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Human beings too are creatures of this world, enjoying 
a right to life and happiness, and endowed with

 unique dignity.  So we cannot fail to consider  the effects 
on people’s lives of environmental deterioration, 

current models of development and the throwaway culture.
                                    -Pope Francis “Care for our CommonHome”



Pope Francis’ encyclical titled “ON CARE FOR 
OUR COMMON HOME”  is a marvelous document 
that challenges society to recognize the relation-
ship between the environment and the quality of 
human life. 

Yes, the Pope speaks of global warming but 
unfortunately this is the only item that many crit-
ics have wailed and moaned about. The Pope is 
mainly concerned with the quality of life in our 
world and especially how we treat the environ-
ment affects the poor. 

Throughout the document the Pope asks for “dia-
logue”. Basically he is saying “let’s talk”!
Let’s come up with solutions for preserving our 
“home”. Let’s be honest and look at how the poor 
suffer the most with the erosion of the 
environment...”Our common home”.

When reading the document it is important that a 
reader understand that the Pope has a global 
view of “our home”  He is not just looking at the 
United States. He sees the poverty throughout the 
world and understands that many of the poor are 
suffering because of greed and profit.

The document is long so we are not able to print 
the  entire piece here in IN A WORD.  However, 
there are a couple of sections that we would like 
to highlight in this issue. Other sections should be 
read as well and we would recommend that 
churches and discussion groups take a section at 
a time and mull over its contents. Dialogue on the 
contents  is what the Pope asks of us and it is 
good that we do so.

The following sections of the Pope’s document 
we feel will give a good feel for the Pope’s envi-
ronmental concerns. 
 

IV. DECLINE IN THE QUALITY OF HUMAN LIFE 
AND THE BREAKDOWN OF SOCIETY

43. Human beings too are creatures of this 
world, enjoying a right to life and happiness, and 
endowed with unique dignity. So we cannot fail 
to consider the effects on people’s lives of envi-
ronmental deterioration, current models of 
development and the throwaway culture.

44. Nowadays, for example, we are conscious of 
the disproportionate and unruly growth of many cit-
ies, which have become unhealthy to live in, not 
only because of pollution caused by toxic emis-
sions but also as a result of urban chaos, poor 
transportation, and visual pollution and noise.

Many cities are huge, inefficient structures, exces-
sively wasteful of energy and water.
Neighbourhoods, even those recently built, are 
congested, chaotic and lacking in sufficient green 
space. We were not meant to be inundated by 
cement, asphalt, glass and metal, and deprived of 
physical contact with nature.

45. In some places, rural and urban alike, the priva-
tization of certain spaces has restricted
people’s access to places of particular beauty. In 
others, “ecological” neighbourhoods have been 
created which are closed to outsiders in order to 
ensure an artificial tranquillity. Frequently, we find 
beautiful and carefully manicured green spaces in 
so-called “safer” areas of cities, but not in the more 
hidden areas where the disposable of society live.

46. The social dimensions of global change include 
the effects of technological innovations on employ-
ment, social exclusion, an inequitable distribution 
and consumption of energy and other services, 
social breakdown, increased violence and a rise in 
new forms of social aggression, drug trafficking, 
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growing drug use by young people, and the loss of 
identity. These are signs that the growth of the past 
two centuries has not always led to an integral 
development and an improvement in the quality of 
life. Some of these signs are also symptomatic of 
real social decline, the silent rupture of the bonds of 
integration and social cohesion.

47. Furthermore, when media and the digital world 
become omnipresent, their influence can stop peo-
ple from learning how to live wisely, to think deeply 
and to love generously. In this context, the great 
sages of the past run the risk of going unheard 
amid the noise and distractions of an information 
overload. Efforts need to be made to help these 
media become sources of new cultural progress for 
humanity and not a threat to our deepest riches. 
True wisdom, as the fruit of self-examination, dia-
logue 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 communica-
tion 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.

Today’s media do enable us to communicate 
and to share our knowledge and affections. 
Yet at times they also shield us from direct 
contact with the pain, the fears and the joys 
of others and the complexity of their person-
al experiences. For this reason, we should be 
concerned that, alongside the exciting possibil-
ities offered by these media, a deep and melan-
cholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal rela-
tions, or a harmful sense of isolation, can also 
arise.

V. GLOBAL INEQUALITY

48. 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 deteriora-
tion 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”.
[26] 

For example, the depletion of fishing reserves 
especially hurts small fishing communities with-
out the means to replace those resources; 
water pollution particularly affects the poor who 



cannot buy bottled water; and rises in the sea level 
mainly affect impoverished coastal populations 
who have nowhere else to go. The impact of pres-
ent imbalances is also seen in the premature death 
of many of the poor, in conflicts sparked by the 
shortage of resources, and in any number of other 
problems which are insufficiently represented on 
global agendas.[27]

49. It needs to be said that, generally speaking, 
there is little in the way of clear awareness of prob-
lems which especially affect the excluded. Yet they 
are the majority of the planet’s population, billions 
of people. These days, they are mentioned in inter-
national political and economic discussions, but 
one often has the impression that their problems 
are brought up as an afterthought, a question 
which gets added almost out of duty or in a tan-
gential way, if not treated merely as collateral dam-
age. Indeed, when all is said and done, they fre-
quently remain at the bottom of the pile. This is due 
partly to the fact that many professionals, opinion 
makers, communications media and centres of 
power, being located in affluent urban areas, are 

far removed from 
the poor, with lit-
tle direct contact 
with their prob-
lems. They live 
and reason from 
the comfortable 
position of a high 
level of develop-
ment and a qual-
ity of life well 
beyond the 
reach of
the majority of 
the world’s pop-
ulation. 

This lack of physical contact and encounter, 
encouraged at times by the disintegration of 
our cities, can lead to a numbing of conscience 
and to tendentious analyses which neglect 
parts of reality. At times this attitude exists side 
by side with a “green” rhetoric. Today, however, 
we have to realize that a true ecological 
approach always becomes a social approach; it 
must integrate questions of justice in debates 
on the environment, so as to hear both the cry 
of the earth and the cry of the poor.

50. 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 “repro-
ductive health”. Yet “while it is true that an unequal 
distribution of the population and of available 
resources creates obstacles to development and a 
sustainable use of the environment, it must none-
theless be recognized that demographic growth is 
fully compatible with an integral and shared devel-
opment”.[28] 

To blame population growth instead of extreme 
and selective consumerism on the part of 
some, is one way of refusing to face the issues. 
It is an attempt to legitimize the present model 
of distribution, where a minority believes that it 
has the right to consume in a way which can 
never be universalized, since the planet could 
not even contain the waste products of such 
consumption. Besides, we know that approxi-
mately a third of all food produced is discarded, 
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and “whenever food is thrown out it is as if it were 
stolen from the table of the poor”.[29] 

Still, attention needs to be paid to imbalances in 
population density, on both national and global 
levels, since a rise in consumption would lead to 
complex regional situations, as a result of the inter-
play between problems linked to environmental 
pollution, transport, waste treatment, loss of 
resources and quality of life.

51. Inequity affects not only individuals but entire 
countries; it compels us to consider an ethics of 
international relations. A true “ecological debt” 
exists, particularly between the global north and 
south, connected to commercial imbalances with 
effects on the environment, and the disproportion-
ate use of natural resources by certain countries 
over long periods of time. The export of raw mate-
rials to satisfy markets in the industrialized north 
has caused harm locally, as for example in mercury 
pollution in gold mining or sulphur dioxide pollution 
in copper mining. 

There is a pressing need to calculate the use of 
environmental space throughout the world for 
depositing gas residues which have been accumu-
lating for two centuries and have created a situa-

tion which currently affects all the countries of the 
world. The warming caused by huge consump-
tion on the part of some rich countries has 
repercussions on the poorest areas of the 
world, especially Africa, where a rise in temper-
ature, together with drought, has proved devas-
tating for farming. 

There is also the damage caused by the export of 
solid waste and toxic liquids to developing coun-
tries, and by the pollution produced by companies 
which operate in less developed countries in ways 
they could never do at home, in the countries in 
which they raise their capital: “We note that often 
the businesses which operate this way are multina-
tionals. They do here what they would never do in 
developed countries or the so-called first world. 
Generally, after ceasing their activity and withdraw-
ing, they leave behind great human and environ-
mental liabilities such as unemployment, aban-
doned towns, the depletion of natural reserves, 
deforestation, the impoverishment of agriculture 
and local stock breeding, open pits, riven hills, pol-
luted rivers and a handful of social works which are 
no longer sustainable”.[30]

ON CARE FOR OUR 
COMMON HOME      
is a very readable 
document. The 
information we placed 
on previous pages is 
just a part of the 
treasures in the 
document. 

Yes, it is a long document but it is best discussed in 
group settings. The National Catholic Reporter has 
available an 8 page study guide for such discussions. 
Written by Jesuit Father Thomas Reese we strongly 
recommend that this is the ideal tool for group 
discussions. 
To download the study guide go to :
 http://www.ncronline.org
To view entire encyclical go to :
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