the 
streets of Buenos Aires. As author James Carroll writes, Bergoglio 
described his experience during the Dirty War as “searing.”24 Francis 
states that his years in Córdoba, Argentina, during the Dirty War were a 
time of “great interior crisis,”25 later adding “I had to learn from my 
errors along the way because, to tell you the truth, I made hundreds of 
errors. Errors and sins. . . . I am a sinner. This is the most accurate defini-
tion. It is not a figure of speech.”26

After his lessons in Argentina, Bergoglio became increasingly politi-
cized. As a result, the Pope perceives it as risky to not stand up to power, 
especially power that breeds an inoculation to human suffering. He is sen-
sitive to the plight of the poor and the structural issues that lead to their 
exclusion. Thus, Pope Francis’s gaze both within and beyond Europe is 
upon the marginalized and the excluded, and the economic systems that 
create their circumstances. We see this clearly in his Evangelli gaudium 
(2013), where Francis directly criticizes the values put forward by modern 
economic thinking, and its role in creating excluded populations:

Just as the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” sets a clear limit in order to 
safeguard the value of human life, today we also have to say “thou shalt not” 
to an economy of exclusion and inequality. Such an economy kills. How can 
it be that it is not a news item when an elderly homeless person dies of expo-
sure, but it is news when the stock market loses two points? This is a case of 
exclusion. Can we continue to stand by when food is thrown away while 
people are starving? This is a case of inequality. Today everything comes 
under the laws of competition and the survival of the fittest, where the 
powerful feed upon the powerless. As a consequence, masses of people find 
themselves excluded and marginalized: without work, without possibilities, 
without any means of escape.27
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The rest of Evangelli gaudium continues to develop upon these 
themes—notably the mistreatment of the excluded and marginalized as 
created by the economic system. He is particularly critical of societies 
that follow liberal economic models blindly, with great impact to the 
poor. He notes that the positive social outcomes attributed to “trickle-
down” economic theories have “never been confirmed by the facts,” 
and it “expresses a crude and naïve trust in the goodness of those 
wielding economic power and in the sacralized workings of the prevail-
ing economic system,” then calls this a “selfish ideal” which contrib-
uted to the development of the “globalization of indifference.”28 He 
adds “the socioeconomic system is unjust at its root,” and declares “we 
can no longer trust in the unseen forces and the invisible hand of the 
market.”29

To Francis, the principal problem with the liberal economic system is 
thus its creation of poor, marginalized, and excluded groups. Pope Francis 
argues that society shifted from having a class of “exploited” to groups of 
“leftovers.” The first group was a part of society’s fringe, but today exclu-
sion means the leftovers are unconnected to the social body. He considers 
this to be an extension of the consumerist society or “throw away cul-
ture,” where “human beings are themselves considered consumer goods 
to be used and then discarded.”30 This economic inequality directly results 
from blind adherence to liberal economic ideologies: “Inequality is the 
root of social ills”31 and “this imbalance is the result of ideologies which 
defend the absolute autonomy of the marketplace and financial specula-
tion.”32 Pope Francis unequivocally sees current social, political, humanis-
tic, and economic problems as tied to the embrace of free (unregulated) 
markets: “As long as the problems of the poor are not radically resolved by 
rejecting the absolute autonomy of markets and financial speculation and 
by attacking the structural causes of inequality, no solution will be found 
for the world’s problems or, for that matter, to any problems.”33

Pope Francis’s rhetoric evokes strains of dependency theory or its less 
radical sibling, world systems theory. Dependency theory uses the idea of 
“core-periphery” to describe the economic relationship between countries 
of unequal wealth and power. Here, core countries exploit periphery 
countries for labor and raw materials, while periphery countries are depen-
dent on core countries for capital. In this model of dependent development, 
poor and marginalized periphery countries are unable to accumulate the 
wealth they need to finance their own development. This model became 
popular in Latin America beginning in the 1960s, and it is referred to in 
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writings on liberation theology. Pope Francis’s view on liberal economics 
reflects dependency theory in some aspects; however, in his speeches and 
encyclicals, individuals or groups (instead of countries) are marginalized 
by an economic order characterized by an asymmetric distribution of 
wealth and power.

Pope Francis rejects the liberal economic order and does not endorse a 
specific alternative model, but he leaves open the possibility for a more 
just, equitable, and humane economy. He refers to the need for an eco-
nomic system that “ensures the economic well-being of all countries, not 
just of a few.”34 While his economic vision criticizes “trickle-down” eco-
nomics and the unregulated free-market economy, it is in some ways ame-
nable to Swedish social democracy or German industrial corporatism (the 
latter of which closely resembles the economic model advocated by Pope 
Pius XI in his aforementioned 1931 speech). Social democracy—as seen in 
Sweden and other Nordic countries—is a market economy cushioned by 
socialized education, health care, childcare, elder care, generous worker 
training, historically strong unions, high levels of social cohesion, low lev-
els of poverty, and low levels of economic inequality. In Pope Pius’s model 
of corporatism, associations foster cooperation between labor, manage-
ment, and the state (tripartism) offering less conflict, greater economic 
stability, lower levels of economic inequality, and a deeper commitment to 
the long-run health and viability of the whole corps. Examples of this type 
of capitalist economic coordination include the nineteenth-century guild 
system, postwar German industrial organization, or French quality wine 
institutions, rather than the labor-repressive “corporatist” regimes which 
claimed inspiration from Pius (including Mussolini, Franco, and Salazar). 
Francis does not reject all market economies; rather, he rejects systems 
that try to approach the theoretical ideal of the free unregulated market. 
The idea of social democracy or corporatism could provide possible solu-
tions to the core-periphery dynamic, or what he calls “the economy of 
exclusion,”35 within a country. The weakness with these models is they do 
little to address the economy of exclusion between countries. Thus, instead 
of advocating a specific economic model, he advocates for a moral and 
compassionate economy.

Pope Francis consistently and explicitly calls attention to economic 
and political migrants as the discarded and marginalized, particularly in 
the European context, a point made clear in Chap. 13 of this volume. 
As Glatzer and Carr-Lemke describe, Pope Francis visited the Moria 
refugee camp on the Greek island of Lesbos in April 2016, where he 
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emphasized the suffering endured by migrants to Europe: “We must 
never forget, however, that migrants, rather than simply being a statistic, 
are first of all persons who have faces, names and individual stories. 
Europe is the homeland of human rights, and whomever sets foot on 
European soil ought to sense this, and thus become more aware of the 
duty to respect and defend those rights.”36 Pope Francis then left Greece 
with 12 Syrian Muslim refugees, entrusted to the Vatican’s care, and the 
Vatican issued a statement noting “the pope has decided to make a ges-
ture of welcome regarding refugees.”37 Pope Francis has made other sym-
bolic gestures to highlight immigration as described in Glatzer and 
Carr-Lemke, including sharing his 80th birthday with eight homeless 
people, including four non-Italians (from Moldova, Peru, and Romania). 
In 2016, he had a video message for the Jesuit refugee agency Centro 
Astalli, where he said, “Each one of you, refugees who knock on our 
doors, has the face of God, and is the flesh of Christ . . . Treated like a 
burden, a problem, a cost, you are instead a gift . . . you make possible 
the encounter between different cultures and religions, a way to redis-
cover out common humanity.”38 To Francis, migrants are the poor, the 
excluded, and the marginalized outcasts created by the liberal economic 
order. The contrast between Pope Francis’s views on immigration stands 
in stark contrast to those of his predecessors, especially Pope Benedict.

Pope Francis’s speeches to the European Parliament in 2014 and to 
European heads of state in 2017 further develop this theme of “the econ-
omy of exclusion” within the European context. Here again Francis 
focuses upon migrants, as well as the populist backlash. Francis notes 
Europe’s economic prosperity has made people less empathetic to the 
plight of the poor, allowing far-right ideas to gain traction: “Today’s pros-
perity seems to have clipped the continent’s wings and lowered its gaze,” 
losing its ideals, which could provide an “antidote against the vacuum of 
values of our time, which provides a fertile terrain for every form of 
extremism.”39 To Pope Francis, a main critique of policy-makers is their 
indifference to human suffering caused by their emphasis on technical 
economic debates: “To our dismay we see technical and economic ques-
tions dominating political debate, to the detriment of genuine concern for 
human beings. Men and women risk being reduced to mere cogs in a 
machine that treats them as items of consumption to be exploited, with 
the result that—as is so tragically apparent whenever a human life no lon-
ger proves useful for that machine, it is discarded with few qualms.”40 
Pope Francis sees Europe unmoored from her “patrimony of ideals and 
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spiritual values” and wedded instead to what he calls a “functionalistic and 
privatized mindset,” looking the other way while the Mediterranean 
threatens to become a “vast cemetery.”41

Finally, Francis links multinational corporations to economic imperial-
ism when he said to the EU Parliament “democracies must not be allowed 
to collapse under the pressure of multinational interests which are not 
universal, which weaken them and turn them into uniform systems of eco-
nomic power at the service of unseen empires.”42 His unrestrained depic-
tion of the capitalist system as a power system untethered to human values 
is a much stronger critique than the more ambiguous framing of his pre-
decessors, and his emphasis on a systems-based exploitation evokes aspects 
of dependency theory. It is clear from his rhetoric on the free market that 
some of his views are direct critiques of contemporary capitalism, but he 
falls short of calling for anything that looks Marxist, or calling for anything 
beyond a stronger society, and a more “ethical” economy. It appears a 
market with low levels of economic inequality and high levels of social 
cohesion—in other words, variants of either social democracy or corporat-
ism (coordinated capitalism) as practiced in much of Continental Europe—
are consistent with the values and principles described by Francis, at least 
in the domestic context. Still, media outlets in the United States have 
claimed that Francis was “reviving” a “discredited” ideology (New York 
Times)43 or claimed he didn’t understand the economy (opinion in The 
Washington Post 44). Pope Francis does not directly address liberation the-
ology in his speeches, but his decision to beatify Oscar Romero indicates a 
softening relationship with the ideology.

Conclusions

Pope Francis is different from his recent predecessors, and he represents a 
return to the progressive Vatican of John XXIII or Paul VI—a return to 
aggiornamento and to a living, adapting interpretation of the gospel. Pope 
Francis brings to Rome a first-hand understanding of the poverty and 
exclusion caused by adherence to economic ideologies and political 
regimes, which serve the few and marginalize the many. Each pope has 
had unique and searing individual experiences with twentieth-century 
sociopolitical experiments: Pope Francis’s experience with Argentina’s 
poor taught him about the risks of an unmitigated belief in the social vir-
tues of the free market; Pope John Paul’s experience in Poland taught him 
of the perils of a Marxist-socialist state; and Pope Benedict’s experiences 
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in Nazi Germany and later as a professor taught him of the dangers of 
powerful mobilizing ideologies. Each pope brought these experiences 
with him to Vatican City, shaping what they perceived as threatening to 
human dignity and, relatedly, what they perceived as threatening to 
Europe. John Paul II wanted a Europe without communism, with a regu-
lated market serving humanity. Benedict wanted a Europe with less pres-
sure from globalization and from immigration, under a moral and just 
economic order. Francis wants a Europe where migrants and other mar-
ginalized groups are treated with dignity, and the economy follows 
humanitarian values rather than calculable economic ones.

As previously noted, the political economy of the Catholic Church 
does not fall into traditional secular political-economic categories. The 
notion of a humanitarian economy taking precedent over measurable eco-
nomic outcomes is consistent with core Catholic social teachings. All 
twentieth- and twenty-first-century popes have called for what sociolo-
gists call a “moral economy”45—a compassionate economy with a human 
face, made up of, and embedded in, human relationships.46 But where 
each pope falls upon the spectrum between the free market and socialist 
market varies greatly, with both John Paul and Benedict offering ambigu-
ous assessments of liberal economics. As papal writer James Carroll has 
said, “With Francis, there is no ambiguity.”47 Pope Francis’s view of a 
moral economy in some ways fits the Nordic model of social democracy 
or the corporatist ideas of associations and social integration advanced by 
Pope Pius XI (1931).48

Pope Francis represents a change for Europe, but Europe has also 
changed. He emphasizes the poor and marginalized because he came to 
Rome already attuned to these issues and their causes. His focus within 
Europe is upon those groups who are excluded from the European social, 
political, and economic body. If the question is whether Pope Francis rep-
resents a shift of the Catholic Church’s gaze from within Europe to 
beyond it, the answer is yes. For even within Europe, Francis is focusing 
upon those “outside” of it; away from the core and toward those on the 
periphery. Pope Francis represents a shift from a Eurocentric church to a 
broader universal church, with a focus upon those who have been excluded 
from the table.
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What difference does it make that Pope Francis is from Latin America— that 
he spent almost his entire life in Buenos Aires, Argentina? On his first eve-
ning as pope, in his first address on the balcony of St. Peter’s, Francis 
remarked that the cardinals had gone “to the ends of the earth” to find a 
bishop of Rome. He was mindful that his selection signified not just a 
desire for a fresh perspective, or an outsider to address pressing church 
problems, but also, whether intentional or not, a summoning of the 
periphery to the center. Pope Francis, through his life experiences, train-
ing, and pastoral endeavors would be able to “see” the Catholic Church 
and her mission in a way that a European or North American could not. 
But even within the context of Latin America, his approach is distinctive. 
He maps a path that is neither left nor right, neither Marxist nor neolib-
eral, neither liberationist nor conservative.

Pope Francis’s first visit to Latin America after becoming pope was to 
the World Youth Day celebration in Rio de Janeiro in July 2013. His 
reception was overwhelmingly positive, with record crowds turning out 
for a reenactment of the Stations of the Cross and a mass on Copacabana 
beach. His Latin American travels continued thereafter with visits to 
Ecuador, Bolivia, and Paraguay in July 2015; to Cuba in September 2015; 
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and to Mexico in February 2016. He visited Colombia in September 2017 
and is expected to visit several other Latin American countries in 2018 and 
beyond. In all cases, his home region has greeted him with large crowds 
and apparent enthusiasm for his message. The popularity of this first Latin 
American pope raises questions about his potential impact on the region’s 
politics and religious demography. In many Latin American countries, 
Catholicism has been losing adherents at a high rate for the last 30 years, 
mostly to Pentecostal churches. And Pope Francis is addressing many of 
the reasons cited for this shift. At the same time, his renewed focus on soli-
darity with the poor, social justice, and environmental sustainability implies 
a not-so-subtle critique of Latin America’s ruling elite, including in some 
cases the clergy.

This chapter examines Pope Francis’s potential impact on Latin 
America’s politics and theology, while also exploring the Latin American 
and Argentine context that formed him. It begins with a brief and very 
general history of the Catholic Church’s political and social role in the 
region. It then describes key Latin American and Argentine events that 
helped shape Francis’s distinctive approach to church and politics. Finally, 
the chapter examines the reception of this distinctive approach in Latin 
America and its possible impact for Catholicism’s continued strength in 
the region. The chapter reveals a pope whose outlook is profoundly influ-
enced by his Latin American experiences—as citizen, pastor, and church-
man. His fresh, welcoming, and compassionate message is likely to 
resonate with many Latin Americans. Nevertheless, the competitive and 
structural challenges that the Catholic Church faces in Latin America 
remain daunting, even for a popular pope.

The Catholic Church and Latin America

The Catholic Church has been present in Latin America since the first 
moments of European contact.1 From the late fifteenth to early nineteenth 
centuries, as Spain and Portugal founded and administered colonies in the 
New World, the church was an essential part of the project, so much so that 
secular and sacred authority were essentially fused.2 During the nineteenth 
century, independence movements swept the region, followed by growing 
conflict between the new states and the Catholic Church. Catholicism 
remained the official religion in most Latin American countries during this 
period, and the church played an important societal role in areas such as 
education, the registration of births and deaths, and health care. It also 
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retained extensive land holdings and other resources. However, by the end 
of the century, there were efforts at disestablishment in many countries, 
but not all were successful. In Pope Francis’s native Argentina, for exam-
ple, there were tensions in the 1880s over civil marriage, the appointment 
of bishops, and a policy to require secular education, but Catholicism 
remained the official state religion. This nineteenth-century turbulence 
was then followed by a period of mostly peaceful consolidation, which 
lasted to the mid-twentieth century. During these years, the Catholic 
Church strengthened itself institutionally, established closer ties with 
Rome, and tried to regain privileges lost in the previous phase. This was 
true of the church in Argentina, which enjoyed good relations with conser-
vative Argentine governments and maintained its privileged status in 
Argentina’s constitutional order.3

Since the mid-twentieth century, the Catholic Church’s relations with 
state authorities have undergone two additional stages, and these are the 
most significant for understanding Pope Francis’s formation. First, the 
church experienced a “liberationist” or “progressive” period, which most 
scholars date from the 1960s. It witnessed a fundamental shift in 
Catholicism’s sociopolitical commitments, both worldwide and within 
Latin America. Inspired by the rise of liberation theology in the 1950s and 
the reforms of the second Vatican Council (1962–1965), the Catholic 
Church—which had traditionally been an ally of the socioeconomic elite 
and of the status quo in Latin America—turned its attention to the poor 
and disadvantaged.4 It also became an advocate for religious freedom, 
democracy, and human rights.5 The Latin American Bishops’ Conference 
officially advanced this new “preferential option for the poor” at its 1968 
meeting in Medellín, Colombia. In many Latin American countries, 
including Argentina, the Catholic Church sponsored literacy campaigns, 
Ecclesial Base Communities (or CEBs, in the Portuguese and Spanish 
acronym),6 and issue-specific pastoral organizations (e.g., for the landless 
and indigenous peoples).

During this liberationist period, the Church became an outspoken 
critic of authoritarianism in the region. Many Latin American countries 
were under some form of military or authoritarian rule during the 1960s 
and 1970s. In Brazil, which had a military dictatorship from 1964 to 
1985, the National Conference of Brazilian Bishops was the regime’s most 
powerful critic. It monitored and publicized human rights violations both 
domestically and abroad, and provided cover for other opposition groups.7 
It also helped mobilize civil society for the transition to democracy and 
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forged close ties with labor unions, human rights groups, women’s groups, 
and political parties such as the Worker’s Party. Another example is found 
in Chile, where the Episcopal Conference of Chile, led by Cardinal Raúl 
Silva Henríquez, played an equally heroic role in opposing the Pinochet 
regime (1971–1989). Most notably, it formed the Vicariate of Solidarity 
(Vicaria de la Solidaridad), a pastoral organization that kept track of 
human rights violations, protected its victims and their families, and served 
as an umbrella for democracy advocates.8

In Argentina, by contrast, the Episcopate was largely silent during the 
atrocities of the “Dirty War” (1974–1983). It was split internally among 
those who supported Marxist guerrillas, those who favored the military 
government (which took power in a 1976 coup), and those in a nonideo-
logical middle space. Jorge Mario Bergoglio, later Pope Francis, who held 
Jesuit leadership positions during this period, was of the middle persua-
sion. As Jesuit provincial from 1973 to 1979, and rector of the Colegio 
Máximo (the Jesuit training center) from 1979 to 1985, he tried to pre-
serve unity among the Jesuits while serving the surrounding community 
and working quietly to save those he could from the violence.9

As most Latin American countries returned to democratic rule in the 
1980s—the final stage in this overview—the Catholic Church retreated 
from politics in the region and focused more on traditional spiritual con-
cerns. It emphasized its work with the CEBs and pastorals less, and paid 
more attention to issues of faith, the family, morality, and the dignity of 
human life. Pope John Paul II (1978–2005) was instrumental to this shift. 
He took steps that appeared to be a strong rejection of liberation theol-
ogy, censoring some liberation theologians, appointing conservative cler-
gymen to leadership positions, and marginalizing more activist ones.10 
Pope Benedict XVI (2005–2013), who was prefect for the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) under John Paul II, largely continued 
the focus on traditional Catholic doctrine and values, citing a global cul-
ture that was increasingly secular and relativistic. Thus, by the 2000s, it 
seemed that liberation theology and the “progressive” church in Latin 
America were mainly items for the past.11

However, liberation theology’s apparent rise and retreat in Latin 
America from the late 1960s actually masks a more complex history—one 
that Pope Francis’s orientation toward the “theology of the people” (TP) 
is recovering for both a popular and scholarly audience.12 Its story is 
revealed in the meetings of the Latin American Bishops’ Conference 
(CELAM, in the Spanish acronym) from Medellín (1968) to Aparecida 
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(2007). As mentioned above, the Medellín conference, the second 
region-wide meeting of bishops, was the first to articulate the preferential 
option for the poor; it launched a number of pastoral and theological 
initiatives in countries throughout the region. When the bishops met 
again at Puebla in 1979, this option for the poor was reconfirmed. Jorge 
Bergoglio actually took part in the preparations for the Puebla meeting. 
Puebla’s concluding document, however, pointedly rejected the Marxist 
version of liberation theology, and thus Puebla came to be interpreted as 
evidence that conservatives, encouraged by Rome, were squashing libera-
tion theology. As Austen Ivereigh notes, this account failed to notice that 
other versions of liberation theology were also being endorsed at Puebla. 
In particular, the Argentine version of liberation theology, which inter-
prets the option for the poor to mean “an option for their distinctive 
culture and religiosity,” was actually validated by Puebla.13 Reflecting 
back on that period, Juan Carlos Scannone, S.J., writes that he identified 
four strains of liberation theology, one of which was this Argentine TP.14

During the 1980s and 1990s, while the Vatican was curtailing what it 
viewed as overly political versions of liberation theology, Cardinal 
Ratzinger was hosting meetings of Latin American theologians because he 
saw good elements in liberation theology. The two Instructions issued by 
his CDF in 1984 and 1986 did condemn the use of Marxist theory in 
some versions of liberation theology. They also criticized those who would 
limit the notion of liberation found in the scriptures to a simple political 
category. At the same time, however, they acknowledged that other ver-
sions of liberation theology existed. And the second Instruction lauded 
liberation theology for “its affirmation of popular piety and the option for 
the poor.”15 Another factor that masked Rome’s genuine interest in libera-
tion theology’s contributions was John Paul II’s centralizing tendencies. 
Paul VI had encouraged some collegiality—the sharing of local bishops in 
the governance of the Church—by creating the synod of bishops and pro-
moting national and regional bishops’ conferences. CELAM was perhaps 
the strongest of these conferences, and it had a distinct identity—intimately 
tied to liberation theology—that was honed by both Medellín and Puebla. 
John Paul II, though, viewed CELAM as a potential threat to church 
unity and Vatican teaching authority, so he set about controlling it and 
subordinating Latin American bishops to the curia. The most relevant 
example of this policy was the way the Vatican “steamrolled” CELAM’s 
fourth general assembly in Santo Domingo in 1992, rejecting the confer-
ence’s working document and micromanaging the meeting itself via 
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conservative local bishops.16 This tightening of control looked a lot like a 
repudiation of liberation theology. All the while, however, the Argentine 
version of liberation theology was increasingly being emphasized locally in 
Latin America and attracting attention theologically in Europe and the 
Vatican.

It should not have been such a surprise, then, that in 2007 Joseph 
Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, allowed the fifth CELAM general 
assembly at Aparecida, Brazil to happen with his blessing and without 
much interference from Rome. Benedict opened the meeting by affirm-
ing the Latin American church’s option for the poor. He said, “The pref-
erential option for the poor is implicit in the Christological faith in the 
God who became poor for us, to enrich us with his poverty (cf. 2 Cor: 8, 
9).”17 In fact, some argue that Aparecida and later Bergoglio’s election as 
pope were evidence that Latin America was becoming a source church. 
The Uruguayan philosopher Alberto Methol Ferré thought the Catholic 
Church in Latin America would be “key to the emergence of a new con-
tinental consciousness, la patria grande, which would take its place in the 
modern world and become an important influence on it.”18 Aparecida was 
in many ways the fulfillment of what Medellín started, and Jorge Bergoglio, 
by then the cardinal of Buenos Aires, played a major role in it. He helped 
redact the final document, which reflected a consensus that he had quietly 
built at the gathering. It emphasized the option for the poor, the central-
ity of Christ, and the need for the church to go out to the peripheries—to 
be in a state of permanent mission and evangelization.19 Ivereigh says that 
the Aparecida final document:

[W]as the fruit of the Argentine Church carrying the flame of Latin-
American theology over twenty years, safeguarding the insights of liberation 
theology from the pitfalls of liberal and Marxist thinking. It had done so by 
sticking close to the poor and their culture—the pueblo fiel hermeneutic—
which Bergoglio’s Argentine team ensured took pride of place in the docu-
ment. As a result, Aparecida could safely unleash, to a greater extent even 
than Medellín in 1968, the riches of the Latin-American Church, and give 
flesh to its great insight, the option for the poor, which appears dozens of 
times.20

When Cardinal Bergoglio was elected pope in 2013, he brought the 
Argentine TP and Aparecida with him, and began sharing it with the 
world. The periphery was now at the center.
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Latin American Political Economy and Argentina

Although it is very important to understand Pope Francis’s grounding in 
the TP, as well as to place that perspective within the wider history of 
Catholicism in Latin America, it is also helpful to locate Francis’s ideas and 
approach in Latin American and Argentine political economy. Several 
scholars21 have described how the Dirty War (1974–1983), the rise of 
neoliberalism (1980s and 1990s), and the collapse of the Argentine econ-
omy in 2001 shaped Jorge Bergoglio’s outlook on politics and economics. 
Since World War II, Latin America’s political cycles of authoritarianism, 
democracy, and populism, as well as its economic shifts from Keynesianism 
(or developmentalism) to neoliberalism, were particularly cruel to 
Argentina. A country whose per capita income in the early twentieth cen-
tury was comparable to that of many rich European countries declined 
steadily thereafter. Its income per capita today is about 43 percent that of 
the 16 richest countries.22 Argentina was also plagued with political insta-
bility during the twentieth century. There were six military coups, and 
very few elected leaders finished their terms.

Jorge Bergoglio’s youth and young adulthood coincided with some of 
his country’s most difficult episodes. As a lower middle-class son of Italian 
immigrants, living in Buenos Aires, Bergoglio was a witness to the rise and 
fall of Juan Perón. Most Argentines of his class sympathized with Peronism, 
which advocated for workers and the national interest against the interests 
of wealthy agricultural producers and an elite oriented toward the world 
economy. The Catholic Church was an important player in Argentine poli-
tics, given that Catholicism was (and is) officially supported by the state in 
Argentina’s constitution.23 The Argentine Catholic Church initially sup-
ported Perón, but the two eventually clashed. This confrontation was a 
factor in the coup that removed Perón from power in 1955. Thereafter, 
until the early 1970s, Perón and Peronism were illegal, even though most 
ordinary Argentines continued to support the movement. Much of the 
instability that plagued the country until the coup of 1976 derived from 
the conservatives (who called themselves liberals) and the military trying 
to keep the Peronists out of power. By the early 1970s, when the Argentine 
government allowed Peronists to compete in elections again, and Perón 
returned to Argentina from exile, the country’s politics had become so 
polarized that even the Peronists were split internally. Inspired and sup-
ported by Cuba, one group, the montoneros, had taken up arms. Another, 
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also Peronists, would help form the Argentine Anticommunist Alliance 
(triple A) to counter the guerrilla’s activities. The violence was widespread, 
and the bombings, kidnappings, and assassinations terrified the many 
ordinary people caught in the middle. The coup, when it came in 1976, 
was initially welcomed.24

The Argentine Catholic Church was torn apart by these political 
dynamics too. As mentioned above, there were those in the church, 
including Jesuit priests in Bergoglio’s province, who supported the mon-
toneros. Others supported the military junta. Still others tried to keep the 
faithful together and stake out some third way. There is a significant 
literature that treats the Dirty War; adding to this, Francis’s election to 
the papacy has increased interest in that period, particularly with regard 
to the role played by the Catholic Church.25 It seems clear that many 
Argentines were slow to realize the scale and brutality of the junta’s killing 
and “disappearing” of its enemies. Bergoglio was apparently no exception. 
While there is some debate as to his actions during this dangerous time, 
there is evidence that he made considerable efforts to help people escape.26

Equally important, though, are the conclusions that Bergoglio seems to 
have drawn from living through this period of political instability and vio-
lence. He saw his province, his church, and his country torn apart by what 
were essentially ideas. And these ideas had little to do with the Argentine 
reality he would have witnessed. Also, even though the groups (both 
Marxists and liberals) who held these ideas said they were acting on behalf 
of “the people,” Bergoglio probably saw little evidence of it. Instead, he 
would have seen suffering. His attraction to a form of liberation theology 
that avoided such ideologies makes sense in light of this experience. Also, 
his preference for actions rather than ideas, and his belief that no one 
should pretend to speak for the people—to know their desires and lives 
better than they know their own—may have their roots partly in what he 
experienced during this time.

If Argentina’s political struggles influenced Jorge Bergoglio, so too did 
its economic troubles. Living through several economic crises, and trying 
to minister to his flock during these episodes, gave him an understanding 
of poverty and economic development that only a Latin American and 
longtime resident of the “periphery” could possess. Although much could 
be said about Pope Francis’s Latin American influences in this regard, 
three aspects are especially relevant.

First, and most fundamentally, there does exist a distinctly Latin 
American perspective on economic development, one that is evident in 
Pope Francis’s views on poverty and inequality. Perhaps the two most 

  C. A. GUSTAFSON



  197

important influences on this Latin American perspective were structuralism 
and dependency theory. Both emerged after World War II as part of a 
broader concern internationally with promoting poor countries’ economic 
advancement. Structuralism, which grew from the work of Raul Prebisch 
and his colleagues at the UN Economic Commission for Latin America in 
the 1950s and 1960s, emphasized the disadvantages to Latin American 
countries in trade relations with more “advanced” industrial countries.27 
Then, in the 1960s and 1970s, dependency theorists like Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto added historical and sociological 
depth to this insight about unequal exchange. They explained Latin 
America’s “underdevelopment” as the result of multifaceted and histori-
cally rooted relations of dependence between poor (peripheral) Latin 
American countries and rich (core) countries globally.28 Dependency the-
ory in particular enabled an in-depth analysis of poverty, and was very 
influential for liberation theology. After all, to have a preferential option for 
the poor required an understanding of poverty’s causes and solutions. 
Dependency theory located these in Latin American countries’ unjust 
socioeconomic structures, which derived from their dependent position in 
the international capitalist system. Overcoming poverty (and promoting 
fair economic development) therefore required Latin American countries 
to break free of these dependent relationships.29 This analysis, according to 
Gustavo Gutierrez, a founding father of liberation theology, made depen-
dency theory “a crucial tool for understanding the socioeconomic reality 
of Latin America. It made possible a structural analysis of the evils present 
in this reality, and suggested courses for remedying them.”30

Although Pope Francis is neither an economist nor a theologian, he did 
participate substantively in both the Puebla (1979) and Aparecida (2007) 
meetings of CELAM, where this understanding of poverty was embedded 
in the bishops’ articulation of the preferential option for the poor. Indeed, 
the Aparecida meeting’s final document, which then Cardinal Bergoglio 
edited, identified economic globalization—the most recent expression of 
an unequal world economic system—as a key engine of poverty.31 The 
Aparecida document also noted that Latin American governments face 
significant challenges in promoting development policies beneficial to 
their people, because of their dependence on international finance and 
investment.32 Pope Francis made similar points in Evangelii gaudium 
when he talked about the “economy of exclusion” that global market 
forces create. Instead of bringing prosperity and human flourishing for all 
people, he said, the unchecked market economy creates a situation in 
which “the powerful feed on the powerless” and consequently “masses of 

  THE POPE AND LATIN AMERICA: MISSION FROM THE PERIPHERY 



198 

people find themselves excluded and marginalized: without work, without 
possibilities, without any means of escape.”33 These perspectives on pov-
erty and its causes draw on Catholic Social Teaching’s principle of the 
universal destination of goods,34 but woven into their DNA is the Latin 
American development perspective’s central insight that global market 
relations create winners and losers, and that the well-being of poor people 
is highly conditioned by their country’s participation in these relations.

Second, this Latin American development perspective, which influ-
enced state policies in the region during the 1960s and 1970s, was eclipsed 
by a resurgence of liberal thought in the 1980s. The structuralist/depen-
dency idea that states should intervene in markets in order to promote and 
protect their countries’ economic development gave way to the conviction 
that states should instead remove any barriers to foreign trade and invest-
ment. “Neoliberalism” became the dominant ideology, both internation-
ally and in Latin America. This dramatic shift and its consequences are 
important for understanding Pope Francis’s perspective on political econ-
omy.35 Many countries in the region, including Argentina, adopted neo-
liberal policies at the behest of their creditors and the International 
Monetary Fund. And while these policies had definite positive effects, 
such as taming inflation and restoring growth, they also had costs, which 
affected ordinary Latin Americans disproportionately. Government spend-
ing cuts and privatizations meant job losses, as well as reduced spending 
on health and education, resulting in an upsurge in poverty. The poor in 
Latin America increased from 40.5 percent of the population in 1980 to 
48.3 percent in 1990,36 with the total number of poor people reaching 
over 265 million in 1992.37 Neoliberalism also increased Latin American 
economies’ vulnerability to shifting global market conditions,38 and its 
benefits were not shared evenly. After a decade of steady economic growth 
and poverty reduction in the 2000s, a World Bank study found that one 
in four Latin Americans in 2012 was poor. Worse, one in five was chroni-
cally poor, meaning they had not shared at all in the decade’s economic 
improvements.39

Pope Francis’s views on neoliberalism and globalization take on con-
crete significance when viewed in light of this Latin American experience, 
which he witnessed firsthand. Although the pope favors private property 
and capitalism and condemns excessive political and economic centraliza-
tion (as in the former communist systems), he has repeatedly pointed out 
the costs of globalization and unfettered markets: they can harm human 
relationships, human communities and cultures, and the natural world. 
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In a much-quoted passage from Evangelii gaudium, he says, “Such an 
economy kills. How can it be that it is not a news item when an elderly 
homeless person dies of exposure, but it is news when the stock market 
loses two points?”40 Trickle-down market economics, Francis asserts, has 
created “a globalization of indifference”41 that makes us blind to the 
needs of the poor and vulnerable. Meanwhile, inequality increases and 
the human person disappears from the economic equation. This state of 
affairs, Francis argues,

. . . is the result of ideologies which defend the absolute autonomy of the 
marketplace and financial speculation. Consequently, they reject the right of 
states, charged with vigilance for the common good, to exercise any form of 
control. A new tyranny is thus born, invisible and often virtual, which uni-
laterally and relentlessly imposes its own laws and rules. Debt and the accu-
mulation of interest make it difficult for countries to realize the potential of 
their own economies and keep citizens from enjoying their real purchasing 
power . . . The thirst for power and possessions knows no limits. In this 
system, which tends to devour everything which stands in the way of 
increased profits, whatever is fragile, like the environment, is defenseless 
before the interests of a deified market, which become the only rule.42

This critique of neoliberalism is deeply informed by Catholic social teach-
ing (CST), of course. Solidarity with the poor, as well as the principles of 
subsidiarity and the universal destination of goods, are evident in the 
pope’s evaluation.43 But Latin America’s particular experience with neo-
liberal policies and the Latin American development perspective are also 
reflected in these words.

Finally, and most importantly, we must take account of Argentina’s 
distinctive experience with neoliberal reforms in order to understand Pope 
Francis. These reforms were implemented by President Carlos Saúl 
Menem (1989–1999) and his finance minister, Domingo Cavallo, in the 
1990s. Their centerpiece was a convertibility law that pegged the Argentine 
peso 1:1 with the US dollar. Although the Cavallo Plan was initially very 
successful and popular—and Argentina was for a time the darling of the 
international financial community—the policies culminated in corruption, 
recession, and social unrest. Argentina ended up defaulting on a $95 bil-
lion debt, and Menem’s successor, Fernando de la Rúa (1999–2001), was 
forced to resign in December 2001, but not before instituting the 
corralito, which froze bank accounts and limited Argentines’ access to 
their own savings. De la Rúa had to leave the Casa Rosada (the president’s 
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residence) by helicopter in order to avoid angry demonstrators outside in 
the Plaza de Mayo.44 Meanwhile, Cardinal Bergoglio had a direct win-
dow—literally—on these events, because his office and living quarters 
were in an archdiocese office building across the Plaza.45

Argentina’s neoliberal experiment, which took place while Jorge 
Bergoglio was bishop (1992–1997), archbishop (1997–2001), and cardi-
nal (2001–2013) in Buenos Aires, influenced him profoundly. After the 
default and De la Rúa’s resignation, there were several weeks of political 
turmoil, followed by an almost total collapse of the Argentine economy 
that lasted years. Businesses closed, the currency was worthless, and unem-
ployment reached close to 50 percent of the working population. Middle-
class people lost their homes. At the crisis’s worst stage, about half of 
Argentina’s population fell below the official poverty line, and a quarter 
was indigent. Nine million people were living on less than $1 per day.46 To 
make matters worse, the bankrupt state was unable to provide social assis-
tance of any kind. The Catholic Church became a lifeline during this crisis, 
and Bergoglio was directly involved in organizing relief efforts in Buenos 
Aires. He “mobilized the city’s 186 parishes, eight hundred priests, and 
fifteen hundred members of religious orders, and close to a million prac-
ticing Catholics, urging them to go out into the streets to find people in 
need.”47 Parish churches became food pantries and temporary places for 
the homeless to sleep. Caritas, the Church’s charity agency, helped set up 
medical posts, and raised money for homeless shelters and job training 
programs. Cardinal Bergoglio also worked with President Eduardo 
Duhalde, who had agreed to finish out De la Rúa’s term, as well as 
Archbishop Karlic and the United Nations, to form the Argentine 
Dialogue. The Dialogue promoted a forum for civic engagement, in which 
various groups in Argentine society “banded together to organize trans-
port, food, child care, health care, and other basics, and exchanged goods 
and services by bartering.”48 Duhalde later acknowledged the key role that 
Bergoglio played behind the scenes at that time, crediting him with help-
ing to “save Argentina from disaster by shoring up civil society.”49

Undoubtedly, such a crisis would have affected any church leader who 
experienced it, but Bergoglio had always endeavored to find solidarity 
with ordinary Argentines. He maintained a simple lifestyle, refusing the 
trappings of high church office, such as living in a palace or having a 
chauffeur. Equally important, he was, first and foremost, a pastor. To the 
extent his managerial duties allowed, he spent time administering the sac-
raments and attending to ordinary people’s needs, especially in the poor 
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neighborhoods of the city, the villas miseria. He recruited a team of “slum 
priests” to minister to the villas’ inhabitants, but he was also often there 
himself, because that’s where he found the heart of the church, in the 
pueblo fiel, God’s holy faithful people. He attended their religious festivals, 
confirmed their young people, and baptized their babies. During Holy 
Week, he visited hospitals, prisons, and homes for the elderly to wash their 
feet.50 As Ivereigh writes, Bishop, and later Cardinal, Bergoglio was such 
a frequent visitor to one poor neighborhood, the Villa 21, “that at least 
half of the villeros, about twenty-five thousand people, [had] met him and 
had their picture taken with him in this one villa alone.”51

Bergoglio’s constant presence with poor people, then, meant he saw 
neoliberal policies and their consequences, not as theoretical notions, but 
as events that had real and devastating consequences for ordinary people’s 
lives. He told Duhalde in a report that he and his bishops were “sick of 
systems that produce poor people for the Church to look after,” and he 
lamented the way “the deification of the state by left-wing ideologies had 
been followed by the evisceration of the state by neoliberalism.”52 Yet even 
before the crisis hit, Bergoglio had been critical of government economic 
policies. In August 1997, for example, amid mounting unemployment, he 
led a procession of 600,000 people to the shrine of Saint Cayetano, patron 
saint of work and bread.53 He also used his homilies at the annual Te 
Deum masses to speak directly to Argentina’s political class.54 At the May 
1999 Te Deum, for instance, both Menem and De la Rúa were in atten-
dance, and Bergoglio warned of a coming social crisis. He advocated for 
greater economic and political inclusion, while reminding the congrega-
tion of Argentina’s valuable history and cultural strengths. He asked them 
to forget “those who claim to distill reality into ideas, the talentless intel-
lectuals, the unkind ethicists” and to embrace the insights that come from 
the people’s everyday experience.55 Years later, Pope Francis, in recalling 
those years, noted the following about Argentina’s “unprecedented” cri-
sis: “The magical concept of the State, the squandering of the people’s 
money, extreme liberalism through the tyranny of the market, fiscal irre-
sponsibility, lack of respect for the law . . . [and] the loss of the sense of 
work. In a word, general corruption that undermine[d] the nation’s cohe-
siveness and diminishe[d] its prestige in the world.”56 After the crisis, and 
well into the 2000s, Cardinal Bergoglio continued to act as a voice for 
those ignored or harmed by national economic policies—a gadfly role that 
made him fairly unpopular with both Presidents Néstor Kirchner 
(2003–2007) and Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (2007–2015).57
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That Pope Francis is playing a similar gadfly role on the world stage 
now is directly in keeping with his Latin American and Argentine experi-
ence. Pope Francis, it seems, is very aware of the unhappy choices that his 
region has continually been offered over the past several decades—between 
Marxism and democracy, the state and the market. He lived through 
decades of conflict between left–right ideologies. He saw the carriers of 
these ideologies—political parties, guerrillas, military officers, politicians, 
and international financial institutions—use ordinary people as instru-
ments in their striving to win the day. He witnessed this ideological com-
petition do serious damage to communities, families, and churches. Given 
his personal history and ministry, then, Pope Francis’s four principles for 
guiding and leading people are not surprising: time is greater than space; 
unity takes priority over conflict; the reality is always more important than 
the idea; and the whole is superior to the parts.58 What is surprising is the 
pope’s optimism with regard to these principles. He actually believes that 
politics and civic leadership are among “the highest charities.”59 And, in 
line with Aristotle, he is confident that politics (and economics) can and 
should promote the common good.

How Is Francis Received in Latin America? What 
Might Be the “Francis Effect” in the Region?

If Pope Francis reflects his experiences as a Latin American and is sharing 
a worldview shaped by the periphery with the whole world, what does his 
home region think of him and his vision? What is Francis’s popularity like 
throughout the region? What is the first Latin American pope’s effect 
likely to be on Catholicism in the region? These are important questions, 
and we turn now to some preliminary answers.

To understand how Pope Francis is received in Latin America, it is 
important first to gauge Catholicism’s current strength in the region. In 
the first part of this chapter, we saw that the Catholic Church has played 
an important historical role in the region, politically, socially, and reli-
giously. It continues to do so. At the same time, however, the Catholic 
Church has been losing adherents in the region over the past 30 or 40 
years. The Pew Research Center reports that as late as the 1960s, at least 
90 percent of Latin Americans were Catholics. When they surveyed adults 
in late 2013 and early 2014, only 69 percent identified as Catholics. Much 
of the decline can be attributed to people either converting to evangelical 
Protestantism or becoming unaffiliated.60
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Of course, the percentage of Catholics, Protestants, and the unaffiliated 
varies across countries. With the exception of Uruguay, South America 
tends to be more Catholic than does Central America, where Protestants 
made early and very successful missionary inroads. Mexico also has a high 
percentage of Catholics. In terms of the unaffiliated, Uruguay, the 
Dominican Republic, Chile, and a few other countries have high relative 
percentages. These differences are important, because countries’ recep-
tion of Pope Francis’s message may well be affected by their religious 
composition. Protestants, for example, tend to be more socially conserva-
tive than Catholics, who in turn are more conservative than the unaffili-
ated (Table 10.1).61

Table 10.1  Religious affiliations of Latin Americans

Catholic (%) Protestant (%) Unaffiliated (%) Other (%)

Predominantly Catholic
Paraguay 89 7 1 2
Mexico 81 9 7 4
Colombia 79 13 6 2
Ecuador 79 13 5 3
Bolivia 77 16 4 3
Peru 76 17 4 3
Venezuela 73 17 7 4
Argentina 71 15 11 3
Panama 70 19 7 4
Majority Catholic
Chile 64 17 16 3
Costa Rica 62 25 9 4
Brazil 61 26 8 5
Dominican Rep. 57 23 18 2
Puerto Rico 56 33 8 2
U.S. Hispanics 55 22 18 5
Half Catholic
El Salvador 50 36 12 3
Guatemala 50 41 6 3
Nicaragua 50 40 7 4
Less than Half Catholic
Honduras 46 41 10 2
Uruguay 42 15 37 6
Regional Totala 69 19 8 4

Source: Pew Research Center, “Religion in Latin America: Widespread Change in a Historically Catholic 
Region,” November 13, 2014, p. 14, available for download at http://www.pewforum.org/2014/11/13/
religion-in-latin-america/
aAdjusting for each country’s population
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Pope Francis’s popularity also varies across countries. Table 10.2 shows 
the results of two surveys. The Pew survey was conducted between 
October 2013 and February 2014, and the WIN/Gallup survey occurred 
between September and December of 2015. Their results are similar. 
A majority of respondents in all of the countries surveyed hold a favor-
able view of Francis, and the percentages of those who do not know or 
cannot rate him tend to be higher than the percentages of unfavorable 
opinions, which are generally low. This latter pattern makes sense, given 
that Francis’s papacy was still relatively new when the surveys took place.62 
In addition, Pew found, not surprisingly, that current Catholics tend to be 
more enthusiastic about Pope Francis and to view his election as a sign of 
major change than do former Catholics. This finding may partially explain 
Pope Francis’s lower favorability percentages in countries with lower per-
centages of Catholics, though the pattern does not hold in all cases. It is 
also notable, finally, that the Pope’s highest favorability percentages are in 
Argentina, his native country. There, a clear majority of even former 
Catholics views him favorably (73 percent) and believes he will be a force 
for major change (53 percent).63

Finally, it is interesting to look at the reasons that Protestants report for 
leaving the Catholic Church. Pew found a similar pattern across Latin 
American countries, at least in terms of the ranking of the reasons. Of 
those offered,64 wanting a personal connection with God and enjoying the 
worship style at their Protestant Church tend to have the highest percent-
ages of those saying they are important (see Table 10.3). Latin America as 
a region tends to be very spiritual, with 81–99 percent of respondents 
saying they believe in God. But higher percentages of Protestants than 
Catholics report that religion is very important in their lives.65 These pat-
terns suggest that it is worship style and presence, rather than the content 
of doctrine or social policy positions that make the difference.

These findings are suggestive if we are trying to predict what long-term 
effect Pope Francis’s message and style may have on religious trends in the 
region. Even before he became pope, the Latin American church noticed 
that it was losing members to Pentecostal churches. It was a worrying 
trend, and one that church leaders, including Jorge Bergoglio, discussed 
frequently. They had a few responses. First, they tried to adapt to some of 
the worship style and faith concerns that Pentecostalism addresses. For 
example, a strong Catholic Charismatic movement emerged that appeals 
to the same spiritual yearnings that Pentecostalism satisfies. It has active 
lay participation and leadership, and the church hierarchy supported it.66 
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The church leadership in many Latin American countries also gave renewed 
encouragement to traditional Catholic groups that venerate Jesus, the 
Holy Spirit, the Virgin Mary, and the Saints. Finally, Church leaders made 
special efforts to appeal to young people. They increased sponsorship of 
retreats, special youth masses, and other gatherings that are designed to be 
uplifting and joyful.67 As pope, Francis is continuing these efforts. In fact, 
it is very appropriate that his first papal visit to Latin America was to the 
World Youth Day celebration in Rio de Janeiro, where he was greeted very 
enthusiastically. If style of worship is indeed important to Latin Americans, 
then these efforts may call some Catholics back to the Church.

Table 10.2  Latin American opinions of Pope Francis (% who describe their 
opinion as . . .)

Favorable Unfavorable Don’t know/can’t 
rate

Pew WIN/Gallup Pew WIN/Gallup Pew WIN/Gallup

Argentina 91 89 3 3 7 8
Colombia 83 84 5 8 12 9
Paraguay 82 * 2 * 15 *
Panama 77 73 11 11 13 16
Ecuador 76 78 7 9 17 12
Costa Rica 75 * 9 * 16 *
Brazil 74 73 12 13 14 14
Mexico 74 67 9 20 17 13
Peru 72 79 7 8 21 13
Dominican Republic 68 * 13 * 19 *
Uruguay 67 * 5 * 27 *
Venezuela 66 * 8 * 26 *
Bolivia 66 * 8 * 25 *
Honduras 64 * 16 * 19 *
Chile 64 * 6 * 30 *
El Salvador 63 * 15 * 22 *
Nicaragua 60 * 15 * 25 *
Guatemala 54 * 17 * 29 *

Source: Pew Research Center, “Religion in Latin America: Widespread Change in a Historically Catholic 
Region,” November 13, 2014, p. 103, available for download at http://www.pewforum.org/2014/11/13/
religion-in-latin-america/; WIN/Gallup International, 2016. “A WIN/Gallup International poll shows 
that most people across the globe have a positive image of Pope Francis,” March 24, 2016. http://www.
wingia.com/en/news/most_people_across_the_globe_have_a_positive_image_of_pope_francis/356/
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It is also possible that more Latin Americans will become aware of 
Francis’s TP now that he is pope. This message and his actions should 
resonate with many of them. As part of his 2013 visit, Francis made a 
highly publicized stop in a Rio de Janeiro favela called Varginho. There he 
made a speech that identified with Brazil’s poor and called for efforts to 
improve social services, reduce violence, and promote justice. He said, “I 
would like to make an appeal to those in possession of greater resources, 
to public authorities and to all people of good will who are working for 
social justice: never tire of working for a more just world, marked by 
greater solidarity.”68 Of course, Francis established very early in his papacy 
that he wanted to promote “a poor church for the poor,”69 and we know 
from the last section that solidarity with the poor is a long-term hallmark 
of Francis’s ministry. These themes were repeated when he visited Bolivia, 
Ecuador, Paraguay, and Mexico. Luciani and Palazzi note that Pope 
Francis’s strong pastoral focus and avoidance of abstract doctrines and 
ideologies may also be key. His insistence that the Gospel can be found 
principally in the distinctive historical and cultural experiences of the poor 
is a powerful message for a region where many struggle with poverty and 
social exclusion.70 Perhaps most important, however, is the joy that so 
obviously animates Pope Francis’s preaching of this vision for the Catholic 
Church. For Latin Americans who recall the days of activist liberationist 
ideals and church-led communal action, his message is probably inspiring. 
And for young people and others who are demoralized and outraged by 
their governments’ corruption, mismanagement, and inattention to the 
needs of ordinary citizens, Pope Francis’s message offers a concrete, faith 
inspired, and nonviolent basis for change.

Nevertheless, the Catholic Church continues to face several challenges 
in Latin America that will be very difficult for Francis, or any other pope, 
to overcome. First, even though Pope Francis’s message is fresh, and he 
avoids any unreflective parroting of doctrine, he has not shown many signs 
of changing key Catholic teachings and practices. Women will not be 
allowed to become priests, priests will probably not be allowed to marry, 
and positions on abortion and marriage are unlikely to change in their 
essentials. To the extent that Latin Americans are leaving the church for 
doctrinal reasons, they are likely to be disappointed with Francis. That 
said, it is difficult to gauge just how significant church practices and social 
policies are to former Catholics and non-Catholics.

Second, and perhaps more importantly, the Latin American church 
continues to face a critical shortage of personnel. Based on the reasons 
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reported to the Pew Research Center for leaving the Catholic Church, it 
would seem very important that more churches, priests, lay leaders, and 
Catholic services be present where the majority of Latin Americans actu-
ally live. Catholicism can and has addressed the desire for a more personal 
and spirit-centered approach to religious worship, but if the church is not 
physically accessible to most Latin Americans, they will continue to turn 
to the Pentecostal churches and others that are.71 Pope Francis’s theology 
and support for increased pastoral outreach may cause the number of 
vocations to rise. It may also inspire more lay participation in pastoral 
activities that meet the needs of ordinary Latin Americans. But whether or 
not these increases in personnel and pastoral activity will happen quickly 
enough to stem the tide of defections to Protestantism and secularism 
remains to be seen.

In conclusion, it is ironic that one of the most influential paradigms for 
studying religious competition sees it as a market, where religious “prod-
ucts” are offered to potential “customers.” In assessing the Latin American 
market, this approach would see the Catholic Church as unable to “com-
pete” with other faith-based organizations, such as Pentecostal churches. 
The “products” it is offering are not “selling” very well.72 Such an 
approach might ask: Will Pope Francis be able to change this market? 
After immersing oneself in Francis’s theology and politics, however, it is 
clear that this question misses the point almost completely. Not only 
would Francis reject this instrumental view of the spiritual life, but also, he 
seems to step outside of such oppositional and simplifying categories alto-
gether. By placing himself concretely in the reality of God’s faithful peo-
ple, and calling on the church to evangelize them in their cultures, the 
ideological and political categories we like to use are rendered unnecessary 
if not obstructive. By disorienting us, he forces us to “see” anew. Perhaps 
this is the real “Francis factor.”
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CHAPTER 11

The Pope and Asia: Building 
Bridges—Reconciliation with the People’s 

Republic of China

Lawrence C. Reardon

While the Holy See diplomatically recognizes almost every United Nations 
member state, its relations with Asian communist states remain problem-
atic. Catholic Relief Services has provided North Korea with emergency 
food aid and training programs since the 1990s.1 Yet, the Holy See lacks 
diplomatic and ecclesiastical contacts with the hermit kingdom, which 
remains a totalitarian state mired in its Stalinist revolutionary paradigm 
controlled by the Kim dynasty. The Vatican has had more success with the 
Southeast Asian nation of Laos with 45,000 Catholics in a population of 
6.4 million. While the Pathet Lao expelled foreign missionaries in the 
1970s, the Laotian Apostolic Vicar Cardinal Ling Mangkhanekhoun, who 
was selected in 2017 by Pope Francis to be the first Laotian cardinal, 
reports that the Laotian Catholic Church maintains a good working 
relationship with the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party, although its rela-
tions with local party-state organizations remain problematic.2

The Vatican’s greatest success has been implementing its “Vietnam 
experiment.” After 1975, Vietnamese communists seized various Church 
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properties; banned Catholic educational institutions; shut down Caritas 
Vietnam, hospitals, and other social welfare programs; as well as impris-
oned the Archbishop Nguyễn V a ̆n Thuận for 13 years. After adopting a 
policy of renewal (Doi Moi) in the mid-1980s, the Vietnamese Communist 
Party permitted a rebirth of Vietnamese religious life,3 especially for the 
six million Catholics who constitute 7 percent of the Vietnamese popula-
tion. Starting with Cardinal Etchegaray’s visit in 1989, the Vatican’s 
“Vietnam experiment” culminated with the January 2007 meeting 
between Vietnam’s prime minister and Pope Benedict XVI, who estab-
lished a joint working group to deal with issues involving the Catholic 
Church and the Vietnamese party-state.4 While they have yet to establish 
direct diplomatic relations, the Holy See appointed Archbishop Leopaldo 
Girelli as its nonresidential papal representative in Hanoi in 2011.5 
Although problematic at times, the Vatican and the Vietnamese Catholic 
Church have developed a working relationship with the party-state, which 
has returned some Catholic properties, reopened schools and social ser-
vices, as well as adopted an acceptable method for choosing bishops, who 
participate in the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Vietnam and the 
Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences.6 In 2015, Pope Francis 
appointed Hanoi’s Archbishop Nguyễn V a ̆n Nhơn as Vietnam’s newest 
cardinal, who joined Cardinal and Archbishop Emeritus of Ho Chi Minh 
City Pha ̣m Minh Mẫn, and who had participated in the conclave that 
elected Pope Francis in 2013.

The Vatican’s experiment with Vietnam has offered possible solutions 
to one of its most tenacious problem, the reconciliation of the Greater 
Chinese Catholic Church, whose Catholic communities in the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) are disconnected from the Holy See and the 
Catholic communities in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao. In 1942, the 
Republic of China (ROC) established diplomatic relations with the Holy 
See. When the ROC government escaped to Taiwan in 1949, the Vatican 
moved its apostolic nunciature to Taiwan, which was established as 
China’s twenty-first ecclesiastical province.7 For over 30 years, 300,000 
Taiwanese Catholics remained separated from the Mainland Chinese 
Church until Pope John Paul II took the first steps toward reconciliation 
in the early 1980s. John Paul II and his successors have sought to reassure 
Taiwanese Catholics as well as members of the Roman Curia that the 
Holy See will protect the integrity of the Taiwanese Catholic Church, 
which the Vatican wants to use as a bridge between the Universal Church 
and the Mainland Chinese Church.8 Thus, Fu Jen University’s Faculty of 
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Theology of Saint Robert Bellarmine has trained over 100 Mainland 
priests, nuns, seminarians, and laity in the world’s only Mandarin-speaking 
pontifical faculty.9

The Diocese of Hong Kong, located in the ecclesiastical province of 
Guangzhou, has played a more prominent role bridging the Mainland 
Church and the Vatican. In 1980, John Paul II asked the Hong Kong 
Catholic Diocese and specifically the Director of the Holy Spirit Study 
Centre Father John Tong Hon to promote a greater understanding of the 
Mainland Church. The Bishop of Hong Kong Cardinal Wu Cheng-Chung 
made the first official visit to China in 1985, where he discussed Hong 
Kong’s role in facilitating reconciliation as well as inquired about impris-
oned Chinese Catholics, such as Bishop Gong Pinmei of Shanghai.10 His 
successor, Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-Kiun (2002–2009), became an out-
spoken advocate for religious freedom and democracy and a strong sup-
porter of the Mainland’s unofficial Catholic community.11 During this 
period, the CCP chose to work more closely with the Diocese of Macao 
and its 20,000 Catholics.12 After accepting his retirement, Pope Benedict 
XVI elevated John Tong Hon as bishop of Hong Kong in 2009 and as 
cardinal in 2012. Cardinal Tong not only was responsible for protecting 
the religious freedom of Hong Kong’s 450,000 Catholics (6.86 percent 
of the total population), but in stark contrast to his predecessor, he played 
a very important role facilitating reconciliation with the Mainland 
Church.13 Every other month in 2017, the Holy Spirit Centre hosted 20 
to 30 priests and religious women “for weeklong seminars on topics such 
as running a parish, starting youth activities, and helping couples with 
marriage preparation.”14

Despite 35 years of building bridges, the Greater Chinese Catholic 
Church remains divided. The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 
directly connects the Chinese Regional Bishops’ Conference based in 
Taiwan, and the bishops of Hong Kong and Macao. They lack formal 
connections with the Mainland Chinese Church, its CCP-controlled 
Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association (CCPA) and the Bishops’ 
Conference of the Catholic Church in China (BCCC). Even though John 
Paul II and his successors have engaged in a series of high-level secret 
negotiations with Beijing and offered to transfer the nunciature from 
Taipei,15 the Chinese party-state has maintained an inflexible religious 
policy. According to the Secretariat of State’s China section chief, “the 
Chinese remain gripped with fear that Catholic Church membership 
would threaten Chinese civil power.”16 In contrast to the healthy growth 
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of the other officially recognized Daoist, Buddhist, Protestant, and Islamic 
religious communities, the 12 million Mainland Chinese Catholics remain 
divided among themselves and with the Holy See.

To resolve this dilemma, three popes have spent four decades adapting 
papal strategies to achieve their long-term goal of establishing a strong 
and unified Greater Chinese Catholic Church. From the Vatican view-
point, the CCP is the core problem as it has assumed hegemonic control 
over society and severed links with the Universal Church. Father Jeroom 
Heyndrickx describes this division as between two Mainland Catholic 
communities and not between two separate Mainland Catholic Churches.17 
The CCP controls the official Catholic community, whose leadership over 
the past seven decades has acted independently of Rome in ecclesial and 
administrative issues. Those Catholics who disagree with the CCP’s hege-
monic control have established the unofficial Catholic community that 
only recognizes the pope’s spiritual and temporal authority. Their divisive 
debate has inhibited growth during a period when the Chinese people 
have increasingly searched for spiritual guidance.18 Hong Kong’s Cardinal 
Tong succinctly summarized the situation in July 2016: “The Catholic 
Church in China lost its communion with the universal Church in an 
external sense, but in an essential sense, is not a schismatic Church. On the 
contrary, it is a Church that actively seeks to resume its communion with 
the universal Church.”19

Reconciliation or Another False Start?
While John Paul II initiated the reconciliation process with China in the 
early 1980s, Pope Francis started its newest phase in March 2013 follow-
ing his election as the first Jesuit and first Latin American pontiff. Having 
experienced the terror of the Argentine military rule and the divisions and 
recriminations of post-junta Argentina, Pope Francis fully understood the 
long-term nature and importance of the reconciliation process.

Three days after his election, the pope sent a congratulatory letter to 
CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping on his appointment as the new Chinese 
president and de facto paramount leader. Xi Jinping responded to the 
pope’s letter, prompting Pope Francis to state: “The relationships are 
there. They are a great people whom I love.”20 To guide him through the 
Chinese reconciliation maze, the pope appointed Pietro Parolin as his 
secretary of state, who had substantial diplomatic experience dealing 
with Asian communist parties and developing countries in Africa and 
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Latin America. They relied on experts with substantial experience deal-
ing with China including Archbishop Claudio Celli and Hong Kong’s 
Cardinal Tong Hon, as well as newer Vatican specialists such as the 
Undersecretary for Relations with States Monsignor Antoine Camilleri.

In August 2014, China allowed the pope for the first time to transit 
Chinese airspace, which had been denied to John Paul II in 1984 and 
1989. According to papal custom, Francis extended his best wishes to the 
party general secretary and “invoke[d] divine blessings of peace and well-
being upon” China.21 In an interview during the Chinese New Year of 
February 2016, Pope Francis described his feelings when he first flew in 
Chinese airspace as “very emotional, something that does not usually hap-
pen to me. I was moved to be flying over this great richness of culture and 
wisdom.”22 Just as Pope Benedict invited the Vietnamese prime minister 
to visit Rome in 2007, Pope Francis invited Xi Jinping to Rome to discuss 
world peace.23 Xi Jinping declined Pope Francis’s invitation, and again 
declined another opportunity to talk to Pope Francis at the September 
2015 New York General Assembly meeting. Sending a New Year’s greet-
ing to the Chinese president and the people of China, Pope Francis 
emphasized that China had “much to offer to the world,” which was part 
of a global community and needed “to help and cooperate with everyone 
in caring for our common home and our common people.”24

These positive signals initiated the next phase of formal negotiations, 
whose goal was to establish a basic working relationship, after which they 
would engage in negotiations to establish diplomatic relations.25 This 
working relationship required an agreement on the appointment of bish-
ops, on methods to reconcile the official and unofficial Catholic commu-
nities, and on clarification of the relationship between the Vatican, the 
party-state, and the bishops.26 Their most contentious issue has been the 
appointment of bishops, which also was a problem facing the Vatican and 
the Eastern Europe under communist party rule.27 Since the 1980s, the 
CCP usually appointed the Chinese bishops, who privately requested the 
Vatican’s approval. According to Archbishop Celli, who was the Vatican’s 
most senior negotiator with China, this procedure was unacceptable and 
would need to conform to acceptable Vatican practices.28

Establishing a working group in April 2016, negotiators focused on 
resolving technical issues “to making relations in ecclesial life normal and 
serene.”29 The Vatican was most concerned about the seven “self-
nominated and self-ordained” bishops under excommunication, including 
one bishop who was married with children. Beijing was concerned about 
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40 unofficial bishops, some of who strongly opposed CCP control of the 
Chinese Catholic Church.30 By July 2016, Cardinal Tong reported that 
Beijing and the Vatican had agreed that “the goal is not to harm the unity 
of the Catholic Church and the essential right of the Roman Pontiff to 
appoint bishops, and on the other, not to let the pope’s right to appoint 
bishops be considered an interference in the internal affairs of China.” As 
for the appointment of bishops, Cardinal Tong stated that the Catholic 
Church had been adjusting its approach just as they had adjusted the solu-
tion in Vietnam, which “the Apostolic See (had) tailored to suit the situa-
tion of the Catholic Church in Vietnam.” Tong also stressed that the 
BCCC must “include all the legitimate bishops of the open Church as well 
as the clandestine bishops, to form an integral bishops’ conference in 
China.” He reassured critics, such as Cardinal Zen and others in the 
Roman Curia, that Pope Francis “would only sign an agreement that 
would promote the unity and communion of the Church in China with 
the universal Church.” Extensively quoting Pope Benedict’s 2007 letter 
to Chinese Catholics, Tong rebutted these critics by arguing that the 
Church would “resolve problems through communication with the legiti-
mate political power and not through continuous confrontation.”31

By February 2017, Cardinal Tong announced that both sides had 
reached a “preliminary consensus,” which would end “the crisis of a divi-
sion between the open and underground communities in the Church in 
China[, which] will gradually move towards reconciliation and commu-
nion on the aspects of law, pastoral care and relationships.” To end the 
current practice of “self-nomination and self-ordination,” they would 
maintain the current system of the local churches electing their bishop. 
However, the BCCC would present their recommendations to the pope, 
who could accept or reject the candidate as “the last and highest authority 
in appointing a bishop.” As for the seven bishops of the official Church 
facing excommunication, Cardinal Tong reported the “rumor” that each 
bishop had sent letters to the pope demonstrating his repentance and will-
ingness to submit completely to the pope’s authority. The Vatican is con-
sidering each case separately, including those with “moral conduct 
problems” and those whose diocese were administered by a Holy See-
appointed bishop. Tong stated that the most difficult negotiating issue was 
the disposition of nearly 40 Holy See-appointed bishops not recognized 
by the CCP. After the 70 official bishops pledge their loyalty to the pope 
and the 40 unofficial bishops pledge their loyalty to the Chinese party-
state, the Holy See would recognize the legitimacy of Mainland bishops’ 
conference composed of official and unofficial Chinese bishops.32
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Compelling unofficial bishops to swear allegiance to the party-state and 
registering with the CCPA no doubt will test their loyalty to the pope, as 
well as the loyalty of the Catholic laity belonging to the unofficial Catholic 
community. Tong argues, “Chinese Catholics faithful are generally patri-
otic, good citizens, who are not willing to engage in political activity. They 
are people who will not threaten political and social stability”; Tong sug-
gests that analysts must separate religious freedom for the Chinese Catholic 
Church and religious freedom in areas such as Tibet and Xinjiang that also 
involve ethnic separatism and independence issues.

As a religious institution, the Catholic Church in China is not political and 
has no political aspirations. She has no intention of taking part in any political 
institutions to participate in or advance the political progress of the Chinese 
society. She seeks to live and witness to her belief on the land of China. 
Therefore, the concern of the Holy See and the Catholic Church in China is 
whether there is room for freedom of religion for her to practice her belief.33

As the Holy See gains greater control over the Chinese Church in China, 
Cardinal Tong hoped that the CCPA would evolve into a “voluntary, 
non-profit, patriotic and Church-loving organization composed of clergy 
and faithful from all around the country.” Tong concluded that the pre-
liminary agreement will create an “imperfect, but true Church” and “the 
moral principle of the Church teaches us to choose the lesser of two evils.”

During the spring and summer of 2017, the secret bilateral negotia-
tions continued while the Vatican expressed its displeasure at the deten-
tion of another Chinese bishop. Reacting to the optimism of Cardinal 
Tong’s February 2017 letter, critics denounced the compromise on the 
bishop selection process and the lack of support for the underground 
Catholic community.34 Pope Francis and Cardinal Parolin do not wish to 
rush the reconciliation process, and have adopted a broader approach that 
envisions the future of the Universal  Church.35 Thus, the pope under-
stands the necessity of a strong basic working relationship, which is only 
the first major concrete step in the reconciliation process.

The Problem of Reconciling Religious Hegemons

From the Vatican viewpoint, the CCP’s religious hegemony is the key 
obstacle to realizing reconciliation of the Greater Chinese Church. In 
1949, the CCP established a totalitarian, one-party-state, which assumed 
comprehensive control over China’s government, economy, and society. 
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Chinese Communist elites established a top-down leadership according to 
a Stalinist interpretation of Marxist-Leninism that mobilized society to 
achieve the Party’s long-term goals of building a strong national defense, 
developing a self-reliant economy, and asserting hegemonic control over 
all aspects of the state.36 Under the Stalinist social paradigm, the CCP 
inserted party cells at all levels of political, economic, and social organiza-
tions, including religious organizations.

Starting in the early 1950s, the CCP implemented a xenophobic reli-
gious policy, which mandated the expulsion of all foreign missionaries, 
including the papal nuncio. To assert complete control, the CCP estab-
lished the Religious Affairs Bureau (RAB) in 1957, which is the forerun-
ner of today’s State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA). Working 
together with the CCP United Front Department, the RAB/SARA estab-
lished offices at the national and provincial levels to administer the five 
religious associations, including the CCPA. The CCPA oversees Church 
personnel, approves religious and administrative policies, and regulates 
Church and affiliated religious organizations and their social welfare func-
tions. Meeting every five years, bishops, priests, and laity of the official 
Catholic community participate in the Assembly of Chinese Catholic 
Representatives, which elect leaders of the BCCC and the CCPA. While 
the BCCC is responsible for managing the official Catholic community, 
the pope has yet to recognize the BCCC as a legitimate episcopal confer-
ence, as it is composed of several bishops who are considered illegitimate 
and does not include bishops from the unofficial Catholic community.37 
These party-state organizations implement various religious regulations, 
the newest of which in 2016 strengthened regulations over financing, 
restricted religious schools, contained foreign influence, while also allow-
ing religious organizations to expand their social welfare activities.

During the Cultural Revolution, radical Stalinists closed religious institu-
tions and persecuted all religious believers. After 1979, Deng Xiaoping and 
the bureaucratic Stalinists allowed the rebirth of Chinese religious life by 
reopening the temples, churches, and mosques under the watchful eye of 
the Party’s United Front Department and SARA. Deng Xiaoping’s experi-
mentation with mixed-market economic reforms spilled over to China’s 
religious policies, which over the past four decades have gradually allowed 
officially approved religious organizations to expand their operations and 
assume a greater role in providing social welfare services.38 While adapting 
their bureaucratic Stalinist religious policies, the CCP continued to fear the 
power of religion and its threat to the party. Mid-nineteenth-century 
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religious movements killed over 20 million Chinese during the Taiping 
Rebellion, while 10,000 Falungong adherents demonstrated against the 
CCP in 1999. Tibetan monks and believers continue to protest CCP rule 
through self-immolation, while Islamic radicals use terrorism to establish an 
independent Islamic state.39 In 2007, Shanghai’s Bishop Jin Luxian argued 
that mid-level party and government bureaucrats did not wish to change 
the status quo, as they remained highly concerned that groups could 
threaten the party’s hegemony.40 General Secretary Xi Jinping thus advo-
cated the “Sinicization” of all religions, so that they comply with the politi-
cal agenda of the party-state.41

To counter the CCP’s hegemonic policy of “independently managing 
the Church” [独立自主自办教会], popes have relied on a series of strate-
gies to control the Chinese Catholic Church. Popes develop their ideas 
based on their own Weltanschauung, which is derived over time “by 
inductive processes, as they look to the past for information, understand-
ing, and inspiration.”42 The pope chooses his closest advisors, such as the 
secretary of state, who reflect his views and can formulate and implement 
strategies based on the pope’s Weltanschauung. Ideational learning occurs 
as the pope and his advisors gather as much information as possible, esti-
mate potential cost and benefits of each policy option, and adopt the best 
idea that has the lowest possible cost to achieve relatively unchanging 
long-term goals of the Church.43 Over time, they adapt their ideas based 
on perceived success and failure, and even implement experiments to test 
new approaches to achieve long-term goals. The popes’ primary long-
term goal is to promote a unified Catholic faith worldwide as outlined in 
Matthew 28: 19a, in which Jesus states: “Go, therefore, make disciples of 
all nations; baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, and teach them to observe all the commands I gave you.” 
To this end, the pope has established hegemonic control of global Catholic 
institutions that “make disciples of all nations.” While enjoying a relatively 
high degree of autonomy to formulate policy and capacity to implement 
policy, popes are not omnipotent. Popes must deal with a sometimes-
recalcitrant curia as well as the individual national churches, whose history 
and dynamics are distinct, as well as have their share of disobedient bish-
ops, priests, and laity.44

In the case of the Mainland Chinese Church, the popes’ long-term goal 
is to achieve reconciliation of the Greater Chinese Church that is in full 
communion with the Universal Church. This chapter argues that Pope 
Francis has learned from centuries of Vatican interactions with the Imperial, 
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Republican, and Communist leaders of Beijing. Francis has spoken several 
times about the experience of the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci and his 
focus on inculturation. From the problems encountered by John Paul II 
and Benedict XVI and the relative success of the “Vietnam experiment,” 
Pope Francis has learned the limitations of Church autonomy and the need 
to establish a comprehensive approach to unify the Greater Chinese Church. 
From his experiences in Argentina and the first couple of years of his papacy, 
Francis has also learned the importance of strengthening his capacity to 
implement papal policy. These ideas guide Francis’s reconciliation strategy, 
and provide an insight to his stewardship of the Universal Church.

First Idea: Francis and the Importance 
of Inculturation

In his January 2016 interview with Francesco Sisci, the pope revealed,

For me, China has always been a reference point of greatness. A great coun-
try. But more than a country, a great culture, with an inexhaustible wisdom. 
For me, as a boy, whenever I read anything about China, it had the capacity 
to inspire my admiration. I have admiration for China. Later I looked into 
Matteo Ricci’s life and I saw how this man felt the same thing in the exact 
way I did, admiration, and how he was able to enter into dialogue with this 
great culture, with this age-old wisdom. He was able to “encounter” it.

When I was young, and China was spoken of, we thought of the Great 
Wall. The rest was not known in my homeland. But as I looked more and 
more into the matter, I had an experience of encounter which was very dif-
ferent, in time and manner, to that experienced by Ricci. Yet I came across 
something I had not expected. Ricci’s experience teaches us that it is neces-
sary to enter into dialogue with China, because it is an accumulation of 
wisdom and history. It is a land blessed with many things. And the Catholic 
Church, one of whose duties is to respect all civilizations, before this civiliza-
tion, I would say, has the duty to respect it with a capital “R.” The Church 
has great potential to receive culture.45

Pope Francis emphasized the importance of Ricci’s respect for Chinese 
culture, and the necessity to “enter into a dialogue, because it is an accu-
mulation of wisdom and history.” Father Ricci (Li Madou, 利玛窦) estab-
lished a working relationship with the Wanli Emperor of the Ming Dynasty, 
who highly valued Ricci’s expertise in Western scientific knowledge, espe-
cially astronomy, cartography, and mathematics. The Wanli Emperor 
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allowed Ricci to live in Beijing’s outer city, where Ricci’s small church 
eventually became the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception, or 
Nantang. When Ricci died in Beijing in 1610, the Wanli Emperor trans-
formed a Buddhist temple site to become Ricci’s tomb, which today can 
be found in Beijing’s Zhalan Cemetery.46

The sixteenth-century Jesuits sought to convince Chinese elites that 
Catholicism was not an evil cult (xiejiao), but a nonthreatening foreign 
religion (yangjiao) that could accommodate and support Confucian val-
ues. The Jesuits undoubtedly learned a lesson from the wide-scale perse-
cution of Buddhists several centuries beforehand, which compelled 
Chinese Buddhists to harmonize their foreign religion with Chinese cul-
ture and thus assuage the fears of Confucian elites.47 Ricci’s understanding 
of Chinese language and culture allowed him to harmonize Catholic con-
cepts with Confucian ideas, which greatly appealed to Chinese Confucian 
bureaucrats.48 Ricci’s Chinese-language religious writings were even 
published in Vietnam, where “they would provide Catholic doctrine with 
a material presence, which matched the Confucian and Buddhist ideas that 
the missionaries hoped to replace.”49

Unfortunately, the Jesuit strategy to integrate Catholic teachings with 
Confucian rituals and ancestral worship appalled the Augustinians, 
Dominican, and Franciscan missionaries. Following Pope Clement XI’s 
decrees of 1704 and 1715 condemning the Jesuit accommodation to local 
Chinese rites and rituals, the new Qing Dynasty emperors regarded 
Catholicism as a dangerous religious sect, and prohibited the proselytiza-
tion of all Christian religions in 1721.50 Western powers forcibly opened 
China after the 1840s Opium Wars and tossed aside restrictions on 
Christian proselytization. Still inhibited by the papal edicts against incul-
turation, Catholic missionaries returned to China promoting a foreign 
religion with foreign missionaries to establish foreign Churches, hospital, 
orphanages, and educational institutions to promote a foreign Catholic 
faith. France assumed responsibility for protecting all Catholic missions in 
China, which they used to expand French influence throughout China 
and to block several Vatican attempts to establish diplomatic relations 
starting in the 1880s.51

To reinvigorate the Chinese Church, Pope Pius XII revoked the ban on 
Chinese rites and allowed the veneration of Confucius and ancestors. Pius 
XII had learned that the process of inculturation that transformed a for-
eign religion into a religion reflecting authentic cultural values would facil-
itate the mission of the Roman Catholic Church in China.52 By adapting 
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local customs, the Church enabled “the faith to sink roots into the life of 
the local Catholics, reaching finally to ‘a communion of faith and cul-
ture.’”53 Pius XII pushed forward the establishment of diplomatic relations 
with the ROC in 1942, and elevated Thomas Tien Ken-hsin as China’s 
first cardinal and as archbishop of Beijing in 1946. Pius XII normalized 
the administrative structure by establishing 20 Chinese ecclesiastical 
regions, each of which was led by an archbishop, who in turn supervised 
bishops leading 79 dioceses and 38 apostolic prefectures, 80 percent of 
which were led by foreigners.54 While Pius XII appointed 18 Chinese 
bishops between 1949 and 1955,55 the CCP remained highly concerned 
that anti-communist foreigners dominated the Catholic Church hierar-
chy. By expelling all foreigners and subjecting the Chinese religious to 
various forms of intimidation, the CCP accelerated the transformation of 
the Roman Catholic Church in China into the Chinese Catholic Church 
administered by the Chinese and reflecting Chinese values, or, in this case, 
CCP values.

Pope Pius XII’s attempts at inculturation came too late for the Chinese 
Catholic Church.56 Pope John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council, 
however, expanded the understanding of inculturation to enhance the 
integration of Catholic Church teachings with the traditional and mod-
ern cultural values of postindustrial Europe and many non-Western soci-
eties to “make Christianity a religion that is acceptable to all.”57 Within 
the Indian Church, “inculturation represents an accommodation to an 
incipient ideology of Indian nationhood—and one that is not generally 
amenable to Catholicism itself.”58 John Paul II praised Matteo Ricci’s 
methods of inculturation “in the constant search for a common ground 
of understanding with intellectuals of that great land.”59 Pope Francis and 
Cardinal Parolin have learned a similar lesson about the effectiveness of 
inculturation. In 2017, Father Joseph You Guo Jiang published an 
authoritative article in La Civiltà Cattolica, which is a Jesuit journal 
whose drafts are reviewed and approved by the Vatican’s Secretariat of 
State.60 According to Father Jiang,

Because China is so different from the rest of the world, the Chinese 
Catholic Church needs to learn how to deal with the local culture and politi-
cal authority. In other words, while keeping its Catholic identity, the Church 
has to establish a “Chinese Catholic Church with Chinese Characteristics,” 
if it is to enculturate Church teachings and gospel values that are relevant 
to the Chinese people and serve both their and Catholics’ spiritual needs. 
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The Chinese Catholic Church and its leadership team have to adopt new 
strategies and approaches to reach a larger Chinese audience for dialogue 
and communication in a more secularized society where values and mean-
ings are often misinterpreted. The Chinese Catholic Church must undergo 
a transformation to change its traditional ways of service and preaching in 
order to remain relevant to the needs of the new generation.61

According to Jiang, traditional Confucianism shares similar Catholic con-
cepts, including “teachings on love, harmony, peace, justice, filial piety, 
marriage values, social stability and family values etc., [which] are features 
that Chinese Catholic Church can preserve and with them attempt to 
revitalize Chinese culture and tradition.”62 Perhaps it is no coincidence 
that the Congregation for the Causes of Saints is now reviewing Matteo 
Ricci’s beatification.63

Second Idea: Francis and the Limits 
of Church Autonomy

While Francis and the Catholic Church can effectively adjust Catholic doc-
trine and practice to reflect Chinese culture, Francis is still confronted with 
the CCP’s religious hegemony. As the Jesuit provincial superior in Argentina 
and as the rector at the Philosophical and Theological Faculty of San Miguel, 
Father Jorge Bergoglio learned how to deal effectively with the Argentine 
military dictatorship between 1976 and 1983. Father Bergoglio chose a less 
confrontational approach that quietly sought to intervene in human rights 
cases and protect innocent Argentinians. “If I said nothing at the time, it 
was so as not to dance to anyone’s tune, not because I had anything to 
hide.”64 He adopted a similar nonconfrontational approach when dealing 
with Xi Jinping and his proposed the “Sinicization of religion” (中国化方
向), which Xi presented during his address to the May 2015 Central 
Conference on United Front Work and again in his address to the National 
Conference on Religions and Religious Work in April 2015. Xi Jinping did 
not argue that foreign religions should promote inculturation, but instead 
argued for the party to strengthen control over religion, which Xi Jinping 
continues to view as a dangerous political threat to party legitimacy. If reli-
gion can be “Sinicized” to serve only the needs of the CCP, then religion 
can contribute to the Xi’s vision of the future, the “China dream.”65

In confronting CCP’s religious hegemony and “Sinicization,” Francis 
is learning to adapt Church autonomy, just as he had to adapt to the mili-
tary junta’s rule in Argentina. Since Pius XII, the popes have embraced 
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three distinct ideas to unify the Greater Chinese Catholic Church: a con-
tainment strategy; establishing an independent but underground Mainland 
Chinese Church; and cooperating with the party-state. If finding the right 
“cultural language” is important to “make disciples of all nations,” Pope 
Francis is searching for the right political strategy to “Render therefore to 
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s” 
(Matthew 22: 21).

Strategy I: Containing Communism Through Excommunication

The communist takeover of Eastern Europe deeply troubled Pope Pius 
XII, who was especially disturbed by the December 1948 arrest and trial 
of Hungarian Cardinal Mindszenty. His persecution was shared by many 
of those Easter European Catholics loyal to the Vatican and posed a direct 
threat to the universal Church. Pius XII thus sought to contain communism 
by approving the excommunication of any Catholic who truly supported 
the atheistic tenets of communism and challenged the integrity of the 
Universal Church.66

Despite Pius XII’s plea for the global Catholic community to hold a 
special mass “to boycott communism,”67 the communists established the 
PRC in October 1949, while the defeated Guomindang Party established 
the ROC in Taiwan. The process of inculturation proceeded in Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and Macao, where Vatican Council II reforms guided 
Vatican-approved bishops to permit the inclusion of various Chinese rites, 
including honoring one’s ancestors.68 Divorced from the Greater Chinese 
Church and the universal Church, the Mainland Chinese Church fell 
under the influence of the CCP’s Stalinist ideology. With the outbreak of 
the Korean Conflict, the CCP imprisoned and/or expelled over 5500 
Catholic missionaries and the papal nuncio.69

In his last encyclical on Chinese communism entitled Ad Apostolorum 
Principis issued on June 29, 1958, Pius XII first reviewed his previous China 
encyclicals, including Cupimus imprimis (January 18, 1952) and the Ad 
Sinarum gentem (October 7, 1954). He lamented the suffering of thou-
sands of Catholics imprisoned and/or expelled by the CCP. Pope Pius XII 
was especially concerned with the CCPA’s establishment in 1957, which he 
believed “aims primarily at making Catholics gradually embrace the tenets 
of atheistic materialism” and “spreads false rumors and accusations by which 
many of the clergy, including venerable bishops and even the Holy See itself, 
are claimed to admit to and promote schemes for earthly domination.”70
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To compensate for the expulsion of foreign religious administrators, Pope 
Pius XII allowed priests “special powers” to lead local dioceses.71 According 
to Pius XII, “the nomination of bishops is the right of the Roman Pontiff.” 
Bishops can only be self-nominated if “the Apostolic See has allowed it in 
express terms.” Reacting to bishops appointed by the RAB, Pius XII argued 
they “have been elected and consecrated in defiance of its express orders, 
enjoy no powers of teaching or of jurisdiction” and “acts requiring the 
power of Holy Orders … are gravely illicit, that is criminal and sacrile-
gious.”72 As he considered any such appointment as an attack upon the 
integrity of the Church, “an excommunication reserved specialissimo modo 
to the Apostolic See has been established which is automatically incurred by 
the consecrator and by anyone who has received consecration irresponsibly 
conferred.”73 Following the establishment of the RAB, the party-state 
appointed 54 bishops without papal approval from December 1957 to April 
1963. As Vatican-approved bishops had consecrated the bishops and 
ordained several priests to the official Church, the Vatican considered such 
appointments as “illicit but valid.”74 Pius XII, John XXIII, and Paul VI 
hoped to keep alive their communion with the Chinese Catholic Church.

With the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council, Pope Paul VI pro-
mulgated Gaudium et spes that omitted any direct condemnation of com-
munism and Marxism.75 Paul VI agreed with Vatican Council members 
that the Church needed to engage the communist governments and not 
just threaten excommunication. During the proceedings, Dutch Cardinal 
Bernard Alfrink argued, “Our pastoral duty is to look for good seeds even 
in the Communist world … and not to close the door to sincere and fruit-
ful dialogue.”76 For a second time, a change in the papal strategy came too 
late for the Mainland Chinese Church. After 1965, the revolutionary 
Stalinists took command during the Cultural Revolution, closed all 
churches, and ordered an end to all religious practices.

Strategy II: Containing Communism by Promoting 
Social Transformation

After the late 1970s, China’s bureaucratic Stalinists formally approved the 
right of citizens to engage in religious practices, and reestablished the 
CCPA and the BCCC.77 However, the pope was treated like the Dalai 
Lama during the early 1980s: a Chinese Catholic priest could not mention 
Pope John Paul II’s name in his sermons, while his picture could not be 
published.78
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Ordained in 1946, Pope John Paul II fully understood the power of 
communism and the power of the papacy to bring about social transfor-
mation and the downfall of communism.79 Early in his pontificacy, John 
Paul II expressed a keen interest in Chinese affairs. “We know virtually 
nothing” about China, and “prayed every day for the Church in China.” 
While visiting Manila in 1981, he stated, “It is my sincere and profound 
hope that one day in the near future, we will be able to meet and pray to 
the Lord.” Several months later, John Paul II admitted that the Chinese 
Catholic Church “has become the particular and constant anxiety of my 
pontificate.” In a November 1983 personal letter to China’s paramount 
leader Deng Xiaoping, John Paul II argued that a direct connection 
between the Holy See and Beijing would be in “the common good of 
humanity” and offered to find a “positive solution” to the situation with 
Taiwan. Deng Xiaoping did not reply.80

Pope John Paul II thus adopted a two-pronged strategy toward the 
Mainland Chinese Church. First, he built a bridge with the official Catholic 
community. Invoking the memory of Matteo Ricci, John Paul stated in 
1982: “We hope to overcome all the obstacles and find an appropriate way 
and adequate structures to resume dialogue and keep it constantly open.”81 
Cardinal Jaime Sin, who was Overseas Chinese from the Philippines, initi-
ated discussions with the CCPA and met with Premier Zhao Ziyang in 
1987. At the same time, John Paul II built an even stronger bridge with 
the unofficial Catholic community by continuing Pius XII’s “state of 
necessity” in China. He appointed his close Eastern European advisor, 
Cardinal Jozef Tomko, to oversee the Congregation for the Evangelization 
of Peoples’ efforts to support the unofficial Catholic community. During 
the 1980s, the unofficial community thrived, as priests were ordained as 
bishops, who in turn ordained priests without having successfully com-
pleted their seminary training.82 The CCP responded by promulgating 
Central Committee/State Council document 1989.2 issued on February 
17, 1989, that authorized the suppression of the unofficial Catholic com-
munity by closing unofficial churches and arresting unofficial bishops, 
clergy, and laity.83

After listening to Cardinal Etchegarary’s 1993 China trip report, Pope 
John Paul II and his close advisors grew confident of the two-pronged 
strategy’s success. Supported by Cardinal Tomko and others, Cardinal 
Etchegarary argued that at least 80 percent or more of the official Catholic 
community, including members of the CCPA, the BCCC, and the laity, 
supported the pope.84 Jiang Zemin’s November 1993 directive allowing 
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far greater latitude toward religious activities if they were “law abiding” 
reinforced Vatican optimism. Archbishop Claudio Celli’s 1996 visit to 
Beijing reopened Sino-Vatican discussions that nearly achieved one of 
John Paul II’s highest priorities, a historic papal visit that would have been 
a fitting climax to the Great Jubilee Year of 2000.85

Unfortunately, Pope John Paul II and his advisors underestimated the 
CCP’s deep-seated fear of religion and its continuing hegemonic control 
over the Chinese Catholic community. With the hardening of Jiang 
Zemin’s attitudes following the April 1999 Falungong demonstrations,86 
the BCCC ordained five bishops during the January 6, 2000, celebration 
of Epiphany without receiving papal approval. Beijing also rejected John 
Paul II’s request to visit Hong Kong.87 The Vatican subsequently held a 
major celebration on October 1, 2000, in St. Peter’s Square celebrating 
the canonization of 120 Chinese Catholics and Western missionaries who 
had been martyred between 1648 and 1930.88 The Chinese leadership 
interpreted the canonization as a direct insult to the Chinese party-state. 
Not only did the Vatican hold the celebration on the PRC’s National Day, 
but it also appeared to use a foreign religious holy day to diminish China’s 
annual nationalist celebration. The party-state also felt insulted as the new 
Chinese saints did not include those who had cooperated with the govern-
ment such as Matteo Ricci, but only those executed by the Imperial gov-
ernment or killed during the 1900 Boxer Uprising, which the CCP regards 
as a patriotic movement against foreign oppression.89 For more than a 
decade, both sides engaged in a “tit-for-tat” strategy, oftentimes involving 
the appointment of bishops.90

Strategy III: Accommodating the CCP to Establish a Unified 
Chinese Catholic Community

After 2000, John Paul II realized that the Vatican had underestimated the 
power of the CCP, whose control was stronger than that of the Eastern 
European communist states. Instead of strengthening the Chinese Church, 
the pope’s two-pronged strategy exacerbated the division in the Chinese 
Catholic community.91 According to the Vatican country director on 
China, the CCP had taken advantage of this situation and used a divide et 
impera strategy to keep the Chinese Catholic community weak.92 After 
nearly 20 years, John Paul II learned the importance of dealing directly 
with the party-state, which was described as “omnipresent” and tightly 
controlling the Catholic Church.93
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One year following the canonization of the 120 Chinese martyrs, the 
Chinese held a Beijing conference in October 2001 honoring the 400th 
anniversary of the Wanli Emperor’s appointment of Matteo Ricci as an 
imperial advisor. Pope John Paul II attended a similar ceremony in Rome, 
where he initiated a new phase of the reconciliation process by apologizing 
to the Chinese people: “I feel deep sadness for the errors and limits of the 
past, and I regret that these failings may have given the impression of a 
lack of respect and esteem for the Chinese people, making them feel that 
the Church was motivated by feelings of hostility towards China.”94 While 
John Paul made several apologies during his papacy, his October 2001 
apology to China signaled an important paradigm change in the Vatican’s 
strategy from confrontation to accommodation, which continued to 
evolve during the Benedict and Francis pontificates.

Key personnel changes enhanced this paradigm change. Cardinal 
Crescenzio Sepe from Italy replaced Slovakian Cardinal Tomko in April 
2001, who had served 16 years as prefect of the Congregation for the 
Evangelization of Peoples. One year later, Secretariat of State Sodano 
appointed Pietro Parolin as the new Undersecretary of State for Relations 
with States, who would gain a sophisticated knowledge of Asia as he devel-
oped relations with Vietnam and China.95 Following the passing of Pope 
John Paul II in April 2005, Pope Benedict XVI clearly voiced his strong 
desire to improve relations with Vietnam and China during his first audi-
ence with the chief of missions accredited to the Vatican on May 12, 
2005.96 Benedict hoped that the experience gained in negotiating with 
Vietnam would foster new methods to deal with the Mainland Chinese 
Catholic communities, including the appointment of bishops.

In 2005, Secretary of State Sodano’s office approved the publication of 
Father Hans Waldenfel’s article in La Civiltà Cattolica that argued that to 
establish a stronger unified Chinese Catholic community, the pope should 
end Pope Pius XII’s “state of necessity” and support the reconciliation of 
the official and unofficial Catholic communities.97 At the time, Parolin 
optimistically hoped that Beijing would allow some type of official Vatican 
representative to be based in Beijing,98 and that the Vietnam experiment 
would be a model for China. Parolin stated that the China problem was 
“not a major problem,” as the Vatican had reached a modus vivendi with 
Vietnam, in which the Vatican presented its episcopal candidates to the 
Vietnamese government, which could support or veto the candidate.99 
This successful cooperation between the Vatican and the Vietnamese com-
munist party improved bilateral relations as indicated by the Vietnamese 
prime minister’s audience with Pope Benedict in 2007.100
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However, the Vietnam experiment had only limited applicability to 
China. Vietnam had a larger Catholic population (7 percent of the 
population), and the Vietnamese communist party never established a 
party-controlled official Vietnamese Catholic Church such as the SARA-
controlled CCPA. Shanghai’s Bishop Jin Luxian argued that the CCP 
would reject the Vietnam model, as “this could be seen as a precedent 
that Tibetan Buddhists might want to use for the selection of the next 
Dalia Lama.”101 The Vatican eventually accepted Bishop Jin’s third 
option, which reversed the Vietnam solution by allowing the Vatican to 
have final veto over the episcopal appointment.

Some of these ideas were included in Pope Benedict’s path-breaking 
May 27, 2007, letter to Chinese Catholics, which for the first time accepted 
the PRC as China’s legitimate government and ended Pius XII’s state of 
necessity:102 “It is therefore indispensable, for the unity of the Church in 
individual nations, that every Bishop should be in communion with the 
other Bishops, and that all should be in visible and concrete communion 
with the Pope.”103 In one of the first symbolic celebrations of Benedict’s 
call for reconciliation, Chinese Catholics from both the official and unof-
ficial communities celebrated mass for the first time with Catholics from 
the Greater China Church in Rome during the World Day of Prayer for 
the Church in China in May 2008. As the new prefect of the Congregation 
for the Evangelization of Peoples, Cardinal Ivan Dias of India called upon 
all Chinese Catholics to forgive past transgressions.104 Having spent five 
years as apostolic nuncio to Albania as it was emerging from decades of 
communist rule, Cardinal Dias understood the problems of reconciling 
the official and unofficial Chinese Catholic communities. In a letter to the 
Chinese bishops and priests in 2010, Cardinal Dias encouraged the con-
tinued reconciliation of the Catholic community and warned that a “sign 
of the devil at work” was the internal division.105

Pope Benedict established the Commission for the Catholic Church in 
China, which met every spring between 2008 and 2012 to promote the 
Vatican’s reconciliation with the CCPA. Composed of top representatives 
from the Greater Chinese Church and the Roman Curia, the commission 
held discussions that often became a forum for Cardinal Zen and others to 
criticize efforts to reunite the official and unofficial Chinese Catholic 
communities.106 The proponents of accommodation, such as Father 
Heyndrickx, argued that “the out-dated communism of the ’50s still exist 
here and there in China,” but “there is a lot more freedom of religion in 
China today, as compared to 25 years ago.”107 Such outdated views of 
Chinese communism held by both sides fueled the “tit-for-tat” dynamics 
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after 2000 between Beijing and the Vatican, who failed to cooperate con-
sistently on episcopal appointments.

Following his election in March 2013, Pope Francis elevated Pietro 
Parolin as the–secretary of state and as a cardinal. Pope Francis put com-
plete trust in Cardinal Parolin,108 and stated, “Yes, I would like to go to 
China. Tomorrow! I am a general doctor but, on themes that relate to 
Asia, Monsignor Parolin is the surgeon!”109 To rebuild the momentum 
lost over the previous five years, Cardinal Parolin terminated the conten-
tious Commission for the Catholic Church in China. To discover how to 
establish a strong working relationship with the Chinese government, 
Parolin analyzed the strategies of the first Apostolic Delegate to China, 
Cardinal Celso Constantini of the early twentieth century. According to 
Parolin, Constantini’s approach was based on “knowledge, respect, 
encounter and dialogue between worlds that at least in appearance, were 
far from each other.”110

Fully supported by Pope Francis, Cardinal Parolin accepted and 
expanded Pope Benedict’s 2007 approach of cooperating with the CCP 
and the CCPA. As Jiang argued in his May 2017 La Civiltà Cattolica 
article,

As long as the Chinese Communist Party is the only leading party in the 
government, Marxism will continue to be the ideological guideline for 
society. Thus, the Chinese Catholic Church will have to redefine its role and 
relationship with the Party and its ideological theories. This does not neces-
sarily mean that the Church has to agree completely with Party politics and 
values, but it must find flexible and effective way to continue its mission and 
ministry in China.111

The Vatican thus will work with the CCPA to strengthen vocations, to 
expand social welfare services, and to eliminate barriers between the offi-
cial and unofficial Mainland Catholic communities. Linking the ideas of 
inculturation and the limits of autonomy, Jiang argued “while keeping its 
Catholic identity, the Church has to establish a ‘Chinese Catholic Church 
with Chinese Characteristics,’ if it is to enculturate Church teachings and 
gospel values that are relevant to the Chinese people and serve both their 
and Catholics’ spiritual needs.”112

Beginning with John Paul II, popes have replaced the fearful Cold War 
Manichean strategy that created deep enmity within the greater Chinese 
Catholic communities. While accommodating the Chinese party- 
state, and “render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s,” Pope 
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Francis seeks to unify the greater Chinese Catholic Church and build 
strong links to the universal Church, so that the Chinese Church can ren-
der “to God the things that are God’s.” The question remains whether 
Pope Francis can bring about a reconciliation of the two contentious 
Catholic Chinese communities, as well as with foreign critics who con-
tinue their fight against the evils of the Chinese Communists, including 
their violation of human rights and their need for religious hegemony.

Third Idea: Pope Francis and Strengthening Capacity

As the Jesuit provincial superior in Argentina, Pope Francis discovered he 
had the ability to dialogue with authoritarian leaders. As the Buenos Aires 
archbishop, Francis subsequently learned to hold “real consultations” 
with auxiliary bishops and priests. Since assuming the papacy in 2013, 
Francis has combined these leadership skills to consult with cardinals and 
bishops before convening synods,113 as well as authoritatively issuing com-
mands and demotions to strengthen policy implementation. Thus, Pope 
Francis asked the leader of the Knights of Malta to resign, demoted 
Cardinal Raymond Burke over his opposition to various reforms, and 
ordered all the priests in a Nigerian diocese to submit a letter of obedience 
and accept the pope’s choice for bishop. He even revived an older tradi-
tion requiring all cardinals to report all movements, so that the Holy See 
could more closely control the cardinals.114

Conservative Chinese communists are not the only players opposed to 
reconciliation. Cardinal Parolin has dealt with factions within the Roman 
Curia who have strongly opposed reconciliation with the Chinese 
Communists over the years.115 According to Cardinal Tong, these critics 
have directly attacked Pope Francis, accusing him of violating “the prin-
ciples of the Church” in negotiating with the Chinese party-state.116 
Cardinal Zen has been particularly open with his criticism, describing the 
pope as “naïve” and his advisors having “wrong ideas.” Yet once the pope 
has finalized a reconciliation agreement, Zen has stated that he “would 
never publicly criticize the Holy Father.”117 Within the Mainland Chinese 
Catholic Church, Pope Francis and Cardinal Parolin also must deal with 
opposition from the unofficial Catholic community, who have objected to 
the forced reconciliation with the official Catholic community who they 
consider as cowards and traitors.118 Having gained experience during the 
Argentine reconciliation process, Pope Francis will rely on both consulta-
tion and his papal authority to implement any reconciliation agreement.
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Conclusion

Pope Francis’s belief in inculturation and accommodation, and his willing-
ness to exert papal authority, will continue to guide his actions. The 
Vatican’s relationship with Vietnam has proven that a unified Catholic 
Church can work with the party-state as a partner, and not as its servant. 
From his time in Argentina, Francis has an in-depth understanding of the 
reconciliation process and the importance of healing internal dissension. 
Francis realizes that the reconciliation process will take a long time, as the 
Chinese party-state must adapt its Stalinist social paradigm and its reli-
gious hegemony to accept a reduced role in controlling the Mainland 
Chinese Catholic Church. The unofficial Catholic community and the 
Roman Curia will need time to accept the accommodations reached with 
the Chinese party-state and to forgive past transgressions. Rome was not 
built in a day, but they were laying bricks every hour.
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CHAPTER 12

Pope Francis and India: Mutual 
Enrichment and Challenges

John Chathanatt, S.J.

My title is figurative and symbolic, not literal. Pope Francis so far has never 
set foot on Indian soil—though he might want to make a visit because of 
his special devotion to Saint Francis Xavier, the Apostle of the Indies, 
whose mortal remains are still intact in the basilica of bom Iesu at Old 
Goa. Of course, one could say that through the Apostolic Nuncio in 
India—the Italian Archbishop Giambattista Diquattro, whom he has 
appointed on January 21, 2017—Pope Francis is “present” on Indian soil 
through representation. As I review his thoughts, words, passion, and 
actions, which are a source of inspiration and challenge in the Indian con-
text, and the responses and reactions of not only Catholics but the major-
ity of the people in India in the last four years of his Pontificate since 
March 13, 2013, I can say that Pope Francis is more present in India by 
his absence.

A new Pentecost seems to have accompanied Pope Francis on to the 
papal scene: a revival of the heart, beyond the head; a revival of wisdom, 
beyond knowledge; a revival of mercy and forgiveness, beyond rules and 
regulations and judgment and condemnation; an advent of joy and hope, 
beyond the mundane reality of struggle and suffering. There is also a call 
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to an expansion of horizon beyond our narrow domestic walls of religious 
segregations: a call to an inclusiveness taking all aboard beyond an exclu-
sivist indifference.

My subtitle is a double-edged statement. First, Pope Francis has, in the 
last four years of his Pontificate, placed before us many challenges and has 
offered pastoral guidance to the church and the world at large through his 
ideas, words, and actions. Given the current context of India, these chal-
lenges and guidance are relevant. Second, India, with its rich diversity, 
strengths, and weaknesses, can also present challenges to the Pope and the 
Catholic Church at large. After exploring the Christian presence in India 
and Pope Francis’s major concerns and challenges in general, I delve into 
four major aspects of Pope Francis that would be relevant in the Indian 
context: his simplicity of life and action that speaks; his analysis of structural 
injustice and structural sin; his model of the Catholic Church as a church 
of and for the poor; and his theology of the people. In addition, I will point 
out some of the challenges from the Indian context that Pope Francis and 
the church at large must address if he is to be relevant universally.

When Pope Francis met the young people from Argentina on July 25, 
2013, during his visit to Rio de Janeiro on the occasion of World Youth 
Day, he told them, “I want to tell you something.”1 These words could be 
a direct address to each one of us individually and also to people collec-
tively in India too. As leader of 1.2 billion Catholics in the world, his voice 
will be heard and his opinion and decisions matter. What is that Pope 
Francis wants to tell me as a Catholic in India? What is it that he wants to 
communicate to us as Indians?

Christian Presence in India

According to the 2011 census, there are 27.8 million Christians in India, 
which is about 2.3 percent of the total population of 1.21 billion people.2 
Catholics make up around 1.5 percent of the total population. Despite 
being a small minority in India, the contribution of the Catholic Church, 
particularly in the fields of education, healthcare, and socioeconomic 
development, has been exponential and much above its numerical strength. 
Realizing the great importance of education as a liberative force from the 
bondage of ignorance, poverty, and exploitation, Christians, and particu-
larly the Catholic Church, became a pioneer in formal education in India, 
bringing it as a service mainly to the downtrodden, girls, the minorities, 
the rural, and the tribal populations. By running two-thirds of its schools 
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in rural and tribal areas and having 71 percent of the total number of 
schools at the primary and middle school level, the church is decidedly 
committing more of its resources to the service of the poor. The same 
could be said of the church’s involvement in healthcare as well as in the 
socioeconomic sector.3

Pope Francis definitely exercises a moral authority among Catholics in 
India. As the spiritual head of 1.5 percent of Catholics out of the total of 
1.21 billion people in India, to whom especially the Catholics are looking 
for spiritual and religious sustenance and ethical moral guidance, he is very 
much present and relevant in the Indian context. As a world moral leader 
and spiritual guide, and as one who is deeply concerned about human 
issues facing the world and speaking about such issues firmly, with sincer-
ity and purpose, he is much more relevant than is often accepted, though 
he faces many critics—a sign that he is getting to them!

Given the responsible social involvement of the Catholic Church in the 
Indian subcontinent, the Pope’s message would definitely be more than 
welcome in India. So far he has addressed Indians as such only once: in a 
video message he sent at the time of the Eucharistic Congress held at 
Mumbai in November 12–15, 2015, in which he said: “The Eucharistic 
Congress is God’s gift not only to the Christians of India but to the entire 
population of a country so culturally diverse and yet so spiritually rich.”4

The Context, His Concerns, and Challenges

At the present juncture of history in India—when religious fanaticism seem 
to be gaining ground in the mindset of many people, when attempts at 
imposing one religious ideology (Hindutva) is spreading all over India 
through a political process, when over a third of its population is still living 
below poverty line and is struggling to eke out an existence and keep their 
life alive, when acceptance of the other as an equal is vanishing and is not 
even present in a religious theoretical platform, when mining-induced dis-
placement and livelihood deprivations are affecting the entire lifestyle espe-
cially of the tribal population, and at the same time, all of us in India are 
continually making a tryst with our destiny, individually and collectively—
it seems worth spending a little time with this man, whom we affectionately 
call “Our Holy Father.”5

In this context, as a person of dialogue and acceptance of the other as 
the other beyond just tolerance of the other; a person of environmental 
concerns; a champion of concern for equality and dignity of all especially 
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women; a spokesperson of the downtrodden; and a person with a passion 
for truth, justice, and freedom, Pope Francis is quite relevant in India 
today. His sociopolitical concern pivots around the principles of preferen-
tial option for the poor and the marginalized, common good, social jus-
tice, and subsidiarity. At present, the Catholic Church in India tries to 
organize itself around these principles, so the Pope’s directions and con-
cerns are all the more relevant and challenging.

The concerns that Pope Francis has often addressed, and the style of his 
life and the signal that he gives, could also become the models and chal-
lenges in India. His emphasis on a universal engagement and outreach, his 
deep commitment in reaching to the marginalized through the core prin-
ciple of option for the poor, his eagerness to actively engage in political 
dialogue, his engagement with economic realities prevalent in the world, 
his active involvement in interfaith dialogue, his concern for peace and 
justice—all these have given hope to the devout Catholics and many oth-
ers in India, and, thus, have made him very relevant and appreciated in the 
Indian context.

He has provided clarity and purpose to many social issues, such as non-
acceptance of extreme economic poverty, of wealth inequality, of the gap 
between rich and poor, or of environmental degradation. He has ener-
gized many commitments to social and environmental justice. Rejecting 
the dichotomy of the sacred and the secular, he engages in a manner that 
we call “secular in a sacramental way.” We know that the secular has taken 
a sacramental significance because of the life of Jesus. This is very much 
emphasized by Pope Francis. His addressing of the issues of larger strug-
gles facing humankind makes him a paradigmatic figure. He has given 
guidance to many sociopolitical challenges facing our world, and his inter-
ventions are very relevant in the Indian context of poverty and destitution, 
global warming, acts of terror, religious fanatic thinking, and communal 
resurgence.

He is not a person who would run away from the world—fuga mundi, 
as it is traditionally framed. He is very much a man of the world in his 
concerns, which are clearly articulated and fearlessly expressed. Continuing 
his tradition of visiting slums, he has notably toured Scampia, a mafia-
dominated slum in Italy, and condemned the mafia on their own turf, 
encouraging people to actively resist crime and evil. Meeting with the 
members of gay community and washing the feet of women and people of 
other faiths were courageous acts of innovation. He has not shied away 
from the global warming debate, and he has spoken about the need to 
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care for creation, calling on world leaders to be better stewards of creation 
and the environment in particular. The Pope has raised environmental 
issues to a central stage through his encyclical Laudato Si’. He points out 
that climate change and global warming represent the principal challenges 
facing humanity in our day and may be the most important moral issue of 
the twenty-first century. He tells us that living our vocation to be protec-
tors of God’s creation is essential to a life of virtue. A truly ecological 
approach must integrate questions of justice “so as to hear both the cry of 
the earth and the cry of the poor.”6

He is constantly addressing the ethical and moral aspects of economics, 
politics, and other disciplines, such as environmental issues based on a 
deeper foundation of the love of the poor, following Jesus’s example. He 
is eager “to address every person living on this planet.”7 India is no excep-
tion to his concern.

He continuously draws our attention to issues such as wars and vio-
lence, economic conflicts that hurt the weakest, corruption and greed, 
love of power, crimes against creation and human life, the “worship of the 
golden calf,” consumerist and throwaway culture, the cult of money, and 
the dictatorship of the economy. The Pope’s deep concern for the eman-
cipation of the poor will surely inspire songs of hope and produce tears of 
joy in the lives of the slum dwellers, night shelter inhabitants, and pave-
ment dwellers—those rejected from the social fabric: the Dalits and the 
indigenous people who constitute the majority in India.

India’s political scenario today is very disturbing. There is unjust reli-
gious interference in politics. The communal forces that create hatred and 
division in the name of religion are threatening the democratic secular 
fabric of the country. Pseudo-religious elements are breaking down soci-
ety through domestic hatred and division. The present political regime, 
with its Hindutva ideology, is promoting a militant Hindu nationalism 
that threatens to undermine the very foundation of the constitutional 
secular democratic republic that promises to “secure to all its citizens: 
Justice, social, economic and political; Liberty of thought, expression, 
belief, faith and worship; Equality of status and of opportunity and to 
promote among them all Fraternity assuring the dignity of the individual 
and unity and integrity of the nation.”8 Today concerned citizens ask, 
“[W]ill we in India move forward together or fall apart?”9 The Hindutva 
objective is to restore a Hindu rastra (nation) with one religion, one cul-
ture, and one language.
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In the speech, he gave in May 6, 2016, when he received the 
International Charlemagne Prize for service to European unification, 
Pope Francis identified three principles of the founding vision, namely, 
unity in diversity, solidarity, and the principle of subsidiarity. These, 
together with the principles of common good, social justice, and preferential 
option for the poor, could be the guiding light to take us back to the Indian 
Constitution and for a new India of many visionaries.10

The concern expressed in his encyclical Laudato Si’ is very appropriate 
at this moment of Indian history: “What happens with politics? Let us 
keep in mind the principle of subsidiarity, which grants freedom to develop 
the capabilities present at every level of society, while also demanding a 
greater sense of responsibility for the common good from those who wield 
greater power.”11

In an interview with French journalists, Pope Francis points out how 
the church should engage with modern democracy:

States must be secular. Confessional states end badly. That goes against the 
grain of history. When I hear talk of the Christian roots of Europe, I some-
times dread the tone, which can seem triumphalist or even vengeful. It then 
takes on colonialist overtones … Erich Przywara … teaches us, Christianity’s 
contribution to a culture is that of Christ in the washing of the feet. In other 
words, service and gift of life. It must not become a colonial enterprise.12

Pope Francis’s comment fits very well in the Indian political scenario 
today, where pseudo-religion and so-called Hindu roots are used as a 
means of political control of the people at large—to the extent that the 
state wants to determine even the type of food the people are going to eat!

Simplicity of Life and Action That Speaks

Reports about Cardinal Bergoglio emphasized his remarkable simplicity 
and humility. That he lived in an apartment, cooked his own food, slept on 
an ordinary bed, used public transport in Buenos Aires along with the 
ordinary people: these are the very first impressions that we had of him. 
When Cardinal Bergoglio became Pope Francis, he manifested his star-
tling simplicity: bowing to the general public asking for blessings and 
prayers at the very first appearance on March 13, 2013, at the central 
balcony of Saint Peter’s Basilica, the loggia overlooking Saint Peter’s 
Square; going over to pay the bills at the clergy home where he stayed at 
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the time of his election as the new Bishop of Rome; seeking simplicity in 
his attire and opting for a silver ring. One of the first acts of the newly 
elected Pope was to telephone his newspaper supplier to cancel daily deliv-
ery. The universal church has already experienced him as a caring pastor 
who is “ahead of the faithful to mark out the path,” “in the midst of the 
faithful, to foster communion,” and behind the faithful, because they can 
often “sniff out the path.”13 This simple down-to-earth pastor, connecting 
with people and speaking their language, communicates through body 
language: he salutes the poor, embraces the disabled, and kisses the chil-
dren, especially the physically impaired ones. He opens the door for 
Cardinal Oswald Gracious of Mumbai, waits for the Jesuit General at the 
door, asks the Swiss Guard to take a brief rest, and goes around thanking 
all who worked at the Secretariat of State. Thus, his body language, style 
of simplicity, and warm human approach challenge us in our daily life. He 
demands this very same simplicity of life from his pastors and the faithful.

His repeated use of the phrase “Bishop of Rome” instead of “Pope” to 
introduce himself and his preference for this title, based on which he cer-
tainly enjoys a primacy within the college of Bishops, show his theology of 
the papacy itself. He admonishes his brother bishops to “smell” the sheep, 
to mix and mingle with those under their care, and to be “pastors close to 
the people” instead of having ambitions in their heart.14 In India, where 
people look for actions rather than just words and exhortations to mani-
fest authenticity, Francis’s gestures and deeds will take him quite far with 
the people.

Analysis of Structural Injustice and Insight 
into Structural Sin

This is an important challenge that Pope Francis is placing before the 
world, each Christian, and the church at large. After Saint John Chrysostom 
and Saint Thomas Aquinas, perhaps, Francis would go down in history as 
giving the most authoritative lesson on structural injustice. Other popes 
have touched on this topic, but Pope Francis’s approach—the clarity of 
thought, its vivid expression, and his bold presentation, without mincing 
words—is unique.

There exists today an “economy of exclusion and inequality” and alien-
ation to which we have to respond “thou shalt not.”15 Today, “under the 
laws of competition and the survival of the fittest” the “powerful feed 

  POPE FRANCIS AND INDIA: MUTUAL ENRICHMENT AND CHALLENGES 



252 

upon the powerless.”16 As a result, masses of people are “excluded and 
marginalized: without work, without possibilities, without any means to 
escape.”17 In today’s consumer culture and throwaway lifestyle, even 
people are “considered goods to be used and then discarded.”18 This fast-
spreading culture is not only exploitative and oppressive, but it “discards” 
people, considering them as “leftovers” and outcasts19 from a social life of 
togetherness. This is unfortunately true in the Indian socioeconomic and 
political structure. Even after six decades of independence, the melodious 
music in the new economic opera that we hear are “liberalization,” “glo-
balization,” “privatization,” “competition,” “efficiency,” and “free mar-
ket.” The Bharat is sidelined and even discarded. The plight of the 
displaced tribals and the marginal farmers who lost their precious liveli-
hood are vivid examples of marginalization and even rejection from the 
mainstream economy.

Speaking of structural causes of poverty, Pope Francis is very forthright: 
“As long as the problems of the poor are not radically resolved by rejecting 
the absolute autonomy of markets and financial speculation and by attack-
ing the structural causes of inequality, no solution will be found for the 
world’s problem or, for that matter, to any problems. Inequality is the root 
of social ills.”20 India proves that he is right. This inequality and utter pov-
erty are caused, among other factors, largely by structural mechanisms.

According to Pope Francis, none of us is exempt from concern for the 
poor and social justice. We need to resolve the structural causes of poverty 
immediately, “for the pragmatic reason of its urgency for the good order 
of society,” and “the society needs to be cured of a sickness which is weak-
ening and frustrating it,” because it “only leads to new crises.”21 All our 
economic policies should be shaped with the dignity of each person, the 
principle of solidarity, and the pursuit of common good in mind. A new 
mindset that reflects the priority of life of all, especially the poor, over the 
appropriation of goods by a few, and that thinks in terms of community 
needs to be created. Francis is quite radical in his approach, even advocat-
ing a “fight” for justice: “An authentic faith … always involves a deep 
desire to change the world, to transmit values, to leave this earth somehow 
better than we found it … The earth is our common home and all of us 
are brothers and sisters. If indeed “the just ordering of society and of the 
state is a central responsibility of politics,” the church “cannot and must 
not remain on the sidelines in the fight for justice.””22 According to Pope 
Francis, integrating the poor in the mainstream of society as well as peace 
and social dialogue are two important items close to his heart and they will 
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shape the future of humanity.23 Enabling the poor to be fully part of the 
society through their promotion and liberation is part of the vocation of 
each Christian and every society. This demands that “we be docile and 
attentive to the cry of the poor and to come to their aid.”24 This option is 
thus implicit in our faith in a God, “a God who became poor for us, so as 
to enrich us with his poverty.”25 This is why Pope Francis wants a church 
that is “poor and for the poor.”26 The Indian church and the society have 
plenty to consider.

Today we are “carried away by the limitless possibilities for consump-
tion and distraction offered by contemporary society.”27 This leads to 
alienation. Rather than relying on a welfare mentality and trusting in the 
“invisible hand” and unseen forces of the market, we need to move beyond 
economic growth to an integral and inclusive development that requires 
“decisions, programs, mechanisms and processes specifically geared to a 
better distribution of income, creation of sources of employment and an 
integral promotion of the poor.”28 Pope Francis is quite outright and 
forthcoming to name the evils of the society one by one, and quoting 
Genesis 4:9, he asks, “Where is your brother or sister who is enslaved? 
Where is the brother and sister whom you are killing each day in clandes-
tine warehouses, in rings of prostitution, in children used for begging, in 
exploiting undocumented labour” and “many people have blood in their 
hand as a result of their comfortable and silent complicity.”29 Common 
good and social justice demand wealth distribution.

Pope Francis’s Model of the Church: A Church 
Poor and of the Poor

On September 11, 1962, just a month before the opening of Vatican II, 
Pope—now Saint—John XXIII gave an address in which he spoke of a 
“luminous point”—un puncto luminoso.30 The Pope proposed to the 
Council a vision of the Catholic Church in relation to poverty. He said 
that in the face of underdeveloped countries and particularly of world’s 
poverty and even utter destitution “the church is and wishes to be the 
church of all, but particularly the church of the poor.”31

Pope Francis wants to bring back the concerns expressed by Pope Saint 
John XXIII. His choice of December 8 for the opening of the Holy Door 
inaugurating the Extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy is very symbolic. 
The Pope said, “I have chosen the date of 8 December because of its rich 
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meaning in the recent history of the church. In fact, I will open the Holy 
Door on the fiftieth anniversary of the closing of the Second Vatican 
Ecumenical Council. The church feels a great need to keep this event 
alive.”32 Starting from memories of Vatican II, moving through Medellín 
(1968), the Declaration of the Argentine Bishops in San Miguel (1969), 
especially in Document VI on Pastoral Practice for the People,33 Puebla 
(1979), and more fully at Aparecida, Brazil (2007), Pope Francis has taken 
up the obligation to promote the well-being of the poorest and laid the 
foundation of the church of the poor through his theology of the people. 
Now that he is in Rome, Pope Francis definitely wants the journey known 
as the “theology of the people” in Argentina to culminate in Rome, so that 
it can be shared with the universal church. This he does in his Apostolic 
Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium (EG: The Joy of the Gospel, 2013).34

The image of the church that characterizes the ecclesial vision underly-
ing Pope Francis’s teaching, as described mainly in Evangelii Gaudium, is 
founded on our Christological faith “in the God who became poor for us, 
so as to enrich us with poverty.”35 Pope Francis is very clear and emphatic 
about this:

I want a Church which is poor and for the poor. They have much to teach 
us. Not only do they share in the sensus fidei, but in their difficulties they 
know the suffering Christ. We need to let ourselves be evangelized by them. 
The new evangelization is an invitation to acknowledge the saving power at 
work in their lives and to put them at the centre of the Church’s pilgrim way. 
We are called to find Christ in them, to lend our voice to their causes, but 
also to be their friends, to listen to them, to speak for them and to embrace 
the mysterious wisdom which God wishes to share with us through them.36

The language of Jesus as well as his actions, options, and even lifestyle 
always favored the marginalized and the insignificant, referred to in the 
generic category of the “poor.” His manifesto echoes this (Luke 4: 18–19). 
Pope Francis calls us to go back to a “Christic way of life,” which calls for 
a paradigm shift for the church in India today.37 Francis reminds us of the 
normativity of the Jesus community.38 There was also a rusticity to Jesus’s 
preaching. Jesus’s mission was not focused on urban areas; he restricted 
his mission, by and large, to the countryside. The Catholic Church needs 
to emulate this. Pope Francis is playing a much-needed prophetic and 
timely role today. He is challenging the church to become what Christ 
wanted and willed it to be. As the face of God’s mercy, Jesus comes to 
meet us in the flesh (John 1:14). Through parables (words), miracles 
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(deeds), and the example of his own life, Jesus manifested this mercy to 
the people of his time. Ever since he became a successor to Peter, Pope 
Francis has been consistently and passionately communicating to us 
through his sermons, interviews, talks, encyclicals, apostolic letters, exhor-
tations, and even his powerful gestures and actions—his passionate desire 
to free the church from the clutches of power, wealth, and an attitude of 
triumphalism. He is challenging and guiding the church to be Christ-like, 
to be authentic and work to regain its lost identity and image.

The Indian church is definitely facing a challenge here for a renewed 
pastoral praxis. In Asia the church remains, according to Aloysius Pieris, 
“a rich church working for the poor” and not a “poor church working 
with the poor.”39 Given the rampant poverty prevalent in the country, the 
church in India needs to take the Pope seriously in order to become 
authentic to the Master. It can learn from the simple, pastoral, and partici-
patory style of Pope Francis.

Pope Francis’s imagery of the Catholic Church as a “field-hospital” in 
time of war is liked and quoted frequently in various fora. In an interview, 
Antonio Spadaro, S.J., the editor of La Civilta Cattolica, stated:

The thing the Church needs most today is the ability to heal wounds and to 
warm the hearts of the faithful; it needs nearness, proximity. I see the Church 
as a field hospital after battle. It is useless to ask a seriously wounded person 
if he has high cholesterol and about the levels of his blood sugars! You have 
to heal his wounds. Then we can talk about everything else … The Church 
sometimes has locked itself up in small things; in small-minded rules.40

The majority of the nursing staff of practically all the hospitals in India are 
Christians, and they would be delighted to hear Pope using the symbol of 
“field-hospital” to depict the church.

Pope Francis identifies the concern for the poor at the heart of the gos-
pel. Christian uniqueness has to be in the option for the poor. In the 
church’s option for the poor, there is a “special form of primacy in the 
exercise of Christian charity, to which the whole tradition of the church 
bears witness.”41

“[A]s long as Lazarus lies at the door of our homes (see Luke 16: 
19–21), there can be no justice or social peace,” writes the Pope in his 
Apostolic Letter, Misericordia et Misera, upon the conclusion of the 
Extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy, November 20, 2016. For Pope 
Francis, the privilege of the poor has its theological basis in God. The 
theological foundation of this is quite clear for him:
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For the Church, the option for the poor is primarily a theological category 
rather than a cultural, sociological, political or philosophical one. God shows 
the poor “his first mercy.” This divine preference has consequences for the faith 
life of all Christians, since we are called to have “this mind … which was in Jesus 
Christ” (Phil 2:5). Inspired by this, the Church has made an option for the 
poor which is understood as a “special form of primacy in the exercise of 
Christian charity, to which the whole tradition of the Church bears witness.” 42

The church in India needs to pay serious attention to the Pope’s call for 
a church of the poor, not just for the poor.

Theology of the People (in Argentina), 
and the Attempt at a People’s Theology (Liberation 

Theology) in India

Developed in Argentina in conversation with diverse strands of the libera-
tion theology prevalent in Latin America, the theology of the people (TP) 
has influenced and shaped the theological thinking of Pope Francis. “A 
faithful people” is one of Pope Francis’s characteristic expressions through 
which he preserves this notion in his exhortation Evangelii Gaudium. 
Those who subscribe to the TP “understood the situation (in Argentina 
particularly) not so much from the standpoint of economic domination, 
but predominantly from the standpoint of political domination (imperial-
ism), which includes the economic dimension.”43 Integral liberation from 
sin embraces both of these dimensions, including structural sin.44 The 
institutional and structural injustice is understood as a betrayal of a unity in 
a culture prevalent among the “people.” It is the simple and the poor 
“who best preserve a common culture, its values and symbols, even 
religious ones because they alone have their human dignity and common 
culture without the privileges of power, possession, and knowledge.”45 
The insights given in the theology of the people can meaningfully explain 
the plight of the tribal poor in the mining areas. The exploitation of natural 
wealth by the corporate mining companies, national and/or multinational, 
is not only an economic deprivation resulting in the injustice of displace-
ment, but also destruction of a culture. Hence, the emerging theologizing 
especially from a tribal context (popularly known as Tribal Theology) in 
India can find resonance in the insights of the theology of the people. Here 
is matter for Indian theologians to explore in their theologizing process in 
today’s context of tribal and indigenous exploitation.
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According to the theology of the people, poverty is annihilation. The 
poor are those who achieve nothingness as a total absence of being. They 
are those who have no life. The Aparecida document says that evangeliza-
tion exists so that the poor have life and have it abundantly.46 The rise 
from nothingness to being is possible here and now, relieving the suffering 
of the poor. Hence the basis of hope and joy. Both the Dalit and Feminine 
theologies emerging in the Indian context can develop from the insights 
of the theology of the people in Argentina, and their categories are very 
much used by Pope Francis in his letters and exhortations.47

Pope Francis does not enter theologically into the soteriological value of 
other religious traditions. Emphasizing the pastoral, he shifts our energies 
from the theoria of interpreting other religions theologically to the praxis 
of interreligious dialogue, and even accepting the other as the other—that 
is, as the Pope says, quoting the bishops of India, “being open to them, 
sharing their joys and sorrows.”48 The challenge for us today in the Catholic 
Church, particularly the church in India, is to search for an adequate the-
ology of religions, adequate and comprehensive enough to have a dialogue, 
accepting them and “their different ways of living, thinking and speak-
ing.”49 In the Indian context, this includes Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, 
Sikhs, Jains, Parsees, Zoroastrians, the Tribal Sarna people, and people of 
no particular religious affiliation. Speaking of interreligious dialogue, if I 
understand the Pope correctly, he advocates living with each other, trying 
to understand the other as the equal other, and accepting the other as the 
other with one’s virtues and limitations.50 We need to go a little further.

The Indian Challenge for the Pope

The Indian environment will not be that easy for Pope Francis to fathom and 
to digest. India is a complex and even complicated country—complicated by 
its ways of thinking, acting, living. India is a phenomenon! Contradictions 
can exist side by side in India without a moral prick of conscience. This does 
not bother many, though it could be a moral priority for many. The deeply 
diverse religious sentiments present in the people—including a caste mindset 
concerned with polluting the other by mere physical presence—irrespective 
of religious affiliations; the recent rise of Hindu nationalist parties in the 
political arena; the overall tension prevalent in India related to religious 
fanaticism; and even a political intervention into lifestyle with dietary pre-
scriptions do provide a very complex and intricate environment for the moral 
prescriptions of Pope Francis from a Catholic perspective.
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The fact that he is both a Latin American and a Jesuit is significant for the 
church in India. India may be one of the most religiously diverse countries 
in the world. It is an emerging economy, though under the clutches of 
extreme poverty and the rule of a handful of extremely rich people, and 
now in the political power of a fundamentalist regime. Yet, the Christians, 
especially the Catholics—including over 4000 Jesuits imparting both for-
mal and informal education, as well as engaged in healthcare ministries and 
developmental work—can be a workforce to translate the Pope’s vision into 
action. Christians run some of the best educational institutions in the coun-
try. The Pope’s real challenge is to initiate a process in the Indian church in 
which, through their enormous strength, religious men and women become 
salt instead of pebbles in the water of authentic evangelization. The church’s 
pattern of involvement is something like a pebble in the water. Yes, we are 
in the water, wet a little bit, but like pebbles, we maintain a separate identity. 
We need to be like salt and collectively merge with the water around us.

Given the three ritual churches in India—the Latin, Syro-Malabar, and 
Malankara—and the lack of cohesiveness among them, one of the Pope’s 
first tasks would be to keep a balance and bring them to work together for 
the immense task within and without, to become a “church of the poor,” 
manifesting unity within and spreading the “reign of God.” A lot of theo-
logical soul searching and inner transformations are required for this. 
Given the emergence of various theologies in India—Dalit, Tribal, 
Women—the Pope’s theology of the people would resonate there. The 
process that the Pope has started in freeing up theological thinking and 
the emphasis he puts on orthopraxis—implying less importance is given to 
orthodoxy—needs to be fostered and sustained. The local church needs 
to be given enough leverage to work responsibly, and it ought to be seen 
as “an incarnate expression of the universal.”51

Beyond Interreligious Dialogue 
to Interfaith Action

We already see in Asia that Christians are working with a variety of issues 
regarding sanctity of life and the family, human equality and dignity, eco-
logical responsibility, attempts at transformation of the ever-present caste 
system, and so on and so forth. Herein we have the ground for a radical 
living according to the Catholic moral truth that the Pope calls our atten-
tion to. Beyond the interreligious dialogue with people of other faiths, we 
need a dialogue of action motivated by faith. I would say that we should 
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start from within the church itself. For this, first and foremost, we need to 
seriously look at our theology of religions: Is it adequate enough as a basis 
for interreligious dialogue or as a cementing factor for interfaith actions?

A call to faith-filled action is the way of the universal in the local. Since 
Vatican II, there has been a move to a strong centralized church. I would 
agree with Keenan that “we need for the church once again so become 
incarnate as the Spirit descends into the local not only to evangelize but in 
order to find again and again her dwelling place,”52 so that we have the 
wisdom and audacity to find in the local the universal. We, within the 
church itself, need to talk to each other and reflect together to have an 
adequate ecclesiology, thematizing an authentic “Christic praxis” for the 
universal church giving importance to the local.

A dialogue of action with people of other faiths could be treated as one 
of the central ministries of the church. This is a serious challenge to the 
Indian church. A rebirth is needed, though it may be more painful and 
challenging. Pope Francis’s theology of the people may help us in this 
direction. Helping to reinvent the symbol of salt and enabling the church 
to become salt, while maintaining the “localness” of the Indian church, 
will be the challenge for Pope Francis.

In doing good we must meet one another. In a private homily on May 
22, 2013, Pope Francis mentioned that it is through “good works” that 
believers, atheists, and humanists can meet and collaborate. We meet there 
doing good. This is the correct approach in the Indian context. The ques-
tion for Pope Francis is how do we do that and where do we start?

Pope Francis is concerned with the real lives of people everywhere. 
Archbishop Menamparambil elaborates this:

On Palm Sunday he [Pope Francis] prayed for the victims of an earthquake 
in Iran and China; those of the collapse of a garment factory in Bangladesh, 
of a flood in Argentina, others at Oklahoma, and appealed for the release of 
the Greek and Syrian Orthodox bishops who had been kidnapped. He 
prayed for the victims of the explosion in Boston, and hoped that “all 
Bostonians will be united in a resolve not to be overcome by evil, but to 
combat evil with good” [cf. Rom 12:21]. Every human concern is his con-
cern. He would like to be close to every nation, region, ethnic group, com-
munity, and person most intimately. He feels that that is the vocation of the 
Church, and this is the way of offering the Gospel to all peoples.53

One can correctly assume that his mindset includes India too, though he 
may not have specifically mentioned it.
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Pope Francis stands for a rethinking of our way of functioning within 
the entire global system in order to correct it in a manner consistent with 
fundamental human rights, the rights of all men and women in the 
universe. Our ecological responsibility for stewarding the cosmos needs to 
be consciously exercised. The Pope correctly identifies in Laudato Si’ that 
the “export of raw materials to satisfy markets in the industrialized north 
has caused harm locally, ”54 which is quite applicable to the Indian situa-
tion. The issue is how to help the local and especially the tribal people 
from such exploitative mechanisms, which is rendering them homeless, 
landless, and cultureless. Beyond the identification of the problem, what 
are we going to do to liberate ourselves from the sins of exploitation as 
well as from the sin of desecration of the image of God because of utter 
destitution? This is another challenge for all of us, as well as for the Pope, 
especially when he has written so much on ecological concerns and eco-
nomic exploitation of the marginalized. How do we motivate the Indian 
church to get involved collectively in the real issues of the indigenous, the 
outcast, and the marginalized people? The church needs to reflect as well 
as do more. The challenge for Pope Francis is to make the pastors leave 
their chairs and smell the sheep.

In section I of Lumen Gentium, the Council teaches and expresses its 
self-understanding of the church to be “like a sacrament or as a sign and 
instrument” of “the unity of the whole human race.”55 In order to bring 
this to its logical conclusion, in the twenty-first century, where violence is 
rampant in the name of religion, dialogue with other religious communi-
ties needs to become a central pastoral ministry of the church. How effec-
tive will Francis be in orienting the church toward this goal?

A vision of the church’s role and its relation with the people was so 
beautifully enunciated by the European Council President Donald Tusk in 
his address to the Pope, when the latter received the Charlemagne Prize, 
and is so appropriate in the Indian context that I am tempted to quote him 
at length:

Politics and religion, in their most profound dimensions, have a common 
goal in this world … to limit suffering and evil … That is why it is with such 
joy that I have embraced the vision of the Church proposed by the Holy 
Father … I deeply believe that today, in these uncertain times of great 
changes and dramatic challenges, all the believers and the non-believers 
need a Church which is inclusive, rather than exclusive. A Church which 
relinquishes lavishness in order to support the poor, and which is radical in 
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love, leaving judgment to God. A Church which trusts humans and their 
freedom, rather than the omnipotence and omniscience of institutions; a 
Church which brings hope—not condemnation—to broken lives. A Church 
which inspires only good feelings, and—never, nowhere and in no-one—
fear, contempt or anger. That is the Church we all need.56

Dialogue of Action and Social Healing 
of Historical Trauma

In his recent visit to Egypt, Pope Francis wanted the Christians to be 
“sowers of hope, builders of bridges and agents of dialogue and har-
mony.”57 In the Indian context, Christians could be healers of a historical 
trauma. Our history is wounded, and we are wounding it further. This 
requires healing. We need a dialogue of action beyond just assembling 
together for a dialogue. Mechanisms for social healing of history’s wounds 
need to be found to identify and heal memories. Conflicts create trauma 
in the collective consciousness of societies. Tension increases through the 
political use of religion at the service of narrow gains, without considering 
the violence and the human pain it produces. We see that “any act of col-
lective violence leaves behind fractured memories, unhappy consciousness, 
bitterness, and a wounded psyche.”58 This affects the psyche of individuals 
and fractures intercommunity relations. The growing conflict all over the 
world, a fortiori in the recent Indian scenario, makes people live in con-
tinuous psychological stress, trauma, and fear. Today, minorities are in fear 
in the Indian subcontinent. The wounded psyche reproduces warmon-
gers, and humanity may end up in conflicts of mutual destruction. 
Concrete signs of deteriorating relationships are visible all over the world 
today, and India is no exception. The need to address this structurally is 
one of the major challenges of the present Pope and the church at large. 
I hope Pope Francis will establish a committee to concretely identify 
mechanisms of sociostructural healing. It is the need of the hour.

And at last, but not the least, Pope Francis must help our Indian church 
to recover Jesus. This, perhaps, is a great challenge for Pope Francis. What 
Jerry Rosario, S.J., has reminded us is worth repeating: “We could recol-
lect here the words of Blessed (now Saint) Pope John Paul II at New Delhi 
in 1999 while releasing the Asian Synodal Document: ‘How come, Asia, 
you have lost your fellow Asian Jesus! Get back to him afresh and bring 
him back to your continent to which he came in flesh!’”59 Yes, Jesus was/
is an Asian. We should not forget it. In his South Americanness, Francis 
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found Jesus and has taken Him to Rome; and now he can direct us in 
India to Him through our Asianness so that we may find Him fully and 
repeat with Thomas: “My Lord and My God.”60

In time, Pope Francis will be remembered in India as a guru, a world 
teacher and moral guide. A person of his stature will be remembered more 
for his ideas, down-to-earth actions, and the personal examples he sets 
than for his name, office, nationality, race, or physical stature—in other 
words, more for the authenticity of his being than for his sociocultural 
specifications. His ideas remain deeply rooted in the world. It is easy to see 
his footprints, all over the world, and India is no exception.
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CHAPTER 13

“You Are Instead a Gift”: Pope Francis’s 
Response to Global Migration 

and the Refugee Crisis

Tara Carr-Lemke and Miguel Glatzer

Setting the Stage

Pope Francis’s papacy has coincided with the largest number of forcibly 
displaced people ever recorded. The 65.3 million people in this category 
counted by the United Nations in 2015 exceeds the number displaced 
during World War II.1 Of these, 24.5 million were refugees or asylum seek-
ers and therefore crossed international borders. Pope Francis both inher-
ited a world overflowing with refugees and, within the first four years of his 
papacy, witnessed dramatic increases to an already significant number.

Pope Francis likewise ascended to the papacy during a momentous 
series of events in the Arab world, which gained attention in part because 
of the population flows that unfolded in their wake. In December 2010, 
27 months prior to the election of Francis to the papacy, Mohamed 
Bouazizi set himself aflame in southern Tunisia, thereby unleashing the 
Arab Spring. However, by March 2013, as Rome celebrated a new Pope, 
the promise of the Arab Spring had given way to the Arab Winter. Syria 
had descended into civil war, the Libyan government controlled an 
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ever-smaller slice of the country, and Egypt was less than four months 
away from a military coup that would extinguish its nascent democracy. 
Each of these countries has come to play important roles in the migration 
of people entering Europe through the desperate and dangerous sea cross-
ings of the Mediterranean, a movement and space Pope Francis has fre-
quently returned to in his travels and expression, as discussed below. 
Syrians fled carnage to Greek islands just off the Turkish coast. Leaving a 
country unable to provide enough jobs for its poor, young Egyptian men 
reached Italy in substantial numbers. Like so many other Middle Eastern 
and African migrants, they often used Libya as a transit point.2

While Syria and Yemen rank high among countries producing forcibly 
displaced people, the Arab Winter is only one of many causes of this global 
tragedy. In fact, seven of the ten principal source countries of refugees 
predate Pope Francis’s papacy by a wide margin.3 These include conflicts, 
many of them dating decades, in Afghanistan, Somalia, Sudan, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Colombia, as well as long-standing 
political repression in Myanmar and Eritrea. Three of the principal source 
countries for refugees emerged during or just prior to Pope Francis’s 
papacy (Syria, South Sudan, and the Central African Republic) but only 
one of them (Syria) can be attributed to the Arab Winter.

The staggering numbers of displaced people during the first years of 
Pope Francis’s papacy are thus the combined result of inherited problems 
and new and unfolding crises. In addition, predictions abound of additional 
population displacements to come. Even if conflict and political repression 
were to end, climate change will undoubtedly create pressure for move-
ment.4 Desertification of the Sahel has already led to population move-
ments, for example.5 Rising sea levels and drops in fish stocks are predicted 
to disrupt the lives of tens of millions of people, the vast majority in poor 
countries. As is often the case, international law has failed to keep pace with 
new dynamics on the ground. The term “climate refugee” is well under-
stood, for example, but remains absent from conventions on refugees.6

Although developing countries host 85 percent of refugees, media cov-
erage in the West tends to focus on refugee and migratory flows to the 
developed world. Government, media, and popular rhetoric frequently 
employ frames focused on border control, vetting, danger, threats, assimi-
lation, and national identity.7 Populist politicians on the right have 
employed and exacerbated these tropes to substantial effect. As Pope 
Francis stepped into his new papacy, the world described above is the 
world he confronted.
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Focusing on Pope Francis’s travels, writings, and remarks, and restruc-
turing of Vatican offices, the following section analyzes Pope Francis’s 
stance toward migrants and refugees. A final section on impacts on public 
attitudes concludes this chapter.

Pope Francis’s Approach to Migrants and Refugees

While international debates ensue regarding the crisis of migration, Pope 
Francis reframes the issue, characterizing it and the people affected by it as 
a global solidarity opportunity. Francis both highlights his commitment to 
migrant rights and appeals to the public to welcome opportunities to 
receive and help orient newcomers. As he offers words, gestures, and 
actions designed to succor migrants themselves, he also reaffirms the mod-
ern Catholic Church’s support of migrants and underscores the benefits or 
“gifts” migrants bring to receiving communities. Recurring themes in 
Pope Francis’s rhetoric, writing, and public encounters center around 
principles rooted in Catholic social teaching (CST), such as the preferen-
tial option for the poor, the dignity of all persons, solidarity, and care for 
God’s creation. Moreover, his attention to migrants echoes a lesson 
embedded in Matthew 25 to welcome the stranger. Pope Francis rejects 
Western consumerism, calling for a reordering of priorities away from a 
focus on individual achievement, prosperity, and well-being toward one 
that affirms the human dignity of both insider and outsider, citizen and 
migrant, wealthy and poor. His approach to migration echoes the notion 
of a “culture of encounter,” which resonates throughout his words and 
actions on a range of social issues.

Since at least 1891, when Rerum Novarum was issued, the Catholic 
Church has paid particular attention to those made vulnerable by unjust 
social, economic, and political systems. While explicit references to the 
plight of refugees are emphasized particularly in the wake of unprece-
dented global population shifts following World War II, popes throughout 
the twentieth century have embraced CST, each with a focus correspond-
ing and relevant to his era. In this regard, Pope Francis’s emphasis on the 
marginalized and vulnerable represents a point of continuity with previous 
pontiffs; however, few popes have paid as much attention to the plight of 
the migrant and refugee as has he. Pope Francis’s unique attention to 
migrants likely reflects the contemporary reality of unprecedented 
migratory flows, the rising tide of populist pushback in the West, as well 
as this Pope’s particular moral concerns and historical experience.8 
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The following subsections will identify the ways in which Pope Francis’s 
travel choices, written and rhetorical expression, and administrative 
restructuring are grounded in the traditional themes of CST, yet conform 
to his particular modern-day concerns as pope, and find expression in his 
unique voice.

Pope Francis’s Official Travel and Visits as Pope

Pope Francis has consistently employed his travel choices to highlight 
issues of migration. In July 2013, as his first trip outside of Rome as pon-
tiff, Pope Francis travelled to the Italian island of Lampedusa, a common 
destination for migrants departing North Africa for travel to Europe across 
the Mediterranean Sea. During his homily at a Mass attended by some 
10,000 people, Pope Francis critiqued social indifference to migrant 
humanitarian concerns, noting, “We are a society which has forgotten how 
to weep, how to experience compassion—‘suffering with’ others: the glo-
balization of indifference has taken from us the ability to weep! In the 
Gospel we have heard the crying, the wailing, the great lamentation: 
‘Rachel weeps for her children … because they are no more.”9 Francis 
recalled the book of Genesis, reflecting upon the stories of Adam and Eve, 
as well as of Cain and Abel. He interpreted God’s first question to Adam 
following the sin in the Garden of Eden, “Adam, where are you?” as an 
indication that Adam has “lost his bearings, his place in creation, because 
he thought he could be powerful, able to control everything, to be God.”10 
Francis observed the loss of life and trauma of migration across the 
Mediterranean Sea, opening his homily with the words, “Immigrants 
dying at sea, in boats which were vehicles of hope and became vehicles of 
death,” and noted that when “humanity as a whole loses its bearings, it 
results in tragedies like [what] we have witnessed.”11 Reappropriating the 
question God poses to Cain after the murder of Able, “Cain, where is your 
brother?,” Francis criticized human disregard for one another, noting, 
“We are no longer attentive to the world in which we live; we don’t care; 
we don’t protect what God created for everyone, and we end up unable 
even to care for one another.”12 Francis foregrounded the loss of right 
relationship in the Genesis stories and applied the lesson to the intolerance 
and xenophobia accompanying contemporary migration, noting that “har-
mony was lost; man erred and this error occurs over and over again also in 
relationships with others. ‘The other’ is no longer a brother or sister to be 
loved, but simply someone who disturbs my life and my comfort.”13
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Significantly, Francis also stressed the loss of humanity of the individuals 
in the receiving country, the inhumanity of global indifference that “makes 
us all ‘unnamed,’ responsible, yet nameless and faceless” and strips the 
indifferent of her/his humanity even as she/he disregards the humanity of 
the migrant.14 Not only is the dignity of the migrant reduced, but that of 
the receiving country’s inhabitants, as well. Francis articulated his inten-
tion to “offer some thoughts meant to challenge people’s consciences and 
lead them to reflection and a concrete change of heart.”15 He directed a 
portion of his questions to the receiving country’s residents, remarking 
“‘Where is your brother?’ His blood cries out to me, says the Lord. This 
is not a question directed to others; it is a question directed to me, to you, 
to each of us … How often do such people fail to find understanding, fail 
to find acceptance, fail to find solidarity. And their cry rises up to God!”16

Closer to home, Francis visited a migrant soup kitchen at Centro Astalli, 
the Italian headquarters of the Jesuit Refugee Service, founded in response 
to the humanitarian crisis of Vietnamese boat people, in September 2013. 
The Pope greeted and conversed with migrants using Centro Astalli ser-
vices and then proceeded to the Church of the Gesù to meet with 350 
refugees and 300 volunteers associated with the center. In addition to 
speaking with a Syrian and a Sudanese refugee, the Pope visited the tomb 
of the founder of the Jesuit Refugee Service with an Egyptian family.17 In 
his remarks, Pope Francis noted that Rome, as the “second stage” of tran-
sition after arrival in Italy, “should be the city that allows refugees to redis-
cover their humanity, to start smiling again. Instead, too often, here, as in 
other places, so many people who carry residence permits with the words 
‘international protection’ on them are constrained to live in difficult, 
sometimes degrading, situations, without the possibility of building a life 
in dignity, of thinking of a new future.”18 Reflecting on the concept of 
solidarity through service and relationship, Francis remarked, “Solidarity, 
this word elicits fear in the developed world. They try not to say it. It's 
almost a dirty word for them. But it's our word! To serve means to recog-
nize and welcome the demands for justice, for hope, and to seek ways 
together, a concrete path of liberation.”19

As his remarks shifted to address a privileged audience, Francis empha-
sized the opportunity migrants offer to the developed world, observing, 
“Every day, here and in other centers, so many people, especially young 
people, queue for a hot meal. These people remind us of the suffering 
and tragedies of humanity. But that queue also tells us that it is possible 
for all of us to do something now. It is sufficient to knock on the door, 
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and say: ‘I’m here. How can I give a hand?’”20 Pope Francis underscores 
the unique spiritual gift migrants bring, remarking, “The poor are also 
privileged teachers of our knowledge of God; their fragility and simplicity 
will unmask our egoisms, our false securities, our pretenses of self-suffi-
ciency, and guide us to the experience of the closeness and tenderness of 
God, to receive His love in our life, His mercy of a Father who with discre-
tion and patient trust, takes care of us, of all of us.”21

In the remarks, Pope Francis likewise challenged Romans to welcome 
migrants in a spirit of solidarity and service. He enjoined them to reflect 
upon their attitudes and actions, encouraging them, “to ask [them]selves 
this question: do I kneel down to someone in difficulty or am I afraid to 
soil my hands? Am I closed in on myself, focused on my things, or do 
I notice those in need of help? Do I just serve myself or am I able to serve 
others as Christ did to point of giving his life? Do I look into the eyes of 
those who seek justice or do I look the other way so as not to look into 
their eyes?”22

Turning his attention to the modern Catholic Church, Pope Francis 
maintained that the body should involve itself in support for migrants, 
insisting, “It’s important for the whole Church that the welcome of the 
poor and the promotion of justice are not entrusted only to ‘specialists,’ 
but that they are the focus of attention of all the pastoral work, of the 
formation of future priests and other religious, of the normal commitment 
of all parishes, movements and ecclesial groups.”23 Notably, he also 
addressed the Catholic communities of women and men religious, inviting 
them to “read seriously and responsibly this sign of the times” and assert-
ing “the Church does not need to turn empty convents into hotels to earn 
money. Empty convents are not ours, they are for the flesh of Christ, for 
refugees. The Lord is calling us to be more courageous and generous in 
welcoming in our community, homes, in empty convents.”24 His chal-
lenge to ordinary Catholics and Romans as well as to the institutional 
church bodies to pivot their attitudes and approach to migrating people 
reflects his belief that there is urgency and great need for assistance, cou-
pled with a potential for positive internal change on the part of the 
privileged.

In the midst of the contentious US Republican presidential primary 
campaign, Pope Francis concluded a February 2016 visit to Mexico with 
Mass in Ciudad Juárez, celebrated 300 feet from the border. At a memorial 
marked by a cross for migrants who have died along the border, Pope 
Francis stopped to pray, survey the border, and offer a papal blessing. 
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Notably, the cross featured an icon of the Holy Family travelling by donkey, 
an image associated with the flight from Bethlehem to safety in Egypt, 
echoing images linked to the 1952 apostolic constitution, Exsul Familia 
Nazarethana. Pope Francis highlighted the human suffering accompany-
ing migration and called for solidarity on the part of receiving countries, 
remarking, “Here in Ciudad Juárez, as in other border areas, there are 
thousands of immigrants from Central America and other countries, not 
forgetting the many Mexicans who also seek to pass over ‘to the other side.’ 
Each step, a journey laden with grave injustices: the enslaved, the impris-
oned and extorted; so many of these brothers and sisters of ours are the 
consequence of a trade in human trafficking, the trafficking of persons.”25 
Francis reminded his listeners of the human face of suffering, noting, “This 
crisis which can be measured in numbers and statistics, we want instead to 
measure with names, stories, families. They are the brothers and sisters of 
those expelled by poverty and violence, by drug trafficking and criminal 
organizations.”26 The Pope does not, however, stop with a request for 
compassion. Emphasizing the preferential option for the poor through a 
call for solidarity, Pope Francis urged, “Let us together ask our God for the 
gift of conversion, the gift of tears … open to his call heard in the suffering 
faces of countless men and women. No more death! No more exploitation! 
There is always time to change, always a way out and always an opportu-
nity, there is always the time to implore the mercy of God.”27 Again, Francis 
appeals to the notion of conversion via mercy, noting, “let us say together 
in response to the suffering on so many faces: In your compassion and 
mercy, Lord, have pity on us … cleanse us from our sins and create in us a 
pure heart, a new spirit.”28 He links contemporary opportunities with bibli-
cal, noting that “just as in Jonas’ time, so too today may we commit our-
selves to conversion; may we be signs lighting the way and announcing 
salvation.”29 A closing remark called for cross-border linkages as he noted, 
“And now I also want to greet from here all our beloved brothers and sis-
ters who are joining us simultaneously from the other side of the frontier 
… Thanks to technology, we can pray, sing and celebrate together that 
merciful love which God gives us, and which no frontier can prevent us 
from sharing. Thank you, brothers and sisters of El Paso, for making us feel 
one single family and one same Christian community.”30 Francis is cogni-
zant of and encourages the cross-border unity of the faithful.

The Pope’s April 2016 visit to the Moria refugee camp on the Greek 
island of Lesbos received widespread media coverage, perhaps not 
surprisingly in the context of a US presidential campaign debate around 
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immigration, the approaching Brexit vote in the UK, and the rise of 
xenophobic political discourse across Europe. In his remarks, Francis 
commented on the suffering connected to migration, articulating, “Today, 
I renew my heartfelt plea for responsibility and solidarity in the face of this 
tragic situation … We must never forget, however, that migrants, rather 
than simply being a statistic, are first of all persons who have faces, names 
and individual stories. Europe is the homeland of human rights, and who-
ever sets foot on European soil ought to sense this, and thus become more 
aware of the duty to respect and defend those rights.”31 Pope Francis con-
cretized his rhetoric through the highly symbolic act of returning from 
Greece with 12 Syrian Muslim refugees to be entrusted to the care of the 
Vatican: the number 12 suggestive of Christ’s 12 apostles as well as the 12 
tribes of Israel. While caring for 12 individuals hardly makes a significant 
impact in the Syrian refugee crisis, the Pope’s message that Muslim refu-
gees are worth assisting may be intended to have a ripple effect on Church 
and state responses. A Vatican statement related to the visit stated, “The 
pope has desired to make a gesture of welcome regarding refugees.”32 
Pope Francis’s action links to the central Judeo-Christian tenet to “wel-
come the stranger,” which in no way is a radical departure from traditional 
Catholic Church teaching but instead signals a reinforcement.

Even when his trips are not explicitly wedded to sites of migration, 
Pope Francis has carried the message of welcome to migrants with him. 
While remarks made in front of Independence Hall in Philadelphia cen-
tered on the legacy of and historical struggle for religious freedom, Pope 
Francis included a message to immigrants, noting “Among us today are 
members of America’s large Hispanic population, as well as representatives 
of recent immigrants to the United States. Many of you have emigrated (I 
greet you warmly!) to this country at great personal cost, in the hope of 
building a new life.”33 The Pope exhorted migrants, “Do not be discour-
aged by whatever hardships you face. I ask you not to forget that, like 
those who came here before you, you bring many gifts to this nation … 
Do not forget the lessons you learned from your elders, which are some-
thing you can bring to enrich the life of this American land.”34 Citing the 
“gift” that immigrants bring to the USA, Pope Francis referred to the 
“vibrant faith which so many of you possess, the deep sense of family life 
and all those other values which you have inherited. By contributing your 
gifts, you will not only find your place here, you will help to renew society 
from within.”35
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As of September 2017, Pope Francis has made 21 foreign trips and 
visited 30 countries.36 Francis’s visit to Egypt, an important source of 
Christian and Muslim migrants bound for Europe, occurred in April 2017. 
Continued teachings and reflection upon the struggles faced by migrants, 
the responsibility of receiving countries to welcome migrating people, and 
the opportunities these individuals offer to receiving countries are likely 
themes of Francis’s public statements.

Pope Francis’s Writing and Public Statements

Pope Francis’s official writings have likewise engaged the issue of migra-
tion and emphasized the importance of an inclusive approach to migrating 
persons and families. In the 2013 apostolic exhortation Joy of the Gospel 
(Evangelii Gaudium), Pope Francis promotes the concept of a joyful 
proclamation of the Gospel embodied in a “culture of encounter.” As 
“pastor of a Church without frontiers,” Francis underscores his ministry 
to migrants and “exhort [s] all countries to a generous openness which, 
rather than fearing the loss of local identity, will prove capable of creating 
new forms of cultural synthesis.”37 He foregrounds the aesthetic opportu-
nities for “those cities which overcome paralyzing mistrust, integrate those 
who are different and make this very integration a new factor of develop-
ment! How attractive are those cities which, even in their architectural 
design, are full of spaces which connect, relate and favor the recognition 
of others!”38 Although aware of the tangible benefits migrants bring to 
new communities, Francis does not abandon the purely altruistic impulse 
and encourages individuals “to draw near to new forms of poverty and 
vulnerability, in which we are called to recognize the suffering Christ, even 
if this appears to bring us no tangible and immediate benefits.”39

In the 2015 encyclical On Care for Our Common Home (Laudato Si’), 
Francis links climate change with migration, noting, “There has been a 
tragic rise in the number of migrants seeking to flee from the growing 
poverty caused by environmental degradation.”40 He notes the injustice 
and desperation of their plight, continuing, “They are not recognized by 
international conventions as refugees; they bear the loss of the lives they 
have left behind, without enjoying any legal protection whatsoever,” and 
highlights the failure of unaffected communities to respond, noting, 
“Sadly, there is widespread indifference to such suffering, which is even 
now taking place throughout our world.”41
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Pope Francis’s statements serve again to highlight the pontiff’s central 
concern for migration issues and the opportunity for redemption for the 
developed world through the presence of migrants in their communities. 
Just three days after the Pope’s trip to Lesbos, and on the 35th anniversary 
of the opening of Centro Astalli, Pope Francis praised the agency for its 
work with refugees. In a video message partly addressed to refugees served 
by the agency, he notes that “each one of you, refugees who knock at our 
doors, has the face of God, and is the flesh of Christ.”42 He suggests, 
“Treated like a burden, a problem, a cost, you are instead a gift. You offer 
witness of how our gracious and merciful God knows how to transform the 
evil and injustice you suffer into a good for all, as each one of you can be a 
bridge that unites distant peoples, that makes possible the encounter 
between different cultures and religions, a way to rediscover our common 
humanity.”43 The Pope’s description of migrants as “gift” challenges the 
common understanding of migrants as humanitarian and public policy 
dilemmas. In fact, Pope Francis links the earthly realities of migrant and 
receiving country, declaring, “Your experience of pain and of hope reminds 
us that we are all strangers and pilgrims on this Earth, welcomed by some-
one with generosity and without deserving this.”44 He appeals to the 
assembled migrants, “Forgive the closedness and indifference of our societ-
ies, which fear the change of life and mentality that your presence requires.”45

Even while at home at the Vatican, Pope Francis has engaged in sym-
bolic action to highlight migration. One example includes his 80th birth-
day in December 2016, when he shared an Argentinian breakfast with 
eight homeless people, including four non-Italians from Moldova, Peru, 
and Romania.46 The more widely referenced actions, however, have 
included the highly symbolic Holy Thursday Mass in 2016 at the Reception 
Center for Asylum Seekers at Castelnuovo di Porto, outside of Rome. 
Pope Francis washed and kissed the feet of 12 male and female migrants 
and refugees from Muslim, Catholic, Coptic, and Hindu traditions.47 Just 
a few days after terrorist attacks in Brussels, Pope Francis cited Christ’s 
washing of his apostles’ feet in preparation for priesthood as a gesture of 
inclusion as he noted, “Muslims, Hindus, Catholics, Copts, evangelicals, 
but brothers. Children of the same God who want to live in peace, inte-
grated.”48 Francis links Judas’s betrayal of Christ in exchange for 30 coins 
to the attacks which implicate not only the individual actors, but also the 
systems that motivate them. Pope Francis traces the terroristic acts to 
“people who don’t want to live in peace” but also argues that “behind that 
act, just as behind Judas, there were those who gave him money so that 
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Jesus would be delivered … Behind that act (in Brussels), there are manu-
facturers, arms traffickers who want blood, not peace, who want war, not 
brotherhood.”49 The rich, developed world is implicated in this read of the 
migration crisis. Francis tempers his critique of those who benefit from the 
conflict that feeds migration to a message to the migrants themselves, 
observing, “Each of you has your own story. Many crosses, many pains, 
but also an open heart that wants brotherhood. Each one, in their own 
religious language, prays to the Lord, so that this brotherhood ‘infects’ 
the world—so that there will not be the thirty coins to kill our brother, 
because there will always be brotherhood and goodness.”50

Pope Francis’s Organizational Restructuring

Even within the organizational structure of the Vatican, Pope Francis has 
signaled his interest in migration as a priority. In August 2016, via an apos-
tolic letter released motu proprio (on his own initiative), Pope Francis 
announced the creation of a new Vatican office, the Dicastery for 
Promoting Integral Human Development, thereby placing issues of 
migration under his direct supervision. The administrative reorganization 
“expresses the Holy Father’s care for suffering humanity, including the 
needy, the sick and excluded, and pays special attention to the needs and 
issues of those who are forced to flee their homeland, the stateless, the 
marginalized, victims of armed conflicts and natural disasters, the impris-
oned, the unemployed, victims of contemporary forms of slavery and tor-
ture, and others whose dignity is endangered.”51 Beginning on January 1, 
2017, the Dicastery merged the pontifical councils for the Health Care 
Ministry, Justice and Peace, Cor Unum, and Migrants and Travelers into 
one entity. Pope Francis indicated that the unit within the Dicastery 
focused on refugees and migrants would be “temporarily placed (ad tem-
pus) under the direction of the Supreme Pontiff,” a choice that “expresses 
in a special way the pope’s concern for migrants and refugees.”52 In addi-
tion to the study of CST on humanitarian issues, the collection of research 
and data related to migration, and assessments to ensure that local Catholic 
Church dioceses can provide assistance to migrants, the Dicastery will per-
form advocacy to “enter into discussion with representatives of civil 
governments and other international public institutions, in order to pro-
mote study, deepen knowledge, and public awareness regarding matters 
within its competence.”53 Whether or not state actors will heed Dicastery 
policy recommendations remains to be seen.
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Pope Francis’s Public Statements at Convenings on Migration

Key platforms for Pope Francis’s migration messaging also include annual 
celebrations and institutional church gatherings linked to migration. 
Building upon the concept of migrant as “gift” for his Message for World 
Day of Migrants and Refugees in 2014, Pope Francis underscores the pos-
sibilities and opportunities that migration creates. “We ourselves need to 
see, and then to enable others to see, that migrants and refugees do not 
only represent a problem to be solved, but are brothers and sisters to be 
welcomed, respected and loved,” Francis declared.54 Moreover, Francis 
attests that migrants “are an occasion that Providence gives us to help 
build a more just society, a more perfect democracy, a more united coun-
try, a more fraternal world and a more open and evangelical Christian 
community.”55 He posits that migration may occasion opportunities for 
religious and indeed philosophical transformation, declaring, “Migration 
can offer possibilities for a new evangelization, open vistas for the growth 
of a new humanity foreshadowed in the paschal mystery: a humanity for 
which every foreign country is a homeland and every homeland is a for-
eign country.”56

In the Pope’s address to the Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council 
for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Travelers in May 2013, he addressed 
the council’s theme, “The Pastoral Concern of the Church in the Context 
of Forced Migrations.” Francis makes equivalent “the flesh of Christ that 
is the flesh of the refugees: their flesh is the flesh of Christ” and hopes that 
“our Christian communities be truly places of hospitality, listening and 
communion.”57 While he expressed gratitude for the entity’s response to 
migrants, he “encourage[d] [the council] to continue on the path of ser-
vice to the poorest and marginalized brothers … [recognizing that] we are 
in fact only one human family that, in the multiplicity of its differences, 
walks towards unity, valuing solidarity and dialogue between peoples.”58

In the Pope’s discourse to the Seventh World Congress for the Pastoral 
Care of Migrants in November 2014, he asserted that “migration is still an 
aspiration to hope. Above all in areas of the world in difficulty, where the 
lack of work prevents individuals and their families from achieving a 
dignified life, there is a strong drive to seek a better future wherever that 
may be, even at the risk of disappointment and failure.”59 Francis pushes 
the Catholic Church to extend itself beyond its charitable work, not only 
identifying the problems to be addressed, but also observing the migrants’ 
abilities, contending, “When encountering migrants, it is important to 
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adopt an integrated perspective, capable of valuing their potential rather 
than seeing them only as a problem to be confronted and resolved.”60 
Francis again foregrounds the promise migrants offer to receiving coun-
tries, remarking that “migrants, therefore, by virtue of their very humanity, 
even prior to their cultural values, widen the sense of human fraternity” and 
notes that their presence will allow them “to become partners in construct-
ing a richer identity for the communities which provide them hospitality, as 
well as the people who welcome them, prompting the development of a 
society which is inclusive, creative and respectful of the dignity of all.”61

Conclusion: Assessing the “Francis Effect” 
on Catholics’ Views on Migration

Despite the attention and rhetorical gifts Pope Francis has brought to the 
plight of the immigrant, evidence of an impact on public attitudes and 
voting behavior among Catholics is scant. This is true on both sides of the 
Atlantic. In the 2016 election, where issues of a border wall, a ban on 
Muslims, and reductions in the entry of refugees occupied a prominent 
place on the Republican platform, candidate Trump won a higher share of 
the white Catholic vote than Candidates Bush, McCain, and Romney had 
in the four preceding elections.62 In France, where the National Front’s 
rhetoric emphasizes fears of immigration and Muslim integration, 
Catholics were more likely to have voted for Marine Le Pen than 
non-Catholics.63

It is of course true that citizens consider many factors in voting for a 
president. Unless the voter focuses on a single issue, the candidate’s posi-
tion on issues other than immigration matter as well, as do voter charac-
teristics such as regional and sociodemographic variables. Nonetheless, 
the divergence between the pro-immigrant and pro-refugee positions of 
Pope Francis and many of the highest prelates of the American Catholic 
Church, on the one hand, and public opinion on the issue by rank-and-
file Catholics, on the other, is notable. American Catholics closely mirror 
the broader American public in their attitudes toward immigration. A 
large majority of Catholics (71 percent) agree that there should be a path 
to regularization for most immigrants in the country illegally, in conso-
nance with 71 percent of the broader population that holds this view.64 
However, there are notable differences in views between Hispanic and 
White non-Hispanic Catholics. White non-Hispanic Catholics are evenly 
divided (44 percent to 44 percent) on the question of whether immigrants 
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strengthen society or are a burden, and in this they mirror whites overall 
(42 percent to 45 percent). By contrast, the views of Hispanic Catholics 
on this issue (73 percent strengthen to 16 percent burden) closely resem-
ble Hispanics as a whole (72 percent to 18 percent). This data suggests 
that being Catholic is of little predictive value; other characteristics such as 
race and ethnicity predominate.

An important reason why American Catholics mirror the population at 
large, and deviate from the position of the clergy on the issue of immigra-
tion and refugees, likely lies in the factors that voters consider in determin-
ing their stance. While 20 percent or more ranked personal experience, 
their education, or media coverage as the most important factor in their 
decision, only 7 percent stated that their religious beliefs were the primary 
determinant.65 Consistent with these findings, a 2006 survey found that 
white non-Hispanic Catholics who attended church at least once a week 
held more favorable attitudes toward immigrants than their counterparts 
who attended church less often, although Catholics overall were more 
likely than the general population to support overall reductions in 
immigration.66 Nonetheless, frequent church attendance in 2016 (reli-
gious breakdown not available) was associated with a higher likelihood of 
voting for Trump.67

Recent elections in which right-wing anti-immigrant and anti-
cosmopolitan parties have fared well remind us of the enduring power of 
the nationalist idea, the political effects of the unmooring of economic 
livelihoods, and misplaced risk perception in an era of saturated coverage 
of terrorist incidents.68 Under these circumstances, Pope Francis’s agenda 
on immigration and refugees faces strong headwinds. It has yet to be 
determined if Francis’s official visits as pope, his writing, his rhetoric, and 
his administrative decisions, rooted in a long tradition of CST principles 
and expressed in Pope Francis’s unique voice, will “convert” Western soci-
ety, including Catholics, to a widespread attitude of welcome and accep-
tance of refugees and migrants as the “gifts” Pope Francis extols.
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