LAUDATO SI': ON CARE FOR OUR COMMON HOME

Some extracts upon a first reading - not in the least intended as a sufficient summary of the entire
encyclical, the breadth of which deserves a much lon

ger period of study and reflection
“LAUDATO SI’, mi’ Signore” - “Praise be to you, my Lord”.

Saint Francis is the example par excellence of care for the vulnerable and of an integral ecology
lived out joyfully and authentically... He was particularly concerned for God’s creation and for
the poor and outcast. ... He shows us just how inseparable the bond is between concern for
nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, and interior peace.

He would call creatures, no matter how small, by the name of ‘brother’ or ‘sister’... 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
attitude will be that of masters, consumers, ruthless exploiters, unable to set limits on their
immediate needs.

What is more, Saint Francis, faithful to Scripture, invites us to see nature as a magnificent 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 creatures one comes to know by analogy their maker” (Wis
13:5); indeed, “his eternal power and divinity have been made known through his works since
the creation of the world” (Rom 1:20).

The urgent challenge to protect our common home includes a concern to bring the whole
human family together to seek a sustainable and integral development, for we know that things
can change... Humanity still has the ability to work together in building our common home. Here
[ want to recognize, encourage and thank all those striving in countless ways to guarantee the
protection of the home which we share. Particular appreciation is owed to those who tirelessly
seek to resolve the tragic effects of environmental degradation on the lives of the world’s
poorest. Young people demand change. They wonder how anyone can claim to be building a
better future without thinking of the environmental crisis and the sufferings of the excluded.

[ urgently appeal, then, for a new dialogue about how we are shaping the future of our planet.
We need a conversation which includes everyone, since the environmental challenge we are
undergoing, and its human roots, concern and affect us all. The worldwide ecological movement
has already made considerable progress and led to the establishment of numerous
organizations committed to raising awareness of these challenges. Regrettably, many efforts to
seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis have proved ineffective, not only because of
powerful opposition but also because of a more general lack of interest. Obstructionist attitudes,
even on the part of believers, can range from denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant
resignation or blind confidence in technical solutions. We require a new and universal
solidarity.

[ will begin by briefly reviewing several aspects of the present ecological crisis, with the aim of
drawing on the results of the best scientific research available today, letting them touch us
deeply and provide a concrete foundation for the ethical and spiritual itinerary that follows. |
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
present situation, so as to consider not only its symptoms 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.

[ will point to the intimate relationship between the poor and the fragility of the planet, the
conviction that everything in the world is connected.

WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME

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.

Because all creatures are connected, each must be cherished with love and respect, for all of us
as living creatures are dependent on one another.

We have to realize that a true ecological approach... must integrate questions of justice in
debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.

Developing countries, where the most important reserves of the biosphere are found, continue
to fuel the development of richer countries at the cost of their own present and future... We
must continue to be aware that, regarding climate change, there are differentiated
responsibilities...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 globalization of indifference.

The establishment of a legal framework which can set clear boundaries and ensure the
protection of ecosystems has become indispensable.

Any genuine attempt by groups within society to introduce change is viewed as a nuisance
based on romantic illusions or an obstacle to be circumvented.

People may well have a growing ecological sensitivity but it has not succeeded in changing their
harmful habits of consumption.

Many people will deny doing anything wrong because distractions constantly dull our
consciousness of just how limited and finite our world really is.

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?

For all our limitations, gestures of generosity, solidarity and care cannot but well up within us,
since we were made for love.

THE GOSPEL OF CREATION

If we are truly concerned to develop an ecology capable of remedying the damage we have done,
no branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left out, and that includes religion and
the language particular to it.

The biblical texts... tell us to “till and keep” the garden of the world (cf. Gen 2:15). “Tilling” refers
to cultivating, ploughing or working, while “keeping” means caring, protecting, overseeing and



preserving. This implies a relationship of mutual responsibility between human beings and
nature.

Nature is usually seen as a system which can be studied, understood and controlled, whereas
creation 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 together into universal communion.

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.

When nature is viewed solely as a source of profit and gain, this has serious consequences for
society.

Soil, water, mountains: everything is, as it were, a caress of God... 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.

Certainly, we should be concerned lest other living beings be treated irresponsibly. But we
should be particularly indignant at the enormous inequalities in our midst, whereby we
continue to tolerate some considering themselves more worthy than others. We fail to see that
some are mired in desperate and degrading poverty, with no way out, 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 practice, we continue to tolerate that some consider themselves more human than
others, as if they had been born with greater rights.

A sense of deep communion with the rest of nature cannot be real if our hearts lack tenderness,
compassion and concern for our fellow human beings... It is 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.

If we make something our own, it is only to administer it for the good of all. If we do not, we
burden our consciences with the weight of having denied the existence of others.

THE HUMAN ROOTS 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.

Technology has remedied countless evils which used to harm and limit human beings. How can
we not feel gratitude and appreciation for this progress, especially in the fields of medicine,
engineering and communications?

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.

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 nature itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, by contrast, we are the ones
to lay our hands on things... 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.



We have to accept that technological products are not neutral, for they create a framework
which ends up conditioning lifestyles and shaping social possibilities along the lines dictated by
the interests of certain powerful groups.

Technology tends to absorb everything into its ironclad logic. By itself the market cannot
guarantee integral human development and social inclusion....We fail to see the deepest roots of
our present failures, which have to do with the direction, goals, meaning and social implications
of technological and economic growth.

Life gradually becomes a surrender to situations conditioned by technology, itself viewed as the
principal key to the meaning of existence.

To seek only a technical remedy to each environmental problem which comes up is to separate
what is in reality interconnected and to mask the true and deepest problems of the global
system.

An authentic humanity... seems to dwell in the midst of our technological culture, almost
unnoticed, like a mist seeping gently beneath a closed door.

If architecture reflects the spirit of an age, our megastructures and drab apartment blocks
express the spirit of globalized technology.

Science and technology are not neutral... Nobody is suggesting a return to the Stone Age, but we
do need to slow down and look at reality in a different way.

The time has come to pay renewed attention to reality and the limits it imposes... Our
“dominion” over the universe should be understood more properly in the sense of responsible
stewardship.

There can be no renewal of our relationship with nature without a renewal of humanity itself...
Human beings cannot be expected to feel responsibility for the world unless, at the same time,
their unique capacities of knowledge, will, freedom and responsibility are recognized and
valued.

Helping the poor financially must always be a provisional solution in the face of pressing needs.
The broader objective should always be to allow them a dignified life through work... To stop
investing in people, in order to gain greater short-term financial gain, is bad business for
society.

When technology disregards the great ethical principles, it ends up considering any practice
whatsoever as licit... A technology severed from ethics will not easily be able to limit its own
power.

INTEGRAL ECOLOGY

When we speak of the “environment”, what we really mean is a relationship existing between
nature and the society which lives in it. Nature cannot be regarded as something separate from
ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of nature, included in it and thus in
constant interaction with it... We are faced not with two separate crises, one environmental and
the other social, but rather with one complex crisis.



There is an interrelation between ecosystems and between the various spheres of social
interaction, demonstrating yet again that the whole is greater than the part.

It is not a matter of tearing down and building new cities, supposedly more respectful of the
environment yet not always more attractive to live in. Rather, there is a need to incorporate the
history, culture and architecture of each place, thus preserving its original identity.

Quality of life must be understood within the world of symbols and customs proper to each
human group.

The disappearance of a culture can be just as serious, or even more serious, than the
disappearance of a species of plant or animal. The imposition of a dominant lifestyle linked to a
single form of production can be just as harmful as the altering of ecosystems.

The feeling of asphyxiation brought on by densely populated residential areas is countered if
close and warm relationships develop, if communities are created, if the limitations of the
environment are compensated for in the interior of each person who feels held within a
network of solidarity and belonging. In this way, any place can turn from being a hell on earth
into the setting for a dignified life.

In both urban and rural settings, it is helpful to set aside some places which can be preserved
and protected from constant changes brought by human intervention.

Human ecology is inseparable from the notion of the common good. It demands before all else
an appreciation of the immense dignity of the poor in the light of our deepest convictions as
believers.

Once we start to think about the kind of world we are leaving to future generations, we look at
things differently; we realize that the world is a gift which we have freely received and must
share with others... An integral ecology is marked by this broader vision.

Leaving an inhabitable planet to future generations is, first and foremost, up to us.

We may well be leaving to coming generations debris, desolation and filth... The effects of the
present imbalance can only be reduced by our decisive action, here and now.

Let us not only keep the poor of the future in mind, but also today’s poor, whose life on this
earth is brief and who cannot keep on waiting.

LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION

The same ingenuity which has brought about enormous technological progress has so far
proved incapable of finding effective ways of dealing with grave environmental and social
problems worldwide.

With regard to climate change, the advances have been regrettably few... International
negotiations cannot make significant progress due to positions taken by countries which place
their national interests above the global common good. Those who will have to suffer the
consequences of what we are trying to hide will not forget this failure of conscience and
responsibility... We believers cannot fail to ask God for a positive outcome to the present
discussions, so that future generations will not have to suffer the effects of our ill-advised
delays.



Taking advantage of abundant solar energy will require the establishment of mechanisms and
subsidies... [Published on the day our Government announced an end to onshore wind farm
subsidies earlier than they had previously indicated.]

The myopia of power politics delays the inclusion of a farsighted environmental agenda within
the overall agenda of governments.

While the existing world order proves powerless to assume its responsibilities, local individuals
and groups can make a real difference... Society, through non-governmental organizations and
intermediate groups, must put pressure on governments to develop more rigorous regulations,
procedures and controls. Unless citizens control political power - national, regional and
municipal - it will not be possible to control damage to the environment.

Political activity on the local level could also be directed to modifying consumption, developing
an economy of waste disposal and recycling... Truly, much can be done!

A healthy politics is sorely needed, capable of reforming and coordinating institutions,
promoting best practices and overcoming undue pressure and bureaucratic inertia.

We need to stop thinking in terms of “interventions” to save the environment in favour of
policies developed and debated by all interested parties.

The Church does not presume to settle scientific questions or to replace politics. But [ am
concerned to encourage an honest and open debate so that particular interests or ideologies will
not prejudice the common good.

[s it realistic to hope that those who are obsessed with maximizing profits will stop to reflect on
the environmental damage which they will leave behind for future generations?

Whenever these questions are raised, some react by accusing others of irrationally attempting
to stand in the way of progress and human development. But we need to grow in the conviction
that a decrease in the pace of production and consumption can at times give rise to another
form of progress and development. Efforts to promote a sustainable use of natural resources are
not a waste of money, but rather an investment capable of providing other economic benefits in
the medium term.

It is not enough to balance, in the medium term, the protection of nature with financial gain...
Halfway measures simply delay the inevitable disaster. Put simply, it is a matter of redefining
our notion of progress. A technological and economic development which does not leave in its
wake a better world and an integrally higher quality of life cannot be considered progress.
Frequently, in fact, people’s quality of life actually diminishes - by the deterioration of the
environment, the low quality of food or the depletion of resources - in the midst of economic
growth. In this context, talk of sustainable growth usually becomes a way of distracting
attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the language and values of ecology into the categories
of finance and technocracy, and the social and environmental responsibility of businesses often
gets reduced to a series of marketing and image-enhancing measures.

Believers themselves must constantly feel challenged to live in a way consonant with their faith
and not to contradict it by their actions... If a mistaken understanding of our own principles has
at times led us to justify mistreating nature, to exercise tyranny over creation, to engage in war,
injustice and acts of violence, we believers should acknowledge that by so doing we were not
faithful to the treasures of wisdom which we have been called to protect and preserve.

The majority of people living on our planet profess to be believers.



ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND SPIRITUALITY

Many things have to change course, but it is we human beings above all who need to change. We
lack an awareness of our common origin, of our mutual belonging, and of a future to be shared
with everyone... A great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge stands before us, and it will
demand that we set out on the long path of renewal.

The emptier a person’s heart is, the more he or she needs things to buy, own and consume... Our
concern cannot be limited merely to the threat of extreme weather events, but must also extend
to the catastrophic consequences of social unrest. Obsession with a consumerist lifestyle, above
all when few people are capable of maintaining it, can only lead to violence and mutual
destruction.

A change in lifestyle could bring healthy pressure to bear on those who wield political, economic
and social power.

Disinterested concern for others, and the rejection of every form of self-centeredness and self-
absorption, are essential if we truly wish to care for our brothers and sisters and for the natural
environment. These attitudes also attune us to the moral imperative of assessing the impact of
our every action and personal decision on the world around us. If we can overcome
individualism, we will truly be able to develop a different lifestyle and bring about significant
changes in society.

Only by cultivating sound virtues will people be able to make a selfless ecological commitment.
A person who could afford to spend and consume more but regularly uses less heating and
wears warmer clothes, shows the kind of convictions and attitudes which help to protect the
environment. There is a nobility in the duty to care for creation through little daily actions, and
it is wonderful how education can bring about real changes in lifestyle.

In the family we first learn how to show love and respect for life; we are taught the proper use
of things, order and cleanliness, respect for the local ecosystem and care for all creatures.

Because the stakes are so high, we need institutions empowered to impose penalties for damage
inflicted on the environment. But we also need the personal qualities of self-control and
willingness to learn from one another.

The ecological crisis is also a summons to profound interior conversion. It must be said that
some committed and prayerful Christians, with the excuse of realism and pragmatism, tend to
ridicule expressions of concern for the environment. Others are passive; they choose not to
change their habits and thus become inconsistent. So what they all need is an “ecological
conversion”, whereby the effects of their encounter with Jesus Christ become evident in their
relationship with the world around them. Living our vocation to be protectors of God’s
handiwork is essential to a life of virtue; it is not an optional or a secondary aspect of our
Christian experience.

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

We need to take up an ancient lesson, found in different religious traditions and also in the
Bible. It is the conviction that “less is more”... To be serenely present to each reality, however
small it may be, opens us to much greater horizons of understanding and personal fulfilment... It



is a return to that simplicity which allows us to stop and appreciate the small things, to be
grateful for the opportunities which life affords us, to be spiritually detached from what we
possess, and not to succumb to sadness for what we lack.

Happiness means knowing how to limit some needs which only diminish us.

It is no longer enough to speak only of the integrity of ecosystems. We have to dare to speak of
the integrity of human life, of the need to promote and unify all the great values. Once we lose
our humility, and become enthralled with the possibility of limitless mastery over everything,
we inevitably end up harming society and the environment.

Nature is filled with words of love, but how can we listen to them amid constant noise,
interminable and nerve-wracking distractions, or the cult of appearances?

We are speaking of an attitude of the heart, one which approaches life with serene
attentiveness, which is capable of being fully present to someone without thinking of what
comes next, which accepts each moment as a gift from God to be lived to the full.

One expression of this attitude is when we stop and give thanks to God before and after meals.
ask all believers to return to this beautiful and meaningful custom. That moment of blessing,
however brief, reminds us of our dependence on God for life; it strengthens our feeling of
gratitude for the gifts of creation; it acknowledges those who by their labours provide us with
these goods; and it reaffirms our solidarity with those in greatest need.

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

A world of exacerbated consumption is at the same time a world which mistreats life in all its
forms.

Not everyone is called to engage directly in political life. Society is also enriched by a countless
array of organizations which work to promote the common good and to defend the
environment... In this way, the world, and the quality of life of the poorest, are cared for, with a
sense of solidarity which is at the same time aware that we live in a common home which God
has entrusted to us.

At the conclusion of this lengthy reflection which has been both joyful and troubling, I propose
that we offer two prayers. The first we can share with all who believe in a God who is the
allpowerful Creator, while in the other we Christians ask for inspiration to take up the
commitment to creation set before us by the Gospel of Jesus.

A prayer for our earth

All-powerful God, you are present in the whole universe and in the smallest of your creatures.
You embrace with your tenderness all that exists.

Pour out upon us the power of your love, that we may protect life and beauty.

Fill us with peace, that we may live as brothers and sisters, harming no one.

0 God of the poor, help us to rescue the abandoned and forgotten of this earth, so precious in
your eyes.



Bring healing to our lives, that we may protect the world and not prey on it, that we may sow
beauty, not pollution and destruction.

Touch the hearts of those who look only for gain at the expense of the poor and the earth.
Teach us to discover the worth of each thing, to be filled with awe and contemplation, to
recognize that we are profoundly united with every creature as we journey towards your
infinite light.

We thank you for being with us each day.

Encourage us, we pray, in our struggle for justice, love and peace.

A Christian prayer in union with creation

Father, we praise you with all your creatures.

They came forth from your all-powerful hand; they are yours, filled with your presence and
your tender love.

Praise be to you! Son of God, Jesus, through you all things were made.

You were formed in the womb of Mary our Mother, you became part of this earth, and you gazed
upon this world with human eyes.

Today you are alive in every creature in your risen glory.

Praise be to you! Holy Spirit, by your light you guide this world towards the Father’s love and
accompany creation as it groans in travail.

You also dwell in our hearts and you inspire us to do what is good.

Praise be to you! Triune Lord, wondrous community of infinite love, teach us to contemplate
you in the beauty of the universe, for all things speak of you.

Awaken our praise and thankfulness for every being that you have made.

Give us the grace to feel profoundly joined to everything that is.

God of love, show us our place in this world as channels of your love for all the creatures of this
earth, for not one of them is forgotten in your sight.

Enlighten those who possess power and money that they may avoid the sin of indifference, that
they may love the common good, advance the weak, and care for this world in which we live.
The poor and the earth are crying out.

0 Lord, seize us with your power and light, help us to protect all life, to prepare for a better
future, for the coming of your Kingdom of justice, peace, love and beauty.

Praise be to you!

Amen.
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