Pope Francis and the Environment

More than being an "ecological” Pope - as he was colloquially identified - Francis was
characterized by his effort to integrate into a single dimension the critical situation that our
natural ecosystems and society are experiencing today.

By Cristobal Emilfork D. SJ*

One of the main issues for which Pope Francis will be remembered is his encyclical Laudato
Si"on Care for our Common Home (2015). It is the first time the Church has edited a document
of such a high hierarchy on the socio-ecological crisis. This novelty is not a break with the
thought of his predecessors -Paul VI in Octogesima adveniens, John Paul Il in Redemptor
hominis, or Benedict XVI in Caritas in Veritate, for example-; what is distinctive is the
preeminence with which he highlights the climate crisis in the social thought of the Church
and the strength in which he interrelates it with the focus that the social magisterium has had
for human beings living in situations of injustice and/or social exclusion.

We must not fall into the extreme of pointing out that his "environmental thinking" is a simple
continuity. As the expert Jaime Tatay SJ pointed out, Laudato Si' marks a turning point:
integrating scientific, biblical, social, and theological sources, Francis offered a holistic vision
of the interrelationship between human beings and the environment. This is the basis of his
"integral ecology," a concept that Francis systematically incorporated into his magisterial
reflection.

The value that Francis gives to the environment in itself, beyond any logic structured
according to the benefit it can offer to human beings, deserves special attention. He did so
without altering the primacy of the human being in the order of Creation, as one might
mistakenly think. His words do not distort the anthropocentrism of Christian doctrine. His
mastery lies in resituating that primacy in a way that allows for a type of relationship that
exceeds the verticality of a traditional hierarchical order. His recurrent affirmation that
everything is interconnected can be understood within this perspective, as well as the role of
stewardship that the human being is invited to fulfill in this link. Rather than a bio- or
anthropocentrism, Francis repositions such - to a certain extent - false dichotomy, through an
integration (the whole is greater than the part, we could point out), which is faithful to the
principles he proclaimed in Evangelii Gaudium (2013).

The concern that Francis gave to the environment allowed him to place the Catholic Church
on the same sidewalk of communities that do not share the Catholic ecclesial thought,
building, in addition, bridges with other faiths. This ecumenical and interreligious impetus was
shown, for example, in the inauguration of the first "faith pavilion" at COP28 in Dubai, of
which he was a great promoter. The relevance of this theme also provided concrete
opportunities for the Catholic Church to oxygenate its message to young people through
content that challenges them in their life projects.

Francis' environmental seal also enables dialogue with perspectives of the world that differ
from those of the Christian-Western civilization and the modern paradigm. The respect and
openness with which he treats how the various indigenous peoples relate to the Earth is a



faithful example of this, which allows us to work on ways of dialogue and rapprochement. His
way of considering the Earth as a [suffering] being (LS2) also allows him to establish
conversations with the Earth sciences that consider the planet as a system with systemic
(dis)regulation mechanisms.

Francis' focus on the climate crisis is a window into a distinctive feature of his way of thinking
and acting: an attentive look at the signs of the times. As he did in Lampedusa, focusing on
the scandalous humanitarian crisis that continues to occur in the Mediterranean, so he did
with the environment and his successive interventions in international forums to call for
greater governmental action. In these, moreover, he advocated a change of paradigm (the
technocratic one) that would be behind these socio-environmental catastrophes. The
publication of the apostolic exhortation Laudate Deum (2023) -addressed to all people of
good will- less than two months before COP28 in Dubai was a clear sign of his interest in
actively participating in the dialogue.

It would be unfair to concentrate Francis' environmental facet on his participation in
international organizations. Above all, his gaze is focused on a deeper objective: a conversion
that starts from the hearts of each person. It is in this dimension that human beings must test
where their treasure lies (Mt 6, 21), asking themselves if they are really concerned about the
Care of the Common Home, both for their own present and for future generations.
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