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In this third week of Advent we are still under the guidance of John the Baptist. This time, however, it is 

not St Mark presenting him but St John. John has given us a gospel of signs, so John the Baptist is 

presented less as a prophet and more as a witness: “He came as a witness, as a witness to speak for the 

light” (Jn 1:7). The Baptist bore witness to Jesus: “Look, there is the lamb of God that takes away the sin 

of the world. This is the one I spoke of when I said: A man is coming after me who ranks before me 

because he existed before me” (Jn 1:29-30). He had said before: “There stands among you – unknown to 

you – the one who is coming after me” (Jn 1:26-27). We in turn are called to bear witness to the active 

presence of God in the world, although this remains unknown or unrecognized by many people. 

Some have criticized Pope Francis for writing a social encyclical which, they say, is far from the teaching 

of the Gospel. Yet if one reads Fratelli Tutti carefully one will see that there are many references to God 

and also that we are invited to look beyond the surface to the hidden side of reality. This is true when 

political activity is being considered. The Pope is not engaging in party politics, but rather stressing the 

need for “A Better Kind of Politics” (the title of chapter five). He is advocating political activity which is 

“truly at the service of the common good” (154) and which “makes room for everyone, including the 

most vulnerable” (155). 

From this perspective we find in the encyclical a discussion on the notion of “people” which, says Pope 

Francis, has “a deeper meaning that cannot be set forth in purely logical terms” (158). It is stated that 

“to be part of a people is to be part of a shared identity arising from social and cultural bonds” (158). So 

'people' is much more than just a group of persons. The notion of 'work' has also hidden depths. It is 

“not only a means of earning ones daily bread but also of personal growth” (162). Consequently 

providing work for people is offering the possibility of shared responsibility, thus enhancing dignity. 

There are other hidden realities including underlying human weakness, or “the proclivity of selfishness,” 

but this weakness can be overcome with the help of God. It is with this help that people can achieve the 

needed “change of heart, attitudes and lifestyles” (166). “Education and upbringing, concern for others, 

a well-integrated view of life and spiritual growth: all these are essential for quality human relationships 

and for enabling society itself to react against injustices, aberrations and abuses of economic, 

technological, political and media power” (167). 

In turning to the global scene, Fratelli Tutti points to weaknesses here too: “In the face of many petty 

forms of politics focused on immediate interests, I would repeat that ‘true statecraft is manifest when, 

in difficult times, we uphold high principles and think of the long-term common good’ “(178). It goes on: 

“Global society is suffering from grave structural deficiencies that cannot be resolved by piecemeal 

solutions or quick fixes. Much needs to change, through fundamental reform and major renewal” (179). 
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I would interject here that Pope Francis is well aware that it is not possible to have recourse to “quick 

fixes”. Right from the beginning of his pontificate he aimed to reform the Roman Curia, the services 

which help the Pope in governing the universal Church. After seven years of study and reflection the 

new statutes of the Curia are still to be published. Pope Francis has been encouraging a “fundamental 

reform” of the attitudes of the people working in the Curia. The style of work, of service, will flow from 

that change of attitude. 

To return to the global perspective, one in which we are all involved, Pope Francis is calling for “political 

charity”. This may surprise us. People today seem to have lost confidence in politics, seeing it merely as 

a way that some persons press their own advantage or achieve their own personal prestige. Yet 

“political charity is born of a social awareness that transcends every individualistic mindset: Social 

charity makes us love the common good, it makes us effectively seek the good of all people, considered 

not only as individuals or private persons, but also in the social dimension that unites them“ (182). 

“‘Social love’ makes it possible to advance towards a civilization of love, to which all of us can feel called. 

Charity, with its impulse to universality, is capable of building a new world” (183). Francis is here 

building on the teaching of his predecessors, in particular Paul VI and John Paul II.  He draws also on the 

encyclical of Benedict XVI Caritas in Veritate, “Charity in Truth”, saying that the recognition of truth 

prevents charity from being merely subjective, from being confined to a narrow group of people, opens 

it up to the advancements of science so that the best means of progress may be chosen. This leads to 

the conclusion that “this charity, which is the spiritual heart of politics, is always a preferential love 

shown to those in greatest need; it undergirds everything we do on their behalf” (187).This is not 

abstract talk. The same paragraph goes on to say that “only a gaze transformed by charity can enable 

the dignity of others to be recognized and, as a consequence, the poor to be acknowledged and valued 

in their dignity, respected in their identity and culture, and thus truly integrated into society. That gaze is 

at the heart of the authentic spirit of politics. It sees paths open up that are different from those of a 

soulless pragmatism. It makes us realize that “the scandal of poverty cannot be addressed by promoting 

strategies of containment that only tranquilize the poor and render them tame and inoffensive” (187). 

Accordingly “to tend to those in need takes strength and tenderness, effort and generosity” (188); it 

requires “a spirit of openness to everyone” (190). 

This leads to a “culture of tolerance” (192), something which the Grand Imam of al-Azhar and Pope 

Francis had already mentioned in their joint document. This is something that would need to be spelt 

out further. Here Pope Francis turns to politicians as persons. He explains that the tenderness he has 

been talking about is “love that draws near and becomes real…Tenderness is the path of choice for the 

strongest, most courageous men and women”(194). He reminds politicians that they are called “to 

practice love in their daily interpersonal relationships” (193). 

If the results are not seen immediately, this is no reason for giving up. Pope Francis turns again to 

hidden reality: “it is truly noble to place our hope in the hidden power of the seeds of goodness we sow” 

(195); as Scripture puts it: one man [or woman] sows, another reaps. As in this Advent we look towards 

the coming of a new world, we can ask ourselves whether we bear witness to this hidden reality: do we 

see and appreciate the signs of God’s presence in our midst. 
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In fact this chapter of Fratelli Tutti ends with a series of questions which, even though they are put to 

politicians, we can all take up. They can serve us as the canvas for a serious examination of conscience: 

 

“At times, in thinking of the future, we do well to ask ourselves, “Why I am doing this?”, “What is my 

real aim?” For as time goes on, reflecting on the past, the questions will not be: “How many people 

endorsed me?”, “How many voted for me?”, “How many had a positive image of me?” The real, and 

potentially painful, questions will be, “How much love did I put into my work?” “What did I do for the 

progress of our people?” “What mark did I leave on the life of society?” “What real bonds did I create?” 

“What positive forces did I unleash?” “How much social peace did I sow?” “What good did I achieve in 

the position that was entrusted to me?” (197) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


