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The weekend homily will provide an introduction to Pope Francis’ recently issued encyclical Laudato Si’ 

Issued from the Vatican this past Thursday, the encyclical addresses the serious issues of environmental 

pollution and the destruction of ecological systems necessary for sustainable life on earth. The document is 

lengthy, all-encompassing and in some places somewhat complex. I have read probably two thirds of the 

encyclical and in a few places had to re-read certain paragraphs a few times before coming to an 

understanding of the Holy Father’s message. 

Pope Francis is not issuing new teaching, but develops a teaching already expressed long within the Tradition. 

Care for the environment extends back to Jesus’ own time and before him to the God’s Chosen People, the 

Jews. Our Jewish roots teach us that creation is both a gift and a responsibility from God. We are called in faith 

to respond with gratitude, humility and responsibility. 

His encyclical reminds us that since Pope Paul VI in the 1960’s, every papacy has raised the issue damages to 

environmental systems as a serious moral problem. Pope Paul VI, St. John Paul II, Pope Benedict XVI and now 

Pope Francis have consistently raised these concerns as moral problems. 

In previous papal encyclicals, environmental damage was contained as one of many serious issues relating to 

Church Social Justice Teaching. In this encyclical, the Holy Father raises this issue to a higher priority by 

dedicating an entire teaching document to this issue. 

In his words, “Never have we so hurt and mistreated our common home as we have in the last two hundred 

years. Yet we are called to be instruments of God our Father, so that our planet might be what he desired 

when he created it and correspond with his plan for peace, beauty and fullness.” (53) 

Some in the media limit this encyclical as the Pope’s stand on the issue of global warming. Indeed, Pope 

Francis comes down decidedly alongside serious scientific research pointing to both the reality of global 

warming and human activity as a primary reason for that condition. Laudato Si’ does not simply focus on 

global warming but presents a wide array of ecological destruction caused by human choice and 

irresponsibility. He also addresses such issues as increasing shortages of drinkable water, destruction of great 

forests and coral reefs that protect vast arrays of diverse biological systems, the impact of polluted air on 

physical health, especially of children, and the degradation of human life and social unity. He condemns both 

obstructionist attitudes proclaiming there is nothing to be done because there is no problem to indifference to 

the crisis before us. 

In all of these issues, Pope Francis calls for an “integral” development of human progress. The word “integral” 

can be interchanged with the word “connected.” In an integral development, we are called to recognize how 

environmental policies impact economics, health care, family life, employment, culture and all aspects of 

human living. “Integral development” recognizes that our decisions as individuals impact for good or ill upon 

the lives of our neighbors, adjoining communities, and people living great distances away. Here are a couple of 

examples from the encyclical and other situations with wide recognition. 

Air pollution coming from coal generated electricity plants in the Midwest moves with the air stream for 

hundreds of miles. Assume now that toxic particles from those electricity plants cause higher rates of asthma 

among children hundreds of miles away. Is the cost of generating electricity only limited to the cost of mining 



and transporting coal along with the cost of operating the plant and transmitting electricity? Or do we also 

need to include the health costs of treating asthma in children hundreds of miles away to determine the true 

cost of electricity from such a coal fired plant? 

If someone is dumping raw sewerage in a river upstream that deposits on someone else’s property 

downstream, who is responsible for the removal and treatment of that waste? If destruction of forests in one 

nation creates serious sedimentary run off into oceans; carried then by currents to another country and 

wiping out natural fishing habitat, who is responsible for the demise of those fishing villages? These are some 

of the moral issues raised by the teaching of this encyclical. 

This concept of “integral development” is one of the greatest contributions Catholic morality offers to this or 

any moral debate on political, economic or environmental policy. “Integral development” reminds us of how 

connected we are to all levels of creation and to all communities of people everywhere. We must always be 

aware of consequences of our decisions on the lives of others. We must always develop public policy with a 

vision of the common good. 

Pope Francis does not despair of the future. On the contrary he calls for dialogue often in this encyclical, fully 

believing that people from all nations and every walk of life can work together to reverse trends regardless of 

how overwhelming they are. 

Pope Francis is not anti-technology but warns of looking at technological development absent any moral 

foundation. If technological development results in the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer, and the 

poor living with more polluted waste, then technology has not served the common good. Rather, we have 

used it to further divide the “haves” and the “have nots”. We always need to be concerned about technology 

becoming a “god” leading us into idolatry by worshipping what we create with our own hands. Below are two 

approaches the Holy Father presents on technology—one in which technology serves the common good and 

when it damages the common good. 

102. It is right to rejoice in these advances and to be excited by the immense possibilities which they continue 

to open up before us, for “science and technology are wonderful products of a God-given human creativity”. 

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? How could we not acknowledge the work of many scientists and engineers who have 

provided alternatives to make development sustainable? 

109. The technocratic paradigm also tends to dominate economic and political life. The economy accepts 

every advance in technology with a view to profit, without concern for its potentially negative impact on 

human beings…. At the same time, we have “a sort of ‘superdevelopment’ of a wasteful and consumerist kind 

which forms an unacceptable contrast with the ongoing situations of dehumanizing deprivation”, while we are 

all too slow in developing economic institutions and social initiatives which can give the poor regular access to 

basic resources. 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. 

One candidate for President and also Catholic was quoted as saying, “I hope I’m not going to get castigated for 

saying this by my priest back home, but I don’t get economic policy from my bishops or my cardinals or my 

pope, I think religion ought to be about making us better as people and less about things that end up getting 

in the political realm.” 



This candidate is correct in that we should not get economic policy from bishops, cardinals or the pope. But 

we should get a moral vision of how economics, politics, environmental policy, or any other public policy 

impacts the common good of the human community. That is about making us better people. The Church does 

not offer specific solutions, but we have a responsibility to raise moral questions public policy presents and 

interpret the world situation through the lens of the gospel.  

This encyclical should not be simply dismissed nor should it be embraced blindly. Both of these extremes 

should be avoided. Rather this encyclical should be engaged in respectful, humble and mature ways that are 

open to seeking the truth. 

It is easy to simply dismiss this encyclical because it is opposite of how we have been thinking or how we see 

the world around us. We can also dismiss it if we discover conversion will require a radical change of lifestyle 

and thinking. All Church teaching documents should challenge the way we see the world if that diminishes the 

rights of others or diminishes human dignity. All Church Teaching should lead us in a discovery of the truth. 

There will be lots of opportunities to learn more about this very important papal teaching and the impact it 

can have on all of our lives. I want to encourage parishioners to read the entire encyclical or at least a 

summary of this papal letter. There are materials for study groups and I plan to have some Pastors’ Columns 

dedicated to this as well.  

 

 


