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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.

 P. C. MANUEL



 29

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 
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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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inculturación del Evangelio,” reprinted in Stromata 61 (1985): 161–65.
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