TEAMS OF OUR LADY CONFERENCE

"Human Ecology, Fraternity and Communion'"

Fatima, 18 July, 2018.
Introduction:

Shortly after His All Holiness, Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople had described
the abusive treatment of creation in terms of sin, Pope Francis wrote his Encyclical
Letter, Laudato si, on the Care of our common Home 1o address the current ecological
crisis, both natural and human. Not only is our environment deteriorating globally, little
effort is also made to safeguard the moral conditions for' an authentic human ecology (LS.
5). "The destruction of the human environment", he observed, "is extremely serious, not
only because God has entrusted the world to us men and women, but because human life
is itself a gift which must be defended from various forms of debasement" (LS. 5). That
is why celebrating the feast of St. Joseph, the custodian of the holy Family at the
inaugural mass of his pontificate, Pope Francis invited the faithful gathered in St/ Peter's
square and the whole world to listen to the cry of two fragilities in our midst: creation
and the poor. Rendered fragile by the misdeeds of man, the Pope exhorted the human
family to listen to the cry of these fragilities not only with the mind, but with the heart
most importantly. Man cannot be indifferent to the lot of these fragilities; for, "every
effort to protect and improve our world entails profound changes in 'lifestyles, models of
production and consumption, and the established structures of power which today govern
societies" (LS.5). The human person and his culture is so central to the ecological crisis.

So, how may we evaluate the place of the human person in the ecological crisis?

Man in his world:

The outburst of ecological consciousness and interest that characterized the 70's found

expression variously in the organization of summits on the level of the United Nations, in
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studies in academic institutions and universities, and in the creation of popular green
movements.! Universities began to dedicate Chairs, Colleges and Departments to
environmental studies, dealing with it purely so, as Department of Environmental Studies.
But the academic interest in the environment also took the form of a study of the
relationship between the environment and the human presence within it. This gave rise to
the creation in universities of Departments of Human Ecology for the study of the impact
of the human person on his environment,? or the human person in his environment as an
instance of evolutionary adaptation to the environment. Sometimes, it also gave rise to

interdisciplinary studies, involving very many of the social sciences.’

Governments too began to respond to concerns about the environment through the
creation of Environmental Protection (or conservation) Agencies; and, beginning with
its Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm (1972), the United Nations has
consistently dedicated attention to the environmental question in subsequent
conferences.* Since its meeting in Johannesburg (2002), the United Nations also
consistently relates the "question of the environment” with the question of "human
development"; and the current UN SDGs are, according to the (former) Secretary

General, Ban Ki-Moon, not only a narrative about development and the protection of the

1 The Greenpeace was born in Canada in 1971; the World wildlife Fund (now World wild fund for Nature), the
world's biggest organization for the protection of nature, had been born already in 1961 in Gland, Switzerland,
with the support of very influential people (Prince Philip of Edinburg, Godfrey Rockefeller, Berhanrd van Lippe-
Biesterfeld etc.); the Ramsar convention on Wetlands; and, now, several Green Movements and Green parties.

2 As in College of Human Ecology (Cornell University); Rutgers University (Department of Human Ecology in the
school of Environmental and Biological Sciences). Cf. also the many "Human Ecology" Journals (Hunter College,
CUNY, N.Y.; KRE, India, Human Ecology Review of the Society for Human Ecology, etc.)

3 As in studies by the evolutionary anthropologist, Robert Foley: Another Unique Species (1987) and Humans before
Humanity (1995). The related disciplines are Sociology, Anthropology, Economics, Geography, History, Politics,
Psychology, Technology, Evolutionary Biology etc.

4 cf. United Nations conference on the Environment and Development (also referred to as the Earth Summit or the
Rio conference) 1992; the Rio+5 or the 19th Special Session of the General Assembly of the United Nations (1997);
the World Summit for Sustainable Development in Johannesburg (2002), where the environmental question
appeared to have been recognized as a development question; and the un-going United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the United Nations Climate Change Conferences (from Cancun 2010
~COP 16 to the current COP 23 in Bonn, 2017. The UNCCCis an international meeting of political leaders and
activists to discuss environmental issues, especially the climate.
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environment (SDG 6,13,14,15); they are also a human dignity narrative that leaves no

one behind.

The UN Secretary General's formulation of the relationship between the protection of the
environment and human dignity (or development) affirms not only the physical inter-
relatedness of humanity with its physical environment (nature); it also affirms the inter-
dependence of their destinies, their lot and their wellbeing. But the descriptions of the
nature of the inter-relatedness and inter-dependence of man on his environment has not

enjoyed unanimity and agreement. in the various efforts to describe it.

Some centers of Higher Education, influenced by an evolutionary sense of development,
have described the relations between the human person and his environment as the
"survival of the fittest". Others describe the relationship between the human person and
his environment in terms of a human ecology, which studies the human dimensions of
ecological /environmental problems. Normally, this takes the form of an inter-
disciplinary pursuit, that studies how the human person and his environment mutually
affect each other.’ But, there are also studies that present the presence of the human
species as a (potential) menace to the environment. Related to this position is the

presentation of the limits of the earth's resources, as an issue of human Ecology.®

s Accordingly, Margaret Bobolz and Suzanne Sontag (Sourcebook of Family Theory and Methods, A contextual
Approach, ed. P.G. Boss et alii, N.Y, 1993, pg. 419-450) have described a Human Ecology theory, which focuses on
humans as biological organisms and social beings in interaction with their environment; and in this theory, the
family is considered to have a determining role ("an energy transformation system that is interdependent with its
natural physical-biological, human-built, and social-cultural milieu", according to the authors). On the role of the
family in Human Development, cf. also Urie Bronfenbrenner, "Ecology of the Family as a context for Human
Development: Research Perspectives”, in: Developmental Psychology, 1986, vol.22, #6, 723-742. James Garbarino
and Deborah Sherman, "High-Risk Neighborhoods and High-Risk Families: The Human Ecology of Child
Maltreatment", in: Child Development, 1980, vol.51 #1, 188-198. Cf. also, Robert Foley's "What is Human Ecology",
in: Another Unique Species, Longman 1987, pg. 12.

6 As the author indicates, this was the tenor of the works of Paul Ehrlich and Anne Ehrlich (The Population Bomb,
1968; Population, Resources, Environment. Issues in Human Ecology, San Francisco 1970; The Population Explosion,
1991). The Ehrlichs' human demographic threat to the environment, was taken up in 1970 by an MIT team of 17
researchers. The fruit of the study was entitled, The Limits to Growth. It studied "the limits of our world system
and their constraints on human growth and activity". This study was presented in Rio de Janeiro already in 1971,
and then to the "club of Rome", where it was adopted (1972) as the Report of the Club's Project on the
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So, what is man/woman, and what is their place in and their relationship with creation

and their created environment?

Defining the Place of Man in the world as "Creation":

The first strikes and strokes of the Church's understanding about the place of man in
creation, derive from the biblical account of creation in the Book of Genesis (1-3). There,
in the first account of creation (Gen.1-2:4a), created nature, the environment of human
existence, is presented as the work of God's Word and by design. The first instance of
God speaking his Word, was actually at the creation of the world; and it was the creation
of the world as home for humanity. The series of “God said” (N X > 7) did “tear through
the silence of nothingness”’ to produce created reality. God’s word (“and God said: let
there be...”) transformed “chaos” at the dawn of creation into a “cosmos”, an ordered

world system, capable of supporting human life, and suitable to be home for man.

Then, God created man, male and female, in his image and likeness, and fo have
dominion over everything that God has created. Just as man is distinct from the rest of
creation by reason of his creation in the image and likeness of God, so is he also distinct
in his relationship to the rest of creation by his exercise of dominion over it; and the exact
sense of this exercise of dominion over creation is still the subject of vivid exegetical,

theological, economic and social discussions.

In the second account of creation, however, this created and cosmic home, suitable for
man, was described as a "garden planted by God" (Gen.2:8, 15). Here God placed man,
formed out of the dust of the earth and the breath of God. In this second account of

creation, man is more clearly related to created nature by reason of his sharing in its

Predicament of Mankind. The presentation of the Report at Rio de Janeiro (1971) at the beginning of UN's Earth
Summits on the environment is noteworthy!
7 Benedict XVI, Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini, §1.
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substance (dust), but distinct also from it by reason of his bearing within himself the
breath of God. But, when man is introduced into the garden planted by God, he was to till
and keep it. Thus dominion over creation in the first account of creation is replaced in the
second account by tilling and keeping the garden. Though functionally presented, man's

relationship with his garden-home in the second account is clearer to decipher.

The earth was barren and unproductive, because there was no man to till it, according to
the second account; and the formation of man from the dust of the earth to be breathed
into by God to become a living soul, was to have someone to till the earth-garden and to
make it productive. But man was also to keep the earth-garden which was his home; and

how may one understand this keeping function and role of man?

Already, man's task of rilling the earth-garden was expressed by the Hebrew "bd which is
used not only to describe the work man does in the garden-home, but also the worship or
service man (Israel) renders to God in the temple. Man's work in the garden-home
appears to participate in the reverential act of worship that man renders to God, the

creator!

Next, man's duty of keeping the garden-home is expressed by the Hebrew $mr which was
also the verb which was used by Cain to describe his duty towards his brother Abel.
There Cain asked: "Am I my brother's keeper (5mr)"; and a brother should at least care for
the safety, protection and wellbeing of his brother. The use of the same verb (§mr) to
express the charge God gave to man about his garden-home means that man's relationship
to his garden-home, which he/she had to till, was to be guided by great solicitude for the
wellbeing of the garden-home, as if for a brother. Now, this account of creation was
written thousands of years before St. Francis of Assisi; but his way of seeing himself as
standing in kinship ties with the elements of creation is the imagery that the account of

creation evokes.




Thus, man is not the auto-referential centre of creation. In the distinctiveness of his/her
creation in the image and likeness of God, and bearing in himself the breath of God, man

is more a part of an inter-connected and inter-dependent created world!

But not only is man a part of an inter-connected and an inter-dependent creation; man is
also a part of a community: he/she is in communion with others of his/her kind and lives
in a network of relationships, fashioned by the created gifi of procreation. For, when in
Gen. 2, Adam had given names to all created living beings and found none to be of his
kind, God fashioned the woman out of him to be his kind. When later, Adam "knew" his
wife, they engendered a son, propagating their kind. In Cain, their son, the creation of the
human person in the image and likeness of God, is passed on. And when, again, Adam
knew his wife, they engendered another son (Abel), a brother of Cain. Thus, the biblical
account of the origins of the world and the human family presents birth as the source of
the multiplication of the human species. But born from the same womb, brothers/sisters
(adelphoi/adelphai) share the same transmitted nature of having been created in the

image and likeness of God. Brothers (sisters), therefore, are equal in dignity; and every

killing or murder of a human being is a fratricide. The human being is, therefore, not an
individual. He/she is a person, a a relational being. He/she is created to coexist in the
relationship of a family, community, society, as equals in dignity and to pursue their

common good. The human person is created for a life of communion!

Furthermore, in the New Testament, the prologue of the Gospel of John (Jn.1) recalls the
first account of creation by the Word of God in the Book of Genesis, and identifies the
Word of God with Jesus Christ. Thus the Evangelist John writes: “A// things came into
being through him, and without him not one thing came into being” (Jn.1:3; cfr.
1s.45:12.f; Job 38:4; Neh. 9:6 etc.). What has come into being through the Word of God
was “life”; and creation is born of the Word of God which overcomes nothingness and

creates /ife.




Besides, creation in the Prologue of the Gospel of John is not a passing encounter of
God’s Word with the world. John calls the Word of God, "Logos". As the Word of
creation, God's Logos reaches down to man and creation to initiate a dialogue: a dia-
logos. Man and creation are forever engaged in dialogue with God; and man is a dialogue

partner before God.

This sustained encounter of God's Word with man and his/her world which creation
denotes finds its fullest expression in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. In assuming human
flesh, Jesus Christ has come to share in creation, definitively and eternally binding God to
it. Furthermore, in his work of redemption, Jesus Christ has redeemed creation from the
effects of sin, making it capable of fulfilling its original purpose and destiny, of being
truly a home for the human family and a place where God dwells among men, as a sign of
and in anticipation (prefiguration) of the Kingdom of God. In Jesus Christ, as St. Paul
testifies, "Grace has abounded all the more, where sin once increased. (cf. Rom 5:20).
Thus, the world, as God's creation, is not only designed to be the home of man. It is also
an instance of created and redeemed goodness, that witnesses to the Creator's goodness;

for everything God created was "good", indeed, "very good" (Gen. 1).

Thus human ecology is not just the interplay or interaction of man with his/her

environment..It is rather the created conditions of goodness, order, justice, love,
brotherhood, solidarity and piety, which make human life flourish as God's creation. It is
the unification of humanity with the Christian ideal of a single human family of peoples

in solidarity and fraternity.®

Let us unpack this further:

Ecology starts with three letters “eco” from the Greek oikos, which means “home or

household”; and then adds logos, which is “discourse, meaning, sense.” So ecology is

8 Cf. Populorum progressio, §19, 34. The challenges to this vision of human life are lay (laicization) and liberal
relativistic and technocratic mental postures and expressions.
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meaningful talk about our home; and its usual application is to our home the earth.” Being
“a wondrous work of the Creator,” the natural environment contains “a ‘grammar’ which
sets forth ends and criteria for its wise use, not its reckless exploitation” (Benedict XVI,

Civ 48).

Accordingly, the notion of “ecology” enjoins responsibility. We understand the natural
world as our home because we understand what it means to have a home for our family.
So we also understand that our family is responsible for the family home — so the human

family is responsible for the planetary home and, indeed, all creation.

Economy starts with oikos again and adds nomos, “rule” or “law”. What are the rules that
make our family’s home or household viable and genuinely human? By extension, it is

about rules and laws that make all of humanity’s home work properly?

The two words beginning with oikos imply how we should dwell and behave here on our
planet — we are members of one household, which is common to all; and the whole idea

and experience of economy requires justice.

The ethical or moral import of ecology and economy for the family is undeniable. We
recognize that, in our days, the family can easily suffer a two-fold vulnerability from the
viewpoint of the economy (insufficient salary, joblessness, insecurity, trafficking and
slavery — briefly, the lack of decent work) and from the viewpoint of ecology
(insufficient access to water, hunger and malnutrition, precarious housing, wasted lands

or fisheries — briefly, environmental degradation and the throw-away culture).

On the other hand, the family is at the origins of the most basic positive or constructive

attitudes and habits. The experience of parental love nourishes appreciation for Divine

° Indeed, the modern term “ecology” was introduced by the biologist Ernest Hackel in 1869. It
designates the scientific study of living beings in relationship with their surroundings.
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Providence. A good family life is suffused with gratitude. Families can learn not to waste
and, on the contrary, to share in a spirit of gratuity, generosity. Families can also learn to
live in greater austerity both out of choice and out of necessity. Many families already

know these things.

Finally and very importantly, it is first in the family that we learn to share and to face
challenges straight-on, together, with courage and with creativity. Good families do not
allow themselves to decline into victimhood; instead, they rally their gifts, talents and
resources and — often joining with others, with relatives or neighbours or friends —
confront whatever threatens or undermines their human dignity and their integral

development. And this “whatever” includes various forms of environmental degradation.

If all of these are attributes of the human person and its life in communion in a family,
then the conditions which make these attributes possible constitute Auman ecology: the
environment that favours and promotes these. It is a real human dignity programme, a
morality programme, and the Magisterium of the Church has not failed in her own ways:

in the Writings and Addresses of Popes, to teach it, as the following study shows. !

Let us see how the Magisterium of the Church presents it:
4+ Pope Paul VI:.
E un problema molto concreto e molto pratico: come mantenerci cristiani, abitati
dall’interiore presenza dello Spirito, in mezzo al nostro mondo, quasi del tutto laicizzato,
e reso oggi tanto aggressivo da ogni forma di paganesimo tentatore, e, come ora si dice,
permissivo, che permette cio¢ le pit riprovevoli aberrazioni morali? Come immunizzarci
dai troppi contagi dell’ambiente in cui si vive? Si parla oggi di ecologia, cio¢ di igiene e
di purificazione dell’ambiente naturale fisico; molto bene. Perché non parlare anche, € a
maggior ragione, dell’onesta, della dignita morale dell’ambiente umano? Facciamo voti

che anche I'ecologia morale preoccupi quanti hanno a cuore e hanno responsabilita del




pubblico bene. Ma intanto, noi credenti, desiderosi di coerenza, badiamo a difendere i

cuori dall'inquinamento ambientale, (Angelus, 18/04/1971)

Pope John Paul II:

--1989: The publication of CDF Donum vitae on the ethical consideration of life
from conception to death, and the central issue of abortion.

--Visit to South Italy: addressing Farmers, Pope asks jhow tom recomcile
developmemnt with hu,man ecology, namely, th4e quality of life.

--1990: World Day of Peace Message..... about ecology, but environmental
degredation, questionable use of technology. Ecological crisis is a moral problem,
for it is a threat to human life and its dignity. The causes of ecological crisis
reflects s vitiated vision of the human person and life, including the various
attempts to manipulate life at its beginning.

—- 1991 and the [pubslication of Centesimus Annus: Besides the irrational
destruction of our natural environment, there is the still; worse desatruction of our
human environment, which is sdadly not recognized.

- Contrasts interest in safeguarding animal species for their ocntribution to eco-
system, but not about the moral conditions of authentic human ecology: ie. man as
creature of God, endowed with natural character to be respected.

-Urabization and social ecology and their concern for human life.

-Family life is the sanctuary of life.

-Introduces the concepts of culture of life and culture of death!

—- Thus at the UN in 1995, JP II talsk about a universal moral logique, a common
grammar which allows people to dialogue about life issues. There is a moral law
wirtten on the hearts of all which provides a comprehensible language for
discussing challenges to human life and its future.

-- 1995 Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae takes us issues of bioethics and the
cultures of life & death. Issues are repeatedly taken up in GMP Messages of
2000 & 2005. Cfr. JPII's Theology of the Body!
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2005 Compendium of Social Doctrrine of the Church, rfecalls Centesimus Annus'
reference to the Family as the fundamental sturcture for human ecology, because
of the climate of natural affection and love which binds members together.

Pope Benedict XVI:

Pope Benedict mainstreams the use of human ecology in homilies, addresses
(including tor diplomats). But the distinctive place for Benedict's presentation and
use of human ecology is in Encyclical Letter, Caritas in veritate.

-- 27 April, 2006 Message to Pont. Academy of Sciences : Many children are
growing up in a society that neglects God and the digntiy of man, created in thre
image of God. Globalized world exposes people to a matariastic view of the
world, the universe and its sense of development..... in opposition to the a human
beings naturally open to the trasncendence.

-- 2007 GMP Message, besides natural ecology, there is an ecology we may call
huiman, and this requires also a social ecology.

-- Theory of Gender, theory of return to the origtins,

Pope Francis:
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