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...Engaging the signs of the times...

“God bless Us Every One!”
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ForumWord

This year marks the 200th anniversary of the birth of Charles 
Dickens.  And it was in 1843 that he hit upon the idea of writing a 

story that would not only celebrate Christmas, but alert people to the 
desperate needs of England’s poor.

It is thought the book, published on December 19th that year,  inspired 
the establishment of the first small co-op store in 1844 which started 
the growth of the modern co-op movement, highlighted by the United 
Nations with the 2012 International Year of Cooperatives.

We believe the co-op model is a hopeful alternative to the dominant 
market economy.  It puts the emphasis on the common good and 
general well-being rather than corporate profit for investors with a 
blinkered focus on economic growth at all costs.  

We are beginning to develop what we intend to be a handy work-
book to engage small groups on “degrowth: living with limits”.  It’s 
an exciting project aiming to delve into questions of ecomonics and 
ecology.  We’ll certainly bring in cooperatives when we explore ways 
to  make the transition to the new global society we need.

Recently, we held two interesting forums - one with an open-ended 
sharing on current global challenges and the other was a smaller 
session with several heads of religion from local high schools.  
We have plans for several other forums in the new year.

The Board and staff of the Jesuit Forum for Social Faith and Justice 
(along with Tiny Tim!) wish you many blessings this Christmas.  

We keep very much in mind and in prayer the community of
 Newtown, Connecticut, in the US.

And we keep in our hearts refugees everywhere - but especially the 
increasing numbers of families fleeing their homes in Syria.

We pray for peace.
 

Anne-Marie Jackson  
& Bill Ryan sj

“A merry Christmas, Bob!” 
said Scrooge, with an 
earnestness that could not be 
mistaken, as he clapped him 
on the back. 

“A merrier Christmas, Bob, my 
good fellow, than I have given 
you, for many a year!  I’ll raise 
your salary, and endeavour to 
assist your struggling family, 
and we will discuss your affairs 
this very afternoon, over a 
Christmas bowl of smoking 
bishop*, Bob!  

Make up the fires, and buy 
another coal-scuttle before you 
dot another i, Bob Cratchit!”

Scrooge was better than 
his word.  He did it all, and 
infinitely more;  and to Tiny 
Tim, who did NOT die, he 
was a second father.

From Charles Dickens’ 
A Christmas Carol

published by Penguin Books.

*Bishop is made by pouring heated 
red wine over bitter oranges and then 

adding sugar and spices.  
The liquor is purple, the colour of a 

bishop’s cassock.



Back in the 20th century, Catholic social justice advocates used to 
joke that the strong social teaching of the Catholic Church was 

so little known, and so rarely preached in most parishes, that it was 
“the Church’s best-kept secret.”  

Well, the Catholic Church’s vision of a just society isn’t the only 
great idea for a civilized economy that doesn’t get a lot of press.

Did you know, for example, that the cooperative movement is at 
work in more than 100 countries, and that it has more than 800 
million members? Would you be surprised to hear that four out 
of every ten Canadians belong to at least one co-op? (In Quebec, 
co-op membership includes 70% of the population.) Bet you didn’t 
know that the World Council of Credit Unions includes 49,000 
credit unions serving 177 million members in 96 countries, or 
that 4,200 banks that are members of the European Association of 
Cooperative Banks serve 149 million clients—and that their banks 
did not get hooked or wrecked in the notorious banking scandals/
collapses of recent years. And credit unions are today ranked 18th 
among the 50 safest banks in the world. 

So although the co-op movement is visionary, it isn’t just a dream. 
It’s a reality that accounts for approximately 100 million jobs world-
wide.  So how come the mainstream press is so quiet about it?

The United Nations took a stab at removing this cloak of silence 
by naming 2012 The Year of Cooperatives, with the theme 
“Cooperative Enterprises Build a Better World.”  UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki-moon told the world that “Cooperatives are a 
reminder to the international community that it is possible to 
pursue both economic viability and social responsibility.”

Cooperatives:
the other Best Kept Secret

The Rochdale Pioneers:

  A simple idea, a 
committed group, and a 

small shop.  

They began a revolution 
that brought hope to 

millions and 
harm to none.  

The Pioneers gave 
birth to the idea of 

modern cooperation and 
the world is a better 

place for it!

from: Weavers of Dreams
Founders of the Modern 
Cooperative Movement
by David J. Thompson
Twin Pines Press Inc.

The spirit of co-operation which binds the Guild 
into one united whole in purpose and action, 

and gives to the shopping baskets of its members 
a great power to lift the ordinary commerce of 

daily existence into a movement for social betterment, 
is also the spirit which can regenerate the world.

Catherine Webb, 
The Woman with the Basket 

(Manchester:  Co-operative Wholesale Society’s Printing Works. 1927)

continued next page   
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The Canadian Association of Cooperatives responded to the UN 
initiative by bringing together an International Summit of Co-
operatives, October 6-11, in Quebec City.  This ambitious world 
gathering aimed to make co-operatives more effective economically 
and socially – and more influential in international and domestic 
political, economic, educational and other cultural institutions. 
They came, 2800 co-op leaders from 91 countries, big and small, 
including China and Nepal, loaded with studies and surveys to 
inform each other and make their co-ops better known. The lead 
Canadian organizers included St. Mary’s University in Halifax 
(which offers a graduate program in Cooperative and Credit Union 
Management) and the enormous Quebec-based Desjardins Group 
of cooperatives.

But first a little history of co-operatives

In 1844, three economic models, which have dominated the world 
for the past 150 years, took shape. First, the British parliament 
passed the Joint Stock Act which facilitated the birth of modern 
capitalism by developing the basis of the modern corporation. 
Second, in that same year Karl Marx published his German 
Ideology and Friedrich Engels his The Conditions of the Working 
Class in England, which together provided the seeds for The 
Communist Manifesto in 1848. And, third, just before Christmas of 
1844, twenty-four workers founded the Rochdale Equitable Pioneer 
Society by opening a small co-op store selling only butter, sugar, 
flour, oatmeal and candles. From their simple experiment the idea 
of the modern cooperative movement developed.

continued next page   

continued from page 3

So although the 
co-op movement 

is visionary, 
it isn’t just a dream. 

It’s a reality 
that accounts for 

approximately 
100 million jobs 

world-wide.

Hearts have to change for society to change
On the eve of a revolutionary era which peaked in 1848, Dickens’ message 

(in A Christmas Carol) was that hearts had to change if society was to change.  
Dickens’ philosophy would soon be challenged by another author.  

In 1849, Karl Marx moved to the same London neighbourhood as Dickens.  While Marx 
appreciated Dickens’ literary skills, he was convinced that society would only change 
with the rise of the working class.  As Marx said, “Philosophers have interpreted the 

world in various ways, but the point however is to change it.”   
Change without revolution was almost impossible for Marx to imagine.   

The two authors took different paths and had different dreams for a better world.

Quoted from Weavers of Dreams - Founders of the Modern Cooperative Movement
by David J. Thompson, Twin Pines Press Inc.
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Some claim its inspiration came from  
Charles Dickens’  A Christmas Carol, published 
a year earlier. You remember the story of  
Mr. Scrooge, the mean-minded capitalist who 
was terrified into generosity by his encounter 
with the “ghosts” of Christmas, past and future.

The prophetic “ghosts” showed Scrooge the 
consequences in his own life of his habit of 
putting financial profit ahead of human need 
and, indeed, ahead of all human relationships. 
And you remember the innocent and vulnerable 
Tiny Tim, crippled but beloved by his poverty-
stricken family, who saw that everyone is part of 
the same family, and, if only they would live in 
unity the world would have a better ending.

The moral of the Christmas Carol parable was very clear! But the 
Pioneers were after practical solutions as well as morality. Seeing 
how quickly the shelves in their new store emptied, the Pioneers 
were already searching for change more real than Dickens’ warm 
feelings and less horrific than Marx’s revolution.

Despite many trials the movement prospered and soon diversified 
and spread to the New World. The development of co-ops in 
Canada is a sterling example of the strength and creativity of the 
movement. The pioneer Alphonse Desjardins established the first 
credit union (caisse, in French) in Lévis, Quebec, in 1901 – creating 
an innovative financial model of savings and credit, owned and 
governed by its members.  The Catholic clergy in Quebec gave 
their full support to the new caisses—even to the extent of seeking 
Pope Pius X’s approval for priests to manage local caisses. By 1963, 
Quebec had 1248 credit unions with assets of over $1 billion and 
1,539,000 members. Nor did the co-op movement restrict itself 
to cooperative forms of banking. Agricultural co-ops, housing 
co-ops, consumer co-ops and many other structures for economic 
solidarity, mutual support and stimulus grew to be a major 
dimension of Quebec’s economy, as they still are today.

In Atlantic Canada, the cooperative idea was spearheaded in the 
1920s by the Antigonish movement, with illustrious leaders like 
Father Moses Coady, and strong support from other Catholic 
leaders and people. Coady particularly emphasized that the 
co-op movement consists of action that is a consequence of 
cooperative learning (study clubs spread like mushrooms) by 
the people involved. St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish 
took this idea so seriously that in 1928 it opened an Extension 

continued from page 4

Agricultural 
co-ops, housing 

co-ops, consumer 
co-ops and many 

other structures for 
economic solidarity, 
mutual support and 
stimulus grew to be 

a major dimension of 
Quebec’s economy, as 
they still are today.
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continued next page   

Department to back up the growing movement of study clubs and 
co-op business ventures. Years later, the Coady Institute opened its 
doors to students from all over the world, thousands of whom have 
returned to their homelands to start and/or develop co-ops suited 
to local conditions.

By the beginning of the 1930s, cooperatives were spreading
across Canada, particularly in the Prairies. (That is a story for 
another time.) Through many hardships, the Canadian  movement 
prospered and presently has 9,000 cooperatives with 18,000,000 
members, 155,000 employees, 100,000 volunteers, and $50 billion in 
annual income. 

And so the Canadian Association of Cooperatives had good reason 
to celebrate The Year of Cooperatives with a huge International 
Summit with the theme “The Amazing Power of Cooperatives.” 

The promotional literature for this coming-together of cooperative 
leaders from round the world reveals a remarkable resonance 
between it and recent social teaching by Pope Benedict in his social 
encyclical, Caritas in Veritate. (The English title is Integral Human 
Development in Charity [Love] and Truth.). He sees the promotion 
of social or civic economy as a way to modify, indeed, to civilize 
our present economy. In Pope Benedict’s definition, social or “civic” 
business is economic enterprise that aims primarily at goals of social 
and human welfare, whether it is organized in a non-profit model 
or seeks a modest profit.  The concept of social business includes 
cooperatives, credit unions, etc. where the members are owners and 

Continued from page 5

With these words, a woman in the 
Cambodian village of Tareach summed 

up the impact of 15 years of accompaniment 
by Development and Partnership in Action, 
a local agency, which has helped villages 
like Tareach become self-sufficient through 
cooperative ways of working.

Beginning in 1996, DPA helped the small-
scale farmers to develop community projects 
with rice, cows and pigs; educational and 
technical supports for agriculture and health; 

a savings and loan group;  a water pump and 
a program to support the families in greatest 
need – all done on a cooperative basis, 
working together for the common good. 

“We’re doing alright now,” said one of 
the Tareach villagers to members of a 
Development and Peace solidarity tour to 
Cambodia.  “We do see hope and we are 
becoming our own people.”  

“In our village, no-one is rich and no-one is poor.”
The power of working cooperatively...

Development and Partnership in Action (Cambodia) is supported by 
Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peace (www.devp.org)
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where there is a communal approach to taking initiatives, making 
decisions and sharing earnings.  

Can the cooperative approach grow and become powerful enough 
to influence the way business is done in the economy as a whole? 
Can it help to civilize the behaviour of markets? Theorists of 
the co-op movement aim at that, and Pope Benedict considers 
it a highly desirable possibility. He writes in Caritas in Veritate, 
“Without prejudice to the importance and the economic and 
social benefits of the more traditional forms of business, they 
[social or civic businesses] steer the system towards a clearer and 
more complete assumption of duties on the part of the economic 
subjects. And not only that. The very plurality of institutional 
forms of business gives rise to a market which is not only more 
civilized but also more competitive.” [45]

Through these practical principles, co-ops intend to promote 
democracy, self-help, equality and solidarity – all of which we find 
in Pope Benedict’s own expectations for a social economy.

The first half of the International Summit was organized by  
St. Mary’s University of Halifax. Called “Imagine 2012”, this part 
of the Summit was a reflective seminar for about 700 participants 
on present global crises and the challenge for co-ops therein. It 
was led by some of today’s most influential thinkers, including 
Canadian Thomas Homer-Dixon. 

The central concern for the participants was the inadequacy 
of capitalist markets to confront today’s financial chaos, high 
unemployment, the growing income gap between rich and poor 
and the need to fit economic activity within ecological limits, 
especially in the use of fossil fuels. We seem to have forgotten 
that the economy is a subsystem of society, not the other way 
around--and that human society itself depends on nature’s own 
systems and must respect ecological limits. We are, to our peril, 
letting multinational corporations, with the help of technology, 

continued on next page

Continued from page 6

Here are the seven principles that guide 
cooperatives around the world:

•	 voluntary and open membership 
•	 democratic member control 

•	 member economic participation
•	 autonomy and independence 

•	 education, training, and information (transparency)
•	 cooperation among cooperatives 

•	 and finally, concern for the community. 

Co-ops intend to 
promote democracy, 
self-help, equality 

and solidarity
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attempt to reverse this universal order. “Imagine 2012” saw the 
leadership of the cooperative movement as looking for a new 
economic paradigm complementing the work of other groups 
such as the New Economic Institute, the Institute for New 
Economic Thinking, the Degrowth movement, etc. in proposing 
a more encompassing view of the economy as a complex set of 
relationships that people use to provide themselves with the 
goods and services they need to live meaningful lives in their 
communities.

Whereas conventionally organized corporations in the so-called 
private sector are obliged to aim, first and foremost, at optimum 
return on invested capital for the profit of their shareholders, co-
ops may have multiple goals. To survive, they have to be sound 
and accountable business enterprises, but they may also exist for 
specific social, communal and ecological goals. During the present 
global economic crisis, co-ops performed better than the dominant 
economy both in providing income, holding their employees, and 
reducing their carbon footprint on the planet. 

And yet co-ops are still little known and 
misunderstood – at times, even by 
their own members

The second half of the co-op Summit, with the full assembly of 
2,800 co-op leaders, was spent in strategizing how to make co-ops 
still more effective and better known. They urged better education 
and formation of their own members, especially the younger 
members. More broadly, they plan to work to get cooperative 
economics taught in business schools and universities (and in 
high schools too, for that matter).  They will also interconnect and 
cooperate globally much more than in the past. And they will use 
their increased growth and strength to have access and influence 
with UN agencies such as the International Monetary Fund, the 
World Bank and the International Labour Organization, as well as 
with domestic governments. They want to be seen a part of a real 
pluralistic market economy, not just a marginal alternative, to use 
the Pope’s language referring to social enterprise in Caritas  
in Veritate.

The later sessions of the Summit were focussed almost exclusively 
on how to make co-ops more visible and resilient throughout the 
world. There was still much talk and planning concerning the 
unique social goals of the co-ops and the necessity to cultivate and 
build trust and loyalty with co-op members and their customers,  
but much less about ecological concerns and limits than earlier.  

continued next page

Continued from page 7

During the present 
global economic crisis, 

co-ops performed 
better than the 

dominant economy 
both in providing 
income, holding 

their employees, and 
reducing their 

carbon footprint 
on the planet. 

“Recovered Factories”
Co-op Movement
in Latin America

When plants are closed down, 
worker cooperatives can 
reopen them.  The “recovered 
factories” co-op movement is 
spreading in Latin America. 

There are more than 200 in 
Argentina, providing jobs for 
9,000 people.  Others are in 
Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay 
and Venezuela.

According to University of 
Buenos Aires researcher 
Andrés Ruggeri: “The 
workers learned that running 
a company by themselves is a 
viable alternative.  That was 
unthinkable before...  These 
are workers who have got 
back on their feet on their 
own.”

Thanks to the New 
Internationalist.  See their 
July/August 2012 issue on 
cooperatives: www.newint.org
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continued on back page

And the non-voted Declaration of the Summit was devoted 
entirely to the future of the co-ops themselves, with little mention  
of the present global crisis, the inadequacies of the present 
capitalist markets and concern for ecological limits.

We have so much knowledge with 
so little understanding

Early in the gathering, Chilean Manfred Max-Neef, the first 
economist to speak, said he had difficulty finding hope because 
“We have so much knowledge with so little understanding.” 
However, the final word came from a revered French ‘ecosocio-
economist’, Ignacy Sachs, speaking at the closing lunch. He had 
been the assistant to Canada’s Maurice Strong, the Secretary 
General of the Stockholm Environment Conference in 1972.  
When asked if he has hope for the future he replied, haltingly, 
“yes” -- on condition that in the coming decade the nations of 
the world manage to reduce the growing income gap between 
the rich and the poor in the world so that it might become 
possible for all peoples to begin to engage seriously in necessary 
planetary planning.

Finally, I was both surprised and disappointed that in this very 
important global conference there was no room for God or 
explicitly religious language – only Rochdale co-op values, which 
coincide substantially with Catholic social teaching. Nevertheless, 
it was a sign of the times that the first international speaker at the 
Summit was an Italian economist from the University of Bologna, 
Stephano Zamagni. In describing social enterprises, Zamagni 
used very much the same language as Caritas in Veritate. When I 
pointed out this likeness to him, Zamagni smiled and admitted 
that he had helped to draft that part of Benedict’s encyclical. 

It’s clear that the Church and cooperative movements have similar 
economic concerns and proposals for creating a more socially 
responsible economy for people and for the planet. History tells 
us that these proposals are realistic as well as visionary. Mutual 
support between churches and co-ops has often been fruitful in 
the past, and can still be fruitful in generating social hope in the 
midst of today’s frightening crises. 

In Dickens’ Christmas Carol, the Ghost of Christmas Past shows 
Scrooge a vision of the young woman he had once intended to 

Hope?
Perhaps.

On condition that 
in the coming decade 

the nations of the 
world manage to 

reduce the growing 
income gap between 
the rich and the poor

 so that it might 
become possible for 

all peoples to begin to 
engage seriously 

in necessary 
planetary planning.

Ignacy Sachs
French ecosocio-economist
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marry. She was breaking off their engagement, lamenting that the Scrooge she had loved had been 
seduced by “a golden idol”, and that greed had made him incapable of genuine love. She despaired 
of him ever returning to true humanity. But in the Dickens story, powerful examples of love and 
family devotion convert even Scrooge, leading him to the joys of sharing and heartfelt cooperation. 
Conversion can apply also to economic life. May we all live to witness and support many such 
conversions!

Agrarian land reform has been a hard struggle in 
the Philippines.  In the past, it was estimated that 
10% of the population controlled 90% of the land.  
A land redistribution program was put in place 
but it has been a long, slow process over the last 
twenty years.

Marcelino Octaviano understood the challenges 
of being a farmer all too well.  Tilling a small 
plot of 1.5 hectares was proving insufficient to 
sustain his family, so he took a second job as an 
electrician. Still, he could barely make ends meet.

This precarious existence changed when 
Mr. Octaviano joined the Balugo Farmers Multi-
Purpose Cooperative (BFMPC).

The BAMPC is a small cassava cooperative 
receiving support from the Agri-Aqua 
Development Coalition - Mindanao (AADC).
The AADC is a coalition of 120 community 
organizations, founded in 1994 to address isssues 
affecting the rural poor in Mindanao.  

It provides technical training and helps to build 
agricultural and organizational capacities within 
local groups, as well as fostering coalitions 
around specific issues.

In 2002, the AADC made a decision to promote 
community economic development in the region 
as agricultural and fishing revenues were falling.  
This strategic decision was steeped in the belief 
that small-scale farming could be sustainable and 
a viable option to improve livelihoods.  

It began to help organize and provide support to 
cooperatives, including the BFMPC.

Membership in the cooperative has transformed 
the living standard of Mr. Octaviano and his 
family.   He has received business training from 
AADC and now he is the co-op manager. 

And the prospects for his children seem even 
brighter:  his two daughters are now enrolled in 
university.

Cooperative in the Philippines
helps lift people out of poverty

Thanks to the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peace
which supports the Agri-Aqua Development Coalition - Mindanao

Continued from page 9


