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Given these boundaries, we have to be prepared to make 
much deeper changes. We are faced with Sustainable 
Development Goals and Planetary Boundaries that need to 
be integrated with the economic, social, and environmental 
domains of the global thrusts. Science offers us the planetary 
boundaries as a way to define a safe operating space for 
humanity, within which we can still have a very dynamic 
development. The boundaries do not signify an end to 
development. They are the starting points by which we 
define a more meaningful, sustainable, and inclusive human 
development and ecology.

Our response: A broader dialogue with values

A greater focus on values will help form a broader social 
engagement that is gravely lacking at this critical point and 
guide our actions and decisions within these planetary 
boundaries. Through the promotion and deepening of 
this dialogue on transformative values, commitments are 
reinforced to a more sustainable world. The dialogue process 
is important in sharing and communicating the human 
concern for planetary boundaries, for a change in lifestyle, and 
for the environmental changes experienced at the local level.

Elements of a transformative process

The initial elements of a process that enables the 
transformation needed in society are identified below and 
drawn from people’s shared experiences and relationships 
with the environment.

A. Hope

Because change is more difficult to achieve when we begin 
with the problem, hope is seen as the starting point for this 
transformative process. By starting with hope, it is easier to 
see opportunities and ways forward, bringing more people 
into the process to help develop a greater context and 
commitment for change. Fear of the future reminds us of the 
need for humans, especially the youth, to have a context that 
builds hope. Without hope, it is difficult to mobilize people 
toward meaningful action. A key effort is in identifying: one, 
what can generate hope for humankind in a world that is 
suffering deeply and where threats are great and increasing; 
and two, the reasons for such a hope.

B. Mind shift

 “We need a new way of thinking, a profound “mind shift.” We 
urgently need to recognize that our societies are intimately 
connected to planet Earth…  Awakening people to our 
connections with planet Earth will require efforts from science, 
culture, philosophy, and religion, guided by a moral compass of 
inter-generational responsibility and respect for nature.” – From 
“The Human Quest: Prospering within Planetary Boundaries” 
by Johan Rockström and Mattias Klum, 2013

How is this mind shift to be generated?  What really changes 
people’s behaviour and how can the needed changes be 
achieved? How can the broader aspects, of culture, religions 
and belief systems be drawn into the process and in what 
format?

Why is there a need for a dialogue between 
sustainability science and values?

Our planet’s fragility and humanity’s vulnerability are 
increasingly laid bare through the environmental and social 
concerns that challenge our generation. Prevailing social 
and economic development models can no longer remain 
indifferent to these realities.. Meeting this challenge of a 
sustainable world requires a practical reckoning and an 
attitude of care that engage with the complexity of poverty, 
environmental degradation, and quality of life that is good 
for all. 

Sustainability science is defined as an emerging academic 
field of “problem-driven, interdisciplinary scholarship that 
seeks to facilitate interventions that foster shared prosperity 
and reduced poverty while protecting the environment.” - 
Sustainability Science Program, Centre for International 
Development, Harvard University, 2012

Science is critical in the process of understanding our starting 
point and it must be part of this ongoing dialogue and 
reflection. Scientists are calling this period the Anthropocene, 
where human beings constitute a major force of change at 
the planetary scale. In order to respond, there is a need to 
come together and shape a common ground, as science 
alone will not provide solutions for a more sustainable world.

There is a growing recognition of the need for a deeper 
understanding of values that can guide us along a 
transformative process towards justice and healing within 
planetary boundaries.

This dialogue of values with science, between those 
motivated by faith and those in the scientific community, 
recognizes the work that science is doing, but there is also 
a growing recognition and acknowledgement of the need 
to build bridges with broader society, not just within the 
scientific community, in seeking a more sustainable world.

The need for an interdisciplinary approach in tackling both 
the environmental challenges and the challenges of poverty 
and justice is relevant both for science and spirituality, 
contributing to a broader global shift in attitudes of greater 
responsibility and areas of simplicity of lifestyle.

Given the magnitude of the concerns as we reach and pass 
different global boundaries, there is a desire to communicate 
to the world and seek a response that shifts minds and hearts.  

Our starting point: Planetary boundaries

As we grapple with today’s challenges, we must begin 
by understanding our new reality.  Science shows us the 
planetary boundaries of our natural and physical world 
and where we exceeded the thresholds.  For some of these 
thresholds, we do not know or cannot know when and 
how they might be exceeded, such as atmospheric aerosol 
loading. We also recognize the boundaries on the landscape 
and where we all are located with our immediate concerns 
that may not be on the global level but are very much 
related to the sustainability of people and the environment.           
(See Figure 1 and Figure 2)

Cover photos: [Top] Community meeting in Bukidnon, Mindanao (photo credit: Andres Ignacio) 
	          [Bottom] Inner islands of Stockholm (photo credit: Pedro Walpole)
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C. Depth

If the shift is to be real, we have to go deep. This requires an 
awakening of people in a way that scientists, politicians, or 
business leaders cannot achieve alone. A broader community 
and a broad array of competencies need to be mobilized. If 
superficiality is allowed reign, then shallow and self-absorbed 
perceptions of reality make it almost impossible to feel 
compassion for the suffering of others.

We live in a world of suffering and need, a broken world 
with many broken people in need of healing. This must be 
encountered by a profound engagement with the real, a 
refusal to let go until one goes beneath the surface. We are 
challenged to start from there.

D. Spirituality

This is not exclusively for believers but for all people of good 
will. It is a spirituality of wellbeing that looks inside the self to 
find meaning and how one is connected around and with the 
planet. 

“Spirituality is key in forming the scientific mind to transcend 
the self in a life-affirming engagement.  Without the spirituality, 
ethics can become hot air moralizing without accountability.  
Spirituality begins with wonder and gratitude for the diversity of 
life, its connectedness and simplicity, yet with great complexity 
of the natural systems and cultural interplay.  There is a desire to 
nurture a sense of care and accountability.” – Pedro Walpole, SJ, 
EcoJesuit, 30 October 2012

Figure 1. 
Boundaries on 
the Landscape

Figure 2. 
Planetary 
BoundariesCredit: Azote Images/Stockholm Resilience Centre

Planetary Boundaries
Exploring humanity’s safe operating space, some thresholds exceeded 
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Coordinator for GIAN Ecology:
Jesuit European Social Centre
51 rue du Cornet
B-1040 Bruxelles
Telephone: +32 (0)2 737 97 20 
Email: info@jesc.eu

Global Ignatian Network on Ecology

The Global Ignatian Advocacy Network (GIAN) on Ecology promotes awareness, information, 
and engagement in environmental concerns in the Ignatian community. GIAN-Ecology’s action 
plan takes as a common theme “Water for All,” given the regional differences and capacities 
of Jesuit institutions and the collaboration globally. Water is seen as a context for linking with 
broader concerns. Regional activities and global dialogue are focused on disaster risk reduction 
in the Asia Pacific, on arsenic poisoning of water in South Asia, on access to water in Africa, on 
commodification of water in Europe and North America, and on the threats faced by the Amazon 
in Latin America and the Caribbean. The network met with members of the environmental science 
community (notably with the Stockholm Environmental Institute) in Stockholm, Sweden in 
September 2013 during the World Water Week and continues the dialogue with those interested.

Proposed outcome

We have a wonderful gift under peril. Our planet Earth
is a wonderful creation, astonishing and amazing, a living 
system with its own capacity to regulate and react to different 
changes. We know of the beauty of our continents and oceans, 
and of all the gifts the Earth provides us every day. But despite 
this, we are the first generation to recognize that humanity has 
become a force capable of undermining Earth´s capacity to 
support our prosperity.

The pace and scale of human changes to Earth has now 
reached such a magnitude that we have entered into what 
influential natural scientists defines as a new geological 
epoch, the Anthropocene, where we human beings, the 
Anthro, constitute a major force of change at the planetary 
scale. We are in the driver’s seat of change.

If we keep Earth within the safe operating space of planetary 
boundaries, humanity and the world can thrive. But if 
we transgress these boundaries, we will put ourselves 
in a danger zone, where even minor actions can trigger 
catastrophic outcomes. There is a need for responses from 
all around the world, from all different sectors and levels of 
the global community, through all aspects of life. And this 
is what this dialogue responds to as we seek to engage, to 
plan, and to act.

Initial dialogue participants

•	 Newmaninstitutet (Newman Institute), Uppsala, Sweden
•	 The Stockholm Environment Institute, Stockholm, 

Sweden
•	 Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm, Sweden
•	 The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, Stockholm, 

Sweden
•	 University of Namur, Namur, Belgium
•	 Hochschule für Philosophie München 

        (Munich School of Philosophy), Munich, Germany
•	 The Faraday Institute for Science and Religion, St 

Edmund’s College, University of Cambridge, 
        Cambridge, United Kingdom
•	 Universidad Pontificia Comillas, Madrid, Spain
•	 Universidad de Deusto, Bilbao, Spain
•	 Institut Químic de Sarrià, Universitat Ramon Llull, 

Barcelona, Spain
•	 Loyola University Chicago, Chicago, Illinois, USA
•	 Seattle University, Seattle, Washington, USA
•	 Global Ignatian Advocacy Network, Rome, Italy
•	 Jesuit European Social Center, Brussels, Belgium
•	 Environmental Science for Social Change, 

        Quezon City, Philippines

Process

The dialogue is very much a process-oriented work. The 
different stages to walk through are planned, and at every 
stage, there is evaluation on how to continue to the next stage.

First step with the Malaybalay conference and Bendum 
discussions, Philippines, May 2014
Initial meetings to plan and develop the dialogue stages 
were held during and after the international Conference 
on Transformative Land and Water Governance that the 
Environmental Science for Social Change coordinated and 
organized with university partners in Belgium and the 
Philippines and with GIAN-Ecology. During these meetings, a 
core working group developed a work plan for the dialogue, 
enhanced and broadened the dialogue basis, and further 
identified potential partners.

Second step with the University of Namur, Belgium, 3-4 
November 2014
A small group of Jesuits and scientists, gathered from different 
parts of the world and from different scientific fields and 
backgrounds, meet at the University of Namur. The hope and 
the intention are to develop a working document based on 
the interdisciplinary scientific discussions that will take place, 
but at the same time with a spiritual background. This initial 
draft could form the basis for a dialogue, first with other 
scientific colleagues and later in an interfaith context.

The scientific symposium at the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences, Sweden, 9-10 March 2015 
This is a broader seminar of 30 selected scientists and a broader 
audience aimed at establishing a research program contributing 
to the dialogue on religion, environment, and values.

Third step is during World Water Week in Sweden, 
September 2015
A seminar workshop or a side event is planned during World 
Water Week, the key elements of which will be developed in the 
series of activities leading up to this event in September 2015.

Discussions with partners from the broader community of 
scientists are planned:

•	 To confirm the serious global situation of the Earth’s natural 
systems and the responses needed to affirm global justice

•	 To articulate the need for a Great Transformation and a mind 
shift

•	 To express the need for the great belief systems to be 
involved and mobilised in the change that science identified 
as necessary.


