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1. “Laupato sr, mi’ Signore” — “Praise be to
you, my Lord”. In the words of this beautiful
canticle, Saint Francis of Assisi reminds us that
our common home is like a sister with whom we
share our life and a beautiful mother who opens
her arms to embrace us. “Praise be to you, my
Lord, through our Sister, Mother Earth, who
sustains and governs us, and who produces vari-
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ous fruit with coloured flowers and herbs”.

2. 'This sister now cries out to us because of
the harm we have inflicted on her by our irre-
sponsible use and abuse of the goods with which
God has endowed her. 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. This is
why the earth herself, burdened and laid waste,
is among the most abandoned and maltreated of
our poort; she “groans in travail” (Row 8:22). We
have forgotten that we ourselves are dust of the
earth (cf. Gen 2:7); our very bodies are made up

U Canticle of the Creatures, in Francis of Assisi: Early Docu-
ments, vol. 1, New York-London-Manila, 1999, 113-114.



of her elements, we breathe her air and we re-
ceive life and refreshment from her waters.

Nothing in this world is indjfferent to us

3. More than fifty years ago, with the world tee-
tering on the brink of nuclear crisis, Pope Saint
John XXIII wrote an Encyclical which not only
rejected war but offered a proposal for peace. He
addressed his message Pacen in Terris to the en-
tire “Catholic world” and indeed “to all men and
women of good will”. Now, faced as we are with
global environmental deterioration, I wish to ad-
dress every person living on this planet. In my
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gandinm, 1 wrote
to all the members of the Church with the aim
of encouraging ongoing missionary renewal. In
this Encyclical, I would like to enter into dialogue
with all people about our common home.

4. In 1971, eight years after Pacer in Terris, Bless-
ed Pope Paul VI referred to the ecological concern
as “a tragic consequence” of unchecked human
activity: “Due to an ill-considered exploitation of
nature, humanity runs the risk of destroying it and
becoming in turn a victim of this degradation”.”
He spoke in similar terms to the Food and Agri-
culture Organization of the United Nations about
the potential for an “ecological catastrophe under
the effective explosion of industrial civilization”,
and stressed “the urgent need for a radical change

> Apostolic Letter Octogesima Adveniens (14 May 1971), 21:
AAS 63 (1971), 416-417.
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in the conduct of humanity”, inasmuch as “the
most extraordinary scientific advances, the most
amazing technical abilities, the most astonishing
economic growth, unless they are accompanied
by authentic social and moral progress, will defin-

itively turn against man”.’

5. Saint John Paul II became increasingly con-
cerned about this issue. In his first Encyclical he
warned that human beings frequently seem “to
see no other meaning in their natural environ-
ment than what serves for immediate use and
consumption”.* Subsequently, he would call for a
global ecological conversion.> At the same time, he
noted that little effort had been made to “safe-
guard the moral conditions for an authentic buman
ecology”.® The destruction of the human environ-
ment is extremely serious, not only because God
has entrusted the world to us men and women,
but because human life is itself a gift which must
be defended from various forms of debasement.
Every effort to protect and improve our world
entails profound changes in “lifestyles, models
of production and consumption, and the estab-
lished structures of power which today govern

3 Address to EAO on the 25th Anniversary of its Institution
(16 November 1970), 4: AAS 62 (1970), 833.

* Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis (4 March 1979), 15:
AAS 71 (1979), 287.

5 Cf. Catechesis (17 January 2001), 4: Insegnamenti 41/1
(2001), 179.

¢ Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus (1 May 1991), 38:
AAS 83 (1991), 841.



societies”.” Authentic human development has a
moral character. It presumes full respect for the
human person, but it must also be concerned for
the wotld around us and “‘take into account the
nature of each being and of its mutual connec-
tion in an ordered system”.* Accordingly, our hu-
man ability to transform reality must proceed in
line with God’s original gift of all that is.”

6. My predecessor Benedict XVI likewise pro-
posed “eliminating the structural causes of the
dysfunctions of the world economy and correct-
ing models of growth which have proved incapa-
ble of ensuring respect for the environment”."
He observed that the world cannot be analyzed
by isolating only one of its aspects, since “the
book of nature is one and indivisible”, and in-
cludes the environment, life, sexuality, the family,
social relations, and so forth. It follows that “the
deterioration of nature is closely connected to
the culture which shapes human coexistence”.!
Pope Benedict asked us to recognize that the
natural environment has been gravely damaged
by our irresponsible behaviour. The social envi-

ronment has also suffered damage. Both are ulti-

" Ibid., 58: AAS 83 (1991), p. 863.

8 Jonn PauL 11, Encyclical Letter So/icitudo Rei Socialis (30
December 1987), 34: A4S 80 (1988), 559.

? Cf. Ip., Encyclical Letter Centesimns Annus (1 May 1991),
37: AAS 83 (1991), 840.

" _Address to the Diplomatic Corps Aceredited to the Holy See (8
January 2007): .45 99 (2007), 73.

" Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate (29 June 2009), 51:
AAS 101 (2009), 687.
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mately due to the same evil: the notion that there
are no indisputable truths to guide our lives, and
hence human freedom is limitless. We have for-
gotten that “man is not only a freedom which he
creates for himself. Man does not create himself.
He is spirit and will, but also nature”.'” With pa-
ternal concern, Benedict urged us to realize that
creation is harmed “where we ourselves have the
final word, where everything is simply our prop-
erty and we use it for ourselves alone. The misuse
of creation begins when we no longer recognize
any higher instance than ourselves, when we see

nothing else but ourselves”."

United by the same concern

7. 'These statements of the Popes echo the
reflections of numerous scientists, philoso-
phers, theologians and civic groups, all of which
have enriched the Church’s thinking on these
questions. Outside the Catholic Church, other
Churches and Christian communities — and oth-
er religions as well — have expressed deep con-
cern and offered valuable reflections on issues
which all of us find disturbing. To give just one
striking example, I would mention the statements
made by the beloved Ecumenical Patriarch Bar-
tholomew, with whom we share the hope of full
ecclesial communion.

2 Address to the Bundestag, Betlin (22 September 2011):
AAS 103 (2011), 664.

3 Address to the Clergy of the Diocese of Bolzano-Bressanone
(6 August 2008): AAS 100 (2008), 634.



8. Patriarch Bartholomew has spoken in par-
ticular of the need for each of us to repent of the
ways we have harmed the planet, for “inasmuch
as we all generate small ecological damage”, we
are called to acknowledge “our contribution,
smaller or greater, to the disfigurement and de-
struction of creation”.'* He has repeatedly stat-
ed this firmly and persuasively, challenging us to
acknowledge our sins against creation: “For hu-
man beings... to destroy the biological diversity
of God’s creation; for human beings to degrade
the integrity of the earth by causing changes in
its climate, by stripping the earth of its natural
forests or destroying its wetlands; for human be-
ings to contaminate the earth’s waters, its land, its
air, and its life — these are sins”." For “to commit
a crime against the natural world is a sin against
ourselves and a sin against God”."¢

9. At the same time, 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,

" Message for the Day of Prayer for the Protection of Creation (1
September 2012).

1 _Address in Santa Barbara, California (8 November 1997);
cf. JouN CHRYSSAVGIS, On Earth as in Heaven: Ecological Vision and
Initiatives of Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Bronx, New York,
2012.
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an asceticism which “entails learning to give, and
not simply to give up. It is a way of loving, of
moving gradually away from what I want to what
God’s wotld needs. It is liberation from fear,
greed and compulsion”.!” As Christians, we are
also called “to accept the world as a sacrament of
communion, as a way of sharing with God and
our neighbours on a global scale. It is our humble
conviction that the divine and the human meet
in the slightest detail in the seamless garment of
God’s creation, in the last speck of dust of our

planet”."

Saint Francis of Assisi

10. I do not want to write this Encyclical with-
out turning to that attractive and compelling
figure, whose name I took as my guide and in-
spiration when I was elected Bishop of Rome.
I believe that Saint Francis is the example par
excellence of care for the vulnerable and of an
integral ecology lived out joyfully and authenti-
cally. He is the patron saint of all who study and
work in the area of ecology, and he is also much
loved by non-Christians. He was particularly
concerned for God’s creation and for the poor
and outcast. He loved, and was deeply loved for
his joy, his generous self-giving, his openhearted-
ness. He was a mystic and a pilgrim who lived in

" Lecture at the Monastery of Ulstein, Notway (23 June
2003).

18 “Global Responsibility and Ecological Sustainability”,
Closing Remarks, Halki Summit I, Istanbul (20 June 2012).



simplicity and in wonderful harmony with God,
with others, with nature and with himself. He
shows us just how inseparable the bond is be-
tween concern for nature, justice for the poor,
commitment to society, and interior peace.

11.  Francis helps us to see that an integral ecol-
ogy calls for openness to categories which tran-
scend the language of mathematics and biology,
and take us to the heart of what it is to be hu-
man. Just as happens when we fall in love with
someone, whenever he would gaze at the sun, the
moon or the smallest of animals, he burst into
song, drawing all other creatures into his praise.
He communed with all creation, even preaching
to the flowers, inviting them “to praise the Lord,
just as if they were endowed with reason”."” His
response to the world around him was so much
more than intellectual appreciation or econom-
ic calculus, for to him each and every creature
was a sister united to him by bonds of affection.
That is why he felt called to care for all that ex-
ists. His disciple Saint Bonaventure tells us that,
“from a reflection on the primary source of all
things, filled with even more abundant piety, he
would call creatures, no matter how small, by the
name of ‘brother’ or ‘sister””.?’ Such a conviction

Y THomas OF CELANO, The Life of Saint Francis, 1, 29,
81: in Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, vol. 1, New York-Lon-
don-Manila, 1999, 251.

2 The Major Legend of Saint Franeis, VIIL, 6, in Francis of
Assisi: Early Documents, vol. 2, New York-London-Manila, 2000,
590.
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cannot be written off as naive romanticism, for it
affects the choices which determine our behav-
iour. If we approach nature and the environment
without this openness to awe and wonder, if we
no longer speak the language of fraternity and
beauty in our relationship with the world, our at-
titude will be that of masters, consumers, ruth-
less exploiters, unable to set limits on their im-
mediate needs. By contrast, if we feel intimately
united with all that exists, then sobriety and care
will well up spontaneously. The poverty and aus-
terity 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.

12.  What is more, Saint Francis, faithful to
Scripture, invites us to see nature as a magnifi-
cent book in which God speaks to us and grants
us a glimpse of his infinite beauty and goodness.
“Through the greatness and the beauty of crea-
tures one comes to know by analogy their mak-
er” (Wis 13:5); indeed, “his eternal power and di-
vinity have been made known through his works
since the creation of the world” (Ro 1:20). For
this reason, Francis asked that part of the friary
garden always be left untouched, so that wild
flowers and herbs could grow there, and those
who saw them could raise their minds to God,
the Creator of such beauty.®' Rather than a prob-

' Cf. THomas of CELANO, The Remenmbrance of the Desire of
a Soul, 11, 124, 165, in Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, vol. 2,
New York-London-Manila, 2000, 354.
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lem to be solved, the world is a joyful mystery to
be contemplated with gladness and praise.

My appeal

13. The urgent challenge to protect our com-
mon 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. The Creator does not abandon us;
he never forsakes his loving plan or repents of
having created us. Humanity still has the ability
to work together in building our common home.
Here I want to recognize, encourage and thank all
those striving in countless ways to guarantee the
protection of the home which we share. Particu-
lar appreciation is owed to those who tirelessly
seek to resolve the tragic effects of environmen-
tal degradation on the lives of the world’s poor-
est. Young people demand change. They wonder
how anyone can claim to be building a better fu-
ture without thinking of the environmental crisis
and the sufferings of the excluded.

14. I urgently appeal, then, for a new dialogue
about how we are shaping the future of our plan-
et. We need a conversation which includes every-
one, since the environmental challenge we are
undergoing, and its human roots, concern and
affect us all. The worldwide ecological move-
ment has already made considerable progress
and led to the establishment of numerous or-
ganizations committed to raising awareness of
these challenges. Regrettably, many efforts to
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seek concrete solutions to the environmental cti-
sis 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 de-
nial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant
resignation or blind confidence in technical solu-
tions. We require a new and universal solidarity.
As the bishops of Southern Africa have stated:
“Everyone’s talents and involvement are needed
to redress the damage caused by human abuse of
God’s creation”. * All of us can cooperate as in-
struments of God for the care of creation, each
according to his or her own culture, experience,
involvements and talents.

15. It is my hope that this Encyclical Letter,
which is now added to the body of the Church’s
social teaching, can help us to acknowledge the
appeal, immensity and urgency of the challenge
we face. I will begin by briefly reviewing several
aspects of the present ecological crisis, with the
aim of drawing on the results of the best scientif-
ic research available today, letting them touch us
deeply and provide a concrete foundation for the
ethical and spiritual itinerary that follows. I will
then consider some principles drawn from the
Judaeo-Christian tradition which can render our
commitment to the environment more coherent.
I'will then attempt to get to the roots of the pres-

2 SOUTHERN AFRICAN CATHOLIC BisHoprs’ CONFERENCE,
Pastoral Statement on the Environmental Crisis (5 September 1999).
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ent situation, so as to consider not only its symp-
toms but also its deepest causes. This will help to
provide an approach to ecology which respects
our unique place as human beings in this world
and our relationship to our surroundings. In light
of this reflection, I will advance some broader
proposals for dialogue and action which would
involve each of us as individuals, and also affect
international policy. Finally, convinced as I am
that change is impossible without motivation and
a process of education, I will offer some inspired
guidelines for human development to be found
in the treasure of Christian spiritual experience.

16.  Although each chapter will have its own
subject and specific approach, it will also take up
and re-examine important questions previous-
ly dealt with. This is particularly the case with
a number of themes which will reappear as the
Encyclical unfolds. As examples, I will point to
the intimate relationship between the poor and
the fragility of the planet, the conviction that
everything in the world is connected, the critique
of new paradigms and forms of power derived
from technology, the call to seek other ways of
understanding the economy and progress, the
value proper to each creature, the human mean-
ing of ecology, the need for forthright and honest
debate, the serious responsibility of international
and local policy, the throwaway culture and the
proposal of a new lifestyle. These questions will
not be dealt with once and for all, but reframed
and enriched again and again.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHAT IS HAPPENING
TO OUR COMMON HOME

17.  Theological and philosophical reflections
on the situation of humanity and the world can
sound tiresome and abstract, unless they are
grounded in a fresh analysis of our present situa-
tion, which is in many ways unprecedented in the
history of humanity. So, before considering how
faith brings new incentives and requirements
with regard to the world of which we are a part,
I will briefly turn to what is happening to our
common home.

18.  The continued acceleration of changes af-
fecting humanity and the planet is coupled to-
day with a more intensified pace of life and work
which might be called “rapidification”. Although
change is part of the working of complex sys-
tems, the speed with which human activity has
developed contrasts with the naturally slow pace
of biological evolution. Moreover, the goals of
this rapid and constant change are not neces-
sarily geared to the common good or to integral
and sustainable human development. Change is
something desirable, yet it becomes a source of
anxiety when it causes harm to the world and to
the quality of life of much of humanity.
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19.  Following a period of irrational confidence
in progress and human abilities, some sectors
of society are now adopting a more critical ap-
proach. We see increasing sensitivity to the en-
vironment and the need to protect nature, along
with a growing concern, both genuine and dis-
tressing, for what is happening to our planet.
Let us review, however cursorily, those questions
which are troubling us today and which we can
no longer sweep under the carpet. Our goal is
not to amass information or to satisfy curiosi-
ty, but rather to become painfully aware, to dare
to turn what is happening to the world into our
own personal suffering and thus to discover what
each of us can do about it.

I. POLLUTION AND CLIMATE CHANGE
Pollution, waste and the throwaway culture

20. Some forms of pollution are part of peo-
ple’s daily experience. Exposure to atmospheric
pollutants produces a broad spectrum of health
hazards, especially for the poor, and causes mil-
lions of premature deaths. People take sick, for
example, from breathing high levels of smoke
from fuels used in cooking or heating, There is
also pollution that affects everyone, caused by
transport, industrial fumes, substances which
contribute to the acidification of soil and water,
tertilizers, insecticides, fungicides, herbicides and
agrotoxins in general. Technology, which, linked
to business interests, is presented as the only way
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of solving these problems, in fact proves inca-
pable of seeing the mysterious network of re-
lations between things and so sometimes solves
one problem only to create others.

21.  Account must also be taken of the pollution
produced by residue, including dangerous waste
present in different areas. Each year hundreds of
millions of tons of waste are generated, much of
it non-biodegradable, highly toxic and radioactive,
from homes and businesses, from construction
and demolition sites, from clinical, electronic and
industrial sources. The earth, our home, is begin-
ning to look more and more like an immense pile
of filth. In many parts of the planet, the elder-
ly lament that once beautiful landscapes are now
covered with rubbish. Industrial waste and chemi-
cal 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. Frequently no measures are

taken until after people’s health has been irrevers-
ibly affected.

22. 'These problems are closely linked to a
throwaway culture which affects the excluded
just as it quickly reduces things to rubbish. To
cite one example, most of the paper we produce
is thrown away and not recycled. It is hard for us
to accept that the way natural ecosystems work
is exemplary: plants synthesize nutrients which
feed herbivores; these in turn become food for
carnivores, which produce significant quantities
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of organic waste which give rise to new genera-
tions of plants. But 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 produc-
tion 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. A seri-
ous consideration of this issue would be one way
of counteracting the throwaway culture which
affects the entire planet, but it must be said that
only limited progress has been made in this re-

gard.

Climate as a common good

23.  'The climate is a common good, belonging
to all and meant for all. At the global level, it is a
complex system linked to many of the essential
conditions for human life. A very solid scientific
consensus indicates that we are presently witness-
ing a disturbing warming of the climatic system.
In recent decades this warming has been accom-
panied 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 phenom-
enon. Humanity is called to recognize the need
for changes of lifestyle, production and con-
sumption, in order to combat this warming or at
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least the human causes which produce or aggra-
vate it. It is true that there are other factors (such
as volcanic activity, variations in the earth’s orbit
and axis, the solar cycle), yet a number of scien-
tific studies indicate that most global warming in
recent decades is due to the great concentration
of greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane,
nitrogen oxides and others) released mainly as a
result of human activity. As these gases build up
in the atmosphere, they hamper the escape of
heat produced by sunlight at the earth’s surface.
The problem is aggravated by a model of devel-
opment based on the intensive use of fossil fuels,
which is at the heart of the worldwide energy
system. Another determining factor has been an
increase in changed uses of the soil, principally
deforestation for agricultural purposes.

24. Warming has effects on the carbon cycle.
It creates a vicious circle which aggravates the
situation even more, affecting the availability of
essential resources like drinking water, energy
and agricultural production in warmer regions,
and leading to the extinction of part of the plan-
et’s biodiversity. The melting in the polar ice caps
and in high altitude plains can lead to the dan-
gerous release of methane gas, while the decom-
position of frozen organic material can further
increase the emission of carbon dioxide. Things
are made worse by the loss of tropical forests
which would otherwise help to mitigate climate
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change. Carbon dioxide pollution increases the
acidification of the oceans and compromises the
marine food chain. If present trends continue,
this century may well witness extraordinary cli-
mate change and an unprecedented destruction
of ecosystems, with serious consequences for all
of us. A rise in the sea level, for example, can cre-
ate extremely serious situations, if we consider
that a quarter of the world’s population lives on
the coast or nearby, and that the majority of our
megacities are situated in coastal areas.

25. Climate change is a global problem with
grave implications: environmental, social, eco-
nomic, political and for the distribution of
goods. It represents one of the principal chal-
lenges facing humanity in our day. Its worst im-
pact will probably be felt by developing coun-
tries in coming decades. Many of the poor live in
areas particularly affected by phenomena related
to warming, and their means of subsistence are
largely dependent on natural reserves and eco-
systemic services such as agriculture, fishing and
forestry. They have no other financial activities
or resources which can enable them to adapt to
climate change or to face natural disasters, and
their access to social services and protection is
very limited. For example, changes in climate,
to which animals and plants cannot adapt, lead
them to migrate; this in turn affects the liveli-
hood of the poor, who are then forced to leave
their homes, with great uncertainty for their fu-
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ture and that of their children. There has been a
tragic rise in the number of migrants seeking to
flee from the growing poverty caused by envi-
ronmental degradation. They are not recognized
by international conventions as refugees; they
bear the loss of the lives they have left behind,
without enjoying any legal protection whatso-
ever. Sadly, there is widespread indifference to
such suffering, which is even now taking place
throughout our world. Our lack of response to
these tragedies involving our brothers and sisters
points to the loss of that sense of responsibility
for our fellow men and women upon which all
civil society is founded.

26. Many of those who possess more resources
and economic or political power seem mostly to
be concerned with masking the problems or con-
cealing their symptoms, simply making efforts to
reduce some of the negative impacts of climate
change. However, many of these symptoms indi-
cate that such effects will continue to worsen if
we continue with current models of production
and consumption. There is an urgent need to de-
velop policies so that, in the next few years, the
emission of carbon dioxide and other highly pol-
luting gases can be drastically reduced, for exam-
ple, substituting for fossil fuels and developing
sources of renewable energy. Worldwide there
is minimal access to clean and renewable energy.
There is still a need to develop adequate storage
technologies. Some countries have made consid-
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erable progress, although it is far from constitut-
ing a significant proportion. Investments have
also been made in means of production and
transportation which consume less energy and
require fewer raw materials, as well as in methods
of construction and renovating buildings which
improve their energy efficiency. But these good
practices are still far from widespread.

II. THE ISSUE OF WATER

27. Other indicators of the present situation
have to do with the depletion of natural resourc-
es. We all know that it is not possible to sustain
the present level of consumption in developed
countries and wealthier sectors of society, where
the habit of wasting and discarding has reached
unprecedented levels. The exploitation of the
planet has already exceeded acceptable limits and
we still have not solved the problem of poverty.

28. Fresh drinking water is an issue of primary
importance, since it is indispensable for human
life and for supporting terrestrial and aquatic
ecosystems. Sources of fresh water are necessary
for health care, agriculture and industry. Water
supplies used to be relatively constant, but now
in many places demand exceeds the sustainable
supply, with dramatic consequences in the short
and long term. Large cities dependent on signifi-
cant supplies of water have experienced periods
of shortage, and at critical moments these have
not always been administered with sufficient
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oversight and impartiality. Water poverty espe-
cially affects Africa where large sectors of the
population have no access to safe drinking water
or experience droughts which impede agricultur-
al production. Some countries have areas rich in
water while others endure drastic scarcity.

29. One particularly serious problem is the
quality of water available to the poor. Every
day, unsafe water results in many deaths and the
spread of water-related diseases, including those
caused by microorganisms and chemical sub-
stances. Dysentery and cholera, linked to inad-
equate hygiene and water supplies, are a signif-
icant cause of suffering and of infant mortality.
Underground water sources in many places are
threatened by the pollution produced in certain
mining, farming and industrial activities, espe-
cially in countries lacking adequate regulation or
controls. It is not only a question of industrial
waste. Detergents and chemical products, com-
monly used in many places of the world, contin-
ue to pour into our rivers, lakes and seas.

30. Even as the quality of available water is
constantly diminishing, in some places there is a
growing tendency, despite its scarcity, to privatize
this resource, turning it into a commodity subject
to the laws of the market. Yet access to safe drink-
able water is a basic and universal human right, since it
is essential to human survival and, as such, is a condition
Jor the exercise of other human rights. Our world has
a grave social debt towards the poor who lack
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access to drinking water, because hey are denied
the right to a life consistent with their inalienable dig-
nity. This debt can be paid partly by an increase
in funding to provide clean water and sanitary
services among the poor. But water continues
to be wasted, not only in the developed world
but also in developing countries which possess
it in abundance. This shows that the problem of
water is partly an educational and cultural issue,
since there is little awareness of the seriousness
of such behaviour within a context of great in-
equality.

31. Greater scarcity of water will lead to an in-
crease in the cost of food and the various prod-
ucts which depend on its use. Some studies warn
that an acute water shortage may occur within a
few decades unless urgent action is taken. The
environmental repercussions could affect bil-
lions of people; it is also conceivable that the
control of water by large multinational business-
es may become a major source of conflict in this
century.”

III. T.OSS OF BIODIVERSITY

32. 'The earth’s resources are also being plun-
dered because of short-sighted approaches to
the economy, commerce and production. The
loss of forests and woodlands entails the loss of

» CL. Greeting to the Staff of FEAO (20 November 2014):
AAS 106 (2014), 985.
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species which may constitute extremely impor-
tant resources in the future, not only for food
but also for curing disease and other uses. Differ-
ent species contain genes which could be key re-
sources in years ahead for meeting human needs
and regulating environmental problems.

33. Itis not enough, however, to think of dif-
terent species merely as potential “resources”
to be exploited, while overlooking the fact that
they have value in themselves. Each year sees the
disappearance of thousands of plant and animal
species which we will never know, which our
children will never see, because they have been
lost for ever. The great majority become extinct
for reasons related to human activity. Because of
us, thousands of species will no longer give glory
to God by their very existence, nor convey their
message to us. We have no such right.

34. It may well disturb us to learn of the extinc-
tion of mammals or birds, since they are more
visible. But the good functioning of ecosystems
also requires fungi, algae, worms, insects, reptiles
and an innumerable variety of microorganisms.
Some less numerous species, although generally
unseen, nonetheless play a critical role in main-
taining the equilibrium of a particular place. Hu-
man beings must intervene when a geosystem
reaches a critical state. But nowadays, such inter-
vention in nature has become more and more fre-
quent. As a consequence, serious problems arise,
leading to further interventions; human activity
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becomes ubiquitous, with all the risks which this
entails. Often a vicious circle results, as human
intervention to resolve a problem further aggra-
vates the situation. For example, many birds and
insects which disappear due to synthetic agro-
toxins are helpful for agriculture: their disappear-
ance will have to be compensated for by yet oth-
er techniques which may well prove harmful. We
must be grateful for the praiseworthy efforts be-
ing made by scientists and engineers dedicated to
finding solutions to man-made problems. But a
sober look at our world shows that the degree of
human intervention, often in the service of busi-
ness interests and consumerism, is actually mak-
ing our earth less rich and beautiful, ever more
limited and grey, even as technological advances
and consumer goods continue to abound limit-
lessly. We seem to think that we can substitute an
irreplaceable and irretrievable beauty with some-
thing which we have created ourselves.

35. In assessing the environmental impact of
any project, concern is usually shown for its ef-
fects on soil, water and air, yet few careful studies
are made of its impact on biodiversity, as if the
loss of species or animals and plant groups were
of little importance. Highways, new plantations,
the fencing-off of certain areas, the damming
of water sources, and similar developments,
crowd out natural habitats and, at times, break
them up in such a way that animal populations
can no longer migrate or roam freely. As a re-
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sult, some species face extinction. Alternatives
exist which at least lessen the impact of these
projects, like the creation of biological corridors,
but few countries demonstrate such concern and
tforesight. Frequently, when certain species are
exploited commercially, little attention is paid to
studying their reproductive patterns in order to
prevent their depletion and the consequent im-
balance of the ecosystem.

36. Caring for ecosystems demands far-sight-
edness, since no one looking for quick and easy
profit is truly interested in their preservation. But
the cost of the damage caused by such selfish
lack of concern is much greater than the eco-
nomic benefits to be obtained. Where certain
species are destroyed or seriously harmed, the
values involved are incalculable. We can be silent
witnesses to terrible injustices if we think that we
can obtain significant benefits by making the rest
of humanity, present and future, pay the extremely
high costs of environmental deterioration.

37. Some countries have made significant pro-
gress in establishing sanctuaries on land and in
the oceans where any human intervention is
prohibited which might modify their features or
alter their original structures. In the protection
of biodiversity, specialists insist on the need for
particular attention to be shown to areas richer
both in the number of species and in endemic,
rare or less protected species. Certain places need
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greater protection because of their immense im-
portance for the global ecosystem, or because
they represent important water reserves and thus
safeguard other forms of life.

38. Let us mention, for example, those richly
biodiverse lungs of our planet which are the Am-
azon and the Congo basins, or the great aquifers
and glaciers. We know how important these are
for the entire earth and for the future of human-
ity. The ecosystems of tropical forests possess
an enormously complex biodiversity which is
almost impossible to appreciate fully, yet when
these forests are burned down or levelled for
purposes of cultivation, within the space of a
few years countless species are lost and the ar-
eas frequently become arid wastelands. A deli-
cate balance has to be maintained when speak-
ing about these places, for we cannot overlook
the huge global economic interests which, under
the guise of protecting them, can undermine the
sovereignty of individual nations. In fact, there
are “proposals to internationalize the Amazon,
which only serve the economic interests of
transnational corporations”.** We cannot fail to
praise the commitment of international agencies
and civil society organizations which draw public
attention to these issues and offer critical coop-
eration, employing legitimate means of pressure,

2 FrrrH GENERAL CONFERENCE OF THE LATIN AMERICAN
AND CARIBBEAN BisHovps, Aparecida Document (29 June 2007), 86.
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to ensure that each government carries out its
proper and inalienable responsibility to preserve
its country’s environment and natural resources,
without capitulating to spurious local or interna-
tional interests.

39.  The replacement of virgin forest with plan-
tations of trees, usually monocultures, is rarely
adequately analyzed. Yet this can seriously com-
promise a biodiversity which the new species be-
ing introduced does not accommodate. Similarly,
wetlands converted into cultivated land lose the
enormous biodiversity which they formerly host-
ed. In some coastal areas the disappearance of
ecosystems sustained by mangrove swamps is a
source of serious concern.

40. Oceans not only contain the bulk of our
planet’s water supply, but also most of the im-
mense variety of living creatures, many of them
still unknown to us and threatened for various
reasons. What is more, marine life in rivers, lakes,
seas and oceans, which feeds a great part of the
world’s population, is affected by uncontrolled
fishing, leading to a drastic depletion of certain
species. Selective forms of fishing which discard
much of what they collect continue unabated.
Particularly threatened are marine organisms
which we tend to overlook, like some forms of
plankton; they represent a significant element in
the ocean food chain, and species used for our
food ultimately depend on them.
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41. In tropical and subtropical seas, we find
coral reefs comparable to the great forests on dry
land, for they shelter approximately a million spe-
cies, including fish, crabs, molluscs, sponges and
algae. Many of the world’s coral reefs are already
barren or in a state of constant decline. “Who
turned the wonderworld of the seas into undet-
water cemeteries bereft of colour and life?”*
This phenomenon is due largely to pollution
which reaches the sea as the result of deforesta-
tion, agricultural monocultures, industrial waste
and destructive fishing methods, especially those
using cyanide and dynamite. It is aggravated by
the rise in temperature of the oceans. All of this
helps us to see that every intervention in nature
can have consequences which are not immedi-
ately evident, and that certain ways of exploiting
resources prove costly in terms of degradation
which ultimately reaches the ocean bed itself.

42. Greater investment needs to be made in
research aimed at understanding more fully the
functioning of ecosystems and adequately ana-
lyzing the different variables associated with any
significant modification of the environment. Be-
cause all creatures are connected, each must be
cherished with love and respect, for all of us as
living creatures are dependent on one another.
Each area is responsible for the care of this fam-

» CarHoLIC BisHOPS” CONFERENCE OF THE PHILIPPINES,
Pastoral Letter What is Happening to onr Beantiful Iand? (29 Jan-
uary 1988).
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ily. This will require undertaking a careful inven-
tory of the species which it hosts, with a view
to developing programmes and strategies of
protection with particular care for safeguarding
species heading towards extinction.

IV. DECLINE IN THE QUALITY OF HUMAN LIFE
AND THE BREAKDOWN OF SOCIETY

43. Human beings too are creatures of this
world, enjoying a right to life and happiness, and
endowed with unique dignity. So we cannot fail
to consider the effects on people’s lives of envi-
ronmental deterioration, current models of de-
velopment and the throwaway culture.

44. Nowadays, for example, we are conscious
of the disproportionate and unruly growth of
many cities, which have become unhealthy to
live in, not only because of pollution caused
by toxic emissions but also as a result of urban
chaos, poor transportation, and visual pollution
and noise. Many cities are huge, inefficient struc-
tures, excessively wasteful of energy and water.
Neighbourhoods, even those recently built, are
congested, chaotic and lacking in sufficient green
space. We were not meant to be inundated by ce-
ment, asphalt, glass and metal, and deprived of
physical contact with nature.

45. In some places, rural and urban alike, the
privatization of certain spaces has restricted
people’s access to places of particular beauty. In
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others, “ecological” neighbourhoods have been
created which are closed to outsiders in order
to ensure an artificial tranquillity. Frequently,
we find beautiful and carefully manicured green
spaces in so-called “safer” areas of cities, but not
in the more hidden areas where the disposable of
society live.

46. 'The social dimensions of global change
include the effects of technological innovations
on employment, social exclusion, an inequitable
distribution and consumption of energy and
other services, social breakdown, increased vio-
lence and a rise in new forms of social aggres-
sion, drug trafficking, growing drug use by young
people, and the loss of identity. These are signs
that the growth of the past two centuries has not
always led to an integral development and an im-
provement in the quality of life. Some of these
signs are also symptomatic of real social decline,
the silent rupture of the bonds of integration
and social cohesion.

47.  Furthermore, when media and the digital
world become omnipresent, their influence can
stop people from learning how to live wisely, to
think deeply and to love generously. In this con-
text, the great sages of the past run the risk of
going unheard amid the noise and distractions
of an information overload. Efforts need to be
made to help these media become sources of
new cultural progress for humanity and not a
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threat to our deepest riches. True wisdom, as the
fruit of self-examination, dialogue and gener-
ous encounter between persons, is not acquired
by a mere accumulation of data which eventu-
ally leads to overload and confusion, a sort of
mental pollution. Real relationships with others,
with all the challenges they entail, now tend to
be replaced by a type of internet communication
which enables us to choose or eliminate relation-
ships at whim, thus giving rise to a new type of
contrived emotion which has more to do with
devices and displays than with other people and
with nature. Today’s media do enable us to com-
municate and to share our knowledge and affec-
tions. Yet at times they also shield us from di-
rect contact with the pain, the fears and the joys
of others and the complexity of their personal
experiences. For this reason, we should be con-
cerned that, alongside the exciting possibilities
offered by these media, a deep and melancholic
dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or a
harmful sense of isolation, can also arise.

V. GLOBAL INEQUALITY

48. The human environment and the natural
environment deteriorate together; we cannot ad-
equately combat environmental degradation un-
less 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: “Both everyday
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experience and scientific research show that the
gravest effects of all attacks on the environment
are suffered by the poorest”.” For example, the
depletion of fishing reserves especially hurts
small fishing communities without the means to
replace those resources; water pollution particu-
larly affects the poor who cannot buy bottled wa-
ter; and rises in the sea level mainly affect impov-
erished coastal populations who have nowhere
else to go. The impact of present imbalances is
also seen in the premature death of many of the
poor, in conflicts sparked by the shortage of re-
sources, and in any number of other problems
which are insufficiently represented on global
agendas.”’

49. It needs to be said that, generally speaking,
there is little in the way of clear awareness of
problems which especially affect the excluded.
Yet they are the majority of the planet’s popu-
lation, billions of people. These days, they are
mentioned in international political and econom-
ic discussions, but one often has the impression
that their problems are brought up as an after-
thought, a question which gets added almost
out of duty or in a tangential way, if not treat-

2 BoLIVIAN Bisnoprs” CONFERENCE, Pastoral Letter on the

Environment and Human Development in Bolivia E/ universo,
don de Dios para la vida (23 March 2012), 17.

2 Cf. GERMAN Bisnors’ CONFERENCE, Commission for
Social Issues, Der Klimawandel: Brennpunkt globaler, intergenerationel-
ler und okologischer Gerechtigkeit (September 2000), 28-30.
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ed merely as collateral damage. Indeed, when all
is said and done, they frequently remain at the
bottom of the pile. This is due partly to the fact
that many professionals, opinion makers, com-
munications media and centres of power, being
located in affluent urban areas, are far removed
trom the poor, with little direct contact with their
problems. They live and reason from the com-
fortable position of a high level of development
and a quality of life well beyond the reach of
the majority of the world’s population. This lack
of physical contact and encounter, encouraged at
times by the disintegration of our cities, can lead
to a numbing of conscience and to tendentious
analyses which 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 a/ways becomes a so-
cial approach; it must integrate questions of jus-
tice in debates on the environment, so as to hear
both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.

50. Instead of resolving the problems of the
poor and thinking of how the world can be dif-
ferent, some can only propose a reduction in the
birth rate. At times, developing countries face
forms of international pressure which make eco-
nomic 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 envi-
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ronment, 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 se-
lective consumerism on the part of some, is one
way of refusing to face the issues. Itis 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 uni-
versalized, since the planet could not even con-
tain the waste products of such consumption.
Besides, we know that approximately a third of
all food produced is discarded, and “whenever
food is thrown out it is as if it were stolen from
the table of the poot”.? Still, attention needs to
be paid to imbalances in population density, on
both national and global levels, since a rise in
consumption would lead to complex regional
situations, as a result of the interplay between
problems linked to environmental pollution,
transport, waste treatment, loss of resources

and quality of life.

51. Inequity affects not only individuals but
entire countries; it compels us to consider an
ethics of international relations. A true “ecolog-
ical debt” exists, particularly between the global
north and south, connected to commercial im-

 PoNTIFICAL COUNCIL FOR JUSTICE AND PEACE, Compendi-
um of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 483.
? Catechesis (5 June 2013): Insegnamenti 1/1 (2013), 280.
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balances with effects on the environment, and
the disproportionate use of natural resources by
certain countries over long periods of time. The
export of raw materials to satisfy markets in the
industrialized north has caused harm locally, as
for example in mercury pollution in gold mining
or sulphur dioxide pollution in copper mining,
There is a pressing need to calculate the use of
environmental space throughout the world for
depositing gas residues which have been accu-
mulating for two centuries and have created a
situation which currently atfects all the countries
of the world. The warming caused by huge con-
sumption on the part of some rich countries has
repercussions on the poorest areas of the world,
especially Africa, where a rise in temperature, to-
gether with drought, has proved devastating for
farming, There is also the damage caused by the
export of solid waste and toxic liquids to devel-
oping countries, and by the pollution produced
by companies which operate in less developed
countries in ways they could never do at home,
in the countries in which they raise their capital:
“We note that often the businesses which op-
erate this way are multinationals. They do here
what they would never do in developed coun-
tries or the so-called first world. Generally, after
ceasing their activity and withdrawing, they leave
behind great human and environmental liabili-
ties such as unemployment, abandoned towns,
the depletion of natural reserves, deforestation,
the impoverishment of agriculture and local
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stock breeding, open pits, riven hills, polluted
rivers and a handful of social works which are no

longer sustainable”.”

52.  The foreign debt of poor countries has be-
come a way of controlling them, yet this is not
the case where ecological debt is concerned. In
different ways, developing countries, where the
most important reserves of the biosphere are
found, continue to fuel the development of rich-
er countries at the cost of their own present and
tuture. The land of the southern poor is rich
and mostly unpolluted, yet access to ownership
of goods and resources for meeting vital needs
is inhibited by a system of commercial relations
and ownership which is structurally perverse.
The developed countries ought to help pay this
debt by significantly limiting their consumption
of non-renewable energy and by assisting poot-
er countries to support policies and programmes
of sustainable development. The poorest areas
and countries are less capable of adopting new
models for reducing environmental impact be-
cause they lack the wherewithal to develop the
necessary processes and to cover their costs. We
must continue to be aware that, regarding cli-
mate change, there are differentiated responsibilities.
As the United States bishops have said, greater
attention must be given to “the needs of the

¥ BisHOPS OF THE PATAGONIA-COMAHUE REGION (ARGEN-
TINA), Christmas Message (December 2009), 2.
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poor, the weak and the vulnerable, in a debate
often dominated by more powerful interests”.”
We need to strengthen the conviction that we are
one single human family. There are no frontiers
or barriers, political or social, behind which we
can hide, still less is there room for the globaliza-

tion of indifference.

VI. WEAK RESPONSES

53. These situations have caused sister earth,
along with all the abandoned of our world, to cry
out, pleading that we take another course. Nev-
er have we so hurt and mistreated our common
home as we have in the last two hundred years.
Yet we are called to be instruments of God our
Father, so that our planet might be what he de-
sired when he created it and correspond with his
plan for peace, beauty and fullness. The problem
is that we still lack the culture needed to confront
this crisis. We lack leadership capable of striking
out on new paths and meeting the needs of the
present with concern for all and without preju-
dice towards coming generations. The establish-
ment of a legal framework which can set clear
boundaries and ensure the protection of ecosys-
tems has become indispensable, otherwise the
new power structures based on the techno-eco-
nomic paradigm may overwhelm not only our
politics but also freedom and justice.

31 Unrrep StATES CONFERENCE OF CATHOLIC BISHOPS,
Global Climate Change: A Plea for Dialogue, Prudence and the Common
Good (15 June 2001).
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54. It is remarkable how weak internation-
al political responses have been. The failure of
global summits on the environment make it plain
that our politics are subject to technology and
finance. There are too many special interests,
and economic interests easily end up trumping
the common good and manipulating informa-
tion so that their own plans will not be affected.
The Aparecida Document urges that “the interests
of economic groups which irrationally demol-
ish sources of life should not prevail in dealing
with natural resources”.”” The alliance between
the economy and technology ends up sidelining
anything unrelated to its immediate interests.
Consequently the most one can expect is supet-
ficial rhetoric, sporadic acts of philanthropy and
perfunctory expressions of concern for the envi-
ronment, whereas any genuine attempt by groups
within society to introduce change is viewed as a
nuisance based on romantic illusions or an obsta-
cle to be circumvented.

55. Some countries are gradually making sig-
nificant progress, developing more effective con-
trols and working to combat corruption. People
may well have a growing ecological sensitivity but
it has not succeeded in changing their harmful
habits of consumption which, rather than de-
creasing, appear to be growing all the more. A
simple example is the increasing use and power

32 FrrrH GENERAL CONFERENCE OF THE LATIN AMERICAN
AND CARIBBEAN Bisnovs, Aparecida Document (29 June 2007), 471.
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of air-conditioning, The markets, which imme-
diately benefit from sales, stimulate ever greater
demand. An outsider looking at our world would
be amazed at such behaviour, which at times ap-
pears self-destructive.

56. In the meantime, economic powers con-
tinue to justify the current global system where
priority tends to be given to speculation and
the pursuit of financial gain, which fail to take
the context into account, let alone the effects
on human dignity and the natural environment.
Here we see how environmental deterioration
and human and ethical degradation are closely
linked. Many people will deny doing anything
wrong because distractions constantly dull our
consciousness of just how limited and finite our
world really is. As a result, “whatever is fragile,
like the environment, is defenceless before the
interests of a deified market, which become the

only rule”.”

57. Itis foreseeable that, once certain resources
have been depleted, the scene will be set for new
wars, albeit under the guise of noble claims. War
always does grave harm to the environment and
to the cultural riches of peoples, risks which are
magnified when one considers nuclear arms and
biological weapons. “Despite the international
agreements which prohibit chemical, bacterio-

» Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gandinum (24 Novem-
ber 2013), 56: .AA5 105 (2013), 1043.
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logical and biological warfare, the fact is that lab-
oratory research continues to develop new offen-
sive weapons capable of altering the balance of
nature”.’* Politics must pay greater attention to
foreseeing new conflicts and addressing the caus-
es which can lead to them. But powerful finan-
cial interests prove most resistant to this effort,
and political planning tends to lack breadth of
vision. What would induce anyone, at this stage,
to hold on to power only to be remembered for
their inability to take action when it was urgent
and necessary to do so?

58. In some countries, there are positive exam-
ples of environmental improvement: rivers, pol-
luted 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 interven-
ing positively. For all our limitations, gestures of
generosity, solidarity and care cannot but well up
within us, since we were made for love.

59. At the same time we can note the rise of a
false or superficial ecology which bolsters com-

* Joun PauL 11, Message for the 1990 World Day of Peace, 12:
AAS 82 (1990), 154.
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placency and a cheerful recklessness. As often
occurs in periods of deep crisis which require
bold decisions, we are tempted to think that what
is happening is not entirely clear. Superficially,
apart from a few obvious signs of pollution and
deterioration, things do not look that serious,
and the planet could continue as it is for some
time. Such evasiveness serves as a licence to car-
rying on with our present lifestyles and models
of production and consumption. This is the way
human beings contrive to feed their self-destruc-
tive vices: trying not to see them, trying not to
acknowledge them, delaying the important deci-
sions and pretending that nothing will happen.

VII. A VARIETY OF OPINIONS

60. Finally, we need to acknowledge that dif-
ferent approaches and lines of thought have
emerged regarding this situation and its possible
solutions. At one extreme, we find those who
doggedly uphold the myth of progress and tell
us that ecological problems will solve themselves
simply with the application of new technology
and without any need for ethical considerations
or deep change. At the other extreme are those
who view men and women and all their inter-
ventions as no more than a threat, jeopardizing
the global ecosystem, and consequently the pres-
ence of human beings on the planet should be
reduced and all forms of intervention prohibit-
ed. Viable future scenarios will have to be gen-
erated between these extremes, since there is no
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one path to a solution. This makes a variety of
proposals possible, all capable of entering into
dialogue with a view to developing comprehen-
sive solutions.

61. 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 seri-
ous disrepair. Hope would have us recognize that
there is always a way out, that we can always redi-
rect our steps, that we can always do something
to solve our problems. Still, we can see signs that
things are now reaching a breaking point, due to
the rapid pace of change and degradation; these
are evident in large-scale natural disasters as well
as social and even financial crises, for the world’s
problems cannot be analyzed or explained in iso-
lation. There are regions now at high risk and,
aside from all doomsday predictions, the present
world system is certainly unsustainable from a
number of points of view, for we have stopped
thinking about the goals of human activity. “If
we scan the regions of our planet, we immedi-
ately see that humanity has disappointed God’s

expectations”.”

» Ip., Catechesis (17 January 2001), 3: Insegnamenti 24/1
(2001), 178.

44



CHAPTER TWO

THE GOSPEL OF CREATION

62. Why should this document, addressed to
all people of good will, include a chapter dealing
with the convictions of believers? I am well aware
that in the areas of politics and philosophy there
are those who firmly reject the idea of a Creator,
or consider it irrelevant, and consequently dis-
miss as irrational the rich contribution which re-
ligions can make towards an integral ecology and
the full development of humanity. Others view
religions simply as a subculture to be tolerated.
Nonetheless, science and religion, with their dis-
tinctive approaches to understanding reality, can
enter into an intense dialogue fruitful for both.

I. THE LIGHT OFFERED BY FAITH

63. Given the complexity of the ecological
crisis and its multiple causes, we need to real-
ize that the solutions will not emerge from just
one way of interpreting and transforming real-
ity. Respect must also be shown for the various
cultural riches of different peoples, their art and
poetry, their interior life and spirituality. If we
are truly concerned to develop an ecology capa-
ble of remedying the damage we have done, no
branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom
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can be left out, and that includes religion and the
language particular to it. The Catholic Church is
open to dialogue with philosophical thought; this
has enabled her to produce various syntheses be-
tween faith and reason. The development of the
Church’s social teaching represents such a syn-
thesis with regard to social issues; this teaching is
called to be enriched by taking up new challenges.

64. TFurthermore, although this Encyclical wel-
comes dialogue with everyone so that together
we can seek paths of liberation, I would like
from the outset to show how faith convictions
can offer Christians, and some other believers as
well, ample motivation to care for nature and for
the most vulnerable of their brothers and sisters.
If the simple fact of being human moves people
to care for the environment of which they are a
part, Christians in their turn “realize that their
responsibility within creation, and their duty to-
wards nature and the Creator, are an essential
patt of their faith”.* It is good for humanity and
the world at large when we believers better rec-
ognize the ecological commitments which stem
from our convictions.

II. THE WISDOM OF THE BIBLICAL ACCOUNTS

65. Without repeating the entire theology of
creation, we can ask what the great biblical nar-

% Joun PauL 11, Message for the 1990 World Day of Peace, 15:
AAS 82 (1990), 156.
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ratives say about the relationship of human beings
with the world. In the first creation account in the
Book of Genesis, God’s plan includes creating
humanity. After the creation of man and woman,
“God saw everything that he had made, and be-
hold it was very good’ (Gen 1:31). The Bible teaches
that every man and woman is created out of love
and made in God’s image and likeness (cf. Gen
1:26). This shows us the immense dignity of each
person, “who is not just something, but someone.
He is capable of self-knowledge, of self-posses-
sion and of freely giving himself and entering into
communion with other persons”.”” Saint John
Paul IT stated that the special love of the Creator
for each human being “confers upon him or her
an infinite dignity”.”* Those who are committed to
defending human dignity can find in the Christian
faith the deepest reasons for this commitment.
How wonderful is the certainty that each human
life is not adrift in the midst of hopeless chaos, in
a world ruled by pure chance or endlessly recur-
ring cycles! The Creator can say to each one of us:
“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you”
(Jer 1:5). We were conceived in the heart of God,
and for this reason “each of us is the result of a
thought of God. Each of us is willed, each of us

is loved, each of us is necessary”.”’

7 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 357.

3 Angelus in Osnabriick (Germany) with the disabled, 16
November 1980: Insegnamenti 3/2 (1980), 1232.

¥ BeNeDpICT XVI, Homily for the Solenm Inangnration of the
Petrine Ministry (24 April 2005): “AAS 97 (2005), 711.
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66. The creation accounts in the book of Gen-
esis contain, in their own symbolic and narrative
language, profound teachings about human ex-
istence and its historical reality. They suggest that
human life is grounded in three fundamental and
closely intertwined relationships: with God, with
our neighbour and with the earth itself. Accord-
ing to the Bible, these three vital relationships
have been broken, both outwardly and within us.
This rupture is sin. 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. This in turn distorted our mandate
to “have dominion” over the earth (cf. Gen 1:28),
to “till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). As a result, the
originally harmonious relationship between hu-
man beings and nature became conflictual (cf.
Gen 3:17-19). It is significant that the harmony
which Saint Francis of Assisi experienced with
all creatures was seen as a healing of that rupture.
Saint Bonaventure held that, through universal
reconciliation with every creature, Saint Fran-
cis in some way returned to the state of original
innocence.” This is a far cry from our situation
today, where sin is manifest in all its destructive
power in wars, the various forms of violence and
abuse, the abandonment of the most vulnerable,
and attacks on nature.

Y0 Cf. BONAVENTURE, The Major Legend of Saint Fran-
s, VIIL, 1, in Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, vol. 2, New
York-T.ondon-Manila, 2000, 586.
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67. We are not God. The earth was here before
us and it has been given to us. This allows us
to respond to the charge that Judaeco-Christian
thinking, on the basis of the Genesis account
which grants man “dominion” over the earth (cf.
Gen 1:28), has encouraged the unbridled exploita-
tion of nature by painting him as domineering
and destructive by nature. This is not a correct
interpretation of the Bible as understood by the
Church. Although it is true that we Christians
have at times incorrectly interpreted the Scrip-
tures, nowadays we must forcefully reject the no-
tion that our being created in God’s image and
given dominion over the earth justifies absolute
domination over other creatures. The biblical
texts are to be read in their context, with an ap-
propriate hermeneutic, recognizing that they tell
us to “till and keep” the garden of the world (cf.
Gen 2:15). “Tilling” refers to cultivating, plough-
ing or working, while “keeping” means caring,
protecting, overseeing and preserving. This im-
plies a relationship of mutual responsibility
between human beings and nature. Each com-
munity can take from the bounty of the earth
whatever it needs for subsistence, but it also has
the duty to protect the earth and to ensure its
truitfulness for coming generations. “The earth
is the Lord’s” (Ps 24:1); to him belongs “the earth
with all that is within it” (D¢ 10:14). Thus God
rejects every claim to absolute ownership: “The
land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land
is mine; for you are strangers and sojourners with
me” (Lev 25:23).
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68. This responsibility for God’s earth means
that human beings, endowed with intelligence,
must respect the laws of nature and the delicate
equilibria existing between the creatures of this
world, for “he commanded and they were creat-
ed; and he established them for ever and ever; he
fixed their bounds and he set a law which cannot
pass away” (Ps 148:5b-6). The laws found in the
Bible dwell on relationships, not only among in-
dividuals but also with other living beings. “You
shall not see your brother’s donkey or his ox fall-
en down by the way and withhold your help...
If you chance to come upon a bird’s nest in any
tree or on the ground, with young ones or eggs
and the mother sitting upon the young or upon
the eggs; you shall not take the mother with the
young” (Dz 22:4, 6). Along these same lines, rest
on the seventh day is meant not only for human
beings, but also so “that your ox and your don-
key may have rest” (Ex 23:12). Clearly, the Bible
has no place for a tyrannical anthropocentrism
unconcerned for other creatures.

69. Together with our obligation to use the
earth’s goods responsibly, we are called to recog-
nize that other living beings have a value of their
own in God’s eyes: “by their mere existence they
bless him and give him glory”,* and indeed, “the
Lord rejoices in all his works” (Ps 104:31). By vir-
tue of our unique dignity and our gift of intelli-

U Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2416.
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gence, we are called to respect creation and its
inherent laws, for “the Lord by wisdom founded
the earth” (Prov 3:19). In our time, the Church
does not simply state that other creatures are
completely subordinated to the good of human
beings, as if they have no worth in themselves
and can be treated as we wish. The German bish-
ops have taught that, where other creatures are
concerned, “we can speak of the priority of being
over that of being nseful”.** The Catechism clearly
and forcefully criticizes a distorted anthropocen-
trism: “Each creature possesses its own particu-
lar goodness and perfection... Each of the vari-
ous creatures, willed in its own being, reflects in
its own way a ray of God’s infinite wisdom and
goodness. Man must therefore respect the par-
ticular goodness of every creature, to avoid any

disordered use of things”.*

70. In the story of Cain and Abel, we see how
envy led Cain to commit the ultimate injustice
against his brother, which in turn ruptured the
relationship between Cain and God, and between
Cain and the earth from which he was banished.
This is seen clearly in the dramatic exchange be-
tween God and Cain. God asks: “Where is Abel
your brother?” Cain answers that he does not
know, and God persists: “What have you done?

2 GERMAN BisHOPS” CONFERENCE, Zukunft der Schipfung —
Zukunft der Menschheit. Einklirung der Dentschen Bischofskonferenz
zu Fragen der Unmwelt und der Energieversorgung, (1980), 11, 2.

B Catechism of the Catholic Church, 339.
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The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me
from the ground. And now you are cursed from
the ground” (Gen 4:9-11). Disregard for the duty
to cultivate and maintain a proper relationship
with my neighbour, for whose care and custo-
dy I am responsible, ruins my relationship with
my own self, with others, with God and with the
earth. When all these relationships are neglected,
when justice no longer dwells in the land, the Bi-
ble tells us that life itself is endangered. We see
this in the story of Noah, where God threatens
to do away with humanity because of its constant
failure to fulfil the requirements of justice and
peace: “I have determined to make an end of all
flesh; for the earth is filled with violence through
them” (Gen 6:13). These ancient stories, full of
symbolism, bear witness to a conviction which
we today share, that everything is interconnected,
and that genuine care for our own lives and our
relationships with nature is inseparable from fra-
ternity, justice and faithfulness to others.

71.  Although “the wickedness of man was great
in the earth” (Gen 6:5) and the Lord “was sorry
that he had made man on the earth” (Ger 6:0),
nonetheless, through Noah, who remained inno-
cent and just, God decided to open a path of sal-
vation. In this way he gave humanity the chance
of a new beginning. All it takes is one good pet-
son to restore hope! The biblical tradition clear-
ly shows that this renewal entails recovering and
respecting the rhythms inscribed in nature by the
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hand of the Creator. We see this, for example, in
the law of the Sabbath. On the seventh day, God
rested from all his work. He commanded Israel
to set aside each seventh day as a day of rest,
a Sabbath, (ct. Gen 2:2-3; Ex 16:23; 20:10). Simi-
larly, every seven years, a sabbatical year was set
aside for Israel, a complete rest for the land (cf.
Lev 25:1-4), when sowing was forbidden and one
reaped only what was necessary to live on and
to feed one’s household (cf. Ler 25:4-6). Finally,
after seven weeks of years, which is to say for-
ty-nine years, the Jubilee was celebrated as a year
of general forgiveness and “liberty throughout the
land for all its inhabitants” (cf. Ler 25:10). This law
came about as an attempt to ensure balance and
fairness in their relationships with others and with
the land on which they lived and worked. At the
same time, it was an acknowledgment that the gift
of the earth with its fruits belongs to everyone.
Those who tilled and kept the land were obliged
to share its fruits, especially with the poor, with
widows, orphans and foreigners in their midst:
“When you reap the harvest of your land, you
shall not reap your field to its very border, neither
shall you gather the gleanings after the harvest.
And you shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither
shall you gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard;
you shall leave them for the poor and for the so-
journer” (Lev 19:9-10).

72. 'The Psalms frequently exhort us to praise
God the Creator, “who spread out the earth on
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the waters, for his steadfast love endures for ever”
(Ps 136:6). They also invite other creatures to join
us in this praise: “Praise him, sun and moon, praise
him, all you shining stars! Praise him, you highest
heavens, and you waters above the heavens! Let
them praise the name of the Lord, for he com-
manded and they were created” (Ps 148:3-5). We do
not only exist by God’s mighty power; we also live
with him and beside him. This is why we adore him.

73. The writings of the prophets invite us to
find renewed strength in times of trial by con-
templating the all-powerful God who created
the universe. Yet God’s infinite power does not
lead us to flee his fatherly tenderness, because in
him affection and strength are joined. Indeed, all
sound spirituality entails both welcoming divine
love and adoration, confident in the Lord be-
cause of his infinite power. In the Bible, the God
who liberates and saves is the same God who cre-
ated the universe, and these two divine ways of
acting are intimately and inseparably connected:
“Ah Lord God! It is you who made the heavens
and the earth by your great power and by your
outstretched arm! Nothing is too hard for you...
You brought your people Israel out of the land
of Egypt with signs and wonders” (Jer 32:17, 21).
“The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator
of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or
grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable.
He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the
powertless” (Is 40:28b-29).
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74. The experience of the Babylonian captivi-
ty provoked a spiritual crisis which led to deeper
faith in God. Now his creative omnipotence was
given pride of place in order to exhort the people
to regain their hope in the midst of their wretched
predicament. Centuries later, in another age of tri-
al and persecution, when the Roman Empire was
seeking to impose absolute dominion, the faithful
would once again find consolation and hope in a
growing trust in the all-powerful God: “Great and
wonderful are your deeds, O Lord God the Al-
mighty! Just and true are your ways!” (Rev 15:3).
The God who created the universe out of noth-
ing can also intervene in this world and overcome
every form of evil. Injustice is not invincible.

75. A spirituality which forgets God as
all-powerful and Creator is not acceptable. That
1s 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 domin-
ion 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 inter-
ests on reality.

III. THE MYSTERY OF THE UNIVERSE

76. In the Judaeco-Christian tradition, the word
“creation” has a broader meaning than “nature”,
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for it has to do with God’s loving plan in which
every creature has its own value and significance.
Nature is usually seen as a system which can be
studied, understood and controlled, whereas cre-
ation can only be understood as a gift from the
outstretched hand of the Father of all, and as a
reality illuminated by the love which calls us to-
gether into universal communion.

77.  “By the word of the Lord the heavens were
made” (Ps 33:0). This tells us that the world came
about as the result of a decision, not from chaos
or chance, and this exalts it all the more. The cre-
ating word expresses a free choice. The universe
did not emerge as the result of arbitrary omnip-
otence, a show of force or a desire for self-asser-
tion. Creation is of the order of love. God’s love
is the fundamental moving force in all created
things: “For you love all things that exist, and de-
test none of the things that you have made; for
you would not have made anything if you had
hated it” (Wis 11:24). 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. Saint Basil the Great described the
Creator as “goodness without measure”,* while
Dante Alighieri spoke of “the love which moves

 Hom. in Hexaemeron, 1, 2, 10: PG 29, 9.
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the sun and the stars”.* Consequently, we can
ascend from created things “to the greatness of

God and to his loving mercy”.*

78. At the same time, Judaeo-Christian thought
demythologized nature. While continuing to ad-
mire its grandeur and immensity, it no longer saw
nature as divine. In doing so, it emphasizes all the
more our human responsibility for nature. This
rediscovery of nature can never be at the cost of
the freedom and responsibility of human beings
who, as part of the world, have the duty to culti-
vate their abilities in order to protect it and devel-
op its potential. If we acknowledge the value and
the fragility of nature and, at the same time, our
God-given abilities, we can finally leave behind
the modern myth of unlimited material progress.
A fragile world, entrusted by God to human care,
challenges us to devise intelligent ways of direct-
ing, developing and limiting our power.

79. In this universe, shaped by open and inter-
communicating systems, we can discern count-
less forms of relationship and participation. This
leads us to think of the whole as open to God’s
transcendence, within which it develops. Faith
allows us to interpret the meaning and the mys-
terious beauty of what is unfolding, We are free

* The Divine Comedy, Paradiso, Canto XXXIII, 145.
* BenepicT XVI, Catechesis (9 November 2005), 3: Inseg-
namenti 1 (2005), 768.
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to apply our intelligence towards things evolving
positively, or towards adding new ills, new causes
of suffering and real setbacks. This is what makes
for the excitement and drama of human history,
in which freedom, growth, salvation and love can
blossom, or lead towards decadence and mutual
destruction. The work of the Church seeks not
only to remind everyone of the duty to care for
nature, but at the same time “she must above all

protect mankind from self-destruction”.”’

80. Yet God, who wishes to work with us and
who counts on our cooperation, can also bring
good out of the evil we have done. “The Holy
Spirit can be said to possess an infinite creativi-
ty, proper to the divine mind, which knows how
to loosen the knots of human affairs, including
the most complex and inscrutable”.*® Creating
a wotld in need of development, God in some
way sought to limit himself in such a way that
many of the things we think of as evils, dan-
gers or sources of suffering, are in reality part
of the pains of childbirth which he uses to draw
us into the act of cooperation with the Creator.”

7 Ip., Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate (29 June 2009),
51: AAS 101 (2009), 687.

*# JouN PauL 11, Catechesis (24 April 1991), 6: Insegnament
14 (1991), 856.

¥ The Catechism explains that God wished to ctreate a
world which is “journeying towards its ultimate perfection”,
and that this implies the presence of imperfection and physical
evil; cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 310.
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God is intimately present to each being, with-
out impinging on the autonomy of his creature,
and this gives rise to the rightful autonomy of
earthly affairs.”” His divine presence, which en-
sures the subsistence and growth of each being,
“continues the work of creation”.”" The Spirit
of God has filled the universe with possibilities
and therefore, from the very heart of things,
something new can always emerge: “Nature is
nothing other than a certain kind of art, name-
ly God’s art, impressed upon things, whereby
those things are moved to a determinate end. It
is as if a shipbuilder were able to give timbers
the wherewithal to move themselves to take the

form of a ship”.”

81. Human beings, even if we postulate a pro-
cess of evolution, also possess a uniqueness
which cannot be fully explained by the evolution
of other open systems. Each of us has his or her
own personal identity and is capable of entering
into dialogue with others and with God himself.
Our capacity to reason, to develop arguments, to
be inventive, to interpret reality and to create art,
along with other not yet discovered capacities,
are signs of a uniqueness which transcends the

%0 Cf. Seconp VaticaN Ecumenicar Councit, Pastoral
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et
Spes, 30.

' THOMAS AQUINAS, Summa Theologiae, 1, q. 104, att. 1 ad 4.

2 Ip., In octo libros Physicorum Aristotelis expositio, Lib. 11,
lectio 14.
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spheres of physics and biology. The sheer novel-
ty involved in the emergence of a personal being
within a material universe presupposes a direct
action of God and a particular call to life and to
relationship on the part of a “Thou” who ad-
dresses himself to another “thou”. The biblical
accounts of creation invite us to see each human
being as a subject who can never be reduced to
the status of an object.

82.  Yet it would also be mistaken to view other
living beings as mere objects subjected to arbitrary
human domination. When nature is viewed sole-
ly as a source of profit and gain, this has serious
consequences for society. This vision of “might is
right” has engendered immense inequality, injus-
tice and acts of violence against the majority of
humanity, since resources end up in the hands of
the first comer or the most powerful: the winner
takes all. Completely at odds with this model are
the ideals of harmony, justice, fraternity and peace
as proposed by Jesus. As he said of the powers
of his own age: “You know that the rulers of the
Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men
exercise authority over them. It shall not be so
among you; but whoever would be great among
you must be your servant” (Mz20:25-20).

83. 'The ultimate destiny of the universe is in
the fullness of God, which has already been at-
tained by the risen Christ, the measure of the
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maturity of all things.”® Here we can add yet an-
other argument for rejecting every tyrannical and
irresponsible domination of human beings over
other creatures. The ultimate purpose of other
creatures is not to be found in us. Rather, all crea-
tures are moving forward with us and through
us towards a common point of arrival, which is
God, in that transcendent fullness where the ris-
en Christ embraces and illumines all things. Hu-
man beings, endowed with intelligence and love,
and drawn by the fullness of Christ, are called to
lead all creatures back to their Creator.

IV. THE MESSAGE OF EACH CREATURE
IN THE HARMONY OF CREATION

84. Our insistence that each human being is
an image of God should not make us overlook
the fact that each creature has its own purpose.
None is superfluous. The entire material uni-
verse speaks of God’s love, his boundless affec-
tion for us. Soil, water, mountains: everything is,
as it were, a caress of God. The history of our
triendship with God is always linked to particular
places which take on an intensely personal mean-
ing; we all remember places, and revisiting those

> Against this hotizon we can set the contribution of
Fr Teilhard de Chardin; cf. PauL VI, Address in a Chemical and
Pharmacentical Plant (24 February 1966): Insegnamenti 4 (1960),
992-993; JouN PAUL 11, Letter to the Reverend George Coyne (1 June
1988): Insegnamenti 11/2 (1988), 1715; Benepict XVI, Homily for
the Celebration of Vespers in Aosta (24 July 2009): Insegnamenti 5/2
(2009), 60.

01



memories does us much good. Anyone who has
grown up in the hills or used to sit by the spring to
drink, or played outdoors in the neighbourhood
square; going back to these places is a chance to
recover something of their true selves.

85.  God has written a precious book, “whose
letters are the multitude of created things present
in the universe”.”* The Canadian bishops rightly
pointed out that no creature is excluded from
this manifestation of God: “From panoramic
vistas to the tiniest living form, nature is a con-
stant source of wonder and awe. It is also a con-
tinuing revelation of the divine”.”” The bishops
of Japan, for their part, made a thought-provok-
ing observation: “To sense each creature sing-
ing the hymn of its existence is to live joyfully
in God’s love and hope”.”® This contemplation
of creation allows us to discover in each thing
a teaching which God wishes to hand on to us,
since “for the believer, to contemplate creation
is to hear a message, to listen to a paradoxical
and silent voice”.”” We can say that “alongside
revelation propetly so-called, contained in sa-

> JonN PauL I, Catechesis (30 January 2002),6: Insegnamenti
25/1 (2002), 140.

55 CANADIAN CONFERENCE OF CATHOLIC BISHOPS, SOCIAL
ArraRs CommissiON, Pastoral Letter You Love Al that Exists. ..
Al Things are Yours, God, Lover of Life” (4 October 2003), 1.

3 CarHoLiC BisHoPS” CONFERENCE OF JAPAN, Reverence for
Life. A Message for the Twenty-First Century (1 January 2000), 89.

*7 JonN PauL I, Catechesis (26 January 2000), 5: Insegnamen-
#23/1 (2000), 123.
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cred Scripture, there is a divine manifestation
in the blaze of the sun and the fall of night”.”
Paying attention to this manifestation, we learn
to see ourselves in relation to all other creatures:
“I express myself in expressing the world; in my
effort to decipher the sacredness of the world, I

explore my own”.”

86. The universe as a whole, in all its manifold
relationships, shows forth the inexhaustible rich-
es of God. Saint Thomas Aquinas wisely noted
that multiplicity and variety “come from the in-
tention of the first agent” who willed that “what
was wanting to one in the representation of the
divine goodness might be supplied by another”,%
inasmuch as God’s goodness “could not be rep-
resented fittingly by any one creature”.®’ Hence
we need to grasp the variety of things in their
multiple relationships.”” We understand better
the importance and meaning of each creature if
we contemplate it within the entirety of God’s
plan. As the Catechism teaches: “God wills the
interdependence of creatures. The sun and the
moon, the cedar and the little flower, the eagle
and the sparrow: the spectacle of their countless

diversities and inequalities tells us that no crea-

% Ip., Catechesis (2 August 2000), 3: Insegnamenti 232
2000), 112.

9 PauL RICOEUR, Philosaphie de la Volonté, t. II: Finitude et
Culpabiliré, Patis, 2009, 216.

S Summa Theologiae, 1, q. 47, art. 1.

S Tbid.

2 Cf. Ibid., art. 2, ad 1; art. 3.
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ture is self-sufficient. Creatures exist only in de-
pendence on each other, to complete each other,

5 63

in the service of each other”.

87. When we can see God reflected in all that
exists, our hearts are moved to praise the Lord
for all his creatures and to worship him in union
with them. This sentiment finds magnificent ex-
pression in the hymn of Saint Francis of Assisi:

Praised be you, my Lord, with all your creatures,
especially Sir Brother Sun,

who is the day

and through whom you give us light.

And he is beautiful and radiant

with great splendour;

and bears a likeness of you, Most High.
Praised be you, my Lord,

through Sister Moon and the stars,

in heaven you formed them clear

and precious and beautiful.

Praised be you, my Lord,

through Brother Wind,

and through the air, cloudy and serene,

and every kind of weather

through whom you give sustenance

to your creatures.

Praised be you, my Lord, through Sister Water,
who is very useful and humble

and precious and chaste.

Praised be you, my Lord, through Brother Fire,
through whom you light the night,

83 Catechism of the Catholic Chureh, 340.
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and he is beautiful and playful

and robust and strong”.**

88. The bishops of Brazil have pointed out
that nature as a whole not only manifests God
but is also a locus of his presence. The Spirit of
life dwells in every living creature and calls us to

enter into relationship with him.*

Discovering
this presence leads us to cultivate the “ecologi-
cal virtues”.® This is not to forget that there is
an infinite distance between God and the things
of this world, which do not possess his fullness.
Otherwise, we would not be doing the creatures
themselves any good either, for we would be fail-
ing to acknowledge their right and proper place.
We would end up unduly demanding of them
something which they, in their smallness, cannot

give us.

V. A UNIVERSAL COMMUNION

89. The created things of this world are not
free of ownership: “For they are yours, O Lord,
who love the living” (W75 11:26). This is the basis
of our conviction that, as part of the universe,
called into being by one Father, all of us are
linked by unseen bonds and together form a kind

8 Canticle of the Creatures, in Francis of Assisi: Early Docu-
ments, New York-London-Manila, 1999, 113-114.

65 Cf. NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF THE BISHOPS OF BrazIL,
A Igreja e a Questao Ecoldgica, 1992, 53-54.

5 Ibid., 61.
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of universal family, a sublime communion which
fills us with a sacred, affectionate and humble
respect. Here I would reiterate that “God has
joined us so closely to the world around us that
we can feel the desertification of the soil almost
as a physical ailment, and the extinction of a spe-

cies as a painful disfigurement”.”’

90. This is not to put all living beings on the
same level nor to deprive human beings of their
unique worth and the tremendous responsibili-
ty it entails. Nor does it imply a divinization of
the earth which would prevent us from work-
ing on it and protecting it in its fragility. Such
notions would end up creating new imbalances
which would deflect us from the reality which
challenges us.®® 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 par-
ticularly indignant at the enormous inequalities
in our midst, whereby we continue to tolerate
some considering themselves more worthy than
others. We fail to see that some are mired in des-
perate and degrading poverty, with no way out,

7 Apostolic Exhortation Ewvangelii Gandinm (24 Novem-
ber 2013), 215: .4AS 105 (2013), 1109.

% Cf. Benepict XVI, Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate
(29 June 2009), 14: AAS 101 (2009), 650.
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while others have not the faintest idea of what
to do with their possessions, vainly showing off
their supposed superiority and leaving behind
them so much waste which, if it were the case
everywhere, would destroy the planet. In prac-
tice, we continue to tolerate that some consider
themselves more human than others, as if they
had been born with greater rights.

91. A sense of deep communion with the rest
of nature cannot be real if our hearts lack ten-
derness, compassion and concern for our fellow
human beings. It is clearly inconsistent to combat
trafficking in endangered species while remain-
ing completely indifferent to human trafficking,
unconcerned about the poor, or undertaking to
destroy another human being deemed unwant-
ed. This compromises the very meaning of our
struggle for the sake of the environment. Itis no
coincidence that, in the canticle in which Saint
Francis praises God for his creatures, he goes on
to say: “Praised be you my Lord, through those
who give pardon for your love”. 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.

92.  Moreover, when our hearts are authentical-
ly open to universal communion, this sense of
fraternity excludes nothing and no one. It follows
that our indifference or cruelty towards fellow
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creatures of this world sooner or later affects the
treatment we mete out to other human beings.
We have only one heart, and the same wretch-
edness which leads us to mistreat an animal will
not be long in showing itself in our relationships
with other people. Every act of cruelty towards
any creature is “contrary to human dignity”.* We
can hardly consider ourselves to be fully loving if
we disregard any aspect of reality: “Peace, justice
and the preservation of creation are three abso-
lutely interconnected themes, which cannot be
separated and treated individually without once
again falling into reductionism”.”” Everything
is related, and we human beings are united as
brothers and sisters on a wonderful pilgrimage,
woven together by the love God has for each of
his creatures and which also unites us in fond
affection with brother sun, sister moon, brother
river and mother earth.

VI. THE COMMON DESTINATION OF GOODS

93.  Whether believers or not, we are agreed
today that the earth is essentially a shared inher-
itance, whose fruits are meant to benefit every-
one. For believers, this becomes a question of
fidelity to the Creator, since God created the
world for everyone. Hence every ecological ap-
proach needs to incorporate a social perspective

9 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2418.
" CONFERENCE OF DomiNICAN Bisnops, Pastoral Letter
Sobre la relacidn del hombre con la naturaleza (21 January 1987).

68



which takes into account the fundamental rights
of the poor and the underprivileged. The princi-
ple of the subordination of private property to
the universal destination of goods, and thus the
right of everyone to their use, is a golden rule
of social conduct and “the first principle of the
whole ethical and social order”.”" The Christian
tradition has never recognized the right to pri-
vate property as absolute or inviolable, and has
stressed the social purpose of all forms of pri-
vate property. Saint John Paul II forcefully reaf-
firmed this teaching, stating that “God gave the
earth to the whole human race for the sustenance
of all its members, without excluding or favouring
anyone”.”* These are strong words. He noted that
“a type of development which did not respect
and promote human rights — personal and so-
cial, economic and political, including the rights
of nations and of peoples — would not be real-
ly worthy of man”.” He cleatly explained that
“the Church does indeed defend the legitimate
right to private property, but she also teaches no
less clearly that there is always a social mortgage
on all private property, in order that goods may

serve the general purpose that God gave them”.™

"' Jonn PauL II, Encyclical Letter Laborem Exercens (14
September 1981), 19: 445 73 (1981), 626.

2 Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus (1 May 1991), 31:
AAS 83 (1991), 831.

7 Encyclical Letter Solicitudo Rei Socialis (30 December
1987), 33: AAS 80 (1988), 557.

™ _Address to Indigenons and Rural People, Cuilapan, Mexico
(29 January 1979), 6: AAS 71 (1979), 209.
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Consequently, he maintained, “it is not in accord
with God’s plan that this gift be used in such a
way that its benefits favour only a few”.” This
calls into serious question the unjust habits of a
part of humanity.”

94.  The rich and the poor have equal dignity, for
“the Lord is the maker of them all” (Prov 22:2).
“He himself made both small and great” (W75 6:7),
and “he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the
good” (Mt 5:45). This has practical consequenc-
es, such as those pointed out by the bishops of
Paraguay: “Every campesino has a natural right to
possess a reasonable allotment of land where he
can establish his home, work for subsistence of
his family and a secure life. This right must be
guaranteed so that its exercise is not illusory but
real. That means that apart from the ownership
of property, rural people must have access to
means of technical education, credit, insurance,

and markets”.”’

95. The natural environment is a collective
good, the patrimony of all humanity and the re-
sponsibility of everyone. If we make something
our own, it is only to administer it for the good

> Homily at Mass for Farmers, Recife, Brazil (7 July 1980):
AAS 72 (1980): AAS 72 (1980), 926.

% Cf. Message for the 1990 World Day of Peace, 8: AAS 82
(1990), 152.

77 PARAGUAYAN BisHoprs’ CONFERENCE, Pastoral Letter F/
campesino paraguayo y la tierra (12 June 1983), 2, 4, d.
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of all. If we do not, we burden our consciences
with the weight of having denied the existence
of others. That is why the New Zealand bishops
asked what the commandment “Thou shalt not
kill” means when “twenty percent of the world’s
population consumes resources at a rate that
robs the poor nations and future generations of

what they need to survive”.™

VII. THE GAZE OF JESUS

96. Jesus took up the biblical faith in God the
Creator, emphasizing a fundamental truth: God
is Father (cf. Mz 11:25). In talking with his disci-
ples, Jesus would invite them to recognize the pa-
ternal relationship God has with all his creatures.
With moving tenderness he would remind them
that each one of them is important in God’s eyes:
“Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies?
And not one of them is forgotten before God”
(L& 12:6). “Look at the birds of the air: they nei-
ther sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet
your heavenly Father feeds them” (M7 6:26).

97. 'The Lord was able to invite others to be
attentive to the beauty that there is in the world
because he himself was in constant touch with
nature, lending it an attention full of fondness
and wonder. As he made his way throughout the

" NEW ZEALAND CATHOLIC BistHors CONFERENCE, SZate-
ment on Environmental Issues (1 September 2000).
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land, he often stopped to contemplate the beauty
sown by his Father, and invited his disciples to
perceive a divine message in things: “Lift up your
eyes, and see how the fields are already white for
harvest” (Jn 4:35). “The kingdom of God is like
a grain of mustard seed which a man took and
sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all seeds,

but once it has grown, it is the greatest of plants”
(M7r13:31-32).

98. Jesus lived in full harmony with creation,
and others were amazed: “What sort of man is
this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?”
(Mz 8:27). His appearance was not that of an as-
cetic set apart from the world, nor of an ene-
my to the pleasant things of life. Of himself he
said: “The Son of Man came eating and drinking
and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard!””
(M 11:19). He was far removed from philoso-
phies which despised the body, matter and the
things of the world. Such unhealthy dualisms,
nonetheless, left a mark on certain Christian think-
ers in the course of history and disfigured the Gos-
pel. Jesus worked with his hands, in daily contact
with the matter created by God, to which he gave
form by his craftsmanship. It is striking that most
of his life was dedicated to this task in a simple
life which awakened no admiration at all: “Is not
this the carpenter, the son of Mary?” (Mk 6:3). In
this way he sanctified human labour and endowed
it with a special significance for our development.
As Saint John Paul II taught, “by enduring the toil
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of work in union with Christ crucified for us, man
in a way collaborates with the Son of God for the

redemption of humanity”.”

99. Inthe Christian understanding of the world,
the destiny of all creation is bound up with the
mystery of Christ, present from the beginning:
“All things have been created though him and for
him” (Co/1:16).* The prologue of the Gospel of
John (1:1-18) reveals Christ’s creative work as the
Divine Word (Logos). But then, unexpectedly, the
prologue goes on to say that this same Word “be-
came flesh” (J# 1:14). One Person of the Trinity
entered into the created cosmos, throwing in his
lot with it, even to the cross. From the begin-
ning of the world, but particularly through the
incarnation, the mystery of Christ is at work in a
hidden manner in the natural wotld as a whole,
without thereby impinging on its autonomy.

100. The New Testament does not only tell us
of the earthly Jesus and his tangible and loving
relationship with the world. It also shows him
risen and glorious, present throughout creation
by his universal Lordship: “For in him all the full-
ness of God was pleased to dwell, and through
him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on
earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of

" Encyclical Letter Laborem Exercens (14 September
1981), 27: . AAS 73 (1981), 645.

8 Hence Saint Justin could speak of “seeds of the Word”
in the wotld; cf. IT Apalogia 8, 1-2; 13, 3-6: PG 6, 457-458, 467.
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his cross” (Co/ 1:19-20). This leads us to direct
our gaze to the end of time, when the Son will
deliver all things to the Father, so that “God may
be everything to every one” (7 Cor 15:28). Thus,
the creatures of this world no longer appear to
us under merely natural guise because the risen
One is mysteriously holding them to himself and
directing them towards fullness as their end. The
very flowers of the field and the birds which his
human eyes contemplated and admired are now
imbued with his radiant presence.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE HUMAN ROOTS
OF THE ECOLOGICAL CRISIS

101. It would hardly be helpful to describe
symptoms without acknowledging the human
origins of the ecological crisis. A certain way
of understanding human life and activity has
gone awry, to the serious detriment of the world
around us. Should we not pause and consid-
er this? At this stage, I propose that we focus
on the dominant technocratic paradigm and the
place of human beings and of human action in
the world.

1. TECHNOLOGY: CREATIVITY AND POWER

102. Humanity has entered a new era in which
our technical prowess has brought us to a cross-
roads. We are the beneficiaries of two centuties
of enormous waves of change: steam engines,
railways, the telegraph, electricity, automobiles,
aeroplanes, chemical industries, modern medi-
cine, information technology and, more recently,
the digital revolution, robotics, biotechnologies
and nanotechnologies. It is right to rejoice in
these advances and to be excited by the immense
possibilities which they continue to open up be-
fore us, for “science and technology are wonder-
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ful products of a God-given human creativity”.*!

The modification of nature for useful purposes
has distinguished the human family from the be-
ginning; technology itself “expresses the inner
tension that impels man gradually to overcome
material limitations”.* Technology has reme-
died countless evils which used to harm and lim-
it human beings. How can we not feel gratitude
and appreciation for this progress, especially in
the fields of medicine, engineering and commu-
nications? How could we not acknowledge the
work of many scientists and engineers who have
provided alternatives to make development sus-
tainable?

103. Technoscience, when well directed, can
produce important means of improving the
quality of human life, from useful domestic ap-
pliances to great transportation systems, bridges,
buildings and public spaces. It can also produce
art and enable men and women immersed in the
material world to “leap” into the world of beau-
ty. Who can deny the beauty of an aircraft or
a skyscraper? Valuable works of art and music
now make use of new technologies. So, in the
beauty intended by the one who uses new tech-
nical instruments and in the contemplation of

81 JouN PauL 1L, Address to Scientists and Representatives of
the United Nations University, Hiroshima (25 February 1981), 3:
AAS 73 (1981), 422.

82 Bexepict XVI, Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate (29
June 2009), 69: 445 101 (2009), 702.
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such beauty, a quantum leap occurs, resulting in a
fulfilment which is uniquely human.

104.  Yet it must also be recognized that nucle-
ar energy, biotechnology, information technol-
ogy, knowledge of our DNA, and many other
abilities which we have acquired, have given us
tremendous power. More precisely, they have
given those with the knowledge, and especially
the economic resources to use them, an impres-
sive dominance over the whole of humanity and
the entire world. Never has humanity had such
power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will
be used wisely, particularly when we consider
how it is currently being used. We need but think
of the nuclear bombs dropped in the middle of
the twentieth century, or the array of technolo-
gy which Nazism, Communism and other total-
itarian regimes have employed to kill millions of
people, to say nothing of the increasingly deadly
arsenal of weapons available for modern war-
fare. In whose hands does all this power lie, or
will it eventually end up? It is extremely risky for
a small part of humanity to have it.

105. There is a tendency to believe that every
increase in power means “an increase of ‘pro-
gress’ itself”, an advance in “security, usefulness,
welfare and vigour; ...an assimilation of new
values into the stream of culture”,” as if reality,

8 RoMANO GUARDINI, Das Ende der Neuzeit, 9th ed., Wirz-
burg, 1965, 87 (English: The End of the Modern World, Wilming-
ton, 1998, 82).
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goodness and truth automatically flow from tech-
nological and economic power as such. The fact
is that “contemporary man has not been trained
to use power well” * because our immense tech-
nological development has not been accompa-
nied by a development in human responsibility,
values and conscience. Each age tends to have
only a meagre awareness of its own limitations.
It is possible that we do not grasp the gravity of
the challenges now before us. “The risk is grow-
ing day by day that man will not use his power as
he should”; in effect, “power is never considered
in terms of the responsibility of choice which is
inherent in freedom” since its “only norms are
taken from alleged necessity, from either utility
or security”.” But human beings are not com-
pletely autonomous. Our freedom fades when
it is handed over to the blind forces of the un-
conscious, of immediate needs, of self-interest,
and of violence. In this sense, we stand naked
and exposed in the face of our ever-increasing
power, lacking the wherewithal to control it. We
have certain superficial mechanisms, but we can-
not claim to have a sound ethics, a culture and
spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits
and teaching clear-minded self-restraint.

II. THE GLOBALIZATION
OF THE TECHNOCRATIC PARADIGM

106. The basic problem goes even deeper: it is
the way that humanity has taken up technology

8 Thid.
8 1bid., 87-88 (The End of the Modern World, 83).
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and its development according to an undifferentiated
and one-dimensional paradigm. This paradigm exalts
the concept of a subject who, using logical and
rational procedures, progressively approaches
and gains control over an external object. This
subject makes every effort to establish the scien-
tific and experimental method, which in itself is
already a technique of possession, mastery and
transformation. It is as if the subject were to
find itself in the presence of something form-
less, completely open to manipulation. Men and
women have constantly intervened in nature, but
for a long time this meant being in tune with and
respecting the possibilities offered by the things
themselves. It was a matter of receiving what na-
ture itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now,
by contrast, we are the ones to lay our hands on
things, attempting to extract everything possible
from them while frequently ignoring or forget-
ting the reality in front of us. Human beings and
material objects no longer extend a friendly hand
to one another; the relationship has become
confrontational. This has made it easy to accept
the idea of infinite or unlimited growth, which
proves so attractive to economists, financiers and
experts in technology. It is based on the lie that
there is an infinite supply of the earth’s goods,
and this leads to the planet being squeezed dry
beyond every limit. It is the false notion that
“an infinite quantity of energy and resources
are available, that it is possible to renew them
quickly, and that the negative effects of the ex-
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ploitation of the natural order can be easily ab-
sorbed”.®

107. 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 pat-
adigm which shapes the lives of individuals and
the workings of society. The effects of imposing
this model on reality as a whole, human and so-
cial, are seen in the deterioration of the environ-
ment, but this is just one sign of a reductionism
which affects every aspect of human and social
life. We have to accept that technological prod-
ucts are not neutral, for they create a framework
which ends up conditioning lifestyles and shap-
ing social possibilities along the lines dictated by
the interests of certain powerful groups. Deci-
sions which may seem purely instrumental are
in reality decisions about the kind of society we
want to build.

108. The idea of promoting a different cultural
paradigm and employing technology as a mere
instrument is nowadays inconceivable. The tech-
nological paradigm has become so dominant that
it would be difficult to do without its resources
and even more difficult to utilize them without
being dominated by their internal logic. It has be-
come countercultural to choose a lifestyle whose

8 PonrrricAL. COUNCIL FOR JUSTICE AND PEACE, Compendi-

um of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 462.
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goals are even partly independent of technology,
of its costs and its power to globalize and make
us all the same. Technology tends to absorb
everything into its ironclad logic, and those who
are surrounded with technology “know full well
that it moves forward in the final analysis neither
for profit nor for the well-being of the human
race”, that “in the most radical sense of the term
power is its motive — a lordship over all”.¥” As a
result, “man seizes hold of the naked elements
of both nature and human nature”.*® Our capaci-
ty for making decisions, a more genuine freedom
and the space for each one’s alternative creativity
are diminished.

109.  The technocratic paradigm also tends to
dominate economic and political life. The econ-
omy accepts every advance in technology with
a view to profit, without concern for its poten-
tially negative impact on human beings. Finance
overwhelms the real economy. The lessons of
the global financial crisis have not been assimilat-
ed, and we are learning all too slowly the lessons
of environmental deterioration. Some circles
maintain that current economics and technol-
ogy will solve all environmental problems, and
argue, in popular and non-technical terms, that
the problems of global hunger and poverty 