Recent Catholic Responses to Ecology

 
Catholic concern for the environment was solidified by Pope John Paul II’s World Day of Peace Message for 1990.  So great was the impact of this document that it effectively ended debate about whether Catholics should be concerned about the environment and shifted the discussion to how Catholics should express their care for creation.  While most conventional environmentalists point to unbridled industrial growth and flawed public policy as agents of our ecological crises, John Paul II challenged all people to recognize an even deeper cause of these ills: our sin, selfishness and lack of respect for life.  He argued that it is from our disordered understanding of what it means to be human—in relationship to God, to our fellow human beings and to creation—that so many of our ecological crises flow.


John Paul II urged greater openness to Gospel values as one means of making ecologically-wise choices.  He also outlined ethical duties of human individuals and institutions on all levels: for the nations of the world to cooperate internationally in the management of the earth’s goods; for individual nations to care for their citizens; and for individuals to undertake an education in ecological responsibility for themselves, for others and for the earth.  Finally, he reminded Catholics of “their serious obligation to care for all creation,” expressing the “hope that the inspiration of Saint Francis will help us to keep ever alive a sense of ‘fraternity’ with all those good and beautiful things that Almighty God has created.”


In the last years of his life, John Paul II more explicitly linked ecological concern with the principles of Catholic Social Teaching.  Human flourishing was as vitally important as the biological and physical flourishing of creation.  The “cry of the earth” could not be separated from the “cry of the poor”.  His life-long affirmation of the importance of the principle of “solidarity,” with its recognition of inescapable human interdependence, proved quite compatible both with Francis’ vision and with a wider ecological consciousness.


Attention to human ecology was a central concern of the teaching of Benedict XVI.  He wrote: “The Church has a responsibility towards creation and she must assert this responsibility in the public sphere.  In so doing, she must defend not only earth, water and air as gifts of creation that belong to everyone.  She must above all protect humankind from self-destruction” (Caritas in Veritate, n. 51).  He also noted that: “Alongside the ecology of nature, there exists what can be called a “human” ecology, which in turn demands a “social” ecology.  All this means that humanity, if it truly desires peace, must be increasingly conscious of the links between natural ecology, or respect for nature, and human ecology.  Experience shows that disregard for the environment always harms human coexistence, and vice versa.  It becomes more and more evident that there is an inseparable link between peace with creation and peace among men” (Message for World Day of Peace 2007, n. 8).


Catholic concern for care of creation has continued with Pope Francis.  He has noted that this is “not just something God spoke at the dawn of history,” but rather something that God “entrusts to each of us as part of his plan.”  Pope Francis has also spoken of finding in his namesake continuing ecological inspiration:  “It helps me to think of the name of Francis, who teaches us profound respect for the whole of creation and the protection of the environment, which all too often—instead of using for the good—we exploit greedily to one another’s detriment.”  Together with Popes John Paul and Benedict, Pope Francis clearly detects moral failure at the heart of the environmental crisis.  And he warns that such moral blindness, if left uncorrected, will be costly indeed:  “Whenever we fail to care for creation and for our brothers and sisters, the way is opened to destruction and hearts are hardened.”

Ecology and the Retrieval of Religious Traditions


Most environmental teachings in the world’s major religions took shape long before humans ever had the capacity to cause our contemporary environmental problems—in other words, before modern environmental ethics were needed.  Moreover, amid the ethical resources that religions preserve through their traditions, some are problematic from an environmental perspective—such as belief in the total superiority of humans vis-a-vis other creatures, or the presumed need to reject the world as somehow inferior, or an impediment, to communion with the divine.


Traditions, rather than being static treasures to be defended, are living memories and values and ways of being to be shared from one generation to the next and further developed in new contexts.  Re-presenting tradition becomes especially challenging when confronting new problems.  In particular, “retrieving” tradition for contemporary religious environmental ethics requires multiple steps:

·  Of the multiple elements in a religious tradition spanning millennia, which should be selected for retrieval? This requires great discretion, since some elements of a tradition should be left in the past, while others can still be quite helpful for inspiring action today. 

·  In light of our ecological crises, how should we reinterpret these elements, explaining their meaning for an age of ecological crisis?  Francis loved creation, but he was not an “environmentalist” in the modern sense.  Thus, Pope John Paul II needed to reinterpret Francis’ life as a medieval person in a way that allowed him to become a model who helps us foster greater ecological consciousness today. 

·  How can these processes renew religious identity more generally?  This requires thinking critically about which values we want to animate us today, and identifying examples from our past that continue to help us in our journey into the future.  It also requires engagement with new developments, such as science.  Ecological scientific knowledge is an essential component of any environmental ethic today. Thus renewal is necessarily innovative: it entails synthesizing the past with present knowledge to create new solutions to our problems. 


Weaving together the responses to these questions is nothing less than a vocation that addresses pressing needs of the world today.  Ecological problems will not be resolved only by individuals or individual actions.  Rather, a collective re-visioning of our humanity is needed.  Francis’ vision, accurately retrieved, is a powerful witness to what the Catholic and Christian tradition can contribute to a renewed vision of humanity in relationship with nature.  Every religious tradition must actively undertake such retrieval efforts to help address our modern environmental crises. But, when all is said… it must also be done!  The authentic answer to these questions will consist not merely in data, nor only in good intentions, but rather in the practice of living one’s spiritual life with a commitment to ecological integrity.


Pope John Paul II urged humanity to fulfill its “ecological vocation” to care for the earth.  In so doing, he fused a classic term from Catholic spirituality (vocation), with something quite new (ecology).  In thus linking tradition with innovation, he invites us to integrate the wisdom resources from our Catholic tradition with contemporary scientific tools for understanding the ecological consequences of our foolish and irresponsible treatment of the earth.


The example from Catholic tradition of St. Francis of Assisi can inspire us to respond to the cry of the earth with love, compassion, and generosity. While we should not seek to mimic a medieval man in our vastly different, modern context, nevertheless we can still look to his example as we formulate our own vocational responses to the environmental crises of our modern world.  A contemporary vocational response can still draw insight from Francis’ example of ecological consciousness.   But we will need to develop a new synthesis that wisely combines his religious inspiration, along with the best scientific information, into a new moral vision. In this way we will “retrieve” and helpfully transmit our tradition to an age of ecological crisis.

Excerpt from 35th Anniversary Reflection, celebrating the Papal Declaration of Francis as Patron of Ecology, in the Franciscans for Ecology website (www.francis35.org).

