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Thoughts on Pope Francis's Social Encyclical; "Fratelli tutti" 
 
The Church's social teaching, whether expressed by the Holy Father or the 
bishops, has never been easy to read, hear, or process. Documents of this kind 
deal with issues so large that most of us struggle to see how such teaching 
could affect us concretely in daily life. 
In some ways, Pope Francis's encyclical letter "Fratelli tutti" is typical of the 
genre; it is a long text, full of references to earlier papal and synodal 
pronouncements, and it takes a disconcertingly wide view of a whole spectrum 
of issues. In other ways, though, its approach is unique, the real topic for Pope 
Francis is love and the way love is expressed along the whole gamut from 
personal life to national life to international laws and policies. As abstract as 
the issues may seem, he always insists on rooting them in the two-fold 
commandment of love of God and neighbor. The parable of the good 
Samaritan is his chosen biblical anchor; what matters in the end is that no 
ideological or social constraints get in the way of meeting basic needs with 
concrete acts of love. So, even though the encyclical addresses issues that may 
seem out of reach for most of us, it contains many teachings that can challenge 
us on a personal level. 
The aspect I would like to focus on has to do with openness to difference. 
Significantly, Pope Francis cites the Rule of Benedict when introducing this 
topic. Regarding hospitality shown to strangers he says; 
While acknowledging that it might detract from the discipline 
and silence of monasteries, Benedict nonetheless insisted that 
'the poor and pilgrims be treated with the utmost care and 
attention.' Hospitality was one specific way of rising to the 
challenge and the gift present in an encounter with those 
outside one's own circle. The monks realized that the values 
they sought to cultivate had to be accompanied by a readiness 
to move beyond themselves in openness to others. (§90). 
His point seems to be that the real test of the authenticity of the love within 
our hearts is how we respond to otherness when it presents itself. In today's 
world, immigration is one of the key instances of this kind of encounter. 
 
Rather than keeping this issue at arm's length, as if it were only a distant geo- 
political question, we can try to apply Pope Francis's teaching on the small- 
scale as well. 
 
Nearly all of us come from families that immigrated only a few generations 
ago. It's good to recall that not long ago our people were strangers struggling 
to make a new life. Most monastic communities are not so far from foundation 
days, when everyone was an immigrant. Even on an individual level, anyone 
who enters the monastery experiences a degree of culture shock. All around us 
we encounter differences that can as easily lead to conflict as they can enrich 
our lives; differences of region, race, or mentality. In some ways, as we pass 
through the different stages of life, we find ourselves as immigrants amid a 
new generation, and perhaps strangers even to our former selves. 
 



From this point of view, we can apply Pope Francis's teaching to our own 
experiences of difference. "Our response to the arrival of migrating persons," 
he says, "can be summarized by four words; welcome, protect, promote and 
integrate" (§129). The more difficulties we encounter in our interpersonal 
relationships, the more important it is to apply these principles. Too often we 
settle for tolerance or mere co-existence, especially in the case of people who 
have hurt us or people we find it hard to forgive. But love cannot be satisfied 
with solutions of distance and exclusion. To welcome, protect, promote and 
integrate others means allowing them room to live in, accepting the overlap 
been my space and theirs. To protect others means first of all to have respect 
for them and not to participate in detraction or gossip against them. We 
promote others through encouragement and, when possible, by giving them 
opportunities to learn and grow. To integrate people in our lives means freeing 
them from the prison of our prejudices or resentments. Ideally, we find joy in 
seeing others thrive. 
Whether we apply it to the world scene or to our personal lives, Pope Francis's 
teaching on this point is timely: 
At a time when various forms of fundamentalist intolerance are 
damaging relationships between individuals, groups and 
peoples, let us be committed to living and teaching the value of 
respect for others, a love capable of welcoming differences, 
and the priority of the dignity of every human being over his or 
her ideas, opinions, practices and even sins. (§191) 
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