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ISSUE:  ECOLOGICAL JUSTICE 

 
This hand-out provides background material on the issue of Ecological Justice for the St. Ignatius Year of 

Discernment Retreat.  The material consists of excerpts from the article Renew This World:   

A Church-wide Strategy for a Sustainable Planet in AMERICA MAGAZINE, December 1, 2014 by 

Gary Gardner: 

“In The Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis thoughtfully asked for suggestions for church reform that might 

better meet the needs of evangelization today…As an observer at the Vatican conference Sustainable 

Humanity, Sustainable Nature, I would like to offer a suggestion for how the church might focus her 

works this century and advance the interests of the world’s poor—and the church’s mission as well. 

At the meeting, hosted by the Pontifical Academies of Sciences and of Social Sciences at the Vatican last 

May, participants reviewed the latest sustainability “signs of the times.” The news is not good. The 

sustainability challenge is huge, and will require wholesale changes to the world’s economies. Because of 

its potentially devastating impact on the poor on all continents, the church has a strong interest in 

mounting a robust response this century to the challenge of sustainable development. 

To appreciate the magnitude of the emerging challenge, consider first what human activities are doing to 

the abundant home that God has given to us: 

 

• Biologists say we are living in the sixth period of mass extinctions in the 4.5 billion-year history of our 

planet and the first created by humans. Species are estimated to be going extinct at 100 to 1,000 times the 

natural “background” rate. 

• Human activities are changing the climate. Concentrations of three key greenhouse gases, including 

carbon dioxide, have increased to levels unseen in at least 800,000 years. 

• Some 87 percent of the world’s oceanic fisheries are fished at or beyond capacity, according to the U.N. 

Food and Agriculture Organization. 

• Oceans are 26 percent more acidic than before the Industrial Revolution. Acidification is now occurring 

10 to 100 times faster than at any time in the past 50 million years. 

We are essentially remaking planet Earth, our only home. Such carelessness is of direct interest to the 

church, not only because of our obligation to protect God’s creation, but because of our mandate to care 

tenderly for our sisters and brothers. Indeed, the human impact of environmental carelessness is direct and 

broad. Consider again: 

• Sea level rise brought about by climate change will displace hundreds of millions of people this century 

and will increase the risk of violent conflict. 

• Some 29 countries, home to 458 million people, were absolutely water scarce in 2011. This means they 

have little room to accommodate additional demand for water. By 2025 population growth will raise this 

number nearly four-fold, to 1.8 billion people. 

• Around 805 million people worldwide are chronically hungry, yet global demand for agricultural 

products is projected to increase by 60 percent by 2050, even as climate change reduces crop yields at the 

global level by 2 percent per decade for the rest of the century. 

In sum, an abused environment increasingly means a wounded human family. This makes the 

sustainability challenge more and more a solidarity challenge. For this reason, and because of the global 

scale of the challenges, redesigning economies to be sustainable while protecting the poor should be a 

strategic priority for the church this century. 
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The Response of the Church 

One oft-repeated sentiment at the Vatican conference was that the church’s voice could be pivotal in 

helping to address this crisis. It was fascinating and humbling to hear a group of scientists acknowledge 

that their cutting-edge analyses and data are not enough to prompt creation of sustainable economies. 

Several noted that the world needs a change of values—a transformation of hearts—that will engender 

solidarity with nature in service of solidarity across the human family. Of course, few institutions know 

more about conversion of the heart, or have more experience promoting it, than the Catholic Church. 

Fortunately, the church stands before this historic challenge with an impressive set of tools: moral 

authority, experience in advocating for the dispossessed, a large and diverse membership base, a global 

network of dioceses and parishes, influence over church and lay financial holdings and a skilled 

diplomatic corps, to name a few. Few institutions at the global level have such a diverse toolbox at their 

disposal. Skillfully employed, these assets could help convert the threat of civilizational decline into a 

civilizational rejuvenation in which solidarity and dignified lives for all become the standard by which 

human societies are evaluated…More than any other asset, Christian Scripture and church teaching can be 

used to open hearts in favor of more just and sustainable societies… 

Sustainability and Solidarity as Opportunity 

The vision underlying these suggestions is one of a global church united and inspired by Gospel values to 

address unprecedented threats to human well-being. Mobilizing for the [global climate] crises now 

unfolding is an appropriate response for the church, and would likely strengthen it on many fronts: 

• The poor in developing countries would receive the assistance and justice they deserve. 

• Wealthy parishioners would be nurtured and catechized into a metanoia of compassion for the suffering. 

• Relationships between the church’s central agencies, such as Caritas, and parishes worldwide would be 

strengthened. 

• A vigorous response to one of the church’s key competitors—consumerism—would be mounted. 

• Wealthy parishioners would receive guidance regarding the proper disposition of their gifts. 

• The voice of the church would be strengthened in international forums. 

• Ample space for [*local and global] collaboration with other faiths and with secular groups would be 

created. 

Consolation, Community and Hope 

The church has much to offer to help Catholics read the signs of the times and to soften the hearts of all to 

respond appropriately. The sooner it is fully engaged, the greater the prospects for avoiding widespread 

suffering in this century—and the greater the church’s own prospects for successful evangelization. 

Indeed, I believe the sustainability crisis is an opportunity for the church to create robust Christian 

communities locally and worldwide that are rooted in solidarity and motivated by the fervor to ensure the 

dignity and well-being of all.” 

*Added note: Locally, in Portland, Oregon, parishes could develop sustainability projects on their own 

properties and practices within their communities that are models of ecological stewardship.  St. Ignatius 

parish could ask: what are we doing on our church and school property to exemplify caring for the earth? 

How can we as parishioners commit to energy conservation and reduced consumption in our work, civic 

and family and private lives? 

 


