CHAPTER FIVE LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION

163. 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. 47

1. DIALOGUE ON THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

164. Beginning in the middle of the last century and overcoming many difficulties, there has been
a growing conviction that our planet is a homeland and that humanity is one people living in a
common home. An interdependent world not only makes us more conscious of the negative
effects of certain lifestyles and models of production and consumption which affect us all; more
importantly, it motivates us to ensure that solutions are proposed from a global perspective, and
not simply to defend the interests of a few countries. 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. Such a consensus could lead, for example, to planning a sustainable and diversified
agriculture, developing renewable and less polluting forms of energy, encouraging a more
efficient use of energy, promoting a better management of marine and forest resources, and
ensuring universal access to drinking water.

165. We know that technology based on the use of highly polluting fossil fuels — especially coal,
but also oil and, to a lesser degree, gas — needs to be progressively replaced without delay. Until
greater progress is made in developing widely accessible sources of renewable energy, it is
legitimate to choose the less harmful alternative or to find short-term solutions. But the
international community has still not reached adequate agreements about the responsibility for
paying the costs of this energy transition. In recent decades, environmental issues have given rise
to considerable public debate and have elicited a variety of committed and generous civic
responses. Politics and business have been slow to react in a way commensurate with the
urgency of the challenges facing our world. Although the post-industrial period may well be
remembered as one of the most irresponsible in history, nonetheless there is reason to hope that
humanity at the dawn of the twenty-first century will be remembered for having generously
shouldered its grave responsibilities.

166. Worldwide, the ecological movement has made significant advances, thanks also to the
efforts of many organizations of civil society. It is impossible here to mention them all, or to
review the history of their contributions. But thanks to their efforts, environmental questions
have increasingly found a place on public agendas and encouraged more far-sighted approaches.
This notwithstanding, recent World Summits on the environment have not lived up to
expectations because, due to lack of political will, they were unable to reach truly meaningful and
effective global agreements on the environment.

167. The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro is worth mentioning. It proclaimed that “human
beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development”.[126] Echoing the 1972
Stockholm Declaration, it enshrined international cooperation to care for the ecosystem of the
entire earth, the obligation of those who cause pollution to assume its costs, and the duty to



assess the environmental impact of given projects and works. It set the goal of limiting
greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere, in an effort to reverse the trend of global
warming. It also drew up an agenda with an action plan and a convention on biodiversity, and
stated principles regarding forests. Although the summit was a real step forward, and prophetic
for its time, its accords have been pootly implemented, due to the lack of suitable mechanisms
for oversight, periodic review and penalties in cases of non-compliance. The principles which it
proclaimed still await an efficient and flexible means of practical implementation.

168. Among positive experiences in this regard, we might mention, for example, the Basel
Convention on hazardous wastes, with its system of reporting, standards and controls. There is
also the binding Convention on international trade in endangered species of wild fauna and flora,
which includes on-site visits for verifying effective compliance. Thanks to the Vienna
Convention for the protection of the ozone layer and its implementation through the Montreal
Protocol and amendments, the problem of the layer’s thinning seems to have entered a phase of
resolution.

169. As far as the protection of biodiversity and issues related to desertification are concerned,
progress has been far less significant. With regard to climate change, the advances have been
regrettably few. Reducing greenhouse gases requires honesty, courage and responsibility, above
all on the part of those countries which are more powerful and pollute the most. The
Conference of the United Nations on Sustainable Development, “Rio+20” (Rio de Janeiro
2012), issued a wideranging but ineffectual outcome document. International negotiations cannot
make significant progress due to positions taken by countries which place their national interests
above the global common good. Those who will have to suffer the consequences of what we are
trying to hide will not forget this failure of conscience and responsibility. Even as this Encyclical
was being prepared, the debate was intensifying. We believers cannot fail to ask God for a
positive outcome to the present discussions, so that future generations will not have to suffer the
effects of our ill-advised delays.

170. Some strategies for lowering pollutant gas emissions call for the internationalization of
environmental costs, which would risk imposing on countries with fewer resources burdensome
commitments to reducing emissions comparable to those of the more industrialized countries.
Imposing such measures penalizes those countries most in need of development. A further
injustice is perpetrated under the guise of protecting the environment. Here also, the poor end
up paying the price. Furthermore, since the effects of climate change will be felt for a long time
to come, even if stringent measures are taken now, some countries with scarce resources will
require assistance in adapting to the effects already being produced, which affect their
economies. In this context, there is a need for common and differentiated responsibilities. As the
bishops of Bolivia have stated, “the countries which have benefited from a high degree of
industrialization, at the cost of enormous emissions of greenhouse gases, have a greater
responsibility for providing a solution to the problems they have caused”.[127]

171. The strategy of buying and selling “carbon credits” can lead to a new form of speculation
which would not help reduce the emission of polluting gases worldwide. This system seems to
provide a quick and easy solution under the guise of a certain commitment to the environment,
but in no way does it allow for the radical change which present circumstances require. Rather, it
may simply become a ploy which permits maintaining the excessive consumption of some
countries and sectors.



172. For poor countries, the priorities must be to eliminate extreme poverty and to promote the
social development of their people. At the same time, they need to acknowledge the scandalous
level of consumption in some privileged sectors of their population and to combat corruption
more effectively. They are likewise bound to develop less polluting forms of energy production,
but to do so they require the help of countries which have experienced great growth at the cost
of the ongoing pollution of the planet. Taking advantage of abundant solar energy will require
the establishment of mechanisms and subsidies which allow developing countries access to
technology transfer, technical assistance and financial resources, but in a way which respects their
concrete situations, since “the compatibility of [infrastructures| with the context for which they
have been designed is not always adequately assessed”.[128] The costs of this would be low,
compared to the risks of climate change. In any event, these are primarily ethical decisions,
rooted in solidarity between all peoples.

173. Enforceable international agreements are urgently needed, since local authorities are not
always capable of effective intervention. Relations between states must be respectful of each
othet’s sovereignty, but must also lay down mutually agreed means of averting regional disasters
which would eventually affect everyone. Global regulatory norms are needed to impose
obligations and prevent unacceptable actions, for example, when powerful companies or
countries dump contaminated waste or offshore polluting industries in other countries.

174. Let us also mention the system of governance of the oceans. International and regional
conventions do exist, but fragmentation and the lack of strict mechanisms of regulation, control
and penalization end up undermining these efforts. The growing problem of marine waste and
the protection of the open seas represent particular challenges. What is needed, in effect, is an
agreement on systems of governance for the whole range of so-called “global commons”.

175. The same mindset which stands in the way of making radical decisions to reverse the trend
of global warming also stands in the way of achieving the goal of eliminating poverty. A more
responsible overall approach is needed to deal with both problems: the reduction of pollution
and the development of poorer countries and regions. The twenty-first century, while
maintaining systems of governance inherited from the past, is witnessing a weakening of the
power of nation states, chiefly because the economic and financial sectors, being transnational,
tends to prevail over the political. Given this situation, it is essential to devise stronger and more
efficiently organized international institutions, with functionaries who are appointed fairly by
agreement 50 among national governments, and empowered to impose sanctions. As Benedict
XVTI has affirmed in continuity with the social teaching of the Church: “To manage the global
economy; to revive economies hit by the crisis; to avoid any deterioration of the present crisis
and the greater imbalances that would result; to bring about integral and timely disarmament,
food security and peace; to guarantee the protection of the environment and to regulate
migration: for all this, there is urgent need of a true world political authority, as my predecessor
Blessed John XXIII indicated some years ago”.[129] Diplomacy also takes on new importance in
the work of developing international strategies which can anticipate serious problems affecting
us all.

1I. DIALOGUE FOR NEW NATIONAL AND LOCAL POLICIES

176. There are not just winners and losers among countries, but within poorer countries
themselves. Hence different responsibilities need to be identified. Questions related to the
environment and economic development can no longer be approached only from the standpoint



of differences between countries; they also call for greater attention to policies on the national
and local levels.

177. Given the real potential for a misuse of human abilities, individual states can no longer
ignore their responsibility for planning, coordination, oversight and enforcement within their
respective borders. How can a society plan and protect its future amid constantly developing
technological innovations? One authoritative source of oversight and coordination is the law,
which lays down rules for admissible conduct in the light of the common good. The limits which
a healthy, mature and sovereign society must impose are those related to foresight and security,
regulatory norms, timely enforcement, the elimination of corruption, effective responses to
undesired side-effects of production processes, and appropriate intervention where potential or
uncertain risks are involved. There is a growing jurisprudence dealing with the reduction of
pollution by business activities. But political and institutional frameworks do not exist simply to
avold bad practice, but also to promote best practice, to stimulate creativity in seeking new
solutions and to encourage individual or group initiatives.

178. A politics concerned with immediate results, supported by consumerist sectors of the
population, is driven to produce short-term growth. In response to electoral interests,
governments are reluctant to upset the public with measures which could affect the level of
consumption or create risks for foreign investment. The myopia of power politics delays the
inclusion of a farsighted environmental agenda within the overall agenda of governments. Thus
we forget that “time is greater than space”,[130] that we are always more effective when we
generate processes rather than holding on to positions of power. True statecraft is manifest
when, in difficult times, we uphold high principles and think of the long-term common good.
Political powers do not find it easy to assume this duty in the work of nation-building.

179. In some places, cooperatives are being developed to exploit renewable sources of
energy which ensure local self-sufficiency and even the sale of surplus energy. This
simple example shows that, while the existing world order proves powetless to assume
its responsibilities, local individuals and groups can make a real difference. They are
able to instil a greater sense of responsibility, a strong sense of community, a readiness
to protect others, a spirit of creativity and a deep love for the land. They are also
concerned about what they will eventually leave to their children and grandchildren.
These values are deeply rooted in indigenous peoples. Because the enforcement of laws
is at times inadequate due to corruption, public pressure has to be exerted in order to
bring about decisive political action. Society, through non-governmental organizations
and intermediate groups, must put pressure on governments to develop more rigorous
regulations, procedures and controls. Unless citizens control political power — national,
regional and municipal — it will not be possible to control damage to the environment.
Local legislation can be more effective, too, if agreements exist between neighbouring
communities to support the same environmental policies.

180. There are no uniform recipes, because each country or region has its own problems and
limitations. It is also true that political realism may call for transitional measures and
technologies, so long as these are accompanied by the gradual framing and acceptance of binding
commitments. At the same time, on the national and local levels, much still needs to be done,
such as promoting ways of conserving energy. These would include favouring forms of industrial
production with maximum energy efficiency and diminished use of raw materials, removing
from the market products which are less energy efficient or more polluting, improving transport



systems, and encouraging the construction and repair of buildings aimed at reducing their energy
consumption and levels of pollution. Political activity on the local level could also be directed to
modifying consumption, developing an economy of waste disposal and recycling, protecting
certain species and planning a diversified agriculture and the rotation of crops. Agriculture in
poorer regions can be improved through investment in rural infrastructures, a better
organization of local or national markets, systems of irrigation, and the development of
techniques of sustainable agriculture. New forms of cooperation and community organization
can be encouraged in order to defend the interests of small producers and preserve local
ecosystems from destruction. Truly, much can be done!

181. Here, continuity is essential, because policies related to climate change and environmental
protection cannot be altered with every change of government. Results take time and demand
immediate outlays which may not produce tangible effects within any one government’s term.
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. A healthy politics is sorely needed, capable of reforming and coordinating
institutions, promoting best practices and overcoming undue pressure and bureaucratic inertia. It
should be added, though, that even the best mechanisms can break down when there are no
worthy goals and values, or a genuine and profound humanism to serve as the basis of a noble
and generous society.

III. DIALOGUE AND TRANSPARENCY IN DECISION-MAKING

182. An assessment of the environmental impact of business ventures and projects demands
transparent political processes involving a free exchange of views. On the other hand, the forms
of corruption which conceal the actual environmental impact of a given project, in exchange for

favours, usually produce specious agreements which fail to inform adequately and to allow for
full debate.

183. Environmental impact assessment should not come after the drawing up of a business
proposition or the proposal of a particular policy, plan or programme. It should be part of the
process from the beginning, and be carried out in a way which is interdisciplinary, transparent
and free of all economic or political pressure. It should be linked to a study of working
conditions and possible effects on people’s physical and mental health, on the local economy and
on public safety. Economic returns can thus be forecast more realistically, taking into account
potential scenarios and the eventual need for further investment to correct possible undesired
effects. A consensus should always be reached between the different stakeholders, who can offer
a variety of approaches, solutions and alternatives. The local population should have a special
place at the table; they are concerned about their own future and that of their children, and can
consider goals transcending immediate economic interest. We need to stop thinking in terms of
“interventions” to save the environment in favour of policies developed and debated by all
interested parties. The participation of the latter also entails being fully informed about such
projects and their different risks and possibilities; this includes not just preliminary decisions but
also various follow-up activities and continued monitoring. Honesty and truth are needed in
scientific and political discussions; these should not be limited to the issue of whether or not a
particular project is permitted by law.



184. In the face of possible risks to the environment which may affect the common good now
and in the future, decisions must be made “based on a comparison of the risks and benefits
foreseen for the various possible alternatives™.[131] This is especially the case when a project
may lead to a greater use of natural resources, higher levels of emission or discharge, an increase
of refuse, or significant changes to the landscape, the habitats of protected species or public
spaces. Some projects, if insufficiently studied, can profoundly affect the quality of life of an area
due to very different factors such as unforeseen noise pollution, the shrinking of visual horizons,
the loss of cultural values, or the effects of nuclear energy use. The culture of consumerism,
which prioritizes short-term gain and private interest, can make it easy to rubber-stamp
authorizations or to conceal information. 53

185. In any discussion about a proposed venture, a number of questions need to be asked in
order to discern whether or not it will contribute to genuine integral development. What will it
accomplish? Why? Where? When? How? For whom? What are the risks? What are the costs?
Who will pay those costs and how? In this discernment, some questions must have higher
priority. For example, we know that water is a scarce and indispensable resource and a
fundamental right which conditions the exercise of other human rights. This indisputable fact
overrides any other assessment of environmental impact on a region.

186. The Rio Declaration of 1992 states that ““where there are threats of serious or irreversible
damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a pretext for postponing cost-
effective measures”’[132] which prevent environmental degradation. This precautionary principle
makes it possible to protect those who are most vulnerable and whose ability to defend their
interests and to assemble incontrovertible evidence is limited. If objective information suggests
that serious and irreversible damage may result, a project should be halted or modified, even in
the absence of indisputable proof. Here the burden of proof is effectively reversed, since in such
cases objective and conclusive demonstrations will have to be brought forward to demonstrate
that the proposed activity will not cause serious harm to the environment or to those who
inhabit it.

187. This does not mean being opposed to any technological innovations which can bring about
an improvement in the quality of life. But it does mean that profit cannot be the sole criterion to
be taken into account, and that, when significant new information comes to light, a reassessment
should be made, with the involvement of all interested parties. The outcome may be a decision
not to proceed with a given project, to modify it or to consider alternative proposals.

188. There are certain environmental issues where it is not easy to achieve a broad consensus.
Here I would state once more that the Church does not presume to settle scientific questions or
to replace politics. But I am concerned to encourage an honest and open debate so that
particular interests or ideologies will not prejudice the common good.

IV. POLITICS AND ECONOMY IN DIALOGUE FOR HUMAN FULFILMENT

189. Politics must not be subject to the economy, nor should the economy be subject to the
dictates of an efficiency-driven paradigm of technocracy. Today, in view of the common good,
there is urgent need for politics and economics to enter into a frank dialogue in the service of
life, especially human life. Saving banks at any cost, making the public pay the price, foregoing a
firm commitment to reviewing and reforming the entire system, only reaffirms the absolute
power of a financial system, a power which has no future and will only give rise to new crises
after a slow, costly and only apparent recovery. The financial crisis of 2007-08 provided an



opportunity to develop a new economy, more attentive to ethical principles, and new ways of
regulating speculative financial practices and virtual wealth. But the response to the crisis did not
include rethinking the outdated criteria which continue to rule the world. Production is not
always rational, 54 and is usually tied to economic variables which assign to products a value that
does not necessarily correspond to their real worth. This frequently leads to an overproduction
of some commodities, with unnecessary impact on the environment and with negative results on
regional economies.[133] The financial bubble also tends to be a productive bubble. The
problem of the real economy is not confronted with vigour, yet it is the real economy which
makes diversification and improvement in production possible, helps companies to function
well, and enables small and medium businesses to develop and create employment.

190. Here too, it should always be kept in mind that “environmental protection cannot be
assured solely on the basis of financial calculations of costs and benefits. The environment is one
of those goods that cannot be adequately safeguarded or promoted by market forces”.[134]
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. Moreover, biodiversity is considered at most a deposit of economic resources
available for exploitation, with no serious thought for the real value of things, their significance
for persons and cultures, or the concerns and needs of the poor.

191. Whenever these questions are raised, some react by accusing others of irrationally
attempting to stand in the way of progress and human development. But we need to grow in the
conviction that a decrease in the pace of production and consumption can at times give rise to
another form of progress and development. Efforts to promote a sustainable use of natural
resources are not a waste of money, but rather an investment capable of providing other
economic benefits in the medium term. If we look at the larger picture, we can see that more
diversified and innovative forms of production which impact less on the environment can prove
very profitable. It is a matter of openness to different possibilities which do not involve stifling
human creativity and its ideals of progress, but rather directing that energy along new channels.

192. For example, a path of productive development, which is more creative and better directed,
could correct the present disparity between excessive technological investment in consumption
and insufficient investment in resolving urgent problems facing the human family. It could
generate intelligent and profitable ways of reusing, revamping and recycling, and it could also
improve the energy efficiency of cities. Productive diversification offers the fullest possibilities to
human ingenuity to create and innovate, while at the same time protecting the environment and
creating more sources of employment. Such creativity would be a worthy expression of our most
noble human qualities, for we would be striving intelligently, boldly and responsibly to promote a
sustainable and equitable development within the context of a broader concept of quality of life.
On the other hand, to find ever new ways of despoiling nature, purely for the sake of new 55
consumer items and quick profit, would be, in human terms, less worthy and creative, and more
superficial.

193. In any event, if in some cases sustainable development were to involve new forms of
growth, then in other cases, given the insatiable and irresponsible growth produced over many



decades, we need also to think of containing growth by setting some reasonable limits and even
retracing our steps before it is too late. We know how unsustainable is the behaviour of those
who constantly consume and destroy, while others are not yet able to live in a way worthy of
their human dignity. That is why the time has come to accept decreased growth in some parts of
the world, in order to provide resources for other places to experience healthy growth. Benedict
XVTI has said that “technologically advanced societies must be prepared to encourage more sober
lifestyles, while reducing their energy consumption and improving its efficiency”.[135]

194. For new models of progress to arise, there is a need to change “models of global
development”;[130] this will entail a responsible reflection on “the meaning of the economy and
its goals with an eye to correcting its malfunctions and misapplications”.[137] It is not enough to
balance, in the medium term, the protection of nature with financial gain, or the preservation of
the environment with progress. Halfway measures simply delay the inevitable disaster. Put
simply, it is a matter of redefining our notion of progress. A technological and economic
development which does not leave in its wake a better world and an integrally higher quality of
life cannot be considered progress. Frequently, in fact, people’s quality of life actually diminishes
— by the deterioration of the environment, the low quality of food or the depletion of resources
— in the midst of economic growth. In this context, talk of sustainable growth usually becomes a
way of distracting attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the language and values of ecology
into the categories of finance and technocracy, and the social and environmental responsibility of
businesses often gets reduced to a series of marketing and image-enhancing measures.

195. The principle of the maximization of profits, frequently isolated from other considerations,
reflects a misunderstanding of the very concept of the economy. As long as production is
increased, little concern is given to whether it is at the cost of future resources or the health of
the environment; as long as the clearing of a forest increases production, no one calculates the
losses entailed in the desertification of the land, the harm done to biodiversity or the increased
pollution. In a word, businesses profit by calculating and paying only a fraction of the costs
involved. Yet only when “the economic and social costs of using up shared environmental
resources are recognized with transparency and fully borne by those who incur them, not by
other peoples or future generations”,[138] can those actions be considered ethical. An
instrumental way of reasoning, which provides a purely static analysis of realities in the service of
present needs, is at work whether resources are allocated by the market or by state central
planning.

196. What happens with politics? Let us keep in mind the principle of subsidiarity, which grants
freedom to develop the capabilities present at every level of society, while also demanding a 56
greater sense of responsibility for the common good from those who wield greater power.
Today, it is the case that some economic sectors exercise more power than states themselves.
But economics without politics cannot be justified, since this would make it impossible to favour
other ways of handling the various aspects of the present crisis. The mindset which leaves no
room for sincere concern for the environment is the same mindset which lacks concern for the
inclusion of the most vulnerable members of society. For “the current model, with its emphasis
on success and self-reliance, does not appear to favour an investment in efforts to help the slow,
the weak or the less talented to find opportunities in life”.[139]

197. What is needed is a politics which is far-sighted and capable of a new, integral and
interdisciplinary approach to handling the different aspects of the crisis. Often, politics itself is
responsible for the disrepute in which it is held, on account of corruption and the failure to enact



sound public policies. If in a given region the state does not carry out its responsibilities, some
business groups can come forward in the guise of benefactors, wield real power, and consider
themselves exempt from certain rules, to the point of tolerating different forms of organized
crime, human trafficking, the drug trade and violence, all of which become very difficult to
eradicate. If politics shows itself incapable of breaking such a perverse logic, and remains caught
up in inconsequential discussions, we will continue to avoid facing the major problems of
humanity. A strategy for real change calls for rethinking processes in their entirety, for it is not
enough to include a few superficial ecological considerations while failing to question the logic
which underlies present-day culture. A healthy politics needs to be able to take up this challenge.

198. Politics and the economy tend to blame each other when it comes to poverty and
environmental degradation. It is to be hoped that they can acknowledge their own mistakes and
find forms of interaction directed to the common good. While some are concerned only with
financial gain, and others with holding on to or increasing their power, what we are left with are
conflicts or spurious agreements where the last thing either party is concerned about is caring for
the environment and protecting those who are most vulnerable. Here too, we see how true it is
that “unity is greater than conflict”.[140]

V. RELIGIONS IN DIALOGUE WITH SCIENCE

199. It cannot be maintained that empirical science provides a complete explanation of life, the
interplay of all creatures and the whole of reality. This would be to breach the limits imposed by
its own methodology. If we reason only within the confines of the latter, little room would be
left for aesthetic sensibility, poetry, or even reason’s ability to grasp the ultimate meaning and
purpose of things.[141] I would add that “religious classics can prove meaningful in every age;
they have an enduring power to open new horizons... Is it reasonable and enlightened to dismiss
certain writings simply because they arose in the context of religious belief?”’[142] It would be
quite simplistic to think that ethical principles present themselves purely in the abstract, detached
from any context. Nor does the fact that they may be couched in religious language detract from
their 57 value in public debate. The ethical principles capable of being apprehended by reason
can always reappear in different guise and find expression in a variety of languages, including
religious language.

200. Any technical solution which science claims to offer will be powetless to solve the serious
problems of our world if humanity loses its compass, if we lose sight of the great motivations
which make it possible for us to live in harmony, to make sacrifices and to treat others well.
Believers themselves must constantly feel challenged to live in a way consonant with their faith
and not to contradict it by their actions. They need to be encouraged to be ever open to God’s
grace and to draw constantly from their deepest convictions about love, justice and peace. If a
mistaken understanding of our own principles has at times led us to justify mistreating nature, to
exercise tyranny over creation, to engage in war, injustice and acts of violence, we believers
should acknowledge that by so doing we were not faithful to the treasures of wisdom which we
have been called to protect and preserve. Cultural limitations in different eras often affected the
perception of these ethical and spiritual treasures, yet by constantly returning to their sources,
religions will be better equipped to respond to today’s needs.

201. The majority of people living on our planet profess to be believers. This should spur
religions to dialogue among themselves for the sake of protecting nature, defending the poor,
and building networks of respect and fraternity. Dialogue among the various sciences is likewise
needed, since each can tend to become enclosed in its own language, while specialization leads to



a certain isolation and the absolutization of its own field of knowledge. This prevents us from
confronting environmental problems effectively. An open and respectful dialogue is also needed
between the various ecological movements, among which ideological conflicts are not
infrequently encountered. The gravity of the ecological crisis demands that we all look to the
common good, embarking on a path of dialogue which demands patience, self-discipline and
generosity, always keeping in mind that “realities are greater than ideas.”



