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Teaching the Encyclical: Laudato si in the classroom

John Feehan 

1.
INTRODUCTION

If I were making a presentation to you a year ago about climate change or environmental degradation, or some aspect of the New Creation Story with which the advances in cosmology and astrophysics have enriched Christian spirituality, it might have been possible for a more ‘traditional’ Catholic to claim that this sort of stuff is peripheral to our faith, that it is all a bit alternative, like an interest in eastern religions or Celtic spirituality, that it has nothing to do with the life of Jesus. As the stroke of a pen the publication of Laudato si changes all that (although there have been hints in earlier papal pronouncements):  PP1(a)
‘The ecological crisis is a summons to profound interior conversion.’ ‘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.’ 
 

Nor is it enough to leave it to others, with whatever excuse or for whatever reason, or to remain disinterested: PP1(b)
 ‘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.’
 

This is not just another encyclical, to be read once or twice and then put back on the shelf. It’s not a newsletter. On the other hand there is already a tendency for the encyclical to become something of an industry, providing subject matter for scholarly discussion and academic theses. Useful though all that might be, I would hate to think that seminars like this would be seen as a substitute for reading the encyclical, let alone as a substitute for the self-examination and action required of us, both as individuals and as communities. Think of it in terms of a liqueur like Chartreuse, distilled as the result of a long process of consultation and reflection. It doesn’t need watering down with more consultation and reflection. 

Laudato si has the capacity, I would think, to transform society in the way Rerum novarum (Pope Leo XIII in 1891) transformed the outlook of the church – and indeed society at large – on the issue of labour and capital. In July, Fred Pearce (the environment correspondent of New Scientist, not known for its friendliness to religious belief) wrote that the encyclical will have greater influence than the weighty pronouncements of climate scientists: ‘It raised the ethical stakes, and challenged the often-conservative religious world to step us as stewards of the planet. And for that reason it made headlines worldwide.’
  But if this is to happen the document has to be read and meditated upon. Headlines and reaching bestseller lists are not enough. Individual passages need to be meditated upon. Discussion and action groups need be formed around particular themes. Everything depends on how effectively its message is transmitted. This is the great educational challenge.

The encyclical is a black-and-white document on two-dimensional paper. It needs to be more. It needs to make us sit up and pay attention, to make us stand up and be counted. It needs to be infused with all the colour of the concern and anger, passion and love for creation and for the poor that informs it, and transformed into the three dimensions of the real world in which these play out. This is much more than just the latest papal pronouncement. This is potentially transformative of spirituality, and what it asks for is nothing less than ‘radical ecological conversion.’

*****

What I will try to do in the time available to me is, first of all give you an overview of Laudato si and highlight some of its central themes; secondly to sketch out the broader educational challenge. And then, thirdly, I will look at how the message of the encyclical might be introduced in the classroom. 

Before it was released in June, the document was widely touted as the Pope’s forthcoming encyclical on the environment, or even more specifically on climate change: and certainly he consulted widely in the area of climate change, which represents, in the Pope’s own words, ‘one of the principal challenges facing humanity in our day.’ Among his advisors in this area are John Schellnhuber, who is a member of the International Panel on Climate Change (the IPCC) and chairman of the German Advisory Council on Global Climate Change, our own Sean McDonagh, who has as one of his advisors John Sweeney of Maynooth, Ireland’s foremost authority in the area of climate change; and also the Jewish expert Naomi Klein. Sean was also a major contributor on the sections dealing with integrity of creation, as were Patriarch Bartholomew and John Zizioulas. PP
However, Francis himself  has said it’s not an encyclical on the environment but a social encyclical, and if you have to use a single word to describe it this is true, because what it does is look at the environmental challenges we face in the light of their implications for social justice, and in particular for the poor and marginalized, in this respect taking the ‘preferential option for the poor’ of Rerum novarum – which made concern for workers central to Catholic social teaching – to another level. The Pope has been criticized by some on the right of the political spectrum for stepping outside the competence of the papal magisterium, but his response to this is that what he does is look at the moral and ethical implications of the progress of science, and the application of that increased understanding to human life: in just the same way as he would do for example in relation to advances in medical or technical understanding.  

2.
A SUMMARY OF LAUDATO SI
After an Introduction in which he outlines the plan of the encyclical, in Chapter 1 the Pope reviews the crisis we face under seven main headings. This provides ‘a concrete foundation for the ethical and spiritual journey that follows.’ 

Chapter 2 considers ‘some principles drawn from the Judaeo-Christian tradition which can render our commitment to the environment more coherent.’

In Chapter 3 he attempts ‘to get to the roots of the present situation, so as to consider not only its symptoms but also its deepest causes.’

He then, in Chapter 4, attempts to develop a distinctive approach to ecology, an ‘integral ecology’ as he calls it, ‘which respects our unique place as human beings in this world and our relationship to our surroundings.’ 

‘In light of this reflection’, Chapter 5 advances ‘some broader proposals for dialogue and action which would involve each of us as individuals, and also affect international policy.’ Then, in the final Chapter 6, convinced that ‘change is impossible without motivation and a process of education,’ he offers ‘some inspired guidelines for human development to be found in the treasure of Christian experience.’
  

And so we have: PP
CHAPTER ONE: WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME
Pollution and climate change [20-26]

The issue of water [27-31]

Loss of biodiversity [32-42]

Decline in the quality of human life and the breakdown of society [43-70]

Global inequality [48-52]

Weak responses [53-59]

A variety of opinions [60-61]

CHAPTER TWO: THE GOSPEL OF CREATION
The light offered by faith [63-64]

The wisdom of the biblical accounts [65-75]

The mystery of the universe [76-83]

The message of each creature in the harmony of creation [84-88]

A universal communion [89-92]

The common destination of goods [93-95]

The gaze of Jesus [96-100]

CHAPTER THREE: THE HUMAN ROOTS OF THE ECOLOGICAL CRISIS
Technology: creativity and power [102-105]

The globalization of the technocratic paradigm [[106-114]

The crisis and effects of modern anthropocentrism [[115-136]

Practical relativism [122-123]

The need to protect employment [124-129]

New biological techniques [130-136]

CHAPTER FOUR: INTEGRAL ECOLOGY
Environmental, economic and social ecology [138-142]

Cultural ecology [143-146]

Ecology of daily life [147-155]

The principle of the common good [156-158]

Justice between the generations [159-162]

CHAPTER FIVE: LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION
Dialogue on the environment in the international community [164-175]

Dialogue for new national and local policies [176-181]

Dialogue and transparency in decision-making [182-198]

Politics and economy in dialogue for human fulfilment [189-198]

Religions in dialogue with science [199-201]

CHAPTER SIX: ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND SPIRITUALITY

Towards a new lifestyle [203-208]

Educating for the covenant between humanity and the environment [[209-215]

Ecological conversion [216-221]

Joy and peace [222-227]

Civic and political love [228-232]

Sacramental signs and the celebration of rest [233-237]

The Trinity and the relationships between creatures [238-240]

Queen of all creation [241-242]

Beyond the sun [243-246]

A prayer for our earth

A Christian prayer in union with creation

You can find a more detailed summary in the Interventions at the launch of the encyclical in June, which you will find on the website of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace. PP x 2
2(b).
CENTRAL THEMES IN THE ENCYCLICAL 

CLIMATE CHANGE PP
I quoted Pope Francis’s statement that climate change represents ‘one of the principal challenges facing humanity in our day.’ None of us can be unaware of the basic facts, or of the consequences, but this ‘awareness’ is not reflected in our behaviour or an awareness of the seriousness of the challenge. The burning of fossil fuels is adding greenhouse gases – mainly CO2 and methane CH3 – to the atmosphere, where the level of CO2 has increased from a pre-industrial level of 280 to 400 ppm today. 450 ppm – equivalent to an average global temperature rise of 2 degrees C – is considered the upper ‘safe limit.’ The effects of global warming to date, with a rise of 0.6 of a degree, have been disastrous. To give some examples …

PP EXAMPLES FROM PowerPoint

What effects has global warming had 
so far?
· Global sea level has been rising by about 2mm a year. 

· Sea ice in the Arctic has almost disappeared. 

· In 2002 the Larsen B ice shelf collapsed into the sea. 

· Almost all the world’s glaciers are in retreat. 

· Permafrost has started to melt. 

· Parts of the Amazon rainforest are turning to savannah

· Coral reefs are dying off. 

· 150,000 people a year are dying as a result of climate change (as diseases spread faster at higher temperatures).

· Extreme weather events have increased (they have quintupled since the 1950s). 

Global sea level has been rising by about 2mm a year

10 – 20cm in the 20th century (more than half the rise in the preceding 1000 years) 

It might rise by a further metre this century

Every 1mm rise means coastal retreat of 1.5m

Rising sea levels will result in tens to hundreds of millions more people being flooded each year
… and all this with just 0.6o
The conservative consensus is that global temperatures are likely to rise by between 1.8 and 4.0° this century, with a possible maximum of 6.4°. some scientists think this way too low: that it could be up to 11.5°: very unlikely – but possible. 

At rates higher than the minimum rise global food production will be seriously affected: entire regions will become too hot and dry to grow crops

Rice yields fall by 15 per cent for every degree of warming.

What lies ahead? 

A taste of what is to come?
The Chicago heat wave of 1995
Temperatures of 38-41°C on five consecutive days

Chicago is in the centre of the US corn belt

The intense heat shrank the US corn harvest that year by 15%
= 3 billion dollars
What lies ahead?

A 2.1° rise will expose between 2.3 and 3 billion people to the risk of water shortages. 

Soils will become a net source of carbon rather than a net sink.

The proportion of land experiencing extreme drought is predicted to rise from 3 per cent today to 30 per cent: with consequent crop reductions 

The thermohaline circulation (THC) could weaken or shut down.

What lies ahead?

-
A rise in the middle of the expected range commits 15 to 37 per cent of the world’s species to extinction by 2050. 

-
At 1.4° coral reefs in the Indian Ocean will become extinct. 

-
With 2° 97 per cent of the world’s coral reefs will bleach. 

-
The oceans will acidify (from 8.2 to 7.7 by century’s end): too acid for sea creatures – including plankton – to make shells. 

What lies ahead?

Even a small degree of warming could cause the loss of much of the Amazon rain forest, leading to the disappearance of rainfall. 

The Amazon has the potential to release 730 tonnes of carbon – about 10 per cent of man-made emissions – every year for 75 years (this is an example of positive feedback: climate change accelerating itself).  

What lies ahead?

-
Rising sea levels will allow salt water to pollute the drinking water of some of the world’s largest coastal cities: Shanghai, Manila, Jakarta, Bangkok, Kolkata, Mumbai, Karachi, Lagos, Buenos Aires and Lima. 

If emissions continue to rise, the results will be nothing short of catastrophic. Professor Schellnhuber has described the consumption of cheap fossil fuels as ‘a lifestyle of mass destruction.’ To avoid disaster we need to cut emissions by 5% by 2050, and by 80-90% and phased out completely in developed economies by the end of the century [PP].

Most projections of climate change presume that future changes – greenhouse gas emissions, temperature increases and effects such as sea level rise – will happen incrementally. A given amount of emission will lead to a given amount of temperature increase that will lead to a given amount of sea level rise. However, the geological record for the climate reflects instances where a relatively small change in one element of climate led to abrupt changes in the system as a whole. In other words, pushing global temperatures past certain thresholds could trigger abrupt, unpredictable and potentially irreversible change that have massively disruptive and large-scale impacts. At that point, even if we do not add any additional CO2 to the atmosphere, potentially unstoppable processes are set in motion. We can think of this as sudden climate brake and steering failure where the problem and its consequences are no longer something we can control.
 

The necessary reductions can only be achieved by a change in lifestyle on our part. Paragraph 23 summarises this, and it is developed at considerable length later in the encyclical: [PP] ‘Humanity is called on to recognize the need for changes in lifestyle, production and consumption, in order to combat this warming or at least the human causes which produce or aggravate it.’ If we fail in this, ‘the post-industrial period may be remembered as one of the most irresponsible in history.’
  [PP]. This may sound a bit over the top. Believe me it’s not. And Pope Francis knows this.  Doomsday futures’ PP, he tells us,  ‘are genuine possibilities’. ‘The pace of consumption, waste and environmental change has so stretched the planet’s capacity that our contemporary lifestyle, unsustainable as it is, can only precipitate catastrophes, such as those which even now periodically occur in different parts of the world.’
  


Only decisive action here and now can prevent this. 

What this call involves is expanded on at some length later on, in Chapters 5 and 6.

What needs to change is our mindset; we need to refind humanity’s ‘lost compass’
, to redefine our notion of progress.
  A recurring theme is how the mindset that prevents us from tackling global warming and environmental degradation is effectively the same mindset responsible for our failure to eliminate poverty,
 the same mindset which lacks concern for the inclusion of the most vulnerable members of society.
 ‘A great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge stands before us, and it will demand that we set out on the long path of renewal.’’ 
  

3.
WATER AND FOOD

Two challenges of comparable enormity to climate change and directly related to it are water and food. The enormous scale of these challenges is due to the staggering rise in the human population over the last century, and over the last fifty years in particular, which is barely referred to in passing. Not simply the rise in numbers, but the growing affluence of an increasing (if still small) percentage, and the application of ever-increasingly sophisticated technology to that end. In our lifetime – between 1960 and 2000 population doubled from 3 to 6 billion, added a further billion in the following decade, and will add a further three billion by mid-century. But in the richer nations especially, consumption exploded: growing six-fold. World population has increased 4-fold in the last century – but our use of water resources has increased 9-fold over the same time period, climate emissions rose 17-fold, and over-fishing grew by a multiple of 35. For all the people in the world today to enjoy anything like the standard of living you and I enjoy we would require the resources of at least two, more likely three, earths. 

Although it receives little space in the document, the Encyclical recognises the absolutely critical nature of water, the ‘gold of the future’ as it is called, the resource over which we are told the wars of the future will be waged.  

PP

Water consumption is doubling every 25 years.

PP

‘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.’
 Among other things Francis alerts us to the danger of multinational business taking control of water. 

WATER PPs

Every year 80 million extra people need water – as supply shrinks 

By 2050:

– India will have 563 million more people

– China will have 187 million more people

– Pakistan will have 200 million more people (one of the world’s most arid countries, with 141 million today)

– Egypt, Iran, Mexico: 50% population increase in each

We live in a water-challenged world:

400 of China’s 600 cities are in severe drought.

The same is true of 22 countries in Africa.

In Mexico City and Arizona there is no water left.

If things go on as they are, by 2025 two-thirds of the world will have little water. 

I could go on and on, but we will be here for several hours if I do … 

An awareness of things like this helps to put our Irish water concerns into context. 

FEEDING THE 9 BILLION OF THE FUTURE

Feeding a world of 9 billion is another critical resource challenge that receives little space, but which will undoubtedly be the focus of encyclical attention in a not-too-distant future. 

4.
THE FADING RAINBOW
 

The other environmental challenge that resonates right through the encyclical is the decline in earth’s biological diversity: the scale of which again is the result of population expansion and increased mechanical and chemical technology.  

The discussion on biological diversity and the integrity of the earth is particularly informed by two stands of influences. One of these originates in the Christian tradition itself, especially in the Orthodox tradition as presented particularly by patriarch Bartholomew, and the theologian John Zizioulas, which the pope uses to enrich his own deep-rooted devotion to Saint Francis [PP]. Two strands of influence. The other, perhaps less familiarly, has its roots in the way scientific understanding has deepened and enriched our basic understanding of the nature of life on earth. But the foundation stone, as it were, is the firm rejection of a traditional interpretation of that key phrase of Genesis 2.15. The earth does not belong to us; we are here not to ‘subdue and conquer’ but to ‘till and keep.’
  

The diversity of life on earth

Around 1.5 million species have been described (750,000 insects, 250,000 vascular plants + bryophytes, 41,000 vertebrates), but this is a mere fraction of the total. 

… and then the rest. The true number is likely to be between 5 and 30 million, most of them undescribed and unknown to us. 

Some 100,000 species of fungi have been described, which is no more than 2% out of a total of 2-5 million species believed to exist. 

While extinction is a normal part of the pattern of evolution (during the past 250 million years there have been episodes of extinction at intervals of 26 million years or so), the rate of extinction today is 1,000 to 10,000 times the natural rate. And this extinction is entirely caused by human activities. 

The earth’s surviving rain forests are being cut away at a rate of around 150,000 km2 a year. 

A straight-line extrapolation of this rate means it will all be gone by 2135 AD. In some areas it is much higher: Madagascar has lost 93% of its forest cover. The Atlantic forest coast of Brazil is 99% gone. The forests of the islands of Polynesia and the Carribean are gone altogether. Coral reefs are declining at an alarming rate. ‘Who turned the wonder world of the seas into underwater cemeteries bereft of colour and life?’
 

The shocking decline in biodiversity is also directly due to the same drivers as those responsible for climate change: the burgeoning human population: the growing affluence of an increasing percentage, and the application of ever-increasingly sophisticated technology to broaden and increase affluence. 

Progress in biology has utterly transformed our understanding of what life is all about, and that understanding is beginning to transform our appreciation of what God is about in creation. This transformation of understanding is paradigm shifting. It has shown us that life on earth does not consist of a series of unrelated creatures of downward-declining complexity and worth (as the older Chain of Being gave us to think), but of innumerable species, the majority unknown to us, all of which are genetically related. We are all brothers and sisters, not in a metaphorical Franciscan sense, but in reality: and all of comparable biological complexity, plants as well as animals. We are all made with the same loving care.

All of this elevates the biodiversity crisis onto an altogether different plane.

The ethical argument for a radical conversion in relation to issues of climate change, water and resource use, biodiversity, is framed in terms of injustice to the poor, the invisible, the marginalised. But when it comes to biodiversity, another dimension is introduced. 

We evaluate the critical nature of the biodiversity crisis in terms of its effects on the human situation. But now that we come to see – are beginning to see – earth alive as the very embodiment of divine purpose, everything in that human-centred perspective changes. This dimming of the rainbow of life’s diversity is not merely inconvenient, potentially disastrous. It is denial of God’s purpose. 

It is given to us, our unique privilege and responsibility, to care for the earth not as we would care for a garden in which we grow the vegetables that sustain us, but because it is the garden God walks in, and we have been invited to walk with him. We are placed in this Garden of Eden to share in God’s own wonder and delight at his creation; ourselves alone endowed with that gift of Mind that enables us to tend and nurture it as God wants us to tend it, ‘so that our planet might be what he desired when he created it, and correspond with his plan for peace, beauty and fulness.’
  

As we come to better understand God’s purpose in creation in this light: as it becomes clearer to us that creation is at its most fundamental about God’s own self-fulfilment in Being … not therefore for us or about us in the first instance, however central we are to its continuation into the future God intends; as we come to better understand God’s purpose in creation in this light, we begin to see that the haemorrhaging of the living abundance and diversity of life we are bringing about in our time, the greatest ecological extinction the earth has ever experienced, has a significance that goes way beyond our concern for its impact upon our human welfare … 

Other species are there not on our account in the first place but because they give glory to God by their very existence and speak to us of him:

 ‘The great majority become extinct for reasons related to human activity. Because of us, thousands of species will no longer give glory to God by their very existence, nor convey their message to us. We have no such right’ [PP].
 The creatures of the earth were not created in the first instance for us to dispose of as we will, regardless of their place in God’s plan. They are primarily for ‘the fulfilment of God’s own unfolding plan for Creation.’
 (PP). 

This is what underpins some extraordinary passages in the Encyclical. [quotes]. 

SEQUENCE ON POWERPOINT:

The creatures of the earth were not created in the first instance for us to dispose of as we will, regardless of their place in God’s plan. They are primarily for ‘the fulfilment of God’s own unfolding plan for Creation.’ (Laudato si, 53).

Evolution –  ‘God’s own unfolding plan for Creation’ – is only touched on lightly, but what is touched on here has the most profound theological (and spiritual) implications.

Our role is to further that plan: ‘so that our planet 

might be what he desired when he created it, 

and correspond with his plan for peace, beauty and fullness.’ 




(Laudato si, 53) 

Together with our obligation to use the earth’s goods responsibly, we are called to recognize that other living beings have a value of their own in God’s eyes; “by their mere existence they bless him and give him glory” (Catechism of the Catholic Church 2416).’ (Laudato si, 69).

Each of the various creatures, willed in its own being, 

reflects in its own way a ray of God’s infinite wisdom and goodness. 

Man must therefore respect the particular goodness of every creature, 

to avoid any disordered use of things. (Laudato si, 69). 

The ultimate purpose of other creatures is not to be found in us. Rather, all creatures are moving forward with us and through us to a common point of arrival, which is God. (Laudato si, 83).
Each creature has its own purpose. (Laudato si, 84).

Creation is ‘a precious book, “whose letters are the multitude of created things present in the universe” (Quoting John Paul II). (Laudato si, 85).

Quoting the Canadian bishops, nature is ‘a continuing revelation of the divine.’ 

The Japanese bishops write of how every creature sings ‘the hymn of its existence.’  (Laudato si, 85)

Creation is ‘God’s loving plan in which every creature has its own value and significance.’ (Laudato si, 76). 

Even the fleeting lives of the least of beings is the object of his love, and in its few seconds of existence, God enfolds it with his affection. (Laudato si, 77). 

This contemplation of creation allows us to discover in each thing a teaching which God wishes to hand on to us, since “for the believer, to contemplate creation is to hear a message, to listen to a paradoxical and silent voice.” We can say that “alongside revelation properly so-called, contained in sacred Scripture, there is a divine manifestation in the blaze of the sun and the fall of night.” Paying attention to this manifestation, we learn to see ourselves in relation to all other creatures: “I express myself in expressing the world; in my effort to decipher the sacredness of the world, I explore my own.” 








Laudato si, 85

5.
OUR RESPONSE  

The Encyclical goes on to discuss the causes of our present situation, ‘which is in many ways unprecedented in the history of humanity,’
 and develops the outline of a blueprint as to how we must respond. Central to this is an insistence on the preferential option for the poor: and an emphasis that this concerns me, this concerns you. This is not just for the students at their desks, or the listeners of sermons in their pews, it is a call to us all. So that the classes in which we teach about these topics cannot be the end of it, bur rather a beginning; and when we reach that point we will need to look up and ask what is happening outside the classroom: at parish level, in the wider community, in society as a whole. 

We cannot stand by and leave it to others. Paragraph 5 tells us that ‘The ecological crisis is a summons to profound interior conversion.’
  Paragraph 19 dares us ‘to turn what is happening in the world into our own personal suffering.’ 
 And look again at that uncompromising Paragraph 217 [PP]: ‘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.’ 
 

 [Which brings home to us what I said at the beginning: it all depends on what happens next. This is not another encyclical that, now that we have read it, we can put on the top shelf.]

6.
THE BROADER EDUCATIONAL CHALLENGE

Pope Francis expresses the hope that this Encyclical will reach a much broader audience than encyclicals would normally target. The issues it addresses are not of concern to Catholics only but to everybody alive on this planet. The broader educational challenge of the encyclical then is that of reaching not just the Catholic community as a whole but a much broader audience. ‘Faced with this challenge’, he writes, ‘I wish to appeal to every person living on this planet, to enter into dialogue with all people about our common home.’
 And the educational challenge which the Encyclical presents doesn’t just apply to schools, to training colleges and other formal educational institutions; it challenges right across the board: the community of the faithful in general – you and me – as well as priests and religious. Nor is the educational challenge confined to the chapter that specifically addresses educational issues (Chapter 6: ecological education and spirituality): the Encyclical in its entirety presents an educational challenge. 

7.
LAUDATO SI IN THE CLASSROOM

Which brings us to the more specific question of how to present the message of Laudato si in the classroom. Much of the contextual setting of the encyclical is concerned with aspects of Catholic belief and practice of a more familiar of general nature, so what we need to focus on are its more specific distinguishing messages, of which the outstanding ones include its concerns over climate change, biodiversity and the integrity of creation, and more broadly our use of the earth’s resources in general and the environmental crisis as a whole. What facilitates this is that treatment of these topics in class from an RE perspective can be – indeed has to be to begin with – in secular terms, before focusing on the ethical and spiritual challenges that emerge from this. 

I spoke earlier of the need to inform the message with all the colour of the passion and concern that inform the Encyclical, and I return to that now because it is critical: and in this regard it is we ourselves who have to reflect that passion and concern. Generally as teachers what we pass on is information or perspectives that we already have. It is not always, and indeed perhaps not often, the case that we ourselves are adequately informed (let alone involved) when it comes to environmental issues: in part because these things did not particularly feature in our training as teachers or facilitators of religious education. 

Let me look at this under two headings: first, climate change and the related areas of water resources and feeding the 9 billion of the future; and then the diversity of life on earth. 

A wealth of material on all these topics is available on the internet. Two websites that are particularly useful are one that was set up in conjunction with the making and launch of the film The Age of Stupid in 2009 (notstupid.org, 100global.org). That film, and Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth (2009) – and perhaps especially the new film inspired by Naomi Klein’s terrific book This Changes Everything – are required viewing for all of us, and a great way to start the debate in class. Another invaluable source is the website of the Movement for a Just Post-Carbon Economy (ThisChangesEverything.org) inspired by Naomi Klein’s powerful book.
 And I referred earlier to the material about the Encyclical on the website of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace. 

If it is helpful I can make short PowerPoint presentations on the basics of the challenges we face in relation to the four themes of climate change, water, biodiversity and feeding the world of the future available to you (not today though!). 

An additional and profoundly daunting challenge we face in our day is the increasingly limited contact young people have with the natural world, and the extent to which their lives are taken over by mediated experience rather than that direct encounter through which the deeper meaning of creation reaches out and touches us; and the way in which this anaesthetizes their capacity to respond, leading to what a recent heart-breaking book on loss of the experience of natural diversity describes as ‘the blank-faced indifference which is a major response to nature today, especially amongst young people seduced by screens and living electronic lives.’
 Richard Louv, who refers to this as Nature-Deficit Disorder, describes how in the space of a century our experience of nature has gone ‘from direct utilitarianism to romantic attachment to electronic detachment.’
 This is an area to which we will need to return again and again. We have a long way to go.  

� Laudato si, 217 (my italics). 


� Ibid. 


� New Scientist 3029, 11 July 2015. 


� Laudato si, 15. 


� Report by the American Association for the Advancement of Science, 2014 (quoted in Klein, page 1).


� Laudato si, 165. 


� Laudato si, 161. 


� Laudato si, 200. 


� Laudato si, 194. 


� Laudato si, 175


� Laudato si, 196. 


� Laudato si, 200. 


� Laudato si, 30. Unusual in being italicised. 


� The title of an article of mine in Resurgence (October 2000). 


� Laudato si, 67. 


� Laudato si, 41, quoting the Philippine bishops 1988 Pastoral Letter. 


� Refer to my forthcoming book on Mysticism and Creation. 


� Laudato si, 33. 


� Laudato si, 53. 


� Laudato si, 17.


� Laudato si, 5.


� Laudato si, 19.


� Laudato si, 217 (my italics). 


� Laudato si, 3. 


� This Changes Everything. Capitalism vs. the Climate by Naomi Klein (Penguin 2015). 


� The Moth Snowstorm. Nature and Joy by Michael McCarthy (John Murray, 2015). 


� Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder by Richard Louw (Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2005, page 16).








