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HUMANIZING ECOLOGY 

 

Thank you all for coming – Creatio very 

kindly invited me here to speak today on 

behalf of my father, Stratford Caldecott, 

who couldn’t travel because he has 

advanced cancer. We have written this 

talk together, to reflect both of our 

personal interests and concern about our 

faith and our environment – the concern 

of two generations for the world we will 

hand on to the next. 

 

Through the pontificates of John Paul II, 

Benedict XVI, and Francis, ecology has 

become an important part of Catholic 

social teaching. In 2011, Pope Benedict 

said, "The importance of ecology is no 

longer disputed. We must listen to the 

language of nature and we must answer 

accordingly.” In his inaugural Mass, Pope 

Francis asked us to become “'protectors' 

of creation, protectors of God’s plan 

inscribed in nature, protectors of one 

another and of the environment." We have 

been reminded over and over again that, 

as Pope Francis also said in a Tweet on 5 

June: “Care of creation is not just 

something God spoke of at the dawn of 

history: he entrusts it to each of us as part 

of his plan.” 

 

What we want to do in this talk is reflect 

on the “plan” that the Pope speaks of. In 

particular, we want to show how ecology 

is part of a much wider plan that includes 

something you may not think at first was 

related to ecology at all – namely the 

Theology of the Body. But in fact, the 

Church’s teaching on the environment 

and on the human body, on cherishing the 

natural world and cherishing our human 

nature, belong together. They cannot be 

separated. 

 

Of course, in some ways the natural 

environment is easier to talk about. Our 

generation is at last waking up to the 

beauty, the richness and diversity, the 

fragile complexity, of the environment on 

which our lives and societies depend. We 

are waking up to it because it is 

evaporating in front of our eyes. Philip 

Larkin’s poem, ‘Going, Going’, sums it 

up in a very moving way. “I thought it 

would last my time - / The sense that, 

beyond the town, / There would always be 

fields and farms, / Where the village louts 

could climb / Such trees as were not cut 

down…” he begins, going on to say that 

now he is not so sure: “For the first time I 

feel somehow / That it isn’t going to last”. 

Suddenly all of these changes seem “To 
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be happening so very fast”.--- Another of 

my favourite poets, Joni Mitchell, in her 

song “Big Yellow Taxi”, says something 

similar. You don’t know what you’ve got 

till it’s gone! 

 

My uncle has been working as a 

conservation biologist all over the world 

for more than 30 years. During that time, 

he has seen so many landscapes 

devastated and so much of the world 

depleted and degraded that he finds it hard 

not to be depressed. He tells me that 

around 70% of the millions of land-based 

species on the planet used to live in areas 

that were particularly supportive of life 

(rainforests, for example). These areas 

amounted to about 16% of the earth’s land 

surface. But since 1950, around 86% of 

that rich habitat has already been 

destroyed, mostly by human farming and 

industry. You can imagine the effect on 

biodiversity. 

 

Don’t worry, this talk is not going to be 

full of statistics. The point is simply this. 

My uncle has dedicated his life to trying 

to save as much as he can, but he is doing 

it without the support that our faith gives 

us. He is defending God’s creation 

without even knowing who God is – just 

because he knows it is the right thing to 

do. Not only is he defending the beauty of 

nature, but he is trying to help preserve 

human life on earth, which depends on the 

survival of the “ecosystem”. As Catholics, 

we have even more reason to get involved 

in this issue. 

 

One of the symbols of the ecology 

movement is a famous photograph of the 

earth from space that was taken by one of 

the Apollo spaceships on a lunar mission 

in the late 60s. It showed people very 

vividly that we all live on one extremely 

beautiful and delicate planet. It tells us 

that all creatures on the earth are 

dependent on the ecology and resources 

of planet earth. Political boundaries 

between one nation and another are 

invisible from space, and so the image 

also came to represent a way of 

transcending our national differences and 

our enmities in order to work for the 

preservation of the planet we share.  

 

But the image also teaches us something 

else. We are just one among many 

millions of animal species – but it shows 

us that human beings are special. It is only 

the human animal that can venture into 

space in order to take such a photograph. 

And like it or not, we play a central role 

on the planet. Even secular ecologists 

admit that we are more capable than any 

other species of destroying the entire 

ecosystem. This means that we have a 

heavier responsibility than any other 
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species. And our Christian faith tells us 

that this responsibility is part of what we 

were created for. The Book of Genesis 

(2:15) tells us that “God took the man and 

put him in the garden of Eden to till it and 

keep it.” That vocation to cultivate and 

look after the earth continues after our 

exile from the Garden of Eden; that is, 

after we began to sin. All that changed 

was that the job suddenly became more 

difficult. God told Adam: “cursed is the 

ground because of you; in toil you shall 

eat of it all the days of your life; thorns 

and thistles it shall bring forth to you; and 

you shall eat the plants of the field” (Gen. 

3:17-18).  

 

This looks like a punishment, but really it 

is just the natural consequence of what 

man had done and what he had become. 

He had run away from God, tried to hide 

in the forest, ashamed of his own body. 

He had become alienated from God – no 

wonder everything had become more 

difficult for him! And the thing to 

underline is that in becoming alienated 

from God, he was also alienated from 

himself, from his wife, and from his own 

body. When God quizzes him about what 

had happened, he admits eating the 

forbidden fruit (whatever that means – it 

isn’t necessarily an apple!), but he blames 

his wife for giving it to him. And his own 

body (and hers) is now an embarrassment 

to him. He is aware of himself as a lonely 

creature in a dangerous world that he can 

never quite understand. The return to God 

is going to be a long and difficult road. 

 

And yet man remains special. Even in 

disgrace, he has a unique relationship 

with the world. He and the woman 

together, who were made to help each 

other in this, are not abandoned by God 

just because of sin, since God now clothes 

them with skins so that they will survive 

outside the Garden, and sends them out to 

“till the ground” (again) from which they 

were taken (Gen. 3:23). They are given 

the same job they had before they fell 

from grace! 

 

Taking all of this into account, it means 

that we need a humanistic ecological 

vision that takes account of the special 

nature of human beings, as well as the 

ecosystem in which we belong. This 

vision, as Pope Benedict said, should take 

in “not only the environment but also life, 

sexuality, marriage, the family, social 

relations”; that is, our “duties towards the 

human person” (Caritas in Veritate, 51). 

For all these things are part of what we 

mean by the nature of human beings. We 

are social by nature. We are born into 

families. We find meaning in our lives 

through loving and serving others. We 
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have a dignity that can be expressed in the 

form of rights and duties. 

 

Pope Benedict taught us that Christianity 

tries to balance the value of the human 

person with the value of nature as God’s 

creation. The Book of Genesis – as well 

as the Psalms and many other parts of the 

Bible, which praise the glories of nature – 

teach Christians to be responsible and 

gentle and wise in the way we behave 

towards the world around us. The virtue 

of Prudence instructs us to take special 

care to preserve the natural resources on 

which our lives and those of our children 

depend. The other three “cardinal virtues” 

that are part of the Christian life are just 

as relevant. Temperance tells us that we 

must not become greedy, addicted to 

consumption, living a lifestyle that 

depends on having more and more. The 

virtue of Justice reminds us that many of 

us in the richer countries of the world 

support our lifestyle at the expense of the 

poorer countries. And we need the virtue 

of Fortitude or Courage to strengthen us 

for what we have to do – to find ways to 

change the way we live, to be kinder to 

the earth, fairer to our fellow human 

beings, and merciful towards the animals 

and plants that God has created out of his 

love and wisdom. 

 

Pope Francis recently condemned our 

culture’s unrestrained greed, saying: 

“Man is not in charge today, money is in 

charge, money rules. God our Father did 

not give the task of caring for the earth to 

money, but to us, to men and women: we 

have this task! Instead, men and women 

are sacrificed to the idols of profit and 

consumption: it is the ‘culture of waste.’”  

 

We need to escape this culture of waste 

that we have created: it is our duty as 

Christians. 

 

Pope Benedict said that, while Christians 

have a host of compelling reasons to 

become ecologically responsible, 

nevertheless “modern Christianity, faced 

with the successes of science in 

progressively structuring the world, has to 

a large extent restricted its attention to the 

individual and his salvation” (Spe Salvi, n. 

25). That means we have been too 

concerned about “me”, about my personal 

situation, my salvation, or mine and that 

of my immediate circle – not enough 

concerned about the rest of the world. But 

as Christians we shouldn’t separate the 

two, because the world has been given to 

us by God to look after. We can’t hope to 

save ourselves without trying to fulfill this 

mission with which we have been 

entrusted. So the other reason that 

prevents us getting involved in ecology is 
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“individualism”. It is a disease of our 

culture, and it is this that makes us 

isolated, and prevents us working together 

for the sake of others.  

 

Here are some final statistics. In 1960, 

according to the US Environmental 

Protection Agency, the United States 

produced approximately 88 million tons 

of municipal waste. By 2010 that number 

had risen to just under 250 million tons. 

This jump reflects an almost 184 percent 

increase in what Americans throw out, 

even though the population increased by 

only 60 percent. Everything we buy these 

days is produced to be cheap and not to 

last, wrapped in layers of plastic 

packaging that more often than not ends 

up in landfill sites. As a culture we seek 

quick fixes and easy options, but these 

quick fixes are costing the planet – and 

subsequently future generations – a lot. 

The production of clothes, for example, 

has a major impact upon human lives as 

well as the environment, for the most part 

not seen or considered by the average 

shopper. “Prices rarely include the real 

social and environmental cost,” says Safia 

Minney. She is the founder of the 

successful ethical fashion line, People 

Tree. In fact, once again, we see that the 

environmental and human elements 

cannot be separated. The World Health 

Organisation believes that around 20,000 

farmers in developing countries die a year 

as a result of agricultural pesticides used 

in cotton farming. 

 

I said that I was going to speak about how 

environmental ecology connects with the 

Theology of the Body. Well, ethical 

fashion is an example. Remember that 

clothing is a huge industry worldwide. 

Remember also that it is all about those 

fig leaves and those coats of skin in the 

Garden of Eden, the protection and 

ornamentation of our alienated human 

bodies. The clothing industry is only one 

among many, but it demonstrates exactly 

how a pattern of consumer choices that 

seems very trivial at the time adds up to 

create a huge impact both on our fellow 

human beings – such as the workers who 

are employed to make the clothes as 

cheaply as possible – and on the 

environment that is partially transformed, 

for better or worse, by our actions.  

 

As young people we are consumers of 

clothing, and most of us would agree we 

should try to make sure we are not 

supporting unfair businesses, or buying 

things whose negative impact on the 

environment is hidden from view. If we 

are running a business, it is easy to say 

that we must not exploit our workers 

unfairly, or use immoral or illegal 

business practices to destroy competitors. 
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That’s easy to say, sometimes less easy to 

do, in a fiercely competitive economy. 

We need ethical consumer organizations 

and corporate whistleblowers to help us. 

One thing we mustn’t do is assume that 

what we buy, what we wear, what we eat, 

is somehow unconnected with what I was 

saying earlier about the planet. If there is 

one thing ecology has taught us, it is that 

everything is connected. 

 

In his speech to the German Bundestag in 

September 2011 called “The Listening 

Heart”, Pope Benedict said this: 

“We must listen to the language of nature 

and we must answer accordingly. Yet I 

would like to underline a point that seems 

to me to be neglected, today as in the past: 

there is also an ecology of man. Man too 

has a nature that he must respect and that 

he cannot manipulate at will. Man is not 

merely self-creating freedom. Man does 

not create himself.” 

 

The Theology of the Body by Pope John 

Paul II is all about what we find when we 

understand our own nature as created by 

God. The Pope talks about the “spousal” 

or “nuptial” meaning of the body, about 

the fact that we were made for love, and 

that there is a “way of living the body” in 

its authentic masculinity and femininity. 

This nuptial meaning has been limited, 

violated and deformed over time and by 

modern culture, until we have almost lost 

the power of seeing it, but it is still there 

to be discovered with the help of grace, 

like a spark deep within the human heart. 

The “language of the body” is part of that 

“language of nature” that Pope Benedict 

speaks of. The way we live, the clothes we 

buy and wear, the work we do, the way we 

treat each other, and, yes, the way we treat 

animals and the whole of nature, should 

reflect our understanding of that language 

– the fact that we are put here not to 

destroy and exploit but to love and 

cooperate. 

 

*** 

By way of conclusion, I want to sum up 

very briefly the difference between 

secular and Catholic environmentalism. 

 

The extreme secular attitude to climate 

change and ecology could be represented 

by this short and snappy quote from the 

environmental organization Greenpeace: 

“The earth is 4.6 billion years old. Scaling 

to 46 years, humans have been here for 4 

hours, the industrial revolution began 1 

minute ago, and in that time, we’ve 

destroyed more than half the world’s 

forests.” Humans, in other words, are the 

enemy of the earth. 

  

Standing here in front of you, more than 

halfway through my first pregnancy at the 
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age of 25, you could say that I physically 

embody the fundamental difference 

between secular and Catholic 

understandings of ecology and 

environmentalism. The secular 

environmentalist might say, on the basis 

of the Greenpeace quote I just read, 

“Don’t have children if you can help it! 

Or if you must, have one or two at the very 

most. Humans are to blame for 

environmental damage, and it would be 

better if we had never existed.” But the 

Catholic environmentalist says something 

different. The Catholic might say: “Yes, it 

is true, and terrible, that we have let down 

the rest of creation by being bad stewards 

of its treasures. But we are the greatest 

treasure of them all – the natural world’s 

most precious resource – and we still have 

the power to turn this around, with God’s 

help. It is by continuing to have children, 

and by teaching those children well, that 

we can help clean up the mess that we 

have made.” 

 

In our families, and with our children 

when they come, we must draw on the 

love that opens our eyes to reality, as Pope 

Francis says in his encyclical Lumen Fidei 

(2013): “Faith knows because it is tied to 

love, because love itself brings 

enlightenment. Faith’s understanding is 

born when we receive the immense love 

of God which transforms us inwardly and 

enables us to see reality with new eyes” (n. 

26). In turn, by revealing the love of God 

the Creator, faith “enables us to respect 

nature all the more, and to discern in it a 

grammar written by the hand of God and 

a dwelling place entrusted to our 

protection and care. Faith also helps us to 

devise models of development which are 

based not simply on utility and profit, but 

consider creation as a gift for which we 

are all indebted” (n. 55). 

 

 

 

 

 


