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Key Concepts: Eco-Theologian, ‘Biocide is a Sin’ 
Key Works: Laudato Si (Contributor with Pope 
Francis). The Greening of the Church (1990), 
Laudato Si, and Irish Response (2017) 

“We need a conversation that includes everyone, since the environmental challenge we are 
undergoing, and its human roots, concern and affect us all.” Pope Francis – Laudato Si 

 

What is the link between the Catholic Church and the Environment? 
 

The ‘Sin’ of Biocide is generated (either passively or actively) by 
pursuit of Capitalist goals. This leads us to McDonagh’s   

Critique of Capitalist ‘Consumption’ 

Advertising 
A loss of meaning and faith in our lives has led 
to a sense of alienation from our existence and 
environment. Advertising from the 1950s-60s 
sought to temporarily fill that void. “The 
emptier a person’s heart is, the more he or she 
needs things to buy, own, and consume” LS-204 

Planned Obsolescence 
Items such as phones, computers, 
household machines, and cars are 
designed to break after a limited time. 
They’re not durable, but lock the 
consumer into a constant need to upgrade 
(consume). This, in turn creates 
enormous (unnecessary) waste. 

‘Neoliberalism’ and the need for 
economic growth 

If you constantly need to demonstrate 
GDP growth that can be done (in the 
short/medium term) IF you don’t care 
about the environmental cost. Ultimately, 
this kind of growth in ‘unsustainable’. 

All of these factors have led to a massive increase in consumption that increased 6 
fold (600%) between 1960 and 2000. Does this trend continue? 

Fr McDonagh is an ECO-THEOLOGIAN 

Relating to the 
Environment 

The study of God 
and Divinity 

But wait, I’m not Catholic. I don’t even believe 
in ‘god’. Why should I care about what some 

priest thinks? 
This is a reasonable question. However, you don’t 
have to believe in God to appreciate the fact that 
many others do. There are approximately 1.2 
Billion Catholics in the world (40% of whom live 
in Latin America). If the Church can give positive 
leadership and example to those 1.2 Billion, and 
change their practices, surely this is something to 
be welcomed. At the end of the day, does it matter 
if somebody behaves more responsibly towards 
the environment because of scientific data, or 
because they have been instructed that 
‘Ecocide/Biocide is a SIN’? The ‘Social Justice’ 
message of Fr McDonagh, informed by his 
experiences in the Philippines, tells him that it is 
the people of the LDCs that suffer most from 
environmental disasters and climate change. 

+ 

The only conclusion of this position is for all Catholics to accept that: 
“Ecocide/Biocide is a SIN” 

 

To ensure that this approach 
became permanent within the 
church, Laudato Si calls for an 
“Ecological Conversion”. This 

should not be seen as “an 
optional or a secondary aspect 

of our Christian Experience.” LS-
217. It also seeks to balance 

science and faith, in a dialogue 
that is ‘Fruitful for both’. 

This work hasn’t been easy for Fr McDonagh 
It has taken him a lifetime to convince the Catholic church that this is part of their 
responsibility. He has been campaigning within the church since 1978, but has only 
recently gotten his agenda heard. “It's new for a lot of us. Most of the people who go to 
seminaries and into theology didn't actually deal with any of these issues, so there's a 
difficulty,” He sees no contradiction between scientific and theological responses to 
Climate Change. 



 

Thinker’s Background 

 
 Born in Nenagh, Co. Tipperary, he was 

ordained as a ‘missionary’ priest of the 
Columban fathers in 1969. 

 
 He spent 4 years in Mindanao in the 

Philippines where he worked closely with 
local communities and witnessed first-
hand the devastating impact of changing 
farming practices and loss of biodiversity 
in local rainforests. 

 
 He studied for his PhD in Linguistics and 

Anthropology in Washington DC. How 
might these skills have been useful to a 
‘missionary’? 

 
 He returned to the Philippines and taught 

in Mindanao State University before going 
on to work with the T’boli mountain 
people 
 

 Fr McDonagh has been openly critical of 
many church policies, particularly their 
ban on contraceptives and artificial birth 
control. 

 
 In Pope Francis, Fr McDonagh found a 

solid ally. He was asked help with the 
shaping of Laudato Si, and much of the 
opening section is reflective of his input. 

 
 He’s still alive and spreading his 

missionary message. 

Personal Response 

 
(A.) What aspects of other LC subjects might this be 
relevant? (Which specific aspects of Religion, 
Biology, and Human Geography are most 
relevant….?) 
 

1.      
 
 

2.      
 
 

3.      
 
 

4.     
 
 

5.   
 
(B.) To what aspects of your daily life might the 
ideas of Fr McDonagh be relevant? Does the 
reducing power of the Catholic Church in Ireland 
make his ideas have less impact in Ireland, but a 
greater impact internationally? 
 

1.    
 
 
 

2.     
 
 
 

3.     

Links to other aspects of 
the course 

List different aspects of the course to which you 
think Fr McDonagh might be relevant. (can you 
list 3-4) This list will not be definitive, but can be 
added to over time…! 
 

1. Are their ways that the shift in focus on 
what Catholics should do might impact 
Irish-Catholic identity in a noticeable 
way. 

 
2. Given his experience in the Philippines, 

it should come as no surprise that Fr 
McDonagh shares Shiva’s mistrust of 
companies like Monsanto and what he 
calls the “Chemicalizaiton of the Planet”. 
Their shared interest in the impact of big 
business makes them good partners in 
an essay on sustainable development. 

 
3. He wants to return power to the people 

in the LDCs. He had ‘no problem’ being 
described as being sympathetic to 
Marxism. This would be quite unusual in 
a priest, and is certainly noteworthy! 

 
4. How many of Fr McDonagh’s ideas fit in 

closely with the subsequent “Sustainable 
Development Goals”? 
 

5. To what degree is he a ‘Feminists’ when 
he notes that “the most effective way of 
reducing population levels is to educate 
women.” 

Look up the meaning of words highlighted in bold above: 
You’ll need to pay particular attention to words like 
Ecocide/Biocide: 
Anthropocene : 
Encyclical: 
 

Reading Tip: Unlike other Papal Encyclicals (the Pope’s ‘Policy 
Documents’) that are addressed to Bishops and laity (believers), 
Laudato Si is specifically written to address all the people of the 
world. This makes it easy and accessible read. Some of the religious 
framing might seem off-putting, but otherwise it flows quite nicely. 

Favourite Moment: At a talk that Fr McDonagh gave to 
the Pol-Soc teachers, he boiled the problem down by 
noting that “You can bail out the banks, but you can’t bail 
out the environment.” This highlights the tension 
between neoliberalism and environmentalism perfectly! 



 
 

GMOs are going to create famine and hunger 
May 19, 2009 by John L. Allen Jr. The National Catholic Reporter (Large US-based Catholic Newspaper – why is this a useful 
source to consult?) 

Fr. Sean McDonagh 
While the Pontifical Academy for Sciences discussed the pros of genetically modified organisms on Monday, 
Columban Missionary Fr. Sean McDonagh was across Rome making the case for the "con" point of view. 
McDonagh organized a small demonstration near the Piazza del Popolo, which was joined by a few left-of-
center political movements in Italy. A large banner read, "No to GMOs, yes to food security," and a smaller 
sign addressed the Vatican gathering: "Pontifical Academy of Sciences, do not ally with those who, 
promoting GMOs, contribute to hunger in the world. Listen to the words of the Holy Father!" A well-known 
writer on environmental themes, McDonagh is a veteran Irish missionary who spent more than 20 years 
in the Philippines. He's an outspoken critic of GMOs; in 2003, he published Patenting Life? Stop! Is 
Corporate Greed Forcing us to Eat Genetically Engineered Food? McDonagh spoke to NCR on the margins 
of the demonstration. 

Q: Promoters of GMOs bill them as a strategy for combating hunger. Why do you claim the exact 
opposite? At the moment, almost all GMOs (canola, Bt corn, soy) are actually animal feeds. You're 
getting more of a meat dimension in the diets of people all over the world. It's estimated that with a 
traditional Asian diet, including a little bit of meat, we could support about eight to nine billion people 
on the planet. But if we go down the European route of eating a lot of meat, we'll able to support maybe 
one and one-half to two billion. In other words, the direction GMOs take us is going to create famine and 
hunger in many parts of the world. That's number one. 

Number two is because all genetically modified seeds are now patented, you're giving enormous control 
to a handful of corporations over the seeds of the staple crops of the world. It started with rice, then 
corn, now they're looking to wheat and potatoes. This should be totally unacceptable to anyone. Forget 
about the science of whether they're safe or not. To give six Western corporations, in the United States 
and Europe, control over the seeds of the world is outrageous. 

I have a particular problem with patenting living organisms. It entered our human reality through a 
decision of the U. S. Supreme Court in 1980, with Diamond v. Chakrabarty. It was never discussed in any 
parliament of the world. This extraordinary control, I would even call it domination, has been given to 
corporations. This, by the way, comes at the same time that these same people are promoting 'free 
trade.' The levels of mischievousness and deceit involved are actually gargantuan. If free trade is good, 
why shouldn't sharing knowledge freely be good? 

I come at it from the perspective of a missionary. I lived in the Philippines for 25 years, and I saw the 
mixed results, even of the Green Revolution, on the poor. GMOs will only exacerbate that, because not 
only will you have to buy your seeds, but you also have to buy the glyphosate, which is the Ready 
Roundup (a herbicide manufactured by Monsanto designed for use with genetically modified crops.) 
You're getting crops now with multiple traits genetically engineered into them. There may be all kinds 
of problems with human health and the environment, but even if there weren't, you might not want 
these traits.  

What about claims of dramatically improved yields? 

The point of the recent "Failure to Yield" report from the Union of Concerned Scientists is that the 
increase in yield in crops over the last 25 to 30 years has come from conventional breeding. It has 
nothing to do with GMOs at all, or very little. This report was just published two weeks ago. I would 
consider it a very objective study. It looks at soy, at corn, at canola, and so on. There's no increase in 
yields at all, which there was in the Green Revolution, so it's quite different.  

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/john-l-allen-jr


My main concern, however, is giving this control to corporations. For example, 60 percent of lettuce in 
the United States is now controlled by Monsanto. This is frightening. In the 19th century, all kinds of 
securities and exchanges agencies were created to move in on monopolies. Of course, those were 
monopolies on things like telephones. Now they want to build a monopoly on food. That, mind you, is 
precisely what they're after. Feeding the world is about distributing food to those who need it, or 
distributing land so that people can grow their own food. I always give the example of Brazil. It's now 
the fourth largest exporter of food in the world, mainly animal feeds for Europe and America, and yet 
35 to 36 million people go to bed hungry there every night.  

Even if GMOs did increase the yield, is that extra food going to go to the people who need it? The reality 
is it won't, because Monsanto is not the St. Vincent DePaul Society. They're out there to make a big 
profit. They want to get monopoly control, and they make no bones about that. All the experts at Catholic 
development agencies have taken the position that this is not the way to address food security, and that 
there's no magic bullet for hunger. What's needed is land reform, financial aid to small-scale farmers, 
markets where they can get value so they're not caught by the middle man. I've spent 40 years at this 
sort of work, and I know that's the way forward. 

We also need to promote diversity in the diet. This is the whole problem with the supposed "golden 
rice." Why should you say to poor people that they have to eat rice three times a day? Why not a little 
bit of vegetables, so they'd get all the vitamin A they need? To me, it's extraordinary that $100 million 
has been spent on golden rice, when you could make a lot of vegetable seeds available in developing 
countries for that kind of money. 

What about the safety question? 

The answer is, we don't know. That's the bottom line. Studies done, for example, by Arpad Pusztai in 
1999 on Bt corn, or on Bt potatoes that were fed to rats, found problems with their inner organs and 
also problems with their brain. Being a good scientist, he did not say, 'Now we should reject the 
technology.' He said we should look to see where the problem might be. He wanted to see if the problem 
was in the gene itself, because you're brining to the target organism a gene that normally the immune 
system of the target organism would attack. That's what your immune system does. He was ready to go 
into the various dimensions of that question – for example, is it the promoter? That is, the virus or 
bacteria that's actually used to bring genetic material across to another organism. What happened, of 
course, is history. He was fired from the Rowett Institute in Scotland. He was accused of being a bad 
scientist. They said he would never get his research published in The Lancet, which he actually did. All 
he was basically saying is that this technology creates problems and we need to look at them.  

The problem with regulatory agencies at the moment is that they're much too tied to political and 
economic interests. The United States is a very good example. It's amazing just how hard wired 
Monsanto is to the Environmental Protection Agency and to the Food and Drug Administration. There's 
a real problem there, as a researcher showed with the Bt potato. When he went to the FDA, they said, 
we deal with potatoes but not the GM kind, that's over at the EPA. When he went to the EPA, they said, 
we don't deal with foodstuff, we deal with chemicals. Between them, they couldn't figure out which one 
was responsible for allowing this to be brought onto the market. 

The real problem is that all the research on these genetically modified organisms is done by the 
corporations, who then stand to gain trillions of dollars. Biotech is one of the few industries that has not 
taken a dip in the current economic crisis, for the very simple reason that you have to eat every day. 
There's almost no independent verification. A Russian scientist named Ermakova has studied Bt soy, 
and found something similar to what Pusztai found with potatoes. I believe it's incumbent upon 
government to do public science and to protect the common good of ordinary citizens.  

We are now all guinea pigs. We don't know what the impact will be, and it may be two or three 
generations before we find out. Don't forget, with ozone-layer-destroying CFCs it was 60 years before 
we knew they were harmful. They were considered to be the wonder chemical, non-toxic and so on … 
you couldn't get any better. It was one man, British scientist Joe Farman, who actually found out by land 



research in Antarctica that they were doing irreparable damage to the ozone.  It's the same thing with 
impact on the environment: We don't know. But we do know that if you bring GMOs into a country like 
the Philippines, where we don't have any idea how many species are really there, now you're playing 
Russian roulette. 

What other justice concerns do you have with GMOs? 

I have a particular concern if they introduce, which they're threatening to do, this terminator gene, a 
plant whose seeds are genetically blocked from reproducing. I believe that's a huge moral issue. You're 
creating something that will not germinate on a second planting. I can't think of anything that's so … I 
hate the word 'evil,' but certainly morally wrong. It's incredible that someone would create an organism 
that is deliberately sterile, particularly in the area of food. Food is a gift to all us, and obviously necessary 
for human life.  

Companies argue that if they can't protect their investment somehow, there's no incentive to do 
research and to develop better products. 

The evidence shows the opposite. If you look at the history of patents, most countries, including the 
United States, stole patents from other countries until they got their own economic and technological 
processes up and going. A Korean economist at Cambridge has done a very good study on that, and he 
calls it "kicking away the ladder." You're asking these so-called developing countries to follow these 
patent laws, but let's have a look at whether any of you actually followed it – beginning with post-Tudor 
Britain, right up to the United States, or more recent Japan and Korea.  

Patents are for watches, not food. Patents always have to consider the trade off between the individual 
and the common good. Food, water and air should not be under a regime of patents, because we all need 
them. If you don't have air for five minutes you're dead, if you don't have water for five days you're 
dead, and if you don't have food for 60 days you're dead. For Christians, this is the first request in the 
Our Father: 'Give us this day our daily bread.' It's a huge issue, and I think patents are completely 
morally out of place. Churches, especially the Catholic church, that claim to be pro-life should have a 
serious moral critique of this arrogance.  

It's also stealing, because what did they patent? They patented one small dimension of iot. What about 
the farmers in the Philippines for the last 5,000 years who created all the other traits? What about the 
farmers down on the altiplano in Peru who created 5,000 varieties of potatoes? Are they going to be 
compensated? I think governments should set up processes to say, okay, this is the money you've spent, 
this is the value to society as we see it, and therefore you should get 'x' amount of money. Ownership, 
however, is something completely different. 

Here's another dimension of the injustice. The northern world, the United States and Europe, is poor 
biologically. Ireland, for example, has ten species of trees. Where I worked in the Philippines, I got 
money from the Australian government to do a study in a local forest. In a single hectare, you could get 
up to 130 species of trees. There are 5,000 species total in that forest. The south is rich biologically but 
poor financially. Northern countries are using trade agreements to go down to the south, take advantage 
of its diversity, change slight little bits of it, and then bring it back to patent it. It's exploitation of the 
worst order. It makes Magellan, Cromwell, and the Pizarro brothers look like dime-store operators.  

Do you believe the Pontifical Academy for Sciences is being exploited? It is. This is the Pontifical 
Academy for Sciences, so let's start with the 'pontifical' part. It's a Catholic organization. Who are the 
church's real experts in this area? I would say people like myself. I would say particularly the aid and 
development agencies, such as Misereor, Cafod, and Caritas. … They thought so little of this expertise in 
the Catholic church that they didn't invite a single person from any one of those agencies.  

Further, anyone who ever claims to be a scientist should hear the other side. That goes back to Plato. 
What are they afraid of? Why didn't they set up a decent colloquium over there? Also, why don't they 
take into account numerous independent studies in the last three years which have concluded that the 



way to food security is not through GM crops? Why just discard all that? There's a very recent study 
from Africa on the yields from organic farming, saying this is the kind of thing we should be promoting. 
I would consider this gathering grossly incompetent.  

Why do you believe they're doing it this way? 

They want to get rid of the very minimal regulations that we have at the moment. They said it in the 
introduction to the study week, and every one of them says it in his abstract. That's their goal. Bishop 
Sanchez Sorondo (chancellor of the Pontifical Academy) has said that the purpose is to examine 
whether GM crops are safe, but I'm sorry, that's not it. The purpose is to use the prestige of the Pontifical 
Academy of Sciences and its good name to beat on governments so that you can reduce regulation.  

I would also claim that they want to use something like the Potrykus rice as a battering ram against the 
regulatory process. The strategy is that if you get it through once, you've set the precedent. They say 
they want it for altruistic reasons, but this language of talking about the poor and about development 
is grossly misleading. I'm a professional anthropologist who has been working in the area of 
development economics, I think it's patronizing. 

Proponents of GMOs suggest that you're guilty of neo-colonialism, in the sense that you presume 
to know what's best for the poor in Africa and other places. 

Let them come to where I was in the Philippines, and ask there. Let's go to the southern part of Brazil, 
or Argentina, where this is being pushed on people. Let's do a real empirical study, and I think you'd 
find that the people who are affected by it are very negative towards it. I took up this issue only because 
I saw the impact it's had on people living there. I believe I have a better take on what's happening in the 
Philippines, for example, than anyone in the study week … including the only person from the 
Philippines there, the director of the International Rice Research Center, but he's an American.  

I was not against GMOs at first. When I arrived I taught anthropology and linguistics at the University 
of Mindanao in the Philippines, the biggest agricultural university in the region. At that stage, I thought, 
if you can plant crops as far as the eye can see, why not? It was only as I began to see the other aspects, 
including wiping out genetic diversity, that I changed my mind. I looked back at my Irish experience. 
We used to have these massive potato fields, and then suddenly in 1845, one pathogen wiped them out. 
I began to learn a lot about the importance of biodiversity. 

The pro-GMO argument is comparable to what we used to hear from the bankers. They used to tell us 
we need a light touch with the regulations, because we're the entrepreneurs, we're the people who 
create wealth that sends the boys and girls to school and puts the Euro in the collection plate on Sunday. 
If a banker came to you today and tried to say that there shouldn't be any regulation, we'd all laugh. We 
wouldn't even engage him intellectually. The same is true with these lads. The tide has gone out on what 
they want, and rightly so, because we're dealing with very serious issues. 

Humankind has a very bad record of moving biodiversity around to the wrong places. It's like the guy 
who brought rabbits out to Australia with disastrous results. This is biological science, which is different 
from architecture or engineering. If those guys get something wrong and the building collapses, too bad, 
but you can fix it. Biology reproduces. The Australian government can't fix the rabbits. The level of 
regulation should be multiple times more stringent than it is.  

The study week invited an African bishop. What's your sense of where African Catholics stand 
on GMOs? I've had conversations with African people, including religious orders, working in this area. 
We just had a conference in Assisi on ecology and integrity of creation at the heart of Christian mission. 
There are all sorts of efforts by religious to build up organic agriculture in Africa. … I feel this man 
shouldn't have come here. If they'd invited me, I wouldn't go. You just give them legitimacy, and it's not 
properly structured. I'm not a geneticist or a plant biologist, but based on the expertise I have as a 
missionary, I know this is not the way to go for sustainable agriculture. If it was, they'd have the right 
people at this meeting. 



KEY THINKER Revision Exercise: Sean McDonagh - read the interview, take notes on key points and then complete the table 
below. https://www.ncronline.org/news/gmos-are-going-create-famine-and-hunger  

McDonagh background -  
 

Three reasons why he doesn’t support GMOs - 
 

His criticism of the ‘Green Revolution’ – 
 

Explain what is main concern is and why he feels this way – 
 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/gmos-are-going-create-famine-and-hunger


 
 

List three points he makes about the safety issue of GMOs -  
 

What’s his response when he is questioned about being a neo-colonialist i.e. he presumes he knows what’s best for the 
global south / developing world.  

How does he feel about the justice issue 
surrounding GMOs? Do you think he has a point? 
 

What does he think about patenting seeds? 
 



 

Argument Is this argument 
right / left wing? 

Would 
McDonagh 

Agree / 
Disagree 

Give a reason(s) for your answer 

1. Underdevelopment is 
caused by people in 
less developed 
countries not having 
the knowledge, 
technology and 
industry of people in 
developed countries. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Underdevelopment is 
caused by unfair 
terms of trade 
imposed by the west 
in collaboration with 
local leaders in 
developing countries 
underdevelopment is 
caused by corrupt 
local elites in less 
developed countries. 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Industrialisation in 
less-developed 
countries has driven 
women, who were the 
traditional 
environmental 
stewards in societies, 
into a position of 
powerlessness and 
poverty and has 
damaged the 
environment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



  
 

4. Technology and the 
laws of the free 
market will solve our 
environmental 
problems. 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Development in 
harmony with nature 
requires a move away 
from big industries 
and urbanisation and 
towards small scale, 
self-reliant 
communities using 
renewable resources. 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Summary of Laudato Si, Pope Francis’ Encyclical on the Environment 

by Kevin Cotter http://www.diocesanpriest.com/summary-of-laudato-si-pope-francis-encyclical-on-the-

environment/ (slightly adapted by J Devitt) 
Pope Francis’ Encyclical Laudato Si is a worldwide wake up call to help humanity understand the 

destruction that man is rendering to the environment and his fellow man. While addressing the environment 

directly, the document’s scope is broader in many ways as it looks at not only man’s effect on the 

environment, but also the many philosophical, theological, and cultural causes that threaten the relationships 

of man to nature and man to each other in various circumstances. 

 

General Summary  

Laudato Si is Pope Francis’ Encyclical on the environment or more formally – On Care for Our Common 

Home. Laudato Si means “Praise be to you” which is the first line of a canticle by St. Francis that praises 

God with all of his creation. 

From the outset, Pope Francis states the goal of the document: “In this Encyclical, I would like to enter into 

dialogue with all people about our common home” (#3). 

Normally, papal documents are addressed to the bishops of the Church or the lay faithful.  

The goal of the dialogue: “I urgently appeal, then, for a new dialogue about how we are shaping the future 

of our planet. We need a conversation that includes everyone, since the environment challenge we are 

undergoing, and its human roots, concern and affect us all” (#14). 

 “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” (#217)  

 

CHAPTER ONE – WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME 

Summary quote of this chapter’s goal: “Theological and philosophical reflections on the situation of 

humanity and the world can sound tiresome and abstract, unless they are grounded in a fresh analysis of our 

present situation, which is in many ways unprecedented in the history of humanity. So, before considering 

how faith brings new incentives and requirements with regard to the world of which we are a part, I will 

briefly turn to what is happening to our common home” (#17). 

Summary quote of this chapter’s message: “But a sober look at our world shows that the degree of human 

intervention, often in the service of business interests and consumerism, is actually making our earth less 

rich and beautiful, ever more limited and grey, even as technological advances and consumer goods continue 

to abound limitlessly. We seem to think that we can substitute an irreplaceable and irretrievable beauty with 

something which we have created ourselves” (#34). 

CHAPTER TWO – THE GOSPEL OF CREATION 

Summary quote of this chapter’s goal: “Why should this document, addressed to all people of good will, 

include a chapter dealing with the convictions of believers? I am well aware that in the areas of politics and 

philosophy there are those who firmly reject the idea of a Creator, or consider it irrelevant… Nonetheless, 

science and religion, with their distinctive approaches to understanding reality, can enter into an intense 

dialogue fruitful for both” (#62). 

Summary quote of this chapter’s message: “We are not God. The earth was here before us and it has been 

given to us…. Although it is true that we Christians have at times incorrectly interpreted the Scriptures, 

nowadays we must forcefully reject the notion that our being created in God’s image and given dominion 

over the earth justifies absolute domination over other creatures. 

http://www.focus.org/
http://www.focus.org/
http://www.diocesanpriest.com/summary-of-laudato-si-pope-francis-encyclical-on-the-environment/
http://www.diocesanpriest.com/summary-of-laudato-si-pope-francis-encyclical-on-the-environment/


CHAPTER THREE – THE HUMAN ROOTS OF THE ECOLOGICAL CRISIS 

Summary quote of this chapter’s goal: “It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms without 

acknowledging the human origins 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. Should we not pause and consider 

this? At this stage, I propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm and the place of human 

beings and of human action in the world” (#101). 

Summary quote of this chapter’s message: “It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from 

the tendency, at times unconscious, to make the method and aims of science and technology an 

epistemological paradigm which shapes the lives of individuals and the workings of society. 

The effects of imposing this model on reality as a whole, human and social, are seen in the deterioration of 

the environment, but this is just one sign of a reductionism which affects every aspect of human and social 

life. 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” (#107). 

CHAPTER FOUR – INTEGRAL ECOLOGY 

Summary quote of this chapter’s goal: “Since everything is closely interrelated, and today’s problems call 

for a vision capable of taking into account every aspect of the global crisis, I suggest that we now consider 

some elements of an integral ecology, one which clearly respects its human and social dimensions” (#137). 

Summary quote of this chapter’s message: “We urgently need a humanism capable of bringing together the 

different fields of knowledge, including economics, in the service of a more integral and integrating vision. 

Today, the analysis of environmental problems cannot be separated from the analysis of human, family, 

work related and urban contexts, nor from how individuals relate to themselves, which leads in turn to how 

they relate to others and to the environment” (#141). 

CHAPTER FIVE – LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION 

Summary quote of this chapter’s goal: “So far I have attempted to take stock of our present situation, 

pointing to the cracks in the planet that we inhabit as well as to the profoundly human causes of 

environmental degradation. Although the contemplation of this reality in itself has already shown the need 

for a change of direction and other courses of action, now we shall try to outline the major paths of dialogue 

which can help us escape the spiral of self-destruction which currently engulfs us” (#163). 

Summary quote of this chapter’s message: “Interdependence obliges us to think of one world with a 

common plan. Yet 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. A global consensus is essential for confronting the deeper problems, which cannot be resolved 

by unilateral actions on the part of individual countries.” (#164) 

CHAPTER SIX – ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND SPIRITUALITY 

Summary quote of this chapter’s goal: “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. This basic awareness would enable the development of new 

convictions, attitudes and forms of life. A great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge stands before us, 

and it will demand that we set out on the long path of renewal” (#202). 

Summary quote of this chapter’s message: “In calling to mind the figure of Saint Francis of Assisi, we 

come to realize that a healthy relationship with creation is one dimension of overall personal conversion, 

which entails the recognition of our errors, sins, faults and failures, and leads to heartfelt repentance and 

desire to change” (#218). 

 

 

 

 



QUOTES ON SOME OF THE MAIN THEMES IN LAUDATO SI 

On the effects of the market on the environment 

“Once more, we need to reject a magical conception of the market, which would suggest that problems can 

be solved simply by an increase in the profits of companies or individuals. Is 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? Where profits alone count, there can be no thinking about the rhythms 

of nature, its phases of decay and regeneration, or the complexity of ecosystems which may be gravely upset 

by human intervention” (#190). 

On the false belief in technology 

“There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means ‘an increase of “progress” itself’, an 

advance in ‘security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; …an assimilation of new values into the stream of 

culture’, as if reality, goodness and truth automatically flow from technological and economic power as 

such. The fact is that ‘contemporary man has not been trained to use power well’, because our immense 

technological development has not been accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values and 

conscience. Each age tends to have only a meagre awareness of its own limitations. It is possible that we do 

not grasp the gravity of the challenges now before us” (#105). 

On global warming 

“A very solid scientific consensus indicates that we are presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the 

climatic system. In recent decades this warming has been accompanied by a constant rise in the sea level 

and, it would appear, by an increase of extreme weather events, even if a scientifically determinable cause 

cannot be assigned to each particular phenomenon. Humanity is called to recognize the need for changes of 

lifestyle, production and consumption, in order to combat this warming or at least the human causes which 

produce or aggravate it.” (#23). (For more on global warming and climate change see, #24-26, #52, #169-

170, #172, #175, #181 #188.) 

On science and technology as a belief system 

“It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from the tendency, at times unconscious, to make 

the method and aims of science and technology an epistemological paradigm which shapes the lives of 

individuals and the workings of society. The effects of imposing this model on reality as a whole, human 

and social, are seen in the deterioration of the environment, but this is just one sign of a reductionism which 

affects every aspect of human and social life” (#106). 

On the environment and the poor 

“The human environment and the natural environment deteriorate together; we cannot adequately combat 

environmental degradation unless we attend to causes related to human and social degradation. In fact, the 

deterioration of the environment and of society affects the most vulnerable people on the planet: ‘Both 

everyday experience and scientific research show that the gravest effects of all attacks on the environment 

are suffered by the poorest’” (#48). 

On consumerism 

“When people become self-centered and self-enclosed, their greed increases. The emptier a person’s heart is, 

the more he or she needs things to buy, own and consume. It becomes almost impossible to accept the limits 

imposed by reality. In this horizon, a genuine sense of the common good also disappears” (#204). 

OTHER TOPICAL QUOTES OF IMPORTANCE 

On what we individually can do to help the environment 

“Education in environmental responsibility can encourage ways of acting which directly and significantly 

affect the world around us, such as avoiding the use of plastic and paper, reducing water consumption, 

separating refuse, cooking only what can reasonably be consumed, showing care for other living beings, 

using public transport or car-pooling, planting trees, turning off unnecessary lights, or any number of other 

practices. All of these reflect a generous and worthy creativity which brings out the best in human beings. 



Reusing something instead of immediately discarding it, when done for the right reasons, can be an act of 

love which expresses our own dignity. (#211) 

On water as a fundamental right 

“One particularly serious problem is the quality of water available to the poor…. Yet access to safe 

drinkable water is a basic and universal human right, since it is essential to human survival and, as such, is a 

condition for the exercise of other human rights. Our world has a grave social debt towards the poor who 

lack access to drinking water, because they are denied the right to a life consistent with their inalienable 

dignity” (#29-30). 

On social media’s effects on our culture 

“When media and the digital world become omnipresent, their influence can stop 

people from learning how to live wisely, to think deeply and to love generously…. True wisdom, as the fruit 

of self-examination, dialogue and generous encounter between persons, is not acquired by a mere 

accumulation of data which eventually leads to overload and confusion, a sort of mental pollution. 

“Real relationships with others, with all the challenges they entail, now tend to be replaced by a type of 

internet communication which enables us to choose or eliminate relationships at whim, thus giving rise to a 

new type of contrived emotion which has more to do with devices and displays than with other people and 

with nature” (#47). 

On overpopulation 

“Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and thinking of how the world can be different, some can 

only propose a reduction in the birth rate. At times, developing countries face forms of international pressure 

which make economic assistance contingent on certain policies of ‘reproductive health’….  To blame 

population growth instead of extreme and selective consumerism on the part of some, is one way of refusing 

to face the issues” (#50). 

On genetically modified food 

This, then, is the correct framework for any reflection concerning human intervention on plants and animals, 

which at present includes genetic manipulation by biotechnology for the sake of exploiting the potential 

present in material reality. The respect owed by faith to reason calls for close attention to what the biological 

sciences, through research uninfluenced by economic interests, can teach us about biological structures, their 

possibilities and their mutations. Any legitimate intervention will act on nature only in order ‘to favour its 

development in its own line, that of creation, as intended by God’” (#132) (More on this topic in #133-135) 

On the problem of modern day politics 

“That is why, in the absence of pressure from the public and from civic institutions, political authorities will 

always be reluctant to intervene, all the more when urgent needs must be met. To take up these 

responsibilities and the costs they entail, politicians will inevitably clash with the mindset of short-term gain 

and results which dominates present-day economics and politics. But if they are courageous, they will attest 

to their God-given dignity and leave behind a testimony of selfless responsibility” (#181). 

On hope in this situation 

“Yet all is not lost. Human beings, while capable of the worst, are also capable of rising above themselves, 

choosing again what is good, and making a new start, despite their mental and social conditioning. We are 

able to take an honest look at ourselves, to acknowledge our deep dissatisfaction, and to embark on new 

paths to authentic freedom. No system can completely suppress our openness to what is good, true and 

beautiful, or our God-given ability to respond to his grace at work deep in our hearts. I appeal to everyone 

throughout the world not to forget this dignity which is ours. No one has the right to take it from us. (#205)” 

 


