Fratelli tutti Calls for Familial
Regard for Every Person
In a homily, Pope Francis posed a question about regard for the
homeless. He asked if these individuals are just “part of the panorama of the landscape of a city: like a statue, a bus stop, a post
office.” Living in a city, I encounter people in vulnerable situations quite often. And (I hope) I struggle with not letting the
experience become routine. This challenge rests at the heart of
how we live our mission as Christian believers in the world.
Every person I encounter, of course, is a face of Christ. But in the
vulnerable, also can be seen a man lying beaten by the side of the
road waiting for someone to stop, as in the account of the Good
Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). Or, for all we know, a nobleman’s
son who has stripped himself bare of his fine possessions in a
city square to embrace a life of poverty.
St. Francis of Assisi was, and remains, the most fitting
model for the renewal that the Church needs, the one Francis’
papacy has aspired to bring to life since Jorge Mario Bergoglio
was introduced to the world on the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica
in 2013. As the first bishop of Rome to adopt the name Francis,
Cardinal Bergoglio gave an unmistakable signal, one he continues to send with encyclical messages titled in ways that affirm his
Franciscan intentions. Laudato si’ (2015) drew its first words and
so (by tradition) its title from St. Francis’ “Canticle of the Sun,” a
song of praise for creation that Pope Francis evoked to elaborate
on an integral human ecology—the relationship that humankind
has together with our Creator through God’s creation.
The encyclical Fratelli tutti adopts a similar strategy,
employing a Franciscan motif that offers a fitting way for Pope
Francis to advance a related but different sort of argument. As
Laudato si’ set our human experience in a broader context of all
creation, Fratelli tutti deals directly with our human relations in
social questions. Taken together—as I believe they should be—
Laudato si’ and Fratelli tutti are a magnum opus of Francis’
papacy, building on what modern Catholic social teaching has
said since Rerum novarum in order to respond to the signs of
our times. It does so by offering a framework for how Catholic
believers (and all women and men of good will) might embark
on the rest of the twenty-first century, addressing our moment’s
particular challenges and responding to the signs of these times.

JOURNEY WITH FELLOW TRAVELERS

The Admonitions of St. Francis, from which this newest encyclical draws its name, is a collection of simple teachings intended
to guide the life of his community of followers. Rooted in
Scripture and especially in the beatitudes, the Admonitions offer
a window of insight into how the poor man of Assisi imagined
that we should live together. Pope Francis evokes images of
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Pope Francis’ encyclical challenges Christians to see each member of the human
family undifferentiated by time, place, creed or culture.

geography and journeying as he breaks open the message of the
Admonitions. Quoting St. Francis in the opening paragraph of
the encyclical, the pope “calls for a love that transcends the barriers of geography and distance, and declares blessed all those
who love their brother ‘as much when he is far away from him as
when he is with him’” (1). Later, Pope Francis calls us to “dream,
then, as a single human family, as fellow travelers” (8).
With this motif running through the document, near the
encyclical’s conclusion Pope Francis invites us to imagine one
another as “traveling companions, truly brothers and sisters”
(274). But the way this emphasis particularly gives Pope Francis
an opportunity to explore the relationships between peoples
becomes clear as Fratelli tutti subtly surfaces and elevates justice
for migrants. At paragraph 3, Pope Francis recounts St. Francis’
journey to Egypt, “which entailed considerable hardship, given
Francis’ poverty, his scarce resources, the great distances to be
traveled and their differences of language, culture and religion.”
Not only does recounting those events enable Pope Francis
to highlight “the grandeur of [St. Francis’] love, which sought
to embrace everyone” (3), despite differences of faith and culture, but it also highlights the falseness of social and political
divisions that can seem to entitle us to exclude others. My eyes
lit up in a description of the pandemic where Pope Francis used
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a simple metaphor—“we are a global community, all in the same
boat” (32).
In 2019, Pope Francis had installed in St. Peter’s Square the
sculpture “Angels Unawares,” created by Timothy Schmalz. This
was the first new installation of art in Bernini’s plaza in four
centuries, and so it was no small gesture. At the time, Pope
Francis said he placed it there “to remind everyone of the evangelical challenge of hospitality”: as the Gospel’s messengers in
the world, we must extend welcome to everyone we encounter.
That challenge becomes quite clear when we are presented with
migrants who hope to find a home or in spaces of intercultural
and interfaith exchange. The people before us matter more than
the barriers that have been contrived to divide us. The people in
Schmalz’ sculpture demonstrate this visually, representing many
places and historical moments all surrounding a hidden angel
who bears witness and accompanies them. Crowded together “in
the same boat,” they are all of humanity approaching us and
hoping for our loving response. The sculpture is powerful
because the question of migration poses such a potent and multidimensional way to think about our social relationships. In
this larger sense, now Fratelli tutti brings home how well “Angels
Unawares” expresses Pope Francis’ vision of the human family.

A SHARED IDENTITY

This vision gets an even more substantial treatment in Fratelli
tutti, especially once Pope Francis asks a question that is both
biblical and intensely, presently political: What does it mean to
be a people? Who are we all together? What does this social relationship really mean?
At times, Fratelli tutti brings to mind Pope John Paul II’s
final book, Memory and Identity: Conversations at the Dawn
of a Millennium, which dealt with our shared history as part
of what makes us a people together. Pope John Paul wrote that,
“[l]ike individuals   .   .   .   , nations are endowed with memory”
(73), and “The history of every individual, and therefore of every
people, possesses a markedly eschatological dimension” (75).
Pope Francis curiously does not cite that book, but in agreement
with it, he states that we are creatures who inherit “spiritual
and human riches inherited from past generations” (13), and
he is wary of those who weaken our “spiritual identity” and
our “moral consistency” by cutting us off from the history
we share (14). One of the more beautiful reflections in Fratelli
tutti takes this up in the deeper question of the “concept of a
‘people’” which, Pope Francis tells us, is “open-ended” because a
“living and dynamic people, a people with a future, is one constantly open to a new synthesis through its ability to welcome
differences” (160).
Pope Francis writes, “‘People’ is not a logical category, nor
is it a mystical category. . . . Rather, it is a mythic category. . . . To
be part of a people is to be part of a shared identity arising from
social and cultural bonds. And that is not something automatic,
but rather a slow, difficult process . . . of advancing towards a
common project” (158). Being “a people” or “a nation” in this
sense is as much a scriptural and a theological concept as it is a
sociological or political one. Coming together, despite the illusion
of our divisions and differences, was the yearning voiced by the
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story of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9), and the fulfillment of that yearning
for unity in Christ is the story of the early Church (Acts 2:8–11) as
much as it is a promise of Christian hope (Romans 11:13–17).
Despite the promise of unity in Christ, that dream has been elusive throughout Christian history. St. Augustine imagined
Christians as a city, and in a sense we are. But our city has different neighborhoods, privileged and underprivileged areas, and
we are prone to quarrel with one another.

ASPIRING TO UNITY

For these reasons, I want to highlight the political dimensions of
Fratelli tutti and to underscore the message that Pope Francis
names in the title of the encyclical’s fifth chapter, “A Better Kind
of Politics.” Francis notes that “for many, politics is a distasteful
word, often due to the mistakes, corruption and inefficiency of
some politicians” (176). But Francis presents a vision that calls us
to friendship and charity. In a world where not every migrant or
refugee is taken in,, where race too often defines destiny, and a
pandemic ravages vulnerable populations, we do not have the
luxury of letting politics be a dirty word. Politics is the means by
which we encounter one another and aspire together toward the
hope for unity discovered in being a people all at once. Social
relationships that bring us to friendship are the only means we
have by which to do this. To be friends to one another is to offer
charity to one another, “which is the spiritual heart of politics”
(187). “Only a gaze transformed by charity can enable the dignity of others to be recognized.   .   .   .   That gaze is at the heart of
the authentic spirit of politics” (187). As the Samaritan was a
friend to the stranger lying beaten on the side of the road, we are
called to be friends to one another without regard for who the
other is. It is enough to know that person was created by God
and is loved by God just as we are.
For decades, in an ongoing engagement with politics, a
debate has occurred over how a good Catholic should vote. Pope
Francis has given us the answer. We do not vote as a Republican
or as a Democrat. Our voting should reflect the Samaritan,
whose actions “showed that ‘the existence of each and every
individual is deeply tied to that of others’” (66).
“Angels Unawares” shows us how we are meant to see the
whole human family this way, undifferentiated by time or place
or creed or culture and all under the angel’s watchful gaze.
Perhaps the sculpture only has one f law: the perspective is
wrong, because we do not stand outside the boat. Fratelli tutti
reminds us we are “all in the same boat,” the whole communion
of the saints and all of creation. Every man and every woman
has a place, and each one a responsibility.
“And wheresoever the brothers are and may find themselves, let them mutually show among themselves that they are
of one household,” St. Francis wrote in his Admonitions.
“May God inspire that dream in each one of us. Amen”
(287).
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