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Introduction 

• Happy to be here and I’m happy that you’re here. I have been an ardent supporter of the World Youth 
Alliance since 2002 when I became aware of it. When I was appointed to serve at the Holy See’s Permanent 
Observer Mission to the UN a little over a year ago, one of the first persons I called to get advice and some 
briefing materials was WYA founder Anna Halpine. I’m happy now to be in a person to collaborate with the 
World Youth Alliance, to assist its mission in promoting the dignity of the person, authentic and integral 
development, and the family and to profit from its help with several of the initiatives of the Holy See. Next 
week, during the 60th session of the Commission on the Status of Women, the Holy See is sponsoring an 
event with the World Youth Alliance, with FEMM and the Reproductive Health Research Institute on an 
approach to women’s health in full accord with human dignity.  

• Today I’ve been asked to address you on Pope Francis’ encyclical Laudato Si: On Care for our Common Home 
and focus on how it’s been shaping environmental conversations.  

• In order to appreciate LS’ impact, we first need to grasp what was the environmental conversation prior to 
LS.  

o Scientific conversation based on concerns for our planet in various areas:  
! fears about climate change 
! pollution, contamination and waste on earth and in the air 
! endangered species and biodiversity 
! water shortages 
! opening toward renewal energy 

o A type of new age, neo-gnostic pantheism — what Francis calls a “superficial ecology” — that not 
only was false but was turning many common sense people away from environmental conversations.  

! Judaeo-Christian thought demythologized nature. While continuing to admire its grandeur 
and immensity, it no longer saw nature as divine. In doing so, it emphasizes all the more our 
human responsibility for nature.” (78) 

o The Catholic Church had been speaking out.  
! Paul VI 

• Blessed Paul VI about the “tragic consequence” of unchecked human activity, of an 
“ecological catastrophe,” the “urgent need for a radical change in the conduct of 
humanity.” (3). 

! John Paul II 
• 1990 World Day of Peace Message dedicated to care for the environment:  

o 1. In our day, there is a growing awareness that world peace is threatened not 
only by the arms race, regional conflicts and continued injustices among 
peoples and nations, but also by a lack of due respect for nature, by the 
plundering of natural resources and by a progressive decline in the quality of 
life. The sense of precariousness and insecurity that such a situation 
engenders is a seedbed for collective selfishness, disregard for others and 
dishonesty. Faced with the widespread destruction of the environment, 
people everywhere are coming to understand that we cannot continue to use 
the goods of the earth as we have in the past. The public in general as well as 
political leaders are concerned about this problem, and experts from a wide 
range of disciplines are studying its causes. Moreover, a new ecological 
awareness is beginning to emerge which, rather than being downplayed, 
ought to be encouraged to develop into concrete programmes and initiatives. 



o 6. Certain elements of today's ecological crisis reveal its moral character. First 
among these is the indiscriminate application of advances in science and 
technology. … The gradual depletion of the ozone layer and the related 
"greenhouse effect"has now reached crisis proportions as a consequence of 
industrial growth, massive urban concentrations and vastly increased energy 
needs. Industrial waste, the burning of fossil fuels, unrestricted deforestation, 
the use of certain types of herbicides, coolants and propellants: all of these 
are known to harm the atmosphere and environment. The resulting 
meteorological and atmospheric changes range from damage to health to the 
possible future submersion of low-lying lands. While in some cases the 
damage already done may well be irreversible, in many other cases it can still 
be halted. It is necessary, however, that the entire human community - 
individuals, States and international bodies - take seriously the responsibility 
that is theirs 

o 7. The most profound and serious indication of the moral implications 
underlying the ecological problem is the lack of respect for life evident in 
many of the patterns of environmental pollution. Often, the interests of 
production prevail over concern for the dignity of workers, while economic 
interests take priority over the good of individuals and even entire peoples. 
In these cases, pollution or environmental destruction is the result of an 
unnatural and reductionist vision which at times leads to a genuine contempt 
for man. On another level, delicate ecological balances are upset by the 
uncontrolled destruction of animal and plant life or by a reckless exploitation 
of natural resources. It should be pointed out that all of this, even if carried 
out in the name of progress and well-being, is ultimately to mankind's 
disadvantage. Finally, we can only look with deep concern at the enormous 
possibilities of biological research. We are not yet in a position to assess the 
biological disturbance that could result from indiscriminate genetic 
manipulation and from the unscrupulous development of new forms of plant 
and animal life, to say nothing of unacceptable experimentation regarding the 
origins of human life itself. It is evident to all that in any area as delicate as 
this, indifference to fundamental ethical norms, or their rejection, would lead 
mankind to the very threshold of self-destruction. Respect for life, and above 
all for the dignity of the human person, is the ultimate guiding norm for any 
sound economic, industrial or scientific progress. he complexity of the 
ecological question is evident to all. There are, however, certain underlying 
principles, which, while respecting the legitimate autonomy and the specific 
competence of those involved, can direct research towards adequate and 
lasting solutions. These principles are essential to the building of a peaceful 
society; no peaceful society can afford to neglect either respect for life or the 
fact that there is an integrity to creation. 

o 10. The ecological crisis reveals the urgent moral need for a new solidarity, 
especially in relations between the developing nations and those that are 
highly industrialized. States must increasingly share responsibility, in 
complimentary ways, for the promotion of a natural and social environment 
that is both peaceful and healthy. 

o 11. It must also be said that the proper ecological balance will not be found 
without directly addressing the structural forms of poverty that exist 
throughout the world. 

o 12. But there is another dangerous menace which threatens us, namely war. 
o 13. Modern society will find no solution to the ecological problem unless it 

takes a serious look at its life style. In many parts of the world society is given 
to instant gratification and consumerism while remaining indifferent to the 



damage which these cause. As I have already stated, the seriousness of the 
ecological issue lays bare the depth of man's moral crisis. If an appreciation 
of the value of the human person and of human life is lacking, we will also 
lose interest in others and in the earth itself. Simplicity, moderation and 
discipline, as well as a spirit of sacrifice, must become a part of everyday life, 
lest all suffer the negative consequences of the careless habits of a few. An 
education in ecological responsibility is urgent: responsibility for oneself, for 
others, and for the earth. This education cannot be rooted in mere sentiment 
or empty wishes. Its purpose cannot be ideological or political. It must not 
be based on a rejection of the modern world or a vague desire to return to 
some "paradise lost" . Instead, a true education in responsibility entails a 
genuine conversion in ways of thought and behaviour. Churches and 
religious bodies, non-governmental and governmental organizations, indeed 
all members of society, have a precise role to play in such education. The first 
educator, however, is the family, where the child learns to respect his 
neighbour and to love nature. 

o 15. Today the ecological crisis has assumed such proportions as to be the 
responsibility of everyone. As I have pointed out, its various aspects 
demonstrate the need for concerted efforts aimed at establishing the duties 
and obligations that belong to individuals, peoples, States and the 
international community. … Even men and women without any particular 
religious conviction, but with an acute sense of their responsibilities for the 
common good, recognize their obligation to contribute to the restoration of 
a healthy environment. All the more should men and women who believe in 
God the Creator, and who are thus convinced that there is a well-defined 
unity and order in the world, feel called to address the problem. Christians, in 
particular, realize that their responsibility within creation and their duty 
towards nature and the Creator are an essential part of their faith 

o 16. In 1979, I proclaimed Saint Francis of Assisi as the heavenly Patron of 
those who promote ecology (cf. Apostolic Letter Inter Sanctos: AAS 71 
[1979], 1509f.). He offers Christians an example of genuine and deep respect 
for the integrity of creation. 

• Centesimus Annus 37-38  
o 37. Equally worrying is the ecological question which accompanies the 

problem of consumerism and which is closely connected to it. In his desire 
to have and to enjoy rather than to be and to grow, man consumes the 
resources of the earth and his own life in an excessive and disordered way. At 
the root of the senseless destruction of the natural environment lies an 
anthropological error, which unfortunately is widespread in our day. Man, 
who discovers his capacity to transform and in a certain sense create the 
world through his own work, forgets that this is always based on God's prior 
and original gift of the things that are. Man thinks that he can make arbitrary 
use of the earth, subjecting it without restraint to his will, as though it did not 
have its own requisites and a prior God-given purpose, which man can 
indeed develop but must not betray. Instead of carrying out his role as a co-
operator with God in the work of creation, man sets himself up in place of 
God and thus ends up provoking a rebellion on the part of nature, which is 
more tyrannized than governed by him. In all this, one notes first the poverty 
or narrowness of man's outlook, motivated as he is by a desire to possess 
things rather than to relate them to the truth, and lacking that disinterested, 
unselfish and aesthetic attitude that is born of wonder in the presence of 
being and of the beauty which enables one to see in visible things the 
message of the invisible God who created them. In this regard, humanity 



today must be conscious of its duties and obligations towards future 
generations. 

o 38. In addition to the irrational destruction of the natural environment, we 
must also mention the more serious destruction of the human environment, 
something which is by no means receiving the attention it deserves. Although 
people are rightly worried — though much less than they should be — about 
preserving the natural habitats of the various animal species threatened with 
extinction, because they realize that each of these species makes its particular 
contribution to the balance of nature in general, too little effort is made to 
safeguard the moral conditions for an authentic "human ecology". Not only 
has God given the earth to man, who must use it with respect for the original 
good purpose for which it was given to him, but man too is God's gift to 
man. He must therefore respect the natural and moral structure with which 
he has been endowed. In this context, mention should be made of the 
serious problems of modern urbanization, of the need for urban planning 
which is concerned with how people are to live, and of the attention which 
should be given to a "social ecology" of work. Man receives from God his 
essential dignity and with it the capacity to transcend every social order so as 
to move towards truth and goodness. But he is also conditioned by the social 
structure in which he lives, by the education he has received and by his 
environment. These elements can either help or hinder his living in 
accordance with the truth. The decisions which create a human environment 
can give rise to specific structures of sin which impede the full realization of 
those who are in any way oppressed by them. To destroy such structures and 
replace them with more authentic forms of living in community is a task 
which demands courage and patience. 

! Benedict XVI, the “Green Pope,” but these messages weren’t being adequately heard and 
acted upon.   

• CV 48. Today the subject of development is also closely related to the duties arising 
from our relationship to the natural environment. The environment is God's gift to 
everyone, and in our use of it we have a responsibility towards the poor, towards 
future generations and towards humanity as a whole. When nature, including the 
human being, is viewed as the result of mere chance or evolutionary determinism, 
our sense of responsibility wanes. In nature, the believer recognizes the wonderful 
result of God's creative activity, which we may use responsibly to satisfy our 
legitimate needs, material or otherwise, while respecting the intrinsic balance of 
creation. If this vision is lost, we end up either considering nature an untouchable 
taboo or, on the contrary, abusing it. Neither attitude is consonant with the Christian 
vision of nature as the fruit of God's creation. Nature expresses a design of love and 
truth. It is prior to us, and it has been given to us by God as the setting for our life. 
Nature speaks to us of the Creator (cf. Rom 1:20) and his love for humanity. It is 
destined to be “recapitulated” in Christ at the end of time (cf. Eph 1:9-10; Col 1:19-
20). Thus it too is a “vocation”[115]. Nature is at our disposal not as “a heap of 
scattered refuse”[116], but as a gift of the Creator who has given it an inbuilt order, 
enabling man to draw from it the principles needed in order “to till it and keep it” 
(Gen 2:15). But it should also be stressed that it is contrary to authentic development 
to view nature as something more important than the human person. This position 
leads to attitudes of neo-paganism or a new pantheism — human salvation cannot 
come from nature alone, understood in a purely naturalistic sense. This having been 
said, it is also necessary to reject the opposite position, which aims at total technical 
dominion over nature, because the natural environment is more than raw material to 
be manipulated at our pleasure; it is a wondrous work of the Creator containing a 
“grammar” which sets forth ends and criteria for its wise use, not its reckless 



exploitation. Today much harm is done to development precisely as a result of these 
distorted notions. Reducing nature merely to a collection of contingent data ends up 
doing violence to the environment and even encouraging activity that fails to respect 
human nature itself. Our nature, constituted not only by matter but also by spirit, 
and as such, endowed with transcendent meaning and aspirations, is also normative 
for culture. Human beings interpret and shape the natural environment through 
culture, which in turn is given direction by the responsible use of freedom, in 
accordance with the dictates of the moral law. Consequently, projects for integral 
human development cannot ignore coming generations, but need to be marked by 
solidarity and inter-generational justice, while taking into account a variety of 
contexts: ecological, juridical, economic, political and cultural. 

• 50. This responsibility is a global one, for it is concerned not just with energy but 
with the whole of creation, which must not be bequeathed to future generations 
depleted of its resources. Human beings legitimately exercise a responsible 
stewardship over nature, in order to protect it, to enjoy its fruits and to cultivate it in 
new ways, with the assistance of advanced technologies, so that it can worthily 
accommodate and feed the world's population. On this earth there is room for 
everyone: here the entire human family must find the resources to live with dignity, 
through the help of nature itself — God's gift to his children — and through hard 
work and creativity. At the same time we must recognize our grave duty to hand the 
earth on to future generations in such a condition that they too can worthily inhabit 
it and continue to cultivate it. This means being committed to making joint decisions 
“after pondering responsibly the road to be taken, decisions aimed at strengthening 
that covenant between human beings and the environment, which should mirror the 
creative love of God, from whom we come and towards whom we are 
journeying”[120]. Let us hope that the international community and individual 
governments will succeed in countering harmful ways of treating the environment. It 
is likewise incumbent upon the competent authorities to make every effort to ensure 
that the economic and social costs of using up shared environmental resources are 
recognized with transparency and fully borne by those who incur them, not by other 
peoples or future generations: the protection of the environment, of resources and 
of the climate obliges all international leaders to act jointly and to show a readiness 
to work in good faith, respecting the law and promoting solidarity with the weakest 
regions of the planet[121]. One of the greatest challenges facing the economy is to 
achieve the most efficient use — not abuse — of natural resources, based on a 
realization that the notion of “efficiency” is not value-free. 

• 51. The way humanity treats the environment influences the way it treats itself, and 
vice versa. This invites contemporary society to a serious review of its life-style, 
which, in many parts of the world, is prone to hedonism and consumerism, 
regardless of their harmful consequences[122]. What is needed is an effective shift in 
mentality which can lead to the adoption of new life-styles “in which the quest for 
truth, beauty, goodness and communion with others for the sake of common growth 
are the factors which determine consumer choices, savings and investments”[123]. 
… The Church has a responsibility towards creation and she must assert this 
responsibility in the public sphere. In so doing, she must defend not only earth, 
water and air as gifts of creation that belong to everyone. She must above all protect 
mankind from self-destruction. There is need for what might be called a human 
ecology, correctly understood. The deterioration of nature is in fact closely 
connected to the culture that shapes human coexistence: when “human 
ecology”[124] is respected within society, environmental ecology also benefits. Just as 
human virtues are interrelated, such that the weakening of one places others at risk, 
so the ecological system is based on respect for a plan that affects both the health of 
society and its good relationship with nature. In order to protect nature, it is not 



enough to intervene with economic incentives or deterrents; not even an apposite 
education is sufficient. These are important steps, but the decisive issue is the overall 
moral tenor of society. If there is a lack of respect for the right to life and to a natural 
death, if human conception, gestation and birth are made artificial, if human 
embryos are sacrificed to research, the conscience of society ends up losing the 
concept of human ecology and, along with it, that of environmental ecology. It is 
contradictory to insist that future generations respect the natural environment when 
our educational systems and laws do not help them to respect themselves. The book 
of nature is one and indivisible: it takes in not only the environment but also life, 
sexuality, marriage, the family, social relations: in a word, integral human 
development. Our duties towards the environment are linked to our duties towards 
the human person, considered in himself and in relation to others. It would be 
wrong to uphold one set of duties while trampling on the other. Herein lies a grave 
contradiction in our mentality and practice today: one which demeans the person, 
disrupts the environment and damages society. 
 

The immediate impact of LS 
• Unprecedented media coverage for an encyclical.  

o Driven by Pope Francis’ keeping it in the news, promoting it on his press conferences, talking about 
the process.  

! Jan 15 Press interview from Sri Lanka to the Philippines: “The important thing is that there 
be a bit of time between the issuing of the encyclical and the meeting in Paris, so that it can 
make a contribution. The meeting in Peru was nothing great. I was disappointed by the lack 
of courage; things came to a stop at a certain point. Let’s hope that in Paris the delegates will 
be more courageous and will move forward with this.”  

o Driven by the relevance to the COP 21 and the international conversation about environmental 
agreements.  

o Driven also by the environmental concerns of many in the media.  
• We saw the immediate impact of LS in the political and diplomatic community 

o President Obama, the day the encyclical was published: "I welcome His Holiness Pope Francis's 
encyclical, and deeply admire the Pope's decision to make the case - clearly, powerfully, and with the 
full moral authority of his position - for action on global climate change. As we prepare for global 
climate negotiations in Paris this December, it is my hope that all world leaders and all God's 
children will reflect on Pope Francis' call to come together to care for our common home. We have 
a profound responsibility to protect our children, and our children's children, from the damaging 
impacts of climate change." 

o The Secretary General Ban Ki Moon 
! On the same day: “I very much welcome the papal encyclical released today by His Holiness 

Pope Francis … [on] the need for all humankind to come together to address climate 
change, one of the principal challenges facing the human community. … Climate change is a 
moral issue that requires collective urgent action. It is an issue of social justice, human rights 
and fundamental ethics. People everywhere share a responsibility to care for and protect our 
common home, our one and only planet Earth.  We must do far more to help the poorest 
and most vulnerable members of society, who are suffering most from climate impacts yet 
had least to do with causing the problem. We must also show solidarity with generations that 
will follow ours, and bequeath to them a sustainable world. I thank deeply Pope Francis for 
taking such a strong stand on the need for urgent global action. His moral voice is part of a 
growing chorus of people from all faiths and all sectors of society speaking out for climate 
action. I urge governments to place the global common good above national interests and to 
adopt an ambitious, universal climate agreement in Paris this year.” 

! When Pope Francis came to the UN: “You have often spoken of an “integral ecology” – 
one that encompasses the environment, economic growth, social justice and human well-



being. In other words, sustainable development for our common home. The recent Papal 
Encyclical – Laudato Si -- defined climate change as a principal challenge facing humanity, 
and a moral issue. This message is critical as we approach the pivotal climate change 
conference in Paris in December. Across the global agenda, His Holiness is a resounding 
voice of conscience.” 

o And this is just a sampling of the political response 
! Many UN Ambassadors had read and were citing it within days, and not the “headline” 

passages but relatively obscure ones that they found highly significant to not only to 
environmental issues but to others on which they were speaking.  

! Other political leads, academics.  
o And it seems to have played a consequential role, with the adoption of the Paris Agreement last 

December, which will begin to be signed on April 22.  
 

The deeper impact 
• But it’s important we go beyond the superficial, to see the way LS was trying to influence environmental 

conversations and has.  
• He acknowledged, “We need to acknowledge that different approaches and lines of thought have emerged 

regarding this situation and its possible solutions. … On many concrete questions, the Church has no 
reason to offer a definitive opinion; she knows that honest debate must be encouraged among experts, while 
respecting divergent views. But we need only take a frank look at the facts to see that our common home is 
falling into serious disrepair. … We can see signs that things are now reaching a breaking point” (60-61) 

• We don’t have that much time to go in depth, but I’d like to highlight — in line with Catholic theology 
about the “eighth” day, the day of “new creation” after the seven “days” or time pharses of Genesis —
 EIGHT ways that the Pope was hoping to influence the conversation and to some degree has gotten 
people talking, thinking, and acting.  

• (ONE) A deeper appreciation and wonder for the gift of creation that changes everything. 
o “Laudato Si’, mi’ Signore” – “Praise be to you, my Lord”. 
o “If we approach nature and the environment without [St. Francis’] openness to awe and wonder, if 

we no longer speak the language of fraternity and beauty in our relationship with the world, our 
attitude will be that of masters, consumers, ruthless exploiters, unable to set limits on their 
immediate needs. By contrast, if we feel intimately united with all that exists, then sobriety and care 
will well up spontaneously. The poverty and austerity of Saint Francis were no mere veneer of 
asceticism, but something much more radical: a refusal to turn reality into an object simply to be 
used and controlled. … Rather than a problem to be solved, the world is a joyful mystery to be 
contemplated with gladness and praise.” (12) 

o God has a bond with everyone in creation 
! “The universe did not emerge as the result of arbitrary omnipotence, a show of force or a 

desire for self-assertion. Creation is of the order of love. God’s love is the fundamental 
moving force in all created things…  Every creature is thus the object of the Father’s 
tenderness, who gives it its place in the world. Even the fleeting life of the least of beings is 
the object of his love, and in its few seconds of existence, God enfolds it with his affection 
(77) 

• (TWO) The need for an integral ecology 
o JP II in CA 38 called us to “safeguard the moral conditions for an authentic human ecology” (5)  
o Link between environmental, economic, social and cultural ecology 

! “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. Strategies for a 
solution demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity to the 
excluded, and at the same time protecting nature.” (139) 

! “Economic growth, for its part, tends to produce predictable reactions and a certain 
standardization with the aim of simplifying procedures and reducing costs. This suggests the 
need for an “economic ecology” capable of appealing to a broader vision of reality.” (141) 



! “If everything is related, then the health of a society’s institutions has consequences for the 
environment and the quality of human life.… In this sense, social ecology is necessarily 
institutional, and gradually extends to the whole of society, from the primary social group, 
the family, to the wider local, national and international communities.” (142) 

! “Ecology, then, also involves protecting the cultural treasures of humanity in the broadest 
sense. More specifically, it calls for greater attention to local cultures when studying 
environmental problems, favouring a dialogue between scientific-technical language and the 
language of the people.” (143) 

! “There can be no ecology without an adequate anthropology. When the human person is 
considered as simply one being among others, the product of chance or physical 
determinism, then “our overall sense of responsibility wanes” (118) … Our relationship with 
the environment can never be isolated from our relationship with others and with God. 
Otherwise, it would be nothing more than romantic individualism dressed up in ecological 
garb, locking us into a stifling immanence.” (119). 

o Problems 
! “At times we see an obsession with denying any pre-eminence to the human person; more 

zeal is shown in protecting other species than in defending the dignity which all human 
beings share in equal measure. Certainly, we should be concerned lest other living beings be 
treated irresponsibly. But we should be particularly indignant at the enormous inequalities in 
our midst, whereby we continue to tolerate some considering themselves more worthy than 
others.” (90) 

! “It is clearly inconsistent to combat trafficking in endangered species while remaining 
completely indifferent to human trafficking, unconcerned about the poor, or undertaking to 
destroy another human being deemed unwanted. This compromises the very meaning of our 
struggle for the sake of the environment. … Everything is connected. Concern for the 
environment thus needs to be joined to a sincere love for our fellow human beings and an 
unwavering commitment to resolving the problems of society.” (91) 

! Neglecting to monitor the harm done to nature and the environmental impact of our 
decisions is only the most striking sign of a disregard for the message contained in the 
structures of nature itself. When we fail to acknowledge as part of reality the worth of a poor 
person, a human embryo, a person with disabilities – to offer just a few examples – it 
becomes difficult to hear the cry of nature itself; everything is connected” (117) 

! “Since everything is interrelated, concern for the protection of nature is also incompatible 
with the justification of abortion. How can we genuinely teach the importance of concern 
for other vulnerable beings, however troublesome or inconvenient they may be, if we fail to 
protect a human embryo, even when its presence is uncomfortable and creates difficulties? 
“If personal and social sensitivity towards the acceptance of the new life is lost, then other 
forms of acceptance that are valuable for society also wither away” (120) 

!  “It is troubling that, when some ecological movements defend the integrity of the 
environment, rightly demanding that certain limits be imposed on scientific research, they 
sometimes fail to apply those same principles to human life. There is a tendency to justify 
transgressing all boundaries when experimentation is carried out on living human 
embryos. We forget that the inalienable worth of a human being transcends his or her 
degree of development. In the same way, when technology disregards the great ethical 
principles, it ends up considering any practice whatsoever as licit. As we have seen in this 
chapter, a technology severed from ethics will not easily be able to limit its own power.” 
(136) 

! “Human ecology also implies another profound reality: the relationship between human life 
and the moral law, which is inscribed in our nature and is necessary for the creation of a 
more dignified environment. Pope Benedict XVI spoke of an “ecology of man”, based on 
the fact that “man too has a nature that he must respect and that he cannot manipulate at 
will”. It is enough to recognize that our body itself establishes us in a direct relationship with 
the environment and with other living beings. The acceptance of our bodies as God’s gift 



is vital for welcoming and accepting the entire world as a gift from the Father and 
our common home, whereas thinking that we enjoy absolute power over our own 
bodies turns, often subtly, into thinking that we enjoy absolute power over creation. 
Learning to accept our body, to care for it and to respect its fullest meaning, is an essential 
element of any genuine human ecology. Also, valuing one’s own body in its femininity or 
masculinity is necessary if I am going to be able to recognize myself in an encounter 
with someone who is different. In this way we can joyfully accept the specific gifts of 
another man or woman, the work of God the Creator, and find mutual enrichment. It is not 
a healthy attitude which would seek “to cancel out sexual difference because it no longer 
knows how to confront it”. (155) 

! “Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and thinking of how the world can be 
different, some can only propose a reduction in the birth rate. At times, developing countries 
face forms of international pressure which make economic assistance contingent on certain 
policies of ‘reproductive health.’ Yet ‘while it is true that an unequal distribution of the 
population and of available resources creates obstacles to development and a sustainable use 
of the environment, it must nonetheless be recognized that demographic growth is fully 
compatible with an integral and shared development. To blame population growth instead of 
extreme and selective consumerism on the part of some, is one way of refusing to face the 
issues. It is an attempt to legitimize the present model of distribution, where a minority 
believes that it has the right to consume in a way which can never be universalized, since the 
planet could not even contain the waste products of such consumption.” (50). 

• (THREE) Everyone needs to take seriously the damage to the environment 
o LS 60: “What kind of world do we want to leave to those who come after us, to children who are 

now growing up? This question not only concerns the environment in isolation; the issue cannot be 
approached piecemeal. When we ask ourselves what kind of world we want to leave behind, we 
think in the first place of its general direction, its meaning and its values. Unless we struggle with 
these deeper issues, I do not believe that our concern for ecology will produce significant results. 
But if these issues are courageously faced, we are led inexorably to ask other pointed questions: 
What is the purpose of our life in this world? Why are we here? What is the goal of our work and all 
our efforts? What need does the earth have of us? It is no longer enough, then, simply to state that 
we should be concerned for future generations. We need to see that what is at stake is our own 
dignity. Leaving an inhabitable planet to future generations is, first and foremost, up to us. The issue 
is one which dramatically affects us, for it has to do with the ultimate meaning of our earthly 
sojourn.” 

o There’s pollution and a throwaway culture 
! . The earth, our home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense pile of filth,… 

once beautiful landscapes are now covered with rubbish. Industrial waste and chemical 
products utilized in cities and agricultural areas can lead to bioaccumulation in the organisms 
of the local population, even when levels of toxins in those places are low. (20-22) 

! Our industrial system, at the end of its cycle of production and consumption, has not 
developed the capacity to absorb and reuse waste and by-products. We have not yet 
managed to adopt a circular model of production capable of preserving resources for present 
and future generations, while limiting as much as possible the use of non-renewable 
resources, moderating their consumption, maximizing their efficient use, reusing and 
recycling them 

o Climate (23-26) 
! A very solid scientific consensus indicates that we are presently witnessing a disturbing 

warming of the climatic system. In recent decades this warming has been accompanied by a 
constant rise in the sea level and, it would appear, by an increase of extreme weather events, 
even if a scientifically determinable cause cannot be assigned to each particular phenomenon. 

! Climate change is a global problem with grave implications: environmental, social, economic, 
political and for the distribution of goods. It represents one of the principal challenges facing 



humanity in our day. Its worst impact will probably be felt by developing countries in 
coming decades. (25) 

o Water  
o Loss of biodiversity 

• (FOUR) The technocratic paradigm influences our approach to nature 
o “There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means “an increase of ‘progress’ itself”, 

… as if reality, goodness and truth automatically flow from technological and economic power as 
such. The fact is that “contemporary man has not been trained to use power well”,[84] because our 
immense technological development has not been accompanied by a development in human 
responsibility, values and conscience. We have certain superficial mechanisms, but we cannot claim 
to have a sound ethics, a culture and spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and teaching 
clear-minded self-restraint.” (105) 

o “It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from the tendency, at times unconscious, 
to make the method and aims of science and technology an epistemological paradigm that shapes 
the lives of individuals and the workings of society. The effects of imposing this model on reality as 
a whole, human and social, are seen in the deterioration of the environment, but this is just one sign 
of a reductionism which affects every aspect of human and social life. We have to accept that 
technological products are not neutral, for they create a framework which ends up conditioning 
lifestyles and shaping social possibilities along the lines dictated by the interests of certain powerful 
groups. Decisions that may seem purely instrumental are in reality decisions about the kind of 
society we want to build.” (107) 

o “We have the freedom needed to limit and direct technology; we can put it at the service of another 
type of progress, one which is healthier, more human, more social, more integral. Liberation from 
the dominant technocratic paradigm does in fact happen sometimes, for example, when 
cooperatives of small producers adopt less polluting means of production, and opt for a non-
consumerist model of life, recreation and community. … An authentic humanity, calling for a new 
synthesis, seems to dwell in the midst of our technological culture, almost unnoticed, like a mist 
seeping gently beneath a closed door. Will the promise last, in spite of everything, with all that is 
authentic rising up in stubborn resistance?” (112) 

• (FIVE) The link between care for the poor and care for the environment 
o “The human environment and the natural environment deteriorate together; we cannot adequately 

combat environmental degradation unless we attend to causes related to human and social 
degradation. In fact, the deterioration of the environment and of society affects the most vulnerable 
people on the planet.” 

• (SIX) The need for leadership on the part of everyone.  
o We can all make a difference  

! “In some countries, there are positive examples of environmental improvement: rivers, 
polluted for decades, have been cleaned up; native woodlands have been restored; 
landscapes have been beautified thanks to environmental renewal projects; beautiful 
buildings have been erected; advances have been made in the production of non-polluting 
energy and in the improvement of public transportation. These achievements do not solve 
global problems, but they do show that men and women are still capable of intervening 
positively. For all our limitations, gestures of generosity, solidarity and care cannot but well 
up within us, since we were made for love.” (58) 

o Not enough leadership until now 
! It is remarkable how weak international political responses have been. The failure of global 

summits on the environment make it plain that our politics are subject to technology and 
finance. … The alliance between the economy and technology ends up sidelining anything 
unrelated to its immediate interests. Consequently the most one can expect is superficial 
rhetoric, sporadic acts of philanthropy and perfunctory expressions of concern for the 
environment, whereas any genuine attempt by groups within society to introduce change is 
viewed as a nuisance based on romantic illusions or an obstacle to be circumvented” (54) 



o Politicians need to stop making excuses. 
! “What is needed is a politics which is far-sighted and capable of a new, integral and 

interdisciplinary approach to handling the different aspects of the crisis. Often, politics itself 
is responsible for the disrepute in which it is held, on account of corruption and the failure 
to enact sound public policies. If in a given region the state does not carry out its 
responsibilities, some business groups can come forward in the guise of benefactors, wield 
real power, and consider themselves exempt from certain rules, to the point of tolerating 
different forms of organized crime, human trafficking, the drug trade and violence, all of 
which become very difficult to eradicate. If politics shows itself incapable of breaking such a 
perverse logic, and remains caught up in inconsequential discussions, we will continue to 
avoid facing the major problems of humanity. A strategy for real change calls for rethinking 
processes in their entirety, for it is not enough to include a few superficial ecological 
considerations while failing to question the logic which underlies present-day culture. A 
healthy politics needs to be able to take up this challenge.” (197) 

o Must diagnose and overcome past failures.  
! “Regrettably, many efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis have 

proved ineffective, not only because of powerful opposition but also because of a more 
general lack of interest. Obstructionist attitudes, even on the part of believers, can range 
from denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant resignation or blind confidence in 
technical solutions.” (14) 

o Must act 
! “Doomsday predictions can no longer be met with irony or disdain. We may well be leaving 

to coming generations debris, desolation and filth. The pace of consumption, waste and 
environmental change has so stretched the planet’s capacity that our contemporary lifestyle, 
unsustainable as it is, can only precipitate catastrophes, such as those which even now 
periodically occur in different areas of the world. The effects of the present imbalance can 
only be reduced by our decisive action, here and now. We need to reflect on our 
accountability before those who will have to endure the dire consequences” (161) 

• (SEVEN) Ecological Conversion 
o “Bartholomew has drawn attention to the ethical and spiritual roots of environmental problems, 

which require that we look for solutions not only in technology but in a change of humanity; 
otherwise we would be dealing merely with symptoms. He asks us to replace consumption with 
sacrifice, greed with generosity, wastefulness with a spirit of sharing, an asceticism which ‘entails 
learning to give, and not simply to give up.’” 

o “Many things have to change course, but it is we human beings above all who need to change.” 
(202) 

o “Human beings, while capable of the worst, are also capable of rising above themselves, choosing 
again what is good, and making a new start, despite their mental and social conditioning. We are able 
to take an honest look at ourselves, to acknowledge our deep dissatisfaction, and to embark on new 
paths to authentic freedom. No system can completely suppress our openness to what is good, true 
and beautiful, or our God-given ability to respond to his grace at work deep in our hearts. I appeal 
to everyone throughout the world not to forget this dignity which is ours.” (205) 

o “The ecological crisis is also a summons to profound interior conversion. It must be said that some 
committed and prayerful Christians, with the excuse of realism and pragmatism, tend to ridicule 
expressions of concern for the environment. Others are passive; they choose not to change their 
habits and thus become inconsistent. So what they all need is an “ecological conversion”, whereby 
the effects of their encounter with Jesus Christ become evident in their relationship with the world 
around them. Living our vocation to be protectors of God’s handiwork is essential to a life of virtue; 
it is not an optional or a secondary aspect of our Christian experience. (216) In calling to mind the 
figure of Saint Francis of Assisi, we come to realize that a healthy relationship with creation is one 
dimension of overall personal conversion, which entails the recognition of our errors, sins, faults 
and failures, and leads to heartfelt repentance and desire to change. (218) 



o This conversion calls for a number of attitudes which together foster a spirit of generous care, full of 
tenderness:  

! First, it entails gratitude and gratuitousness, a recognition that the world is God’s loving gift, 
and that we are called quietly to imitate his generosity in self-sacrifice and good works (220) 

! The awareness that each creature reflects something of God and has a message to convey to 
us, and the security that Christ has taken unto himself this material world and now, risen, is 
intimately present to each being, surrounding it with his affection and penetrating it with his 
light. 

! The recognition that God created the world, writing into it an order and a dynamism that 
human beings have no right to ignore. (221)  

o Overcoming individualism, selfishness, consumerism 
! ‘Result of the fall, which disrupted the harmony between the Creator, humanity and creation 

as a whole was disrupted by our presuming to take the place of God and refusing to 
acknowledge our creaturely limitations. (66) 

! We have come to see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her at will. The 
violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is also reflected in the symptoms of sickness 
evident in the soil, in the water, in the air and in all forms of life. (2) 

! “Our difficulty in taking up this challenge seriously has much to do with an ethical and 
cultural decline which has accompanied the deterioration of the environment. Men and 
women of our postmodern world run the risk of rampant individualism, and many problems 
of society are connected with today’s self-centred culture of instant gratification. We see this 
in the crisis of family and social ties and the difficulties of recognizing the other.” (162) 

! “People may well have a growing ecological sensitivity but it has not succeeded in changing 
their harmful habits of consumption which, rather than decreasing, appear to be growing all 
the more. A simple example is the increasing use and power of air-conditioning. The markets, 
which immediately benefit from sales, stimulate ever greater demand.” (55) 

! “This same “use and throw away” logic generates so much waste, because of the disordered 
desire to consume more than what is really necessary.” (123) 

! “The current global situation engenders a feeling of instability and uncertainty, which in turn 
becomes “a seedbed for collective selfishness”. When people become self-centred and self-
enclosed, their greed increases. The emptier a person’s heart is, the more he or she needs 
things to buy, own and consume. It becomes almost impossible to accept the limits imposed 
by reality. … Obsession with a consumerist lifestyle, above all when few people are capable 
of maintaining it, can only lead to violence and mutual destruction.” (204) 

o “Nevertheless, self-improvement on the part of individuals will not by itself remedy the extremely 
complex situation facing our world today. … Social problems must be addressed by community 
networks and not simply by the sum of individual good deeds.” (219) 

o Working together.  
! “The urgent challenge to protect our common home includes a concern to bring the whole 

human family together to seek a sustainable and integral development, for we know that 
things can change. … Humanity still has the ability to work together in building our 
common home” (13) 

! “We require a new and universal solidarity” (14) 
o Must resensitize numbed consciences 

! “Many professionals, opinion makers, communications media and center of power, being 
located in affluent urban areas, are far removed from the poor, with little direct contact with 
their problems. … This lack of physical contact and encounter … can lead to a numbing of 
conscience and to tendentious analyses that neglect parts of reality. At times this attitude 
exists side by side with a ‘green’ rhetoric. Today, however, we have to 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.” 



• (EIGHT) Ecological spirituality 
o God alone is Lord 

! B16: “Pope Benedict asked us to recognize that the natural environment has been gravely 
damaged by our irresponsible behavior. The social environment has also suffered damage. 
Both are ultimately due to the same evil: the notion that there are no indisputable truths to 
guide our lives, and hence human freedom is limitless. 

! “A spirituality which forgets God as all-powerful and Creator is not acceptable. That is how 
we end up worshipping earthly powers, or ourselves usurping the place of God, even to the 
point of claiming an unlimited right to trample his creation underfoot. The best way to 
restore men and women to their rightful place, putting an end to their claim to absolute 
dominion over the earth, is to speak once more of the figure of a Father who creates and 
who alone owns the world. Otherwise, human beings will always try to impose their own 
laws and interests on reality.” (75) 

o Ecological education and formation 
! “Yet this education, aimed at creating an “ecological citizenship”, is at times limited to 

providing information, and fails to instil good habits. The existence of laws and regulations 
is insufficient in the long run to curb bad conduct, even when effective means of 
enforcement are present. If the laws are to bring about significant, long-lasting effects, the 
majority of the members of society must be adequately motivated to accept them, and 
personally transformed to respond. Only by cultivating sound virtues will people be able to 
make a selfless ecological commitment.” (211) We must not think that these efforts are not 
going to change the world. They benefit society, often unbeknown to us, for they call forth a 
goodness which, albeit unseen, inevitably tends to spread. Furthermore, such actions can 
restore our sense of self-esteem; they can enable us to live more fully and to feel that life on 
earth is worthwhile. (212) Ecological education can take place in a variety of settings: at 
school, in families, in the media, in catechesis and elsewhere. Good education plants seeds 
when we are young, and these continue to bear fruit throughout life. Here, though, I would 
stress the great importance of the family, (213) 

! “Political institutions and various other social groups are also entrusted with helping to raise 
people’s awareness. So too is the Church. 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.” 

! “The relationship between a good aesthetic education and the maintenance of a healthy 
environment cannot be overlooked. … By learning to see and appreciate beauty, we learn to 
reject self-interested pragmatism. If someone has not learned to stop and admire something 
beautiful, we should not be surprised if he or she treats everything as an object to be used 
and abused without scruple 

o Christian alternative understanding of quality of life 
! Christian spirituality proposes an alternative understanding of the quality of life, and 

encourages a prophetic and contemplative lifestyle, one capable of deep enjoyment free of 
the obsession with consumption. … We need to take up an ancient lesson, found in 
different religious traditions and also in the Bible. It is the conviction that “less is more”. A 
constant flood of new consumer goods can baffle the heart and prevent us from cherishing 
each thing and each moment. … (222) 

! “Christian spirituality proposes a growth marked by moderation and the capacity to be 
happy with little. It is a return to that simplicity which allows us to stop and appreciate the 
small things, to be grateful for the opportunities which life affords us, to be spiritually 
detached from what we possess, and not to succumb to sadness for what we lack. This 
implies avoiding the dynamic of dominion and the mere accumulation of pleasures” (222) 

! “Such sobriety, when lived freely and consciously, is liberating. It is not a lesser life or one 
lived with less intensity. On the contrary, it is a way of living life to the full. … Happiness 



means knowing how to limit some needs which only diminish us, and being open to the 
many different possibilities which life can offer” (223) 

! “It is not easy to promote this kind of healthy humility or happy sobriety when we consider 
ourselves autonomous, when we exclude God from our lives or replace him with our own 
ego, and think that our subjective feelings can define what is right and what is wrong” (224) 
On the other hand, no one can cultivate a sober and satisfying life without being at peace 
with him or herself. An adequate understanding of spirituality consists in filling out what we 
mean by peace, which is much more than the absence of war. Inner peace is closely related 
to care for ecology and for the common good because, lived out authentically, it is reflected 
in a balanced lifestyle together with a capacity for wonder which takes us to a deeper 
understanding of life. Many people today sense a profound imbalance which drives them to 
frenetic activity and makes them feel busy, in a constant hurry which in turn leads them to 
ride rough-shod over everything around them. This too affects how they treat the 
environment. An integral ecology includes taking time to recover a serene harmony with 
creation, reflecting on our lifestyle and our ideals, and contemplating the Creator who lives 
among us and surrounds us, whose presence “must not be contrived but found, uncovered”. 
(225) 

o Civic and political love of neighbor 
! “We must regain the conviction that we need one another, that we have a shared 

responsibility for others and the world, and that being good and decent are worth it. We 
have had enough of immorality and the mockery of ethics, goodness, faith and honesty. It is 
time to acknowledge that light-hearted superficiality has done us no good. When the 
foundations of social life are corroded, what ensues are battles over conflicting interests, new 
forms of violence and brutality, and obstacles to the growth of a genuine culture of care for 
the environment.” (229) 

! “Saint Therese of Lisieux invites us to practise the little way of love, not to miss out on a 
kind word, a smile or any small gesture which sows peace and friendship. An integral 
ecology is also made up of simple daily gestures which break with the logic of violence, 
exploitation and selfishness” (230) 

 
Conclusion 

• Pope Francis during his UN address Sept 25 summarizes many of the points we’ve discussed until now.  
o It must be stated that a true “right of the environment” does exist, for two reasons. First, because 

we human beings are part of the environment. We live in communion with it, since the environment 
itself entails ethical limits which human activity must acknowledge and respect. Man, for all his 
remarkable gifts, which “are signs of a uniqueness which transcends the spheres of physics and 
biology” (Laudato Si’, 81), is at the same time a part of these spheres. He possesses a body shaped 
by physical, chemical and biological elements, and can only survive and develop if the ecological 
environment is favourable. Any harm done to the environment, therefore, is harm done to humanity. 
Second, because every creature, particularly a living creature, has an intrinsic value, in its existence, 
its life, its beauty and its interdependence with other creatures. We Christians, together with the 
other monotheistic religions, believe that the universe is the fruit of a loving decision by the Creator, 
who permits man respectfully to use creation for the good of his fellow men and for the glory of the 
Creator; he is not authorized to abuse it, much less to destroy it. In all religions, the environment is a 
fundamental good (cf. ibid.). 

o The misuse and destruction of the environment are also accompanied by a relentless process of 
exclusion. In effect, a selfish and boundless thirst for power and material prosperity leads both to 
the misuse of available natural resources and to the exclusion of the weak and disadvantaged, either 
because they are differently abled (handicapped), or because they lack adequate information and 
technical expertise, or are incapable of decisive political action. Economic and social exclusion is a 
complete denial of human fraternity and a grave offense against human rights and the environment. 
The poorest are those who suffer most from such offenses, for three serious reasons: they are cast 



off by society, forced to live off what is discarded and suffer unjustly from the abuse of the 
environment. They are part of today’s widespread and quietly growing “culture of waste”. 

o Our world demands of all government leaders a will that is effective, practical and constant, concrete 
steps and immediate measures for preserving and improving the natural environment and thus 
putting an end as quickly as possible to the phenomenon of social and economic exclusion, with its 
baneful consequences: human trafficking, the marketing of human organs and tissues, the sexual 
exploitation of boys and girls, slave labour, including prostitution, the drug and weapons trade, 
terrorism and international organized crime. Such is the magnitude of these situations and their toll 
in innocent lives, that we must avoid every temptation to fall into a declarationist nominalism that 
would assuage our consciences. We need to ensure that our institutions are truly effective in the 
struggle against all these scourges. 

o The ecological crisis, and the large-scale destruction of biodiversity, can threaten the very existence 
of the human species. The baneful consequences of an irresponsible mismanagement of the global 
economy, guided only by ambition for wealth and power, must serve as a summons to a forthright 
reflection on man: “man is not only a freedom which he creates for himself. Man does not create 
himself. He is spirit and will, but also nature” (Benedict XVI, Address to the Bundestag, 22 
September 2011, cited in Laudato Si’, 6). Creation is compromised “where we ourselves have the 
final word… The misuse of creation begins when we no longer recognize any instance above 
ourselves, when we see nothing else but ourselves” (ID. Address to the Clergy of the Diocese of 
Bolzano-Bressanone, 6 August 2008, cited ibid.). Consequently, the defence of the environment and 
the fight against exclusion demand that we recognize a moral law written into human nature itself, 
one which includes the natural difference between man and woman (cf. Laudato Si’, 155), and 
absolute respect for life in all its stages and dimensions (cf. ibid., 123, 136). 

 


