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CARITAS IN VERITATE AND CHIARA LUBICH:
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT FROM
THE VANTAGE POINT OF UNITY
AMELIA J. UELMEN
Within the vibrant life of the Catholic Church today, many currents
of spirituality and specific projects can shed light on the encyclical’s
themes and provide examples of what its principles might look like
in practice. This note focuses on how Chiara Lubich’s spirituality of
unity might offer a helpful way for people to understand how to live
these principles in their everyday lives. It also discusses how the
“Economy of Communion” and other concrete projects and practices of Focolare, the movement Lubich founded, foster economic
justice and human development.

A

T A CERTAIN POINT in his marvelous and still timely essay on love,
Josef Pieper struggled with whether the idea of universal love might
make any practical difference in the world. He wrote:

On the one hand, universal human love cannot accomplish anything practical in the
world; man’s historical predicaments cannot be solved by love. But on the other
hand . . . universal love is not simply an unrealistic fantasy. Rather it is an innate
potentiality reminiscent, as it were, of paradise, which is revealed for a moment
solely in the exceptional figures of great lovers [such as Francis of Assisi].1

One might trace a similar skepticism in some of the initial commentary
on Caritas in veritate. For example, for George Weigel it was not immediately clear how poverty might be defeated through “increasing openness,
in a world context, to forms of economic activity marked by quotas of
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gratuitousness and communion” (no. 39). He mused, “This may mean
something interesting; it may mean something naı̈ve or dumb. But, on its
face, it is virtually impossible to know what it means.”2
Why might it be challenging for pragmatic North Americans to wrap
their heads around aspects of the analysis in Caritas? It might be at least in
part because we often approach the question of development from the
direction of asking: “What should we do? What strategies might help?”
But Caritas approaches the problems that plague humanity today from a
different angle: “The Church does not have technical solutions to offer. . . .
She does, however, have a mission of truth to accomplish, in every time
and circumstance, for a society that is attuned to man, to his dignity, to his
vocation” (no. 9).
The dynamic tension brings to mind the account in John’s Gospel where
Jesus offers the Samaritan woman “living water” (Jn 4:10). She does not
“get it” on the first try. Instead she focuses on the practical problem at
hand—Jesus does not have a bucket: “You have nothing to draw with and
the well is deep” (Jn 4:11). It was only when Jesus had told her the truth
about her own life that she was able to enter into this different and deeper
dimension. The analysis in Caritas reflects a conviction that only if we
answer the fundamental questions about our human vocation—only if we
face the truth about ourselves—can we then begin to work through the
questions of what we should do to foster integral human development.
How might we move beyond the “bucket” level in order to discern the
ways Caritas might be offering “living water” for the world today? According
to Peter Steinfels, one reason why the encyclical was “a tough read” is that it
“tried to do too much,” proving that it was an impossible feat to weave into a
comprehensive analysis such a wide variety of topics. Further, as part of
“a genre wielding theology and philosophy to address complex issues that a
worldwide church may confront in many very different forms,” encyclicals
tend toward “abstract language and vague or hedged generalizations.”3
Within the vibrant life of the Catholic Church today, many currents of
spirituality, streams of thought, and specific projects could shed light on
the encyclical’s thematic keys and provide examples of what its principles
might look like in practice. In this note I will focus on the spirituality and
thought of Chiara Lubich and the ongoing practices and projects of Focolare, the global movement she founded. While the movement is still little
known in North America, I believe that its ideas and practices might serve
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as a helpful vehicle to implement the principles outlined in Caritas in a
variety of social contexts.
The first part of my note begins with a suggested lens for reading the
encyclical in which the path to development is understood as a “journey to
unity.” It then suggests that Lubich’s spirituality of unity might offer a helpful
way for people to understand how to live these principles by building relationships of unity and universal brotherhood in their everyday lives. The
second part provides a few more details on how Focolare communities are
currently implementing their commitment to build unity through concrete
projects and practices that foster economic justice and human development.
In all this, the hope is to show that in accord with the analysis in Caritas,
universal love can accomplish, and in fact already is accomplishing, much
that is “practical in the world.” Many aspects of our “historical predicaments” are already being “solved by love”—because that “innate potentiality” reminiscent of “paradise” continues to reveal itself not only in the
“exceptional figure of great lovers,” but also in the everyday lives of
ordinary people.4
THE JOURNEY TO UNITY
One possible thematic key that might help unlock the underlying cohesiveness of the encyclical as a whole may be found precisely in the pope’s
definition of the human vocation and of our ultimate destination: development is the process of moving forward in the “journey toward unity”
(no. 8). Recalling the words of Paul VI, Caritas described the “summit of
human development” as “unity in the charity of Christ who calls us all to
share as sons in the life of the living God, the Father of all” (no. 19). Like
the summit itself, the path to the summit is less activity than vantage point:
“The development of peoples depends, above all, on a recognition that the
human race is a single family working together in true communion, not
simply a group of subjects who happen to live side by side” (no. 53).
The pope submits that we cannot know what to do unless we first probe
deeper questions about the human vocation. Like Jesus’ invitation to the
woman at the well, the question invites an initial stance of receptivity:
The vocation to development on the part of individuals and peoples is not based
simply on human choice, but is an intrinsic part of a plan that is prior to us and
constitutes for all of us a duty to be freely accepted. That which is prior to us and
constitutes us—subsistent Love and Truth—shows us what goodness is, and in what
our true happiness consists. It shows us the road to true development (no. 52).

In Caritas, the “one thing necessary” (Lk 10:42) for the journey to authentic human development is the discovery of the human vocation: “Only if we
4
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are aware of our calling, as individuals and as a community, to be part of
God’s family as his sons and daughters, will we be able to generate a new
vision and muster new energy in the service of a truly integral humanism”
(no. 78).
Once we realize that we are on a journey to unity, a number of vistas open
before us. With the headlights of metaphysics and theology, two directional
signs begin to appear frequently in the text. The first is to “recognize the
divine image in the other, thus truly coming to discover him or her and to
mature in a love that ‘becomes care and concern for the other’” (no. 11). The
second is to watch closely for a “deeper critical evaluation of the category of
relation” (no. 53). In fact, it seems that a deeper understanding of the “category of relation” might actually be a shortcut past some of the rockier parts
of the itinerary. If the human person is “defined” through interpersonal
relations, then relationships with others become not an obstacle, but a path
to personal fulfillment: “The more authentically [the person] lives these
relations, the more his or her own personal identity matures. It is not by
isolation that man establishes his worth, but by placing himself in relation
with others and with God” (no. 53).
From this vantage point, we can discover our true identity: we are “made
for gift.” When we open ourselves to “the astonishing experience of gift,”
we can see all the ways in which “gratuitousness is present in our lives”
(no. 34). The vision carries within itself the power to bring people together
in community: “The unity of the human race, a fraternal communion
transcending every barrier, is called into being by the word of God-whois-Love” (no. 34). From this perspective it might also be easier to discern
the contours of the “vast amount of work to be done” in the service of
human development (no. 78).
How exactly might we move from seeing ourselves as “side by side”
to the recognition of being a “single family working together in true
communion,” and so tap into the new energy that the vision itself
generates? One might say that receptivity to God’s own desire to help
humanity in its journey to unity is the core of the life’s work of Chiara
Lubich and the movement she founded. The next section summarizes
the “narrative theology” at the heart of the movement’s origins, and is
followed by a more in-depth analysis of how certain aspects of Lubich’s
spirituality of unity might help to illuminate the analytical weave of
Caritas.5
5
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Origins of the Focolare Movement
The Focolare movement was forged in the fiery furnace of World War II,
when there seemed to be very little hope that humanity might experience
being a “single family working together in true communion” (no. 53). As
the city of Trent, a strategic northern Italian mountain crossroads, was
heavily bombed, Chiara Lubich, a 23-year-old elementary school teacher,
and her friends watched their youthful dreams crumble. Stripped of their
material possessions and their hopes for the future, they focused intently on
this question: was there an ideal worth living for that no bomb could
destroy? What opened before them was the discovery of God as this ideal,
that this God was love, and that God’s personal love enveloped every
aspect of their lives.6
The little group of friends met frequently in the bomb shelters, and
almost by chance brought along the small book of the Gospel. “Love your
neighbor as yourself” (Mt 19:19), they would read, and they began to reach
out to neighbors all around—frightened children in the shelters, the hungry, the sick, and the injured. “Ask and you shall receive” (Lk 11:9): “We
asked on behalf of the poor,” Lubich recounted, “and each time we were
filled with God’s gifts: bread, powdered milk, marmalade, wood, clothing . . .
which we took to those who needed [them].”7 Filled with wonder at God’s
intervention and the freedom and joy that result from a gospel-based lifestyle, they shared their stories with many, and their group grew in number.
Since several of their homes had been destroyed, or their families had fled
into the mountains, they gathered in a small apartment that came to be
known as the “Focolare” (which in Italian means “hearth”) because of the
warm atmosphere of family.
Conscious that any moment could be their last, they asked themselves
what might be the words especially dear to Jesus. They discovered, “I give
you a new commandment: love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 15:12–
13), and they understood the measure of his love—he gave his life. Lubich
remembers how they gathered in a circle and made a pact: “I am ready to
give my life for you; I for you, I for you; all for each one.”8
As Lubich recounts, the consequences of that pact were twofold. First, it
became the source of a new light and energy to understand how to love
one another concretely. “We are not always asked to die for one another,
but we can share everything: our worries, our sorrows, our meager possessions, our spiritual riches.”9 Second, they began to experience an almost
tangible presence of Christ alive in the community.
6

Chiara Lubich, Essential Writings: Spirituality, Dialogue, Culture (Hyde Park,
N.Y.: New City, 2007) 4.
7
8
Ibid. 5.
Ibid. 6.
9
Ibid.

34

THEOLOGICAL STUDIES

We saw our lives take a qualitative leap forward. Someone came into our group,
silently, an invisible Friend, giving us security, a more experiential joy, a new
peace, a fullness of life, an inextinguishable light. Jesus was fulfilling his promise
to us: “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them”
(Mt 18:20).10

In another moment, as they took refuge from the bombings in a dark
cellar, they opened the gospel and read by candlelight Jesus’ solemn
prayer before dying: “Father, may they all be one” (Jn 17:21). Lubich
described that moment: “It was not an easy text to start with, but one by
one those words seemed to come to life, giving us the conviction that we
were born for that page of the gospel.”11 The commitment to building
unity remained their decisive focus. As Lubich remembered, “One thing
was clear in our hearts: what God wanted for us was unity. We live for the
sole aim of being one with him, one with each other, and one with everyone. This marvelous vocation linked us to heaven and immersed us in the
one human family. What purpose in life could be greater?”12
Everything else paled in comparison to these discoveries, to the point
that Lubich and her friends almost did not realize that the war had ended.
The tiny group, initially made up of young women, grew into a sizable
community of all ages and vocations, including married people, youth,
children, priests, and men and women of various religious orders. As
people of the community traveled to other cities for work or study, they
carried with them their newly discovered lifestyle. Focolare houses were
opened first in other cities in Italy, then throughout Europe, and starting in
the late 1950s and into the 1960s, in North and South America, Asia,
Oceania, and Africa. Wherever they went, they brought with them the
“marvelous vocation” to build unity in the world around them.
How has this narrative unfolded in relation to the questions about
human development raised in Caritas? What is especially interesting about
Lubich’s thought and work in this regard is not only the depth with which it
has explored how a spirituality of unity might penetrate and transform
social and economic structures, but also the fact that it has generated a
global multicultural and even multireligious network of people who continuously engage in deep reflection on these principles, and who encourage
one another to live accordingly.
In a meditation published in 1959, Lubich reflected on the impact that
Jesus’ prayer for unity could and should have on the Mystical Body of
Christ:
In this world we are all brothers and sisters and yet we pass each other as if we were
strangers. And this happens even among baptized Christians. The Communion of
10
12

Ibid.
Ibid. 17.

11

Ibid. 4.

CARITAS IN VERITATE AND CHIARA LUBICH

35

Saints, the Mystical Body exists. But this Body is like a network of darkened
tunnels. The power to illuminate them exists; in many individuals there is the light
of grace, but Jesus did not want only this when he turned to the Father, calling
upon him. He wanted a heaven on earth: the unity of all with God and with one
another; the network of tunnels to be illuminated; the presence of Jesus to be in
every relationship with others, as well as in the soul of each. This is his final
testament, the most precious desire of a God who gave his life for us.13

When Lubich died in March 2008, she left as her legacy not only a
profound spirituality, enriched by a vast archive of writings, reflections,
and conversations, together with the fully approved General Statutes and
guidelines for the various vocational paths within the movement, but also a
living, breathing global network of “illuminated tunnels.” This network
remains illuminated through concrete practices that sustain ongoing efforts
to build relationships of love and unity within smaller and larger communities; ongoing programs of formation toward a culture of unity; and quite
a few specific projects for social, economic, and cultural development.14
Each of these aspects of her legacy merits much more comprehensive
discussion than the space here allows. What follows are only a few snapshots and intuitions that mark some ways Lubich’s spirituality might serve
as a path for implementing the teachings of Caritas.
The “Category of Relation” and the Habits of a Universal Heart
Shortly after the Second Vatican Council, Walter Kasper, reflecting on
the future of Christianity, foresaw that the “fundamental form of the faith”
would be “the combined love of God and of one’s neighbor.” He anticipated that in this “new form” of life, “being” would be defined less as
“substance which exists in and for itself,” and more as “love which exists
for others.” According to Kasper, this future should arrive as a consequence of “a new form of holiness and spirituality.” And if Kasper had
to put his finger on the “greatest lack” in the modern Church, it would be
the fact that the Church did not yet possess “this charisma, this form of
holiness.”15
In Caritas, the pope’s discussion of the need for a “deeper critical evaluation of the category of relation” also reaches for a “form” to integrate
love of God and love of neighbor into one way of being:
13
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As a spiritual being, the human creature is defined through interpersonal relations.
The more authentically he or she lives these relations, the more his or her own
personal identity matures. It is not by isolation that man establishes his worth, but
by placing himself in relation with others and with God. Hence these relations take
on fundamental importance as well. (no. 53)

Lubich’s spiritual writings provide a deep well of reflection on this
spiritual trajectory, and might provide interesting insight into both Kasper’s question of whether this gift of a “new form of holiness” has arrived,
and the pope’s project to probe the “category of relation.”16 In Lubich’s
spirituality of unity, love of neighbor is not only a consequence of one’s
love for God, but the indispensable path to love for God. Love for God
inevitably leads to love of neighbor. As she wrote in 1946: “Jesus our
model taught us two things alone, and which are one: to be children of
only one Father, and to be brothers and sisters to each other.”17 She
further explained the connection in a meditation from 1949:
Our inner life is fed by our outer life. The more I enter into the soul of my brother
or sister, the more I enter into God within me. The more I enter into God within
me, the more I enter into my brother or sister. God – myself – my brother or sister:
it is all one world, all one kingdom.18

Within this “one kingdom,” love of neighbor is not a secondary consequence of one’s love for God, but an integral, inextricably linked, and even
essential dimension of this love. What happens as a result? I would note
three shifts in one’s attitude.
First, when relationships are viewed through this lens, my love no longer
carries the weight of conferring beneficence, or even of having generously
made space for the other within my own existence. Instead, as Lubich
explained, neighbors who welcome my love become my benefactors, for
“they have obtained for us what we were seeking all along”—union with
God. Therefore, “we should be grateful to them.”19 Within this dynamic,
all relationships become imbued with a sense of reciprocal gratitude. As
Lubich wrote in 1949: “The person next to me was created as a gift for
me and I was created as a gift for the person next to me. On earth all
stands in a relationship of love with all: each thing with each thing. We
have to be Love, however, to discover the golden thread among all things
that exist.”20
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Second, through this lens, everything else in life, including practical projects and the desire to make progress on specific tasks, is
completely relativized by the absolute value of love of neighbor. As Lubich
reflected,
. . . the basic commandment is brotherly love. Everything is of value if it expresses
sincere fraternal charity. Nothing we do is of value, if there is not the feeling of love
for our brothers and sisters in it. For God is a Father and in his heart he has always
and only his children.21

For this reason, one might say that the “category of relation” is the heart,
soul, and driving energy of every Focolare community. As the premise to
the General Statutes reads, “mutual and constant love, which makes unity
possible, and brings the presence of Jesus among all, is for those who are
part of the Work of Mary, the basis for their life under every aspect, it is
the norm of norms, the premise to every other rule.”22
Third, Lubich’s understanding of the “one kingdom” has always
included a universal horizon. She described this idea in a set of talking
points from 1946:
Before all else, the soul must always fix its gaze on the one Father of many
children. Then it must see all as children of the same Father. In mind and in heart
we must always go beyond the bounds imposed on us by human life alone and
create the habit of constantly opening ourselves to the reality of being one human
family in one Father: God.23

Within Lubich’s spirituality of unity, the universal dimensions of love
are coupled with the practice of a strong and total identification with the
other who suffers: “Your neighbor is another you, and you must love him
or her bearing that in mind. . . . You and they are members of Christ and if
one or the other is suffering, it is the same for you. What has value for you
is God who is both their Father and yours.”24
Returning to Caritas, how might the pope’s definition of the human
vocation intersect with Lubich’s “one kingdom” dynamic? If my fundamental stance is shaped by the conviction that at the core of my identity I am a member of the universal human family, and that love for
my brothers and sisters is my path to fulfillment in God, then a number
of consequences follow for my response to the questions of human
development.

21
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In this “one kingdom,” if I have material goods beyond those required to
fulfill my needs, sharing them in order to meet the needs of others is no
longer an act of altruism. Through the lens of the spirituality of unity,
many theories of altruism would be merely the tautological flip side of
individualism, for they are grounded in an assumption that the other’s
interests are in fundamental tension with one’s own. Calls for “sacrifice”
or even “generosity” make little sense if “my neighbor is another me.”
From the perspective of the dynamic life of unity, I share my material
goods simply as an expression of my own identity as a member of the
universal human family, and as a logical consequence of my connection to
this family. Similarly, our common work to improve economic and social
structures becomes less an act of problem-solving ingenuity on the part of
those with resources or skills, and more an opportunity for a reciprocal
exchange through which we discover all the ways in which we have been
created as “gift” for one another. (no. 34)
Individual Identity within a Trinitarian Model
Might this “one kingdom”—“my neighbor is another me”—dynamic run
at least some risk of total annihilation of individual identity? Or when the
dynamic is projected onto the level of social and economic structures or
global dynamics, might it risk the suffocation of creative initiative or the
submergence of cultural identities? Caritas submits that the “more authentically” one lives in the dynamic of interpersonal relationships, the more
one’s own “personal identity” matures (no. 53). For Lubich, too, the hermeneutical key to what she termed the “culture of giving” was to discover
all the ways in which these everyday acts of openness to others were not in
the order of the heroic:
Unlike the consumer economy based on a culture of having, the Economy of
Communion is the economy of giving. This could seem difficult, arduous, heroic.
But it is not, because the human person, made in the image of God who is love,
finds fulfillment precisely in loving, in giving. This need to love lies in the deepest
core of our being, whether we are believers or not.25

Both Caritas and Lubich ground their analyses of human identity as
“gift” in the dynamic life of communion at the heart of the Trinity. Reflecting on the relationship of “the Persons of the Trinity within the one divine
Substance,” the pope explains, “God desires to incorporate us into this
reality of communion as well: ‘that they may be one even as we are one’
(Jn 17:22).” In this light, we understand that “true openness does not mean
loss of individual identity but profound interpenetration” (no. 54).
25
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For Lubich, the model for finding identity in complete openness and
self-giving is Jesus, and in particular Jesus on the cross who cried, “My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me” (Mk 15:35; Mt 27:46). At this
moment of total emptiness and darkness, “Jesus forsaken” reveals the real
core of his identity: He is Love. Lubich probes the paradox:
There may be those who think that to affirm self is to struggle against all that is not
self, because what is not self is perceived as limit and, what is more, as a threat to
the integrity of self. But in that terrible moment of his passion, Jesus forsaken tells
us that though the consciousness of subjectivity appears to be diminishing as he is,
as it were, made nothing, in that very moment it reaches its fullness.26

Further, Jesus forsaken is also the lens through which Lubich discerns
the interpersonal dynamic at the heart of the Trinity: “In the relationship
of the three divine Persons, each one is love, each one is completely, by not
being: because each one is, perichoretically, in the other Person, in eternal
self-giving.”27
What might this mean for human relationships and social structures? It
is a vision in which openness and gift coincide with identity. As Lubich
describes the dynamic: “Jesus shows us that I am myself not when I close
myself off from the other, but rather when I give myself, when out of love
I lose myself in the other.”28 In an anthropology modeled on the life of the
Trinity, openness to the other, even to the point of emptying oneself in
order to fully receive the reality of the other, is not a negative encroachment on one’s personhood, but actually the positive key to self-fulfillment:
“whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Mt 16:25).
FOSTERING A CULTURE OF COMMUNION
This vision of “the category of relation” modeled on the life of the
Trinity, and these “habits” of a universal heart, are what form the cultural
foundation of the Focolare’s project for an “Economy of Communion in
Freedom”29 and all the community’s practical efforts to foster a culture
based on “the astonishing experience of gift” (no. 34).
26
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The Economy of Communion in Freedom
In their initial discussions about the encyclical, several commentators
focused on the pope’s mention of the “broad intermediate area” of “traditional companies which nonetheless subscribe to social aid agreements in
support of underdeveloped countries . . . and the diversified world of the
so-called ‘civil economy’ and the ‘economy of communion’” (no. 46). John
Allen associated the reference with the Focolare’s network of businesses
that do consider profit as “a means for achieving human and social ends.”30
Weigel also acknowledged the influence that the “economy of communion” school of academics had had in the drafting of Caritas, and noted
that this connection would merit further exploration.31 One of the pope’s
economic advisors, Stefano Zamagni, also noted that the Focolare’s
“Economy of Communion” project and Communion and Liberation’s
“Company of Works” had long served as examples of how the social vision
of solidarity and fraternity can fully “enter” into economic life.32
The “Economy of Communion in Freedom” emerged during Lubich’s
visit to Brazil in 1991. As she brainstormed with the local communities in
the light of John Paul II’s then-recent Centesimus annus about how to
ensure that the most basic material needs of all Focolare members were
met, an idea emerged: the formation of for-profit businesses could generate additional jobs and voluntarily allot profits in three parts: (1) for direct
aid to people in need; (2) for educational projects to help foster a culture
of giving; and (3) for the continued growth and development of the business. Initial businesses began with the active participation of hundreds of
people putting their resources together, often selling chickens or other
livestock to purchase “shares” for the initial capital.
Currently just over 750 Economy of Communion business initiatives are
in operation in more than 50 countries worldwide, with about half operating in the service sector. Most are small and medium-sized; some have
more than 100 employees. The businesses commit themselves to permeating all their relationships—with employees, customers, suppliers, regu30
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latory agencies, the general public, and the environment around them—
with gospel values of love and respect. For example, John Mundell, the
CEO of an Indiana environmental consulting firm run according to Economy of Communion principles, explained how their long-standing decision
to constantly prioritize relationships of love and respect is now helping
them through the current financial crisis: “It is as if we have been making
deposits in a bank account through our attitudes, our love and our relationships with others in the community. In difficult times, this providence of
God acts like a withdrawal that we are able to take to sustain us till things
get better.”33
Those who receive help are not considered “assisted” or “beneficiaries.”
Rather, they are regarded as active participants in the project, all part of
the same community, who also live the culture of giving.34 Sharing one’s
needs with dignity and sincerity is welcomed as a contribution to increase
the life of communion. As expressed by a Croatian family of nine living in
a two-room apartment: “The assistance we receive means so much to us,
not just for the financial assistance which is helping us to survive, but
especially because like this, by sharing our need, we can be part of this
‘sacred’ reality.”35
The poor also share their experience of how God’s love reaches them
through the help they receive. As a woman from Uruguay wrote, “I have
experienced the love of our heavenly Father on many occasions, but
I never thought he would even help me with my teeth. Through the help
I received I was able to take care of an infection I had. I felt extremely
happy, as if I were the Father’s favorite child.”36
For some the assistance helps to sustain microeconomic endeavors. For
one Kenyan woman, a small amount was the difference between spending
the night in jail and getting the permit she needed to grow her small
vegetable business.37 Others share the help they receive with others whose
need is greater, and many renounce the help just as soon as they have the
bare minimum of economic independence. As a young man from Nigeria
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who was able to finish high school and find a better job, wrote: “Now it is
time for me to help someone else in need, someone whom I do not know
but who needs my small contribution. . . . I ask God that he may always
give me a heart as big as his, in order to see others’ needs.”38
The Culture of Giving
The Economy of Communion business network is just the proverbial tip
of the iceberg—the most publicly visible but proportionately small manifestation of the global Focolare community’s deep and widespread efforts
to let the “reality of being one human family”39 transform their attitudes
toward material goods. Lubich encouraged everyone—entrepreneurs,
laborers, and housewives, small children and teenagers, those with resources
and those with less—to let the “culture of giving” permeate daily habits and
choices.
As noted above, since the origins of the movement in war-torn Trent,
inspired by the example of the first Christian community (Acts 2:44–45),
Focolare communities have practiced a “communion of goods” aimed at
meeting the basic needs of all participants. Helping Focolare members
discern the ways in which consumerism and materialism might be creeping
into their lives, Lubich encouraged the regular practice of making a “bundle” of all that could be shared or sold. As she explained in a global
conference-call message: “We know how easy it is, living in the world, to
gradually accumulate objects which are useful more or less, or superfluous,
and keep them in our homes. . . . If we collect our surplus and give it away,
our charity toward our neighbor shall be real; that way we shall preserve in
us the presence of the Risen One.”40
I remember, as an elementary school child, listening to her advice to be
like beautiful flowers that take from the ground only what they need.41
Who did not want to be beautiful? Whenever my sister and I sensed that
we were overwatered by suburban mall culture, we would bundle together
what we felt we could share: clothes, toys, and other household items
38
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(with parental permission), and bring them to the Los Angeles Focolare
community house to be shared or sold.
Lubich’s point was not to live poverty for the sake of “sacrifice,” but as a
way to clear out enough space to be able to hear and receive the invitation
to enter into a dynamic in which all involved could experience God’s
providential response to individual and communal needs, and perceive the
ways that God is at work in our daily lives. As a law student on a tight
budget, I made an envelope with two columns, “amount” and “source”;
this helped me to constantly reflect on the “astonishing experience of gift”
(no 34):
75 cents: beautiful day | walk instead of bus
$5: received salami | money from lunch budget
$20: sweater from Mom | money from clothes budget

At the end of the month I would bring the envelope to the Focolare house
to share not only the money but these stories of God’s loving intervention
in my life.
In her conversations with Focolare communities from developing
countries, Lubich never pulled back from her conviction that they too were
called to be protagonists in a culture of giving. During her 2000 meeting
with the Focolare communities in Africa, Francis, a teenager from Congo,
asked Lubich how their group of children could live the culture of giving
when they possessed only the clothes they were wearing and were not
always able to find something to eat every day. Lubich answered point
blank: “There is something you can give.” She then explained all of the
“spiritual things” that can be shared: help, advice, comfort, prayers.
“Maybe someone hurts you and you forgive him. . . . Forgiveness is like
giving someone your home to shelter him. Then someone might annoy
you, maybe because he is noisy while you are trying to study . . . you
patiently put up with him, and that’s another work of love; it’s as if you
were giving him a vase of flowers. . . . These are all things you can do.”42
She knew that material help was on the way for that particular community,
but she also knew that the most authentic solutions would emerge from, as
Pope Benedict put it, “free subjects in favor of an assumption of shared
responsibility” (no. 17).
Human Development through the Lens of Reciprocity
In Caritas, the pope suggested that unity might unlock the true meaning of
globalization: “The truth of globalization as a process and its fundamental
42
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ethical criterion are given by the unity of the human family and its development towards what is good. Hence a sustained commitment is needed so as
to promote a person-based and community-oriented cultural process of
world-wide integration that is open to transcendence” (no. 42). What might
these words mean in practice?
In the 1960s, several Focolare doctors moved to Fontem, Cameroon, in
response to a request from the local bishop for help in reducing the 98%
infant mortality among the Bangwa people. Despite everyone’s efforts and
good intentions, a crisis emerged because the Bangwa felt the relationship
with the Focolare was generating excessive dependence. As Lucio dal
Soglio, one of the doctors, explained, “We are always the ones, ‘who were
holding the knife from the handle’s end,’ as the saying goes”—because
Focolare people had procured the means of transport and had the
resources and technical knowledge to carry out various jobs and repair
the machines.43
The community took the crisis as an opportunity for profound reflection.
Dal Soglio remembered how the Focolare members resolved to change:
“We are here to live with the Bangwa, not to make big things,” he said.
“We are not here to save the life of the Bangwa; we will do so if the
Bangwa ask this from us. We do not want to build a super hospital, we do
not want to set up a university, we do not want to teach this or that
programme; we just want to do what we agree to do together with them.”
As a result, the whole community experienced a deeper sense of equality
that then permeated the further development of the town of Fontem.
The town now includes 600 homes, a school, a hospital specializing in
tropical diseases and AIDs treatment, a hydroelectric plant, a church, and
several workshops. As dal Soglio explained: “We were blessed with a true
grace because we understood that we had to be equal and that this is where
universal brotherhood really begins. What you say is as important as what
I say. . . . What counts is that we understand together, in a reasonable
manner, what should be done.”44
CONCLUSION
Josef Pieper was right to observe that “universal human love” is limited
in the sense that human perspectives only get us so far. As Caritas reflects,
“Reason, by itself is capable of grasping the equality between men and
43
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giving stability to their civil coexistence, but it cannot establish fraternity.
This originates in a transcendent vocation from God the Father who loved
us first, teaching us through the Son what fraternal charity is” (no. 19).
Lubich, too, consistently pushed beyond the bounds of human perspectives
in order to tap into the divine source of universal love.
But if universal love is associated with an “innate potentiality” reminiscent of paradise, Benedict XVI and Lubich would, in contrast to Pieper,
place much hope in the capacity of universal love to permeate and transform every aspect of human life and of the social and economic order, and
so accomplish much that is practical in the world. And this is because they
have both intuited that it is God’s own desire to bring humanity into the
life of communion at the heart of the Trinity: “that they may be one even
as we are one” (Jn 17:22). Looking at human development from the vantage point of our fundamental vocation to unity, it becomes clear that it is
precisely in loving openness to the spiritual and material needs of others
that we discover the truth about ourselves, that we are “made for gift” (no.
34). Who could ask for more?

