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Pope Francis and the In’ples: Why a Visit to Chiapas?1

By Michel Andraos
Catholic Theological Union, Chicago, Illinois

Pope Francis’s visit in February 2016 to Chiapas, 
Mexico, and in particular to the Diocese of San 

Cristóbal de Las Casas, was historic in many ways. It 
clearly marked an important turning point in the relation 
of the Vatican with the Indigenous peoples in Mexico 
and beyond. Several articles have already been writ-
ten on the pope’s visit, including some by Indigenous 
theologians.2 I will not repeat here what has already 
been said. My interest in this article is to shed some 
light on the historical background of the visit that I think 
would help us understand more fully the importance of 
this symbolic action by Pope Francis and the change 
in the Vatican policy towards the Indigenous peoples 
in the Church. This article has three parts. In the first 
part, I will present a brief historical background of the 
relationship between the Vatican and the diocese of San 
Cristóbal, particularly in relation to Samuel Ruiz, bishop 
of the diocese from 1960 to 2000, and the diocesan pas-
toral process. The second part of the article will focus on 
the perceived fear of the Vatican and its reaction against 
the pastoral process of the diocese of San Cristóbal, es-
pecially since the early 1990s. The third part will focus 
on the recent changes and the lifting of sanctions since 
Francis became pope, culminating in his papal visit last 
February. The article will conclude with a reflection on 
the challenges ahead.

Background to the Tension with the Vatican
The diocese of San Cristóbal came under a focused 

attack by the state of Chiapas starting in the1980s. As of 
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the early 1990s, a certain sector of the Catholic Church 
in Mexico that was allied with the power elites and the 
big landowners of the state of Chiapas and the PRI (the 
Institutional Revolutionary Party), then the official po-
litical party in power in Mexico, joined the attack. The 
papal nuncio, Monsenior Gerónimo Prigione, who had 
been representing the Vatican in Mexico since 1978, led 
the campaign.3 Before coming to Mexico, Prigione had 
served as nuncio since 1968 in El Salvador and then 
Guatemala. In Mexico, he systematically opposed the 
work of the bishops who were promoting an option for 
the poor in their dioceses, including the bishops who 

Ecumenist Fall 2016.indd   1 16-10-13   11:30



2 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 53, No. 4  Fall 2016

were in solidarity with the Indigenous peoples and 
their movements. Many Mexican bishops have stated 
publicly that the Vatican diplomat “induced the coop-
tation of the church by the government … the church 
became ‘corporatized’ by the government.”4 In so do-
ing, Prigione acquired a great deal of political power in 
Mexico. During his mandate, he strongly influenced the 
appointments of new bishops who largely favoured his 
pro-government/ PRI political line.5 By the mid-1990s, 
already more than half of the roughly 90 Mexican bish-
ops were appointed during his term.6

On October 26, 1993, Prigione informed Bishop Ruiz 
that the Congregation of Bishops of the Vatican was 
asking for his resignation.7 According to the bishops, 
Bishop Ruiz had committed “serious doctrinal, pastoral, 
and governing errors”; he was using a “Marxist analysis 
of society”; he was “preaching an interpretation of the 
gospel that is not in conformity with the gospel of Jesus 
Christ”; and he was promoting a pastoral praxis that is 
“reductionist and exclusive.”8

The news of these charges and the demand for his 
resignation generated widespread support for the bishop 
of San Cristóbal in the Church and civil society, both 
nationally and internationally, and made headline news 
in the Mexican press. According to many commentators, 
the public support for Ruiz forced the Apostolic Nuncio 
to withdraw his demand and change his approach, result-
ing in Prigione failing to deliver his promise to the power 
elite of Mexico.9 Paradoxically, by the fall of 1993, Ruiz 
had become a central figure in Mexican public debates. 
Shortly after the Zapatista uprising on January 1, 1994, 
only a few months after the public attack on him, Bishop 
Ruiz became the most trusted mediator for peace in all 
of Mexico. The Mexican government had to accept him 
as mediator of the peace talks with the Zapatistas, which 
were held in the Cathedral of San Cristóbal in the spring 
of 1994. The attacks against the Indigenous movements 
in the diocese, however, did not stop. Rather, they rather 
intensified and continue to the present moment.10

Fear and the Imposition of Sanctions  
by the Vatican
The diocese of San Cristóbal took a clear position in 
support of the empowerment of Indigenous peoples, 
symbolized in its option for the poor, publicly declared 
at a landmark diocesan assembly in 1975. This posi-
tion seems to have alerted the power establishment of 
the state of Chiapas as well as parts of the institutional 
Church in Mexico City.

The main focus of the pastoral process of the diocese 
of San Cristóbal since the mid-1970s, as articulated in 
its pastoral letters and other public statements, has been 
to support its Indigenous peoples as they struggled to 
become subjects of their own history, both in the society 
at large and in the Church.11 This was, and in many ways 
continues to be, a main focus of the diocesan pastoral 
action that began under Bishop Ruiz. The focus of the 
diocesan pastoral process has been consistent since 
the first diocesan assembly in 1975, shortly after the 
First Indigenous Congress that took place in 1974, in 
which the diocese took part and played an organiza-
tional role.12 According to Ruiz, the diocese developed 
a new consciousness after that congress in relation to its 
Indigenous peoples and made a pastoral turn toward a 
commitment for justice and for supporting their claims 
for land reform, economic justice, and life with dignity. 
A review of the history of the diocesan process recently 
published by Jorge Santiago makes this point very 
clearly.13 This diocesan turn in support of the demands of 
its Indigenous peoples obviously threatened the power 
elites. The new pastoral approach became symbolically 
represented by Bishop Ruiz, which made him an enemy 
of the power elites and the focus of their public attack.

On the theological level, one of the significant 
achievements of the pastoral process of the diocese of 
San Cristóbal has been, since the early 1970s, facilitat-
ing a profound cultural dialogue with its Indigenous 
communities. Before then, Bishop Ruiz often said, 
there was hardly any cultural or theological dialogue 
between the Church and the Indigenous peoples. 
Evangelization and pastoral work went in one direction, 
and were destructive of Indigenous peoples’ identities 
and their cultures.14 The dialogue that began in the 1970s 
produced over time key ecclesial and theological devel-
opments in that local Church, namely the emergence of 
an Indigenous Catholicism that took a local character 
and name: (1) iglesia autóctona and (2) teología india, 
which I will explain below.

The development of the concept of an iglesia autóc-
tona, or autochthonous Church (not autonomous; rather, 
Indigenous), marked a significant ecclesiological shift in 
the diocese. This was a rethinking of what it means to be 
a Church that includes Indigenous peoples. In this new 
theological perspective on the Church, the Indigenous 
community came to be considered the centre of the 
Church and agent of its own evangelization, instead of 
having been for centuries an object of assistantial pasto-
ral work coming from the outside. Indigenous peoples’ 
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spiritual traditions, wisdom, and practices, which have 
been demonized for centuries, were valued. Dominican 
friar Pablo Iribarren, a long-serving missionary in the 
diocese, describes this development as a rebirth of the 
Church. He says: “The incarnated Church … was reborn 
anew from the roots of the community, from the roots of 
a people where the gospel is incarnated. The Church was 
recreated from its foundations by the power of the Spirit 
of Jesus who lives in the bosom of the community.”15 Out 
of this new development emerged the ecclesial service 
of the tuhunel, the servant elder in the Indigenous com-
munity who is called by God, chosen by the community, 
and who freely accepts this service. After a period of 
training and preparation, the bishop ordains the tu-
huneles, first as pre-deacons, and then to full deacons 
after their service has been affirmed by their community. 
The service of the tuhunel is now an important ecclesial 
function in the community. The tuhuneles strengthen 
the cultural identity of their community, use their own 
language, and follow the customs of their people in their 
ecclesial ministry. Iribarren notes that the presence of 
the tuhuneles in “the process of evangelization and cat-
echesis contributed to the consolidation and the growth 
of the autochthonous church and became one of its key 
components.”16 At the celebration of the ordination of 
the first tuhuneles on Christmas 1975, Don Samuel 
shared his great joy in his homily on this occasion and 
announced the birth of an iglesia autóctona after almost 
500 hundred years of a western model of Church be-
ing imposed on the Indigenous peoples. He declared, 
“We want to share our joy. Christ has been born among 
us: he has a Tzeltal face, a Chol face, a Tzotzil face; he 
became Indigenous and lives in our midst. This is the 
good news of our Christmas: one hundred Indigenous 
predeacons are a sign of the birth of an autochthonous 
Church.”17 The term iglesia autóctona is now officially 
used in the diocese of San Cristóbal for identifying the 
ecclesial communities in the diocese that have a distinct 
Indigenous cultural character and organizational struc-
ture for pastoral service and leadership. The III Diocesan 
Synod (1995–1999) dedicated the whole first section to 
this topic. Quoting Redemptoris missio 52 and 54, and 
Puebla 55, the synodal text defines iglesia autóctona 
as “a church that takes roots in the same place where 
it lives, that becomes and develops taking on the local 
culture, not a church that comes from the outside, that 
belongs to another culture, and that only makes external 
cultural adaptations.”18 In addition to being autóctona, 
the diocesan synodal text defines their local Church as 

liberating, evangelizing, servant, in communion, and 
under the guidance of the Spirit. 

It is in this context that the teología india emerged 
and continues to evolve. There is much that could be 
written about the depth of this spiritual movement, 
but allow me to summarize it with a quotation from an 
Indigenous theologian that I believe gives us a glimpse 
into its richness. According to the Indigenous (Tzeltal) 
theologian Pedro Gutiérrez Jiménez, teología india in 
Chiapas refers to

the totality of spiritual experiences and knowl-
edge that we as Indigenous Peoples have and with 
which we explain our faith experience, our har-
mony with others and with the cosmos. It is like 
a stream of water or deep well from which we dip 
to explain both new and old mysteries of our life. 
Our theology is not talking about God, but a talk 
from the heart to the heart of our being and acting 
with Him-Her.

This theology has accompanied our origin and our 
civilizations as peoples, has generated and fed our 
resistance against projects of conquest and colo-
nization, and today accompanies our resistance 
against the neoliberal system and inspires our pro-
posal for a more human and divine society for all. 
Our theology seeks to strengthen our heart so that 
we as peoples do not shrivel away under the power 
of the system of death.19

In light of this background, one can better understand 
the magnitude of the sanctions imposed by the Vatican 
on the diocese shortly after Bishop Ruiz’s resignation 
was accepted and a new bishop appointed in May 2001. 
Only two months after Bishop Ruiz left the diocese, 
the Vatican “proposed” to the new bishop to suspend 
for some time the ordination of Indigenous permanent 
deacons. Less than two years later, the Vatican sent 
an official notice requesting the suspension of the 
ordination. A letter dated February 1, 2002—signed 
by the cardinal prefect of the Congregation for the 
Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, 
and sent to Felipe Arizmendi, the successor of Ruiz, 
who continues to be the bishop of the diocese to the 
present—stated that “Continuing to ordain permanent 
deacons, with so many already in the diocese, would be 
equivalent to sustaining an ecclesiastical model alien to 
the tradition and the life of the church.” The letter de-
mands that bishop Arizmendi stop the ordination for five 
years while the situation of the deacons is examined.20 
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Bishop Arizmendi had no choice but to obey the order. 
However, the processes of training new Indigenous 
pastoral leaders continued in the communities, with or 
without ordination. Another significant Vatican sanction 
was the removal of coadjutor Bishop Raul Vera from San 
Cristóbal. Vera was appointed in 1995 as coadjutor to 
Ruiz with right of succession. Within a short time, he be-
came a strong supporter of the theological and diocesan 
pastoral approach. In December 1999, shortly before ac-
cepting Ruiz’s resignation, the Vatican reappointed Vera 
to the diocese of Saltillo in the farthest northern part of 
Mexico. The limited space of this article does not allow 
me to discuss this case in detail, but the motive of the 
Vatican was clear to many observers.

Lifting the Ban on Ordaining Indigenous 
Deacons and the Visit of Pope Francis
Pope Francis visited Mexico in February 2016. His visit 
included a one-day stop in Chiapas, where he celebrated 
an open mass in the diocese of San Cristóbal and visited 
its cathedral. Later that day, he spoke at a gathering in 
Tuxtla Gutierrez, the state’s capital. The pope made 
several significant symbolic gestures during his visit to 
San Cristóbal, especially in light of the relationship of 
this diocese with the Vatican discussed above. On May 
15, 2015, prior to the pope’s visit, the Vatican lifted the 
ban on the ordination of permanent Indigenous deacons 
after 15 years at the request of the diocese. At the pa-
pal mass on February 16, 2016, an Indigenous deacon 
and his wife, wearing traditional dress, were among 
the servers. They incensed the altar and said their tra-
ditional prayers, as they used to do with Bishop Ruiz. 
Some of the readings were done in Tzotzil, one of the 
Indigenous languages in Chiapas. As he did in Santa 
Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia, on July 9, 2015, the pope 
asked the Indigenous peoples for forgiveness during his 
homily. Not only that, but he also emphasized the im-
portant contribution of Indigenous peoples to humanity 
and to the Church. “You have much to teach us, much 
to teach humanity,” he said. In the same homily, he 
quoted the Popol Vuh, a sacred book of the Mayas that 
many Indigenous Catholics would consider a source of 
revelation. At the end of the mass, representatives of the 
Indigenous communities thanked Pope Francis, saying, 
“Thank you for having again authorized the role of the 
indigenous permanent diaconate, with its own culture, 
and for having approved the use of our languages in the 
liturgy.”21 After the liturgy, during his visit to the cathe-
dral, Pope Francis visited the tomb of Bishop Ruiz, who 
died in 2011.

Symbolically, his visit and actions are significant and 
meaningful gestures, not only because of the past rela-
tion of the diocese with the Vatican, but also because 
Chiapas has an Indigenous majority and is considered to 
be the heartland of Indigenous peoples’ resistance and 
resurgence. Moreover, the city of San Cristóbal de Las 
Casas is the centre of the region where the Zapatista up-
rising against the Mexican government began on January 
1, 1994—and is still ongoing. In an insightful article on 
this papal visit, Indigenous Mexican theologian Eleazar 
López Hernández notes that the pope, in deciding to visit 
San Cristóbal, realized the best symbolic gesture of his 
visit to Mexico. With his presence, said Hernández, the 
pope “healed the wounds caused by misunderstanding 
and unjust accusations [by the Vatican] directed against 
this prophetic and martyr local church.”22 

There are still many challenges along the way. 
Chiapas is heavily militarized. The Mexican army con-
tinues to survey the Indigenous communities and their 
movements, and the Mexican state continues to perceive 
them as a threat to “national interest and security.” Their 
cries for self-determination and for the protection of their 
territory and natural resources against economic mega-
projects that threaten their livelihood go unheard. Their 
human, economic, cultural, and political rights continue 
to be systematically violated by the state. Indigenous 
peoples consistently protest against these abuses and 
exploitation, not just in Chiapas but around the world. 
In the diocese of San Cristóbal, the memory of Bishop 
Ruiz and what he represented continue to inspire the 
local Church to be proactive in supporting their struggle 
and protest, but this is not the case of the Church in other 
places.23 Will the new position by Pope Francis and his 
attitude inspire the Church to become more active and 
committed in its solidarity with Indigenous peoples and 
their struggle for justice?
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Pope Francis’s Polemic Against Clericalism
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

Listening to Pope Francis 

Pope Francis’s letter to Cardinal Marc Ouellet 
of March 19, 2016, contains an indictment of 

clericalism as a serious distortion of the Church’s pas-
toral ministry. Since the Cardinal is the president of the 
Pontifical Commission for Latin America, the Pope’s 
letter to him deals with the role of the laity in new evan-
gelization in Latin America. Being a Latin American 
himself, Francis bases his critical remarks on his own 
observation of ecclesiastical life in Argentina and the 
rest of the continent. He writes in this letter: 

We cannot reflect on the theme of the laity while 
ignoring one of the greatest distortions that Latin 
America has to confront—and to which I ask 
you to devote special attention—clericalism. 
This approach not only nullifies the character of 
Christians, but also tends to diminish and under-
value the baptismal grace that the Holy Spirit has 
placed in the heart of our people.1

Clericalism, Francis continues, produces laypeople 
who are conformist and obedient, which effectively 
discourages them from discovering their own way of 
bringing the gospel to all areas of social and political 
life. “Clericalism,” he writes, “extinguishes the pro-
phetic flame to which the entire Church is called to give 
witness .… Clericalism forgets that the visibility and 
sacramentality of the Church belong to all the people of 
God, not only to a few chosen and enlightened men.”2

Clergy in Quebec read Francis’s letter to Cardinal 
Ouellet with great interest. Cardinal Ouellet, archbishop 
of Quebec City from 2002 to 2010, was a conserva-
tive churchman, at odds with the pastoral orientation 
of Quebec’s bishops’ conference. The bulletin of the 
Quebec priests now reports that in Rome under Pope 
Francis, the Cardinal’s orientation is publicly criticized.3 

In a talk given on April 26, 2016, Francis repeated 
in public the message of his letter to Cardinal Ouellet.4 
He said that clericalism is one of the greatest distortions 
affecting the Church, especially in Latin America, and 
that it is the outcome of a mistaken understanding of the 
Church’s ministry. Repeating the words from his letter, 
Francis spoke of the negative impacts of clericalism, 

such as “wiping out the personality of Christians and 
causing a belittling of the grace of baptism that the Holy 
Spirit has placed in the hearts of laypeople.”5

Clericalism is not a new topic for Francis. Soon after 
his ordination to the papacy, on July 28, 2013, on his 
visit to Brazil, he broached this topic in his address to 
the leadership of the Episcopal Conferences of Latin 
America. He said,

Clericalism is a temptation very present in Latin 
America. Curiously, in the majority of cases, it has 
to do with a sinful complicity: the priest clerical-
izes the layperson, and the layperson kindly asks 
to be clericalized, because deep down it is easier. 
The phenomenon of clericalism explains, in great 
part, the lack of maturity and Christian freedom 
in some of the Latin American laity: either they 
simply do not grow—the majority—or they take 
refuge in forms of ideology like those we have 
just seen.6 

In the same speech, Francis cautions against “mak-
ing the Gospel message an ideology.” He warns, “This 
temptation has been present in the Church from the 
beginning: the attempt to interpret the Gospel apart 
from the Gospel and apart from the Church.”7 Christian 
preaching becomes an ideology when the Church sees 
itself primarily as an organization and interprets its 
mission to make this organization thrive. According to 
Francis, preaching the Gospel as articles of faith to be 
believed and a set of rules to be obeyed is clericalism. 
The authentic proclamation of the Gospel, he argues, 
allows people to hear the voice of Jesus Christ, be ad-
dressed, be judged, and be forgiven by him, and receive 
the Spirit to share in Christ’s mission. Faith is an ap-
pointment to a new way of life.

Francis also denounced clericalism in two other 
speeches: on March 22, 2014, addressing the group 
Corallo, an Italian association of radio and television 
communicators; and on June 6, 2015, leading the medi-
tation for the world retreat of priests, organized in Rome 
by the International Catholic Charismatic Renewal 
Services. In both speeches, the Pope argues that cleri-
calism suppresses the creativity of the baptized: “There 
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would be no clericalism, if there were not laypeople 
willing to be clericalized.”8 

An article by Roger Landry, published in the National 
Catholic Register on April 11, 2013, soon after Francis’s 
elevation to the papacy, deals with the new pope’s re-
formist ideas in regard to the laity. Landry reports that 
already as Archbishop of Buenos Aires, Jorge Bergoglio 
had denounced clericalism. 

In a 2011 interview with an Argentinian Catholic 
news agency, he said a contagious spiritual sick-
ness came from a clericalism that passes from 
clergy to laypeople. “We priests tend to clericalize 
the laity. We do not realize it, but it is as if we in-
fect them with our own disease. And the laity—not 
all, but many—ask us on their knees to be clerical-
ized by them, because it is more comfortable to 
serve at the altar than to be a layperson bringing 
the Gospel to society. We cannot fall into this 
trap—it is a sinful complicity.”9

Landry continues: 

Clericalization means focusing fundamentally on 
the things of the clergy and, more specifically, the 
sanctuary, rather than on bringing the Gospel to 
the world. Clericalism ails the clergy when they 
become too self-referential rather than missionary. 
But it afflicts laypeople worse, when they begin to 
believe that the fundamental service God is ask-
ing of them is to become lectors or extraordinary 
ministers of holy communion at their church rather 
than to live and spread the faith in their families, 
workplaces, schools, neighborhoods and beyond.

One of the wild grapes that flows from the vine 
of clericalism, the future Pope said in El Jesuita, 
is a hypercritical spirit that leads some Catholic 
priests and faithful to expend most of their energy 
censuring others inside and outside the Church, 
rather than seeking to live and share the joy of the 
Christian faith. “This is a problem not only for 
priests,” he said, “but also for laypeople. One is 
not a good Catholic when he is looking only for the 
negative, at what separates us from others. This is 
not what Jesus wants.”

Pope Francis’s exhortation Evangelii gaudium does 
not mention the word clericalism, yet it deals with 
the identical problematic. It calls the Church “self-
referential” and “self-involved” if its principal concern 
is the well functioning of its organization and the 

conformity of its staff and members to the established 
norms. A bureaucratic self-perception prompts the 
Church to reduce the Gospel to a set of doctrines to be 
believed and a set of commandments to be followed. 
Pope Francis writes:

Before all else, the Gospel invites us to respond to 
the God of love who saves us, to see God in others 
and to go forth from ourselves to seek the good of 
others. Under no circumstance may this invitation 
be obscured! All of the virtues are at the service of 
this response of love. If this invitation does not ra-
diate forcefully and attractively, the edifice of the 
Church’s moral teaching risks becoming a house 
of cards. This is our greatest risk: it would mean 
that it is not the Gospel that is being preached, but 
certain doctrinal or moral points based on specific 
ideological options. (no. 39)

The section of Evangelii gaudium entitled “No to 
spiritual worldliness!” (nos. 93–97) offers a critique 
of the spiritual attitudes in the Church that reflect a 
misunderstanding of the Gospel. One example of such 
a misunderstanding is the elitism of ordained ministers 
who enjoy their authority over the laity and proudly be-
lieve that they possess the truth and follow the rules, and 
while looking down upon laypeople, check only whether 
they are fulfilling their obligations. 

A supposed soundness of doctrine or discipline 
leads instead to a narcissistic and authoritarian 
elitism, whereby instead of evangelizing, one ana-
lyzes and classifies others, and instead of opening 
the door to grace, one exhausts his or her energies 
in inspecting and verifying. (no. 94)

Spiritual worldliness can also lead to a business 
mentality, caught up with management, statistics, 
plans, and evaluations whose principal beneficiary 
is not God’s people but the Church as an institution. 
The mark of Christ, incarnate, crucified, and risen, is 
not present; closed and elite groups are formed, and 
no effort is made to go forth and seek out those who 
are distant or the immense multitudes who thirst for 
Christ. 

Preaching on May 30, 2016, Francis spoke of “a 
people closed in on itself, not open to God’s promises 
and not longing for their fulfilment,” then adding that 
“such a people is without memory, without prophecy 
and without hope. The leaders will then only be inter-
ested in erecting a wall of laws, conceiving religion as 
closed juridical system.”10 At another occasion, Francis 
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related this closed-in condition to clericalism. In a 
sermon on December 16, 2013, he said, “When there 
is no prophecy in the people of God, the void it leaves 
becomes occupied by clericalism…. Then the memory 
of the promise and the hope for future blessings become 
reduced to the present organizational reality.”11

Listening to Sociologists
The clericalism denounced by Francis has its equivalent 
in other organizations and constitutes a phenomenon 
that has attracted the attention of sociologists. Writing at 
the turn of the 20th century, the sociologist Max Weber 
produced a critical study of bureaucracy in government 
and other large organizations that dealt with the reasons 
for its malfunctioning. Subsequent sociologists contin-
ued this critical research. They provide demonstrations 
that modern rational bureaucracies tend to transform 
the character of the individual staff members, gradually 
turning them into pedants alienated from their clientele.

What was Weber’s argument?12 He showed that in 
modern rational administrations of large organizations, 
the individual bureaucrat i) is assigned a clearly defined 
sphere of competence, ii) is given the responses to the 
questions raised by the clients, and iii) is asked not to get 
emotionally involved in their problems, thus avoiding 
the suspicion of favouritism. In modern bureaucracies, 
moreover, for the sake of efficiency and speed, policy 
decisions on every level are made by a single person. 
Weber showed that this form of organization, while 
seeing itself as rational, has unintended negative conse-
quences: the bureaucrat, equipped with the given set of 
responses, becomes increasingly unable to hear what his 
clients are saying to him; applying the set of fixed rules 
he has received, the bureaucrat’s service is experienced 
by the clients as oppressive. Since policy decisions on 
every level are made by a single person—Weber called 
this “monocratic” bureaucracy—the decision maker, 
not obliged to be in conversation with others, tends to 
remain quite ignorant of the problems that disturb the 
clients and the lower members of his staff. People of 
good will and virtue, exercising bureaucratic author-
ity on various levels, eventually experience a change 
of character, becoming unimaginative legalists, out of 
touch with the people they are meant to serve.

This sociological critique sheds light on Pope 
Francis’s denunciation of clericalism. If the Church 
perceives itself primarily as an organization (Francis 
mentions this as a constant temptation), then priests 
become administrators or bureaucrats ready to follow 

the regulations imposed on them from above and impose 
the given set of rules on their parishioners, thus becom-
ing estranged from their people in the long run. Francis 
insists that the Church is first of all the people of God, 
a spiritual community, where the ordained—priests, 
bishops, and popes—are not bureaucrats, but witnesses 
of the gospel, sustaining the faith of the people and en-
couraging them to become witnesses themselves. 

The work of the sociologist Robert Merton added 
new insights to Weber’s analysis. He fully agreed with 
Weber that modern monocratic bureaucracy leads to 
the professional deformation of the bureaucrats. The 
emphasis on efficiency and detachment is, in the long 
run, counter-productive. Yet Merton moved beyond 
Weber by proposing organizational patterns that would 
help bureaucracies to avoid the drift toward incompe-
tence.13 What is necessary, Merton argues, is the regular 
practice of dialogue on all levels of the organization. 
Using Weber’s terms, Merton argues that bureaucracies 
should be organized “collegially,” not “monocratically,” 
assuring that policy decisions on every level be made by 
a council or persons in conversation, ready to listen to 
the voices of the clients. Only too often, noted Merton, 
the very architecture of administrative buildings sym-
bolizes the top-down exercise of authority, excluding 
dialogue and making people afraid to say what they 
think. To overcome the unintended negative effects of 
bureaucratic organization, Merton recommended insti-
tuting collective decision making, internal dialogue, and 
forums of open exchange with the clients.

Since Merton’s writing in the 1950s, social scientists 
have developed and debated various organizational 
theories.14 I am persuaded that the study of ecclesiol-
ogy should be in conversation with these theories. Pope 
Francis’s polemic against clericalism suggests that, in 
spite of any perceived benefits from the bureaucratic 
structure, clericalism ultimately leads to a distorted un-
derstanding of ministry on the part of individual priests, 
including their loss of fervour, the routinization of their 
services, and their lack of imagination. Yet the Pope 
does not mention the institutional causes of clericalism, 
such as the sacralization of the levels of ecclesiastical 
government and the education of seminarians cut off 
from the concerns of ordinary people and the good ideas 
of society. In many cases, the very architecture of the 
seminary, surrounded by a beautiful garden and a high 
iron fence, fosters an elitist understanding of pastoral 
ministry—clericalism, in other words. I think that the 
pope’s repeated insistence that the pastor should “have 
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the smell of the sheep” implies that the education for the 
priesthood should foster personal familiarity with the 
concerns of the people.

I wish to mention that these sociological consider-
ations were taken into account by the Dumont Report 
on the reform of the Church, commissioned by the 
Quebec bishops in 1968 and submitted to them in 1970. 
The chairman of the commission, Fernand Dumont, was 
a sociologist sensitive to the impact of institutions on 
personal consciousness. Necessary for the appropriate 
functioning of the Quebec Church, the Dumont Report 
argued, is the creation of institutions to assure dialogue 
at regular intervals between the ruler and the ruled on ev-
ery level, including the parish, the diocese, the national 
Church, and the Church universal.15 

What Francis adds to the proposal for ongoing 
dialogue is the emphasis on the Church’s missionary 
character. Chapter 1 of Evangelii gaudium, entitled “The 
Church’s Missionary Transformation,” deals with the 
Church’s call to go forth, transcend self-involvement, 
concern itself with the well-being of others, offer love 
and healing to the world, and communicate hope. 

An evangelizing community gets involved by 
word and deed in people’s daily lives; it bridges 
distances, it is willing to abase itself if necessary, 
and it embraces human life, touching the suffering 
flesh of Christ in others. Evangelizers thus take on 
the “smell of the sheep” and the sheep are willing 
to hear their voice. An evangelizing community is 
also supportive, standing by people at every step 
of the way, no matter how difficult or lengthy this 
may prove to be. (Evangelii gaudium, no. 1) 
Francis recognizes the tension between the mission 

the Church has received and the concern for its own 
institutional well-being. An equivalent tension exists 
in every large organization, once the purpose for which 
the organization was created becomes decoupled from 
the concerns for the maintenance of its institutions. 
The clerical or bureaucratic mentality prioritizes the 
concern for maintenance. To help the Church transcend 
this mentality, Francis utters his call: go forth, get out, 
forget yourself, and serve the well-being of others. 
Exploring this message in Evangelii gaudium, he con-
cludes that we constitute a Church for the sake of the 
world. Preaching in Krakow on Saturday, July 30, 2016, 
at a mass for Polish religious, priests, seminarians, and 
bishops, he said, “Jesus directs us to a one-way street: 

that of going forth from ourselves. This is a one-way 
trip, with no return ticket.”16 The Church transcends its 
self-involvement by its passion—a gift of the Spirit—to 
heal, help, and reconcile the wounded world. 
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Laudato Si’, Transformative Learning,  
and the Healing of Human–Earth–Divine Relationships
By Christopher Hrynkow
St. Thomas More College, Saskatoon

Education should facilitate making the leap toward 
the transcendent which gives ecological ethics its 
deepest meaning. It needs educators capable of de-
veloping an ethics of ecology, and helping people, 
through effective pedagogy, to grow in solidarity, 
responsibility and compassionate care.1

Pope Francis, Laudato Si’

Introduction
There are major impetuses for the educational project 
to foster an ethic of care in relationship to the Earth, 
the only home humans have ever known. One cluster 
of these impetuses is described by Pope Francis in 
Laudato Si’ when he laments social and ecological cri-
ses by exploring the question of what is happening to 
our common home. The list he provides in answering 
this question is somewhat overwhelming: from climate 
change to polluted water to biodiversity loss to linking 
urban violence with separation from the beauty of the 
natural world (LS nos. 25, 32, 149). Inasmuch as these 
social and ecological issues are anthropogenic, they are 
also moral issues that leave in their wake the challenge 
to take up responsibilities to care for our common home 
(LS no. 179). For Francis, everyone shares in these 
responsibilities, and it is the role of human endeavours 
like education and politics to both (1) foster spaces for 
participation and (2) practise visionary leadership in 
order to heal social and ecological crises (see LS nos. 
177, 78–79, 57).2

In response to this challenge, Francis proposes that 
we heal our relationships with God, with other people, 
and with the rest of the creation (LS no. 66). Indeed, 
Francis is emphatic that “there can be no renewal of our 
relationship with nature without a renewal of humanity 
itself” (LS no. 118). Furthermore, the pope asserts that 
because of the current realities of brokenness within hu-
man–Earth–divine relationships,3 a complete renewal of 
ourselves as a species is required in order to begin the 
necessary level of healing and stop the abuse perpetrated 
between each other and onto the natural world (LS no. 
66). The accompanying ecological conversion invoked 

in Laudato Si’ is active here (LS no. 220), as we come to 
fully recognize our true location in intertwined relation-
ships with each other, the divine, and the natural world. 
As opposed to an amnesia that sees us as separate from 
each other and the natural world, within such a frame-
work and in accord with Francis’s vision of integral 
ecology, the Earth is remembered as our common home. 
We are placed within a reality that understands all beings 
on Earth as part of a communion of subjects rather than a 
collection of objects.4 A transformative approach to edu-
cation and learning can foster this ecological conversion.

Edmund O’Sullivan’s  
Transformative Learning
Transformative learning, as based on the work of 
Edmund O’Sullivan, builds on the insights of collabora-
tors—including the ecotheologian Thomas Berry and 
the Buddhist peace educator Joanna Macy—to clarify 
areas in which the educational project can participate in 
the “great turning” towards a sustainable and just future.5 
In doing so, O’Sullivan’s work encourages the human 
educational project to support social justice, substantive 
peace, and ecological health. From a transformation 
learning perspective, the task of both educators and 
learners is to be activists and advocates working for a 
greener, more peaceful, and socially just world.6 

This affirmation of social justice, substantive peace, 
and ecological health recalls an important point made 
by the Canadian philosopher Mary Jo Leddy. Based 
on her experience of living in solidarity with refugees 
in Toronto, Leddy asserts, “What a difference to be 
not only against violence but for peace.”7 In a similar 
normative spirit, “not as a fixed definition, but as a way 
to stimulate dialogue,”8 a collaborative group of trans-
formative learning practitioners offers the following 
summative characterization of their approach: 

Transformative learning involves experienc-
ing a deep, structural shift in the basic premises 
of thought, feelings, and actions. It is a shift of 
consciousness that dramatically and irreversibly 
alters our way of being in the world. Such a shift 
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involves our understanding of ourselves and our 
self-locations; our relationships with other humans 
and with the natural world; our understanding of 
relations of power in interlocking structures of 
class, race and gender; our body awarenesses, our 
visions of alternative approaches to living; and our 
sense of possibilities for social justice and peace 
and personal joy.9

It is possible to note the influences of Berry and the 
Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire in this 
definition.10 Building on the contributions of these two 
thinkers, O’Sullivan provides a methodology of Earth 
conscientization that is transformational on both (1) 
the level of consciousness and (2) in terms of tangibly 
shaping reality in line with the goal of jointly fostering 
substantive peace, social justice, and ecological health. 
In this manner, transformative learning’s methodology 
locates humanity within a web of diverse cosmologi-
cal and social relationships.11 O’Sullivan’s profound 
commitment to fostering deep equality is firmly placed 
within his sense of the larger cosmological context, what 
he labels “the Big Picture,” sustained by “emancipatory 
hope.”12 

Francis and Transformative Insight
Francis’s vision of integral ecology gives much support 
to a transformative learning perspective on the levels of 
insight and action. On the level of insight, Laudato Si’ 
embraces a transformative framework whereby a dream 
of the vibrant Earth community helps to drive the action 
to achieve that learning outcome.13 Part of that green 
dream, including ecological and social justice, involves 
a fuller understanding of humans as embodied creatures 
existing within a reality of integral connectivity.14

Flowing from this insight, Francis asks us to risk 
turning what is happening to our common home into 
our own personal suffering. In this regard, consider his 
words: “Our goal is not to amass information or to sat-
isfy curiosity, but rather to become painfully aware, to 
dare to turn what is happening to the world into our own 
personal suffering and thus to discover what each of us 
can do about it” (LS no. 19). This is an insight-response 
on the level of worldview, seeing everything as intercon-
nected and thus mattering to all of us. In educational 
terms, one significant implication here is that ecological 
consciousness cannot just be taught in a single class, 
but must permeate the curriculum, our learning, and our 
outlook upon daily life (see LS no. 160).15

Francis and Transformative Action  
for Ecological Health
What O’Sullivan and Francis invoke in their writing also 
appeals to another learning style, that of active knowing. 
Here, education can literally be hands on. For instance, 
in regard to the transformative area of ecological health, 
touching the ground, an ancient religious practice, takes 
on new meaning as it affirms the value of a diverse and 
verdant natural world.16 There are tangible advantages 
for learning and educators at all life stages in getting 
dirty and doing the work of social and ecological res-
toration. For example, Stephanie Westlund’s research 
published as Field Exercises: How Veterans Are Healing 
Themselves through Farming and Outdoor Activities 
maps the natural world’s ability to effect “green heal-
ing” for former soldiers suffering from post-traumatic 
stress.17 Her action research is now moving to apply 
green healing to help overcome the trauma suffered by 
refugees arriving in Calgary.18

Also connecting social and ecological heath, Francis 
decries short-term gain-oriented and consumerist 
models of politics, highlighting, in accord with the in-
sight underpinning Stephanie Kaza’s rendering of the 
socio-political implications of an engaged Buddhist 
interpretation of Indra’s net,19 “The myopia of power 
politics delays the inclusion of a far-sighted environmen-
tal agenda within the overall agenda of governments” 
(LS no. 178). The results have meant politics has failed 
to adequately support ecological health. In place of such 
myopic interests, Francis proposes a participatory and 
socio-political confluence that works in support of trans-
formative learning’s methodological feature of actively 
fostering ecological health (Cf. LS no. 144). As this 
orientation transfers to the area of global governance, 
Francis is less concerned about efficiency, in the sense 
of fast decision making, than he is with efficiency as 
just outcomes that support ecological health. As a result, 
for example, he advocates addressing climate change 
in a manner that simultaneously and effectively works 
towards eliminating poverty (LS no. 175), growing from 
a sorely needed “agreement on systems of governance 
for the whole range of so-called ‘global commons’” (LS 
no. 174). Further shading such teachings, early on in 
Laudato Si’ the pope characterizes St. Francis’s expan-
sion of the moral community that accompanies viewing 
each and every creature as brother or sister as “a convic-
tion [that] cannot be written off as naive romanticism, 
for it affects the choices which determine our behaviour” 
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(LS no. 11). Such a systematic approach to transforma-
tive green politics and learning opens spaces for the 
concerns of the more-than-human members of the Earth 
community so essential to ecological health.

Francis and Transformative Action for Social 
Justice
Work for social justice is essential to Francis’s vision 
of integral ecology. The centrality of addressing human 
inequality in Laudato Si’ is captured in the premise that 
any authentically ecological approach will organically 
move towards social justice. In accord with transfor-
mative learning’s multifaceted character, Laudato Si’ 
asserts that “the world’s problem cannot be analyzed 
or explained in isolation” (LS no. 61). Furthermore, 
Francis embraces the language of Leonardo Boff and 
the statements of various bishops’ conferences20 when 
he emphasizes that any green discourse today must 
“realize that a true ecological approach always becomes 
a social approach; it 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” (LS no. 49).21 

Solidifying this coupling, the second paragraph of the 
encyclical connects the plight of those living in poverty 
with sicknesses experienced by Mother Earth as sourced 
in human action precipitated by sin, for which all people 
are not so much guilty, as responsible:22 “This is why 
the earth herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the 
most abandoned and maltreated of our poor” (LS no. 2). 

This theme is expounded upon and grounded 
throughout the encyclical. Notably, from a green theo-
ecoethical perspective, accepting the logic inherent 
in Heather Eaton’s use of the term “socio-ecological 
crisis,”23 Francis links injustice and ecological degrada-
tion: “We are faced not with two separate crises, one 
environmental and the other social, but rather with one 
complex crisis which is both social and environmental” 
(LS no. 139). 

Thus, the creaturely framework for social justice 
found in Laudato Si’ is one that sees unique and inalien-
able human dignity as existing within the web of life in 
the world (LS no. 220). As such, and explicitly speak-
ing as part of the human family, Francis emphasizes 
how socio-ecological crises affect people in their bod-
ies: “we cannot fail to consider the effects on people’s 
lives of environmental deterioration, current models of 
development and the throwaway culture” (LS no. 43). 
The connecting of these concerns within a framework 
of deeply interconnected emphases on the respect for 

both the human and ecological dimensions of creaturely 
existence is accomplished through Francis’s vision of in-
tegral ecology (LS no. 137). That coupling of the social 
and ecological extends to the decrying of environmental 
elitism and other ways of being-in-the-world that seek to 
limit access to ecological goods to select monocultural 
groups or particular upper classes of people (LS no. 45). 
Here, in concert with a transformative methodology, the 
pope calls on us to consider the implications of the cries 
of people living in poverty being inseparable from an 
earth made poorer by human abuse. Hence, in line with 
the expansive boundaries of transformative learning, the 
importance of education moving beyond the four walls 
of a classroom to address inequality in its many forms 
comes into view. 

Francis and Transformative Action  
for Substantive Peace
As does O’Sullivan, Francis affirms the value of posi-
tive peace as encompassing much more than the mere 
absence of war (LS no. 225). The violence of people 
against “our Sister, Mother Earth, who sustains and 
governs us” (LS no. 1)24 is characterized in the opening 
of Laudato Si’ as not only relational but also deeply per-
sonal, multiplying as a result of the sin in our hearts, and 
tangibly “reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident 
in the soil, in the water, in the air and in all forms of life” 
(LS no. 2). In this manner, the encyclical’s social ethics 
explicitly couple human ecology and the common good, 
imaging them as joined through intimate bonds (LS no. 
156). Moreover, for Francis, this intimacy is related to a 
deep image of nonviolence: “the common good calls for 
social peace, the stability and security provided by a cer-
tain order which cannot be achieved without particular 
concern for distributive justice; whenever this is vio-
lated, violence always ensues. Society as a whole, and 
the state in particular, are obliged to defend and promote 
the common good” (LS no. 157). The pope also extends 
this sentiment towards a cosmic common good25 in a 
manner recalling both Thomas Berry’s above-referenced 
assertion that the universe cannot be considered a mere 
collection of objects and Walter Wink’s reflections on 
the character of the nonviolent “third way” of Jesus.26 
In this regard, Francis’s exegesis offers support for a 
substantive vision of peace that actively challenges the 
ethics of domination:

The biblical accounts of creation invite us to see 
each human being as a subject who can never be 
reduced to the status of an object. Yet it would also 
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be mistaken to view other living beings as mere 
objects subjected to arbitrary human domination. 
When nature is viewed solely as a source of profit 
and gain, this has serious consequences for soci-
ety. This vision of “might is right” has engendered 
immense inequality, injustice and acts of violence 
against the majority of humanity, since resources 
end up in the hands of the first comer or the most 
powerful: the winner takes all. Completely at odds 
with this model are the ideals of harmony, justice, 
fraternity and peace as proposed by Jesus. (LS nos. 
81–82)

In line with Dom Hélder Câmara’s example of 
nonviolent social change in terms of the educational 
project,27 particularly as it is brought forward by Ivone 
Gebara,28 Francis is clear that Christian formation ought 
to foster socio-ecological flourishing, which serves 
to promote cultures of nonviolence and peace: “All 
Christian communities have an important role to play in 
ecological education. It is my hope that our seminaries 
and houses of formation will provide an education in 
responsible simplicity of life, in grateful contemplation 
of God’s world, and in concern for the needs of the poor 
and the protection of the environment” (LS no. 214). 
As Elise Boulding highlights, such an integral approach 
to the educational project serves to promote cultures of 
nonviolence and peace.29 Further, a methodology for 
transformative learning of this variety can be read as 
invoking a creative peace that supports structures and ef-
forts to establish a state of socio-ecological flourishing, 
wherein all members of the Earth community are present 
to each other in a mutually enhancing manner.30 

Conclusion: The Imperative for  
the Educational Project to Support  
Socio-Ecological Flourishing
As soon as one understands the consequences of viewing 
the human, divine, and Earth communities as existing 
in intertwined relationships, then a cogent value of 
Francis’s statement that “Truly, much can be done!” (LS 
no. 179) comes into focus. Indeed, one need not accept 
the importance of moral imperatives in all three areas 
of transformative learning—ecological health, social 
justice, and substantive peace—or, for that matter, even 
subscribe to the existence of the divine to contribute to 
the healing of an interconnected Earth community in 
peril. There are, however, certain advantages to the ho-
listic and spiritual approach to transformative learning 
fully supported in the encyclical. For example, Laudato 

Si’ helps to focus faith in this regard. Integral ecology of 
Francis’s theistic variety serves as a corrective to expres-
sions of Christianity that see the world as a “soul school” 
for the afterlife.31 Rather, Earth, the planet that Francis 
characterizes as our sister and mother, becomes not only 
our true home but also our common home. 

In this light, Francis calls on us to transform relation-
ships within the Earth community as a crucial matter for 
people of faith and as a human duty. Invoking a relation-
ality with ethical consequences, together Laudato Si’ 
and transformative learning’s vision of integral ecology 
work towards a goal inherent to both educational ef-
forts:32 that is, the aspiration of having socio-ecological 
flourishing marked by mutually enhancing relationships 
incarnated within human societies and extending to 
the entire Earth community. Transformative learning, 
in concert with Pope Francis, calls us towards educat-
ing and learning for an ecological conversion, which 
fosters the necessary energies so that we use our hu-
man abilities to put an end to the manufacturing of the 
waste world that is the consequence of techno-centrism 
and hyper-consumerism.33 Moreover, founded upon the 
aforementioned grounded hope, this ecological conver-
sion brings another possible world into the realm of the 
tangible:34 a sustaining, transformed world marked by 
socio-ecological flourishing that will be the ultimate 
learning outcome after a critical mass of people take 
up the responsibility to properly care for our common 
home. 

In short, we can educate to care for our common 
home in at least three ways: (1) by transforming relation-
ships, (2) by participating in the ecological conversion 
that serves to heal the world, and (3) by acting to incar-
nate socio-ecological flourishing. Exactly how a person 
or a community can contribute to this situation depends 
on their context and their aptitudes. Nonetheless, as the 
world heads towards eight billion people sharing a finite 
planet with other life forms, it is upon such a trans-
formed situation of socio-ecological flourishing that a 
vital, just, and diverse future now depends.

Christopher Hrynkow is associate professor, Department of Religion 
and Culture, at St. Thomas More College in Saskatoon.

1 Francis, “Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ of the Holy Father Francis on 
Care for Our Common Home” (June 18, 2015), http://w2.vatican.va/content/
dam/francesco/pdf/encyclicals/documents/ papa-francesco_20150524_en-
ciclica-laudato-si_en.pdf (accessed Mar. 18, 2016), no. 210. Subsequent 
references to this document will be indicated by “LS” and placed in the text.

Ecumenist Fall 2016.indd   13 16-10-13   11:30



14 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 53, No. 4  Fall 2016

2 Cf. Thomas Berry, The Christian Future and the Fate of the Earth, 
eds. Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2009), 
48–49. 

3 To this familiar triad, Francis adds a fourth category of “relationship 
with the self” during his ecological exegesis of the story of Cain and Abel 
and as bridge to his discussion of the flood narrative in Genesis: “Disregard 
for the duty to cultivate and maintain a proper relationship with my neigh-
bour, for whose care and custody I am responsible, ruins my relationship 
with my own self, with others, with God and with the earth. When all these 
relationships are neglected, when justice no longer dwells in the land, the 
Bible tells us that life itself is endangered.” (LS no. 70). 

4 Cf. Thomas Berry, Evening Thoughts: Reflecting on Earth as Sacred 
Community (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2006).

5 See Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone, Active Hope: How to Face 
the Mess We’re in Without Going Crazy (Novato, CA: New World Library, 
2012).

6 See Edmund O’Sullivan, Transformative Learning: Educational 
Vision for the 21st Century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999).

7 Mary Jo Leddy, The Other Face of God: When the Stranger Calls Us 
Home (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011), 92.

8 Amish Morrell and Mary Ann O’Connor, “Introduction,” in 
Expanding the Boundaries of Transformative Learning: Essays on Theory 
and Praxis, eds. Edmund O’Sullivan, Amish Morrell, and Mary Ann 
O’Connor (New York: Palgrave, 2002), xvii. 

9 Collaborative definition quoted in Morrell and O’Connor, 
“Introduction,” xvii. Cf. David W. Orr, Earth in Mind: On Education, 
Environment and the Human Prospect, 10th Anniversary Edition 
(Washington, DC: First Island Press, 2004), 145.

10 As he shared with the author, Edmund O’Sullivan had collaborative 
relationships with Berry, even drafting an unpublished book, which served 
as the basis for the former’s transformative learning projects. For Freire’s 
most influential treatment of this subject matter see Paulo Freire, Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos (New York: Continuum, 
1999).

11 Cf. Edmund O’Sullivan and Marilyn Taylor, “Glimpses of 
an Ecological Consciousness,” in Learning Toward an Ecological 
Consciousness, eds. Edmund O’Sullivan and Marilyn Taylor (New York: 
Palgrave 2004), 13–16.

12 Edmund O’Sullivan, “Emancipatory Hope: Transformative Learning 
and the Strange Attractors,” in Holistic Learning and Spirituality in 
Education: Breaking New Ground, eds. John P. Miller, Selia Karsten, Diana 
Denton, Deborah Orr, and Isabella Colalillo Kates (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 2005), 71. 

13 Cf. Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco: Sierra 
Club Books, 1988) .

14 Cf. Leonardo Boff, Virtues for Another Possible World, trans. 
Alexander Guilherm (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011).

15 Cf. Berry, The Dream of the Earth, 212.
16 See Thich Nhat Hanh, Touching the Earth: 46 Guided Meditations for 

Mindfulness Practice, 2nd ed. (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2008), 1–2. 

17 See Stephanie Westlund, Field Exercises: How Veterans Are Healing 
Themselves through Farming and Outdoor Activities (Gabriola Island, BC: 
New Society Publishers, 2014).

18 Stephanie Westlund, personal communication (March 8, 2016); cf. 
Francis, LS no. 25.

19 Stephanie Kaza, “To Save all Beings: Buddhist Environmental 
Activism,” in Liberating Faith: Religious Voices for Justice, Peace and 
Ecological Wisdom, ed. Roger S. Gottlieb (Lanham, MA: Rowan & 
Littlefield, 2003), 528.

20 See Leonardo Boff, Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor, trans. 
Philip Berryman (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997), 114; e.g., Social Affairs 
Committee of the Assemblée des évêques catholiques du Québec, “Cry 
of the Earth; Cry of the Poor” (1 May 2001), http://www.eveques.qc.ca/
documents/2001/20010501e.html (accessed June 10, 2015). 

21 Emphasis in original. 
22 Cf. Abraham Joshua Heschel, “Towards a Just Society: Prayer,” sec-

tion in Abraham Joshua Heschel and Susannah Heschel, Abraham Joshua 
Heschel: Essential Writings (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011). 

23 Heather Eaton, “Forces of Nature: Aesthetics and Ethics,” in Aesth/
Ethics in Environmental Change: Hiking through the Arts, Ecology, 
Religion and Ethics of the Environment, eds. Sigurd Bergmann, Irmgard 
Blindow, and Konrad Ott (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2013), 105.

24 Cf. Oren Lyons, “The Politics of Human Beings against Mother 
Earth: The Nature of Global Warming,” Sol Kanee Lecture on Peace and 
Justice, University of Manitoba, Winnipeg (November 8, 2007). https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=HiA4_e4YwZE (accessed Mar. 18, 2016).

25 Cf. Daniel P. Scheid, “Thomas Aquinas, the Cosmic Common 
Good, and Climate Change,” in Confronting the Climate Crisis: Catholic 
Theological Perspectives, ed. Jame Schaefer (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette 
University Press, 2011), 125–44; Cf. John Hart, Cosmic Commons: Spirit, 
Science, & Space (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2013), 223–24.

26 See Walter Wink, Jesus and Nonviolence: A Third Way (Minneapolis, 
MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2003), 88.

27 Rosemary Radford Ruether, “On the Front Lines of Faith,” 
Soujourners, vol. 28, no. 6 (1999): 26; Hélder Câmar, The Spiral of Violence 
(Denville, NJ: Dimension Books, 1971).

28 See Ivone Gebara, “What Do We Mean by ‘Change’?: Conflict 
Arising from a Feminist Ethical Perspective,” Catholic Network for 
Women’s Equality Conference Lecture, Saint Paul University, Ottawa, June 
13, 2009.

29 See Elise Boulding, Cultures of Peace: The Hidden Side of History 
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2000).

30 Cf. Berry, Dream of the Earth, xiii.
31 See John F. Haught, The Promise of Nature: Ecology and Cosmic 

Purpose (New York: Paulist Press, 1993), 89.
32 Recall here that Laudato Si’ is an exercise of Pope Francis’s magiste-

rial (teaching) office.
33 Cf. Berry, Evening Thoughts.
34 Cf. Boff, Virtues for Another Possible World.

Ecumenist Fall 2016.indd   14 16-10-13   11:30



The Ecumenist, Vol. 53, No. 4  Fall 2016 / 15

The Gospel Imperative to House the Homeless  
and the Challenges Facing Faith-Based Organizations (FBOs) 
in Systems Approaches
By Megan Shore, King’s University College, Western University,  
and Scott Kline, St. Jerome’s University, the University of Waterloo

In the Christian ethical tradition, there is a moral 
imperative in the teachings of Jesus to give food to 

the hungry, drink to the thirsty, shelter to the stranger, 
clothing to the naked, and care to the sick (Mt 25:31-36). 
As a central theme in gospel teaching, reaching out to 
society’s marginalized populations has been the basis of 
the Church’s ministries oriented to people experiencing 
poverty, hunger, sickness, and homelessness. It has also 
been a prominent theme in Pope Francis’s pastoral theol-
ogy and outreach.1 For instance, on September 24, 2015, 
just shortly after his historic speech to members of the 
United States Congress, Pope Francis delivered a speech 
to Catholic Charities in the Archdiocese of Washington 
that focused on the moral imperative to provide housing 
for those who are experiencing homelessness. “I want to 
be very clear,” the pope declared. “There is no social or 
moral justification, no justification whatsoever, for lack 
of housing.”2

In practical terms, Pope Francis’s declaration is 
consistent with what is variously called “supportive 
housing,” “rapid rehousing,” and most recently “Housing 
First.” It is an approach that has become an increasingly 
attractive option for politicians and social activists want-
ing to address the problem of chronic homelessness 
because it essentially promises to “end homelessness.”3 
However, the Housing First approach, when put into 
practice, has created rifts between political leaders, divi-
sion among homeless advocates, and uncertainty within 
communities wondering if it is the right approach.

Housing First and Shelters
Housing First, or “supportive housing” as it was first 
called, emerged in the 1980s in the United States and 
Canada in response to two problems.4 The first was the 
general failure of traditional shelter facilities to provide 
the necessary support to keep the homeless from return-
ing to the streets. Countless studies have shown that 
many shelters did in fact operate as nothing more than 
warehouses that provided few services beyond a place 

to sleep. Among its critics, sheltering approaches are 
sometimes dismissed as “warehousing” schemes.

The second problem was associated with the wide-
spread closure of psychiatric hospitals during the 1970s 
and 1980s, which left a growing number of people with 
mental illness on the streets and with little hope of find-
ing stable housing on their own. In response, a number 
of early housing models sought to combine psychiatric 
and addiction treatment, as well as sobriety conditions, 
for obtaining and keeping housing. This approach led 
to a “continuum” or “staircase” model whereby indi-
viduals would, with the permission of a social worker 
or another professional, move through various levels of 
housing and treatment. Housing First advocates claim 
this continuum model essentially removes the person’s 
consumer choice about where to live. It has also contrib-
uted to the instability of at-risk individuals by uprooting 
them from their living situations as they move through 
the continuum.

Housing First initiatives typically operate with a core 
set of principles, which reflect their historical opposi-
tion to sheltering and continuum models: Housing is a 
basic human right. Homeless individuals should have 
immediate access to housing with no housing readiness 
requirements, such as being drug or alcohol free before 
being placed. The homeless are consumers who should 
have housing choices and must be able to exercise 
self-determination, which can be enabled through the 
granting of a rent subsidy. Services must be individual-
ized and recovery oriented. There should be a separation 
of housing and services to ensure that housing remains 
permanent even if a client chooses not to participate in, 
for example, drug treatment, psychiatric care, or job 
retraining programming. And the goal is community 
integration.

Critics of Housing First say that it’s a one-size-fits-all 
solution that fails to acknowledge the need for emer-
gency and low-demand shelters as a first step off the 
streets. Critics also say that some chronically homeless 
are in fact better off in transitional housing that is tied 
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to coordinated and integrated support services. Housing 
first, okay. But what’s next? If our attention and funds 
are focused on housing, and we don’t address the other 
needs of the chronically homeless, then overcoming 
addiction, improving mental health, remaining housed, 
and integrating into the community won’t happen. 

So which is it: Housing First or shelters? It’s a polar-
izing question that forces elected officials, homeless 
advocates, and communities to take sides. And based on 
our observations of various approaches to homelessness, 
it’s the wrong question.5 The Canadian Observatory on 
Homelessness has documented a number of cases in 
which a successful Housing First initiative draws on  
low-demand or come-as-you-are shelters to serve as an 
intake portal for permanent housing.6 In these cases, the 
shelter serves as an important first step in assessing, sup-
porting, and placing clients.

Cases studies have shown that a shelter with in-
tegrated support services can play a crucial role in 
providing temporary housing while a client works with 
a coordinator to navigate the local housing system. In 
many Housing First initiatives, wait lists are common. 
There is often more housing demand than supply. This 
is particularly true for younger clients, those between 
eighteen and 21 years old, because landlords tend to 
shy away from having them as tenants. This is also true 
for challenging clients, such as those who have a his-
tory of violence or arson. So instead of Housing First 
or shelters, a better question would be this: How do we 
coordinate and integrate shelters, one-stop centres, law 
enforcement, support services, and housing resources 
in a system that helps the chronically homeless transi-
tion as quickly as possible into secure housing and back 
into the community? Answering this question can raise 
difficult challenges for faith-based organizations ac-
customed to working outside highly coordinated and 
integrated systems.

Case Study: Developing a System  
in a “City without a Heart”7

In late December 2006, more than a hundred home-
less people erected a tent city on four acres of vacant 
land owned by the St. Vincent de Paul Society South 
Pinellas in Florida, a popular centre providing some 
500 meals a day to Pinellas County’s, hungry, homeless, 
and working poor.8 Just three kilometres (two miles) 
west of downtown St. Petersburg, and next to the heav-
ily travelled Interstate 375, the vacant lot had become 
overgrown with weeds and was, before the newly settled 

residents cleaned it up, full of trash and debris. Early on, 
residents had established rules for the tent city, and each 
resident signed a contract that outlined the duties people 
would carry out while living there, including spending 
at least four hours a week picking up trash, cleaning the 
portable toilets, and working in the tent city office. 

From the outset, residents believed that their make-
shift city was only a temporary measure addressing the 
lack of housing and adequate services while a longer-
term solution was worked out by city, county, and state 
officials. During the 1990s and early 2000s, downtown 
St. Petersburg had experienced tremendous growth, with 
multi-million-dollar condominiums going up and ambi-
tious plans for economic development projects along the 
city’s picturesque waterfront. But along with revitaliza-
tion, the city saw a rise in the number of people living on 
the streets, which was attributable to a lack of affordable 
housing, inadequate government support services, and 
a slowing Florida economy. St. Petersburg and Pinellas 
County officials began to express their concerns over 
the increasing concentration of visible homeless persons 
near the city and the need for “containment.”9 The tent 
city only exacerbated those concerns. 

In early January 2007, Pinellas County officials called 
an emergency meeting to address the tent city and prob-
lems created by the concentration of homeless persons 
near St. Petersburg. At this meeting, officials agreed that 
St Petersburg’s homeless situation constituted a crisis, 
and immediate measures were needed. Although city of-
ficials could not force the residents off the site, since the 
tent city was on private land owned by the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul, law enforcement could intervene, they 
argued, because the tent city violated a number of city 
ordinances, including those related to public hazards 
and safety. City officials made it clear that St. Vincent de 
Paul would be fined anywhere from $1 to $250 a day if it 
did not evict the tent city residents and remove their tents 
by Friday, January 12. St. Vincent de Paul conceded, 
stating it would comply.10

Although residents of the camp requested more time 
to make alternative arrangements, St. Vincent de Paul 
chose to comply with city ordinances and closed the site 
as requested. Uprooted once again, many of the former 
residents moved a few blocks away to two different lo-
cations. Tragically, a few days later, two homeless men 
were found beaten to death; one of them had been a resi-
dent in the tent city. The tension between the homeless 
and St. Petersburg city officials immediately escalated, 
and city officials declared the homeless situation a state 
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of emergency. On January 19, 2007, approximately two 
dozen police officers raided the impromptu tent cities, 
citing numerous public hazard and safety code viola-
tions. They destroyed the tents with box cutters and 
knives, even while many of the residents were still in 
their tents.11 Online videos of the tents being destroyed 
by the police went viral, sparking national outrage. It 
even prompted Fox News to call St. Petersburg “the city 
without a heart.”12

Although the tent city had been destroyed, the home-
less situation was far from resolved. As city and county 
political leaders, police departments, the sheriff’s office, 
the homeless, and homeless advocates considered a va-
riety of options to resolve the homeless crisis, Catholic 
Charities of St. Petersburg came forward in Fall 2007 
with a stopgap proposal to donate ten acres of land on 
the outskirts of Clearwater, Florida, and to establish 
a “tent city” emergency shelter on the donated land. 
Catholic Charities offered to set up tents, feed people, 
and provide various social and health-related services. 
In return, St. Petersburg and Pinellas County would 
donate approximately a million dollars to run the shelter 
as a six-month pilot project. Known as Pinellas Hope, 
the “shelter” (or the “bureaucratized and controlled tent 
city,” as skeptics initially called it) opened its doors on 
December 1, 2007, with the support of the City of St. 
Petersburg and Pinellas County. What was supposed to 
be a six-month pilot eventually turned Pinellas Hope 
into the second-largest emergency shelter currently 
operating in Pinellas County, with a program for almost 
300 homeless men and women, and a mission to provide 
a safe living environment and support to become self-
sufficient.13 

The Great Recession of 2008 and its fallout only 
ratcheted up tensions as the homeless population in 
Pinellas County increased. According to the US think 
tank The National Alliance to End Homelessness, 
by 2011 the Tampa-St. Petersburg metropolitan area 
(which includes Pinellas County as well as neighbouring 
Hillsborough County) had the highest rate of homeless-
ness in the United States.14 By 2012, there were about 
16,000 homeless people in the Tampa area, and one in 
five of them were children.15

In an attempt to address the homeless crisis in a sys-
tematic way, the City of St. Petersburg, with the support 
of Pinellas County, hired an outside controversial home-
less-policy consultant, Robert Marbut of San Antonio, 
Texas, to draft a plan to address the crisis. A former 
White House Fellow in the George H.W. Bush adminis-

tration and a former chief of staff to San Antonio Mayor 
Henry Cisneros, Marbut delivered the central phases of 
his eight-phase “Strategic Homelessness Action Plan” 
in March 2011.16 In essence, the plan was a proposal to 
create a system of coordinated and integrated homeless 
services in Pinellas County. At the core of the plan was 
the creation of a county-wide system designed around 
an “entry portal” service facility (i.e., a one-stop shelter) 
for chronic homeless men and women. One of Marbut’s 
recommendations was to convert an empty jail facility, 
which would be known as Pinellas Safe Harbor (PSH), 
into the county-wide hub that would align the “service 
magnets” (e.g., food, bathrooms, showers, shelter, and 
safety) for the chronic homeless and as the hub for ser-
vice providers, including case management, health-care, 
and legal assistance staff. According to critics, it was a 
sheltering system that harkened back to warehousing 
schemes of the past. To supporters, it was a positive 
development intended to transition people experiencing 
homelessness into more permanent and stable living 
situations. Additionally, for some qualified supporters, 
the system around PSH was a compromise approach, 
given that the political and economic climate (including 
the cost of housing) essentially precluded any significant 
Housing First project.

Faith-Based Organizations in the System
In Pinellas County, faith-based organizations (FBOs) 
play an essential role in efforts to provide shelter, hous-
ing, and services, especially food services. According 
to HUD’s 2014 CoC Homeless Assistance Programs 
Housing Inventory Count Report, the largest emergency 
shelter for adults in Pinellas County is Pinellas Safe 
Harbor, with a maximum of 470 beds. The next three 
largest shelters are run by FBOs: Catholic Charities 
of St. Petersburg has 294 beds; Homeless Emergency 
Project (HEP) has 136 beds; and St. Vincent de Paul has 
77 beds. Of the nine main emergency shelters for adult 
individuals in Pinellas County, five are run by FBOs. 
Pinellas County has 1,131 beds available for emergency 
shelter for adult individuals, and 559 of these beds are 
run by FBOs. Furthermore, a number of FBOs, includ-
ing Pinellas Hope and HEP, have been integral to efforts 
in the county to provide permanent or semi-permanent 
housing. In fact, in November 2014, Pinellas Hope an-
nounced that it would be creating permanent housing 
for an additional 76 people, bringing the total permanent 
supportive housing capacity on its ten-acre campus to 
just a little more than 150 units.
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FBOs have taken the lead in feeding street-involved 
people in Pinellas County. According to the HLB’s 
Pinellas County Homeless Resource Guide, of the 
fifteen organizations in the county that provide meals, 
fourteen of these are run by FBOs. A local FBO called 
Metropolitan Ministries is responsible for managing 
food services at PSH. Based in Tampa, in Hillsborough 
County, Metropolitan Ministries has been working with 
homeless people since 1987, providing food, shelter, and 
services to families. In 2004, the ministry adopted a dis-
tributive model of feeding the hungry, which meant that 
it provided food to local churches so the churches could 
feed the hungry and homeless in their own communities. 
One of these outreach partnerships was with Pastor Brian 
Pierce, who ran a non-profit organization called “Taking 
It To The Streets Ministry” in Pinellas County. When 
PSH was founded in 2011, food service was initially 
managed through the jail commissary, which meant that 
feeding the residents of PSH was relatively expensive. 
Operating on a tight budget, the Pinellas County Sheriff 
began to reach out to the community for support. In 
response, Pierce offered to give up his ministry so that 
Metropolitan Ministries could provide food services at 
PSH. Seeing value in a coordinated food service plan, 
Tim Marks, the CEO of Metropolitan Ministries, met 
with then Deputy Sheriff Gulateri and eventually agreed 
to take on this responsibility.17 Remarkably, though, a 
significant number of highly influential FBOs in Pinellas 
County have largely chosen not to participate directly in 
the system developed around PSH—a group including 
Catholic Charities of St. Petersburg, the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul in Pinellas County, HEP, the Salvation 
Army, and Pinellas Hope (the large tent city facility di-
rected by Catholic Charities).18 

The lack of integration of these large faith-based 
service providers has put stresses on the system and cre-
ated a number of serious problems, which can adversely 
affect homeless populations in the county. For example, 
an FBO in Clearwater provides meals from 9:30 to 11:00 
a.m., 365 days a year. It proudly promotes the fact that it 
serves more than 200 people each day. When we asked 
stakeholders in the area about why this ministry contin-
ues to offer food at this time, knowing that few, if any, 
of those they fed would be able to access the many pro-
grams and services offered during this time, a common 
response was “this is the time that their volunteers are 
able to serve meals” and “they believe they are meeting 
the homeless ‘where they are.’”

Challenges Facing FBOs in Coordinated  
and Integrated Systems
We are sympathetic to the many challenges that face 
this organization and other similar FBOs. Let us high-
light three of them: first, many FBOs with a homeless 
ministry tend to focus on “activities” or “outputs”—for 
example, how many meals they serve, how many indi-
viduals they engaged, the number of beds, and so on. It 
can be difficult for an FBO to think in terms of “objec-
tives” or “outcomes”—that is, once we have provided 
food, drink, shelter, clothing, and care, how do we assist 
this person in moving from a state of crisis to a more 
self-sustaining state, all while preserving the person’s 
human dignity? One reason why this is so difficult is that 
many FBOs have not historically been able to provide 
the necessary suite of services required to address the 
wide range of issues facing people experiencing home-
lessness. Another reason is a related second challenge. 

Second, many FBOs have not had an opportunity to 
consider how their activities or outputs are contribut-
ing to long-term and broad-based change (or, in the 
parlance of strategic planning, they have not developed 
a “theory of change”). It is difficult for some FBOs, 
particularly those that are smaller or prone to working 
independently, to get a clear sense of what role they are 
playing in making changes in the culture, in relation to 
other providers, and in individual lives. By participating 
in a system, FBOs become part of the planning process 
around coordination and integration—they see firsthand 
how their activities or outputs contribute to system-wide 
agreed-upon objectives or outputs. In Pinellas County, 
there is a tremendous amount of potential for this type 
of collaborative work through the formal structures of 
the HLB and Providers Council (comprised of service 
providers) and especially through the system built 
around PSH. 

And third, it can be a challenge for FBOs with 
homeless ministries to operate under a government-run 
umbrella organization, such as a sheriff’s department or 
a secular lead agency, perhaps a privately funded one-
stop centre or an organization like Goodwill. There are 
many potential factors at play: for instance, concern over 
the loss of autonomy, concern over the quality of the 
outreach programming, anxiety over the loss of revenue 
if activities are not unique, and, most fundamentally, 
concern over a shift in identity. In many respects, these 
factors are common to all service providers contemplat-
ing participation in a systems-level approach. But for 
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many FBOs, it can be especially difficult to align their 
mission with any changes to the way they engage not 
only homeless people but also one another. If an FBO’s 
executive director or board is unable to see this align-
ment, this will be enough to persuade an FBO to opt out 
of a system.

Conclusion
In April 2016, at a homeless summit in Fresno, 
California, sponsored by the Fresno Catholic diocese, we 
drew on our research into the role of FBOs in approach-
es to homelessness to help civic leaders, advocates, and 
policy makers consider ways in which they can collabo-
rate to establish stronger systems-level responses to the 
homeless situation in the Fresno region. Fresno, much 
like Pinellas County, continues to have relatively large 
numbers of people experiencing homelessness, includ-
ing a number of large encampments.19 Tensions between 
Housing First advocates and supporters of a one-stop 
shelter similar to PSH are palpable. Moreover, Christian 
ministries continue to play integral roles in service de-
livery. However, these FBOs often find themselves in 
isolation as government-led agencies take increasingly 
central roles. Our objective in bringing our research to 
the Fresno Homeless Summit, and indeed the underly-
ing objective of this short article, is to make the case for 
developing a collaborative system that coordinates and 
integrates services—that is, a system developed from the 
bottom up, with service providers working together with 
government agencies to ensure that the system meets the 
needs of the local community. In most locations, FBOs 
will end up playing an integral, if not leading, role in the 
development of any such system. Ultimately, FBOs and 
others involved in efforts to address homelessness need 
to recognize that if we are to put an end to homeless-
ness, it is going to take multifaceted, coordinated, and 
integrated responses on the part of service providers to 
meet the many needs of homeless people. 
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