
1 
 

What counts as a good life for the planet? 

What answers are offered by Science, Religion & Culture? 
 

A good life for the planet 

.  We live on a life producing and life sustaining planet.  This is a great good.  
 

Why this topic? 

.  By our knowledge and power we have learned to take hold of the powers of natural processes  
   both to understand the world and to transform it.   
 
.  We have changed the natural environment of the planet to suit our visions of human life,  
    especially the vision embodied in the global economy.  
 
.  It may become true that the lives human beings fashion for themselves is a sustainable good for 
   them and a sustainable good for all other living things on the planet.   
 
.  But right now human action is threatening our planet’s capacity to go on producing and  
   sustaining all forms of life, including all forms of human life, especially the vast number of  
   poor and vulnerable people. 
 
.  A good life for the planet is for the planet to continue to produce and sustain all forms of life. 
 

PART I 
 

WHAT DOES SCIENCE SAY ABOUT WHAT COUNTS AS A GOOD LIFE FOR THE PLANET? 

 
 
FROM THE LANCET (British Medical Journal) June 23, 2015 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-23/climate-change-and-its-impacts-on-public-health/6564860  

 
The Lancet Commission on climate change and health found the threat had been underestimated, but that tackling it could 
be a huge opportunity to improve global health. 

"The effects of climate change are being felt today, and future projections represent an unacceptably high and potentially 
catastrophic risk to human health," said the report published in British medical journal The Lancet. 

"The direct effects of climate change include increased heat stress, floods, drought, and increased frequency of intense 
storms, with the indirect threatening population health through adverse changes in air pollution, the spread of disease, 
food insecurity and under-nutrition, displacement, and mental ill health." 

Last year, the World Health Organisation predicted that between 2030 and 2050, climate change is expected to cause 
approximately 250,000 additional deaths per year, from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress. 

The report also said: "Many of the 2,200 coal-fired plants currently proposed for construction globally will damage 
health unless replaced with cleaner energy alternatives. As part of the transition to renewable energy, there will 
be a cautious transitional role for natural gas." 
 
The Lancet Commission on climate change and health said that tackling climate change could be the "greatest global health 
opportunity of this century". 

The report found the indirect effects of climate change include air pollution, the spread of disease, food insecurity, under-
nutrition, displacement and poor mental health. 

The commission provided the following recommendations for governments to implement over the next five years. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-23/climate-change-and-its-impacts-on-public-health/6564860
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs266/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs266/en/
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1. Invest in climate change and public health research, monitoring, and surveillance to ensure a better 
understanding of the adaptation needs and the potential health co-benefits of climate mitigation at a local and 
national level. 

2. Scale-up financing for climate resilient health systems worldwide. Donor countries have a responsibility to 
support measures which reduce the impacts of climate change on human wellbeing and support adaptation. This 
must enable the strengthening of health systems in low-income and middle-income countries, and reduce the 
environmental impact of health care. 

3. Protect cardiovascular and respiratory health by ensuring a rapid phase-out of coal from the global energy mix. 
Many of the 2,200 coal-fired plants currently proposed for construction globally will damage health unless 
replaced with cleaner energy alternatives. As part of the transition to renewable energy, there will be a cautious 
transitional role for natural gas. The phase out of coal is proposed as part of an early and decisive policy package 
which targets air pollution from the transport, agriculture, and energy sectors, and aims to reduce the health 
burden of particulate matter (especially PM2.5) and short lived climate pollutants, thus yielding immediate gains 
for society. 

4. Encourage a transition to cities that support and promote lifestyles that are healthy for the individual and for the 
planet. Steps to achieve this include development of a highly energy efficient building stock, ease of low-cost 
active transportation and increased access to green spaces. Such measures improve adaptive capacity, whilst also 
reducing urban pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and rates of cardiovascular disease, cancer, obesity, 
diabetes, mental illness, and respiratory disease. 

5. Establish the framework for a strong, predictable, and international carbon pricing mechanism. 

6. Rapidly expand access to renewable energy in low-income and middle-income countries, thus providing reliable 
electricity for communities and health facilities, unlocking substantial economic gains and promoting health 
equity. Indeed, a global development pathway that fails to achieve this expansion will come at a detriment to 
public health, and will not achieve long-term economic growth. 

7. Accurate quantification of the avoided burden of disease, reduced health care costs, and enhanced economic 
productivity is essential, and will be most effective when combined with adequate local capacity and political 
support to develop low carbon healthy energy choices. 

8. Adopt mechanisms to facilitate collaboration between ministries of health and other government departments, 
empowering health professionals and ensuring that health and climate considerations are thoroughly integrated 
in government-wide strategies. A siloed approach to protecting human health from climate change will not work. 
This must acknowledge and seek to address the extent to which additional global environmental changes, such as 
deforestation, biodiversity loss, and ocean acidification, will impact on human health and decrease resilience to 
climate change. 

9. Agree and implement an international agreement that supports countries in transitioning to a low carbon 
economy. Whilst the negotiations are very complex, their goals are very simple: agree on ambitious and 
enforceable global mitigation targets, on adaptation of finance to protect countries' rights to sustainable 
development, and on the policies and mechanisms that enable these measures. To this end, international 
responsibility for reducing greenhouse gas emissions is shared: interventions that reduce emissions and promote 
global public health must be prioritised irrespective of national boundaries. 

                  http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-23/lancet-report-recommendations-to-governments/6565042  
 

 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE 2014 FIFTH ASSESSMENT REPORT (AR5)    
https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full_wcover.pdf  

  Observed Changes and their Causes (p.2) 

  Human influence on the climate system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases are     
  the highest in history. Recent climate changes have had widespread impacts on human and natural systems. 
 
  The evidence for human influence on the climate system has grown since the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report (AR4).  
  It is extremely likely that more than half of the observed increase in global average surface temperature from 1951 to  
  2010 was caused by the anthropogenic increase in GHG concentrations and other anthropogenic forcings together. (p.5) 
   
  Evidence of observed climate change impacts is strongest and most comprehensive for natural systems. In many regions, 
  changing precipitation or melting snow and ice are altering hydrological systems, affecting water resources in terms of 
  quantity and quality (medium confidence). (p.6)  
 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-23/lancet-report-recommendations-to-governments/6565042
https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full_wcover.pdf
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  Many terrestrial, freshwater and marine species have shifted their geographic ranges, seasonal activities, migration  
  patterns, abundances and species interactions in response to ongoing climate change (high confidence). Some impacts on  
  human systems have also been attributed to climate change, with a major or minor contribution of climate change  
  distinguishable from other influences (Figure SPM.4, p.7). (p.6)  
 
  Assessment of many studies covering a wide range of regions and crops shows that negative impacts of climate change on  
  crop yields have been more common than positive impacts (high confidence). Some impacts of ocean acidification on   
  marine organisms have been attributed to human influence (medium confidence). (p.6) 

  Future Climate Changes, Risks and Impacts (p.8) 

   Continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause further warming and long-lasting changes in all components of the  
   climate system, increasing the likelihood of severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems. (p.8) 
 
   Limiting climate change would require substantial and sustained reductions in greenhouse gas emissions which, together  
   with adaptation, can limit climate change risks. (p.8) 
 
   Anthropogenic Green House Gas emissions are mainly driven by population size, economic activity, lifestyle, energy use,    
   land use patterns, technology and climate policy. (p.8)  
 
   It is virtually certain that there will be more frequent hot and fewer cold temperature extremes over most land areas on  
   daily and seasonal timescales, as global mean surface temperature increases. It is very likely that heat waves will occur  
   with a higher frequency and longer duration. Occasional cold winter extremes will continue to occur. (p.10) 

 

 Future Pathways for Adaptation, Mitigation and Sustainable Development (p.17) 

  Without additional mitigation efforts beyond those in place today, and even with adaptation, warming by the end of the   
  21st century will lead to high to very high risk of severe, widespread, and irreversible impacts globally (high confidence).  

  (p.17) 
 
  Mitigation involves some level of co-benefits and of risks due to adverse side-effects, but these risks do not  
  involve the same possibility of severe, widespread, and irreversible impacts as risks from climate change,  
  increasing the benefits from near-term mitigation efforts.    
 
  There are multiple mitigation pathways that are likely to limit warming to below 2°C relative to pre-industrial    
   levels. (p.20) 
 
   These pathways would require substantial emissions reductions over the next few decades and near zero  
   emissions of carbon dioxide and other long-lived greenhouse gases by the end of the century. (p.20) 
    
   Implementing such reductions poses substantial technological, economic, social, and institutional challenges,  
   which increase with delays in additional mitigation and if key technologies are not available. (p.20)  

 
   Emissions scenarios leading to CO2-equivalent concentrations in 2100 of about 450 ppm or lower are likely to maintain 
   warming below 2°C over the 21st century relative to pre-industrial levels15. These scenarios are characterized by  
   40 to 70% global anthropogenic Green House Gas emissions reductions by 2050 compared to 2010, and emissions levels  
   near zero or below in 2100.  (p.20) 
 
   Climate change has the characteristics of a collective action problem at the global scale, because most GHGs accumulate 
   over time and mix globally, and emissions by any agent (e.g., individual, community, company, country) affect other  
   agents.  
  
 
   Effective mitigation will not be achieved if individual agents advance their own interests independently. Cooperative  
   responses, including international cooperation, are therefore required to effectively mitigate GHG emissions and address  
   other climate change issues. 
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  Adaptation and Mitigation (p.26) 

  Many adaptation and mitigation options can help address climate change, but no single option is sufficient by itself.   
   
  Effective implementation depends on policies and cooperation at all scales, and can be enhanced through integrated  
  responses that link adaptation and mitigation with other societal objectives. (p.26) 
 
  Adaptation and mitigation responses are underpinned by common enabling factors. These include: 
                   .   effective institutions and governance,  
                   .   innovation and investments in environmentally sound technologies and infrastructure, }  (p.26) 
                   .  sustainable livelihoods, and behavioural and lifestyle choices. 
   
  Examples of Adaptation: Services: Social safety nets & social protection; Food banks & distribution of food surplus;     
  Municipal services including water & sanitation; Vaccination programs; Essential public health services; Enhanced  
  emergency medical services. (p.27).  Proposal for Geoengineering: Two strategies to reduce incoming solar radiation— 
  stratospheric aerosol injection as proposed by Crutzen and space-based sun shields (i.e., mirrors or shades placed in orbit  
  between the sun and Earth)—are among the most widely discussed geoengineering schemes in scientific circles. While  
  these schemes (if they could be built) would cool Earth, they might also have adverse consequences. Go to:   
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fclima
te.envsci.rutgers.edu%2Fpdf%2F20Reasons.pdf&ei=dT2iVb3tCOG4mAXIqLmoBg&usg=AFQjCNEIjo93zV7RkyRfD92M9crKuovTQQ&sig2=aB
THouXi0so9ygrs8yVLwQ 
 
 
  Examples of Mitigation: Near-term reductions in energy demand are an important element of cost-effective mitigation    
  strategies, provide more flexibility for reducing carbon intensity in the energy supply sector, hedge against related supply- 
  side risks, avoid lock-in to carbon-intensive infrastructures, and are associated with important co-benefits. (p.29) 
 
  Behaviour, lifestyle and culture have a considerable influence on energy use and associated emissions, with high   
  mitigation potential in some sectors, in particular when complementing technological and structural change (medium  
  evidence, medium agreement). (p.29)  
 
  Emissions can be substantially lowered through changes in consumption patterns, adoption of energy savings measures,    
  dietary change and reduction in food wastes. (p.29).  

 
 
 

PART II 
 

WHAT DOES OUR CULTURE SAY ABOUT WHAT COUNTS AS A GOOD LIFE FOR THE PLANET? 
 

Here are several indicators of the answers on offer in Australia 
 

.  Lowy Institute Poll  2015 
 
     The 2015 Poll has recorded the third successive rise in Australians’ concern about global warming. Half the adult 
       population (50%, up 5 points since 2014 and 14 points since 2012) say ‘global warming is a serious and pressing  
       problem’.  
 
       A solid majority, 63%, say that in the lead-up to the 2015 UN climate change conference in Paris, ‘the Australian  
       Government should commit to significant reductions so that other countries will be encouraged to do the same’.  
 
       Only 35% say the Government ‘should not make significant commitments on emissions reductions ahead of other  
       countries’.  
 
       Presented with seven possible sources of energy and asked which one ‘will be our primary source of electricity 10 years  
       from now’, ‘solar energy’ is by far the highest-ranked option, 43% expecting this to be ‘our primary source of electricity  
       10 years from now’.  Coal is selected by only 17%, while 13% think ‘nuclear energy’ will be our primary source of  
       electricity 10 years from now.   http://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/lowy-institute-poll-2015  
 
 

.    Australia compared to the rest of the world  
     

https://owa.unimelb.edu.au/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=ReKlXLCCxuSw0GaoptRc3aXG3az7v7-jn6BrRbPkWkpUa4F-&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.google.com.au%2furl%3fsa%3dt%26rct%3dj%26q%3d%26esrc%3ds%26source%3dweb%26cd%3d1%26cad%3drja%26uact%3d8%26ved%3d0CB4QFjAA%26url%3dhttp%253A%252F%252Fclimate.envsci.rutgers.edu%252Fpdf%252F20Reasons.pdf%26ei%3ddT2iVb3tCOG4mAXIqLmoBg%26usg%3dAFQjCNEIjo93zV7RkyRfD92M9crKuovTQQ%26sig2%3daBTHouXi0so9ygrs8yVLwQ
https://owa.unimelb.edu.au/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=ReKlXLCCxuSw0GaoptRc3aXG3az7v7-jn6BrRbPkWkpUa4F-&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.google.com.au%2furl%3fsa%3dt%26rct%3dj%26q%3d%26esrc%3ds%26source%3dweb%26cd%3d1%26cad%3drja%26uact%3d8%26ved%3d0CB4QFjAA%26url%3dhttp%253A%252F%252Fclimate.envsci.rutgers.edu%252Fpdf%252F20Reasons.pdf%26ei%3ddT2iVb3tCOG4mAXIqLmoBg%26usg%3dAFQjCNEIjo93zV7RkyRfD92M9crKuovTQQ%26sig2%3daBTHouXi0so9ygrs8yVLwQ
https://owa.unimelb.edu.au/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=ReKlXLCCxuSw0GaoptRc3aXG3az7v7-jn6BrRbPkWkpUa4F-&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.google.com.au%2furl%3fsa%3dt%26rct%3dj%26q%3d%26esrc%3ds%26source%3dweb%26cd%3d1%26cad%3drja%26uact%3d8%26ved%3d0CB4QFjAA%26url%3dhttp%253A%252F%252Fclimate.envsci.rutgers.edu%252Fpdf%252F20Reasons.pdf%26ei%3ddT2iVb3tCOG4mAXIqLmoBg%26usg%3dAFQjCNEIjo93zV7RkyRfD92M9crKuovTQQ%26sig2%3daBTHouXi0so9ygrs8yVLwQ
http://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/lowy-institute-poll-2015
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          Australia is responsible for 1.4 per cent of global emissions. Looked at in isolation, this  
       figure can make it appear as though Australia’s emissions are not significant enough to merit  
       reduction. But this is not the case. 
 
       Australia is the 13th highest overall pollution contributor. To put this in perspective, Australia’s emissions are right  
       behind Germany’s and Germany is the highest emitter in the European Union. Our emissions are more significant than  
        the UK, Italy or France for example.  
 
       Australia also has the highest per capita emissions in the OECD, with 26 tonnes of greenhouse gasses being emitted  
       per person every year.  
 
       Our emissions intensity is also high, at around 640 tonnes per unit of GDP, primarily due to the energy sector’s reliance  
       on coal. As a comparison, the UK, a country with emissions slightly less than Australia’s has an emission  
       intensity of around 220 tonnes per unit of GDP. 
 
       There are 24 countries across the world that each account for between 0.5 and 1.5 per cent of Global emissions, nine  
       of which are OECD member countries, including Australia. Combined, these 24 countries are responsible for over 21  
       per cent of the world’s emissions. This equates to the entire emissions of China, the world’s largest emitter.  
 
       In order to keep global warming below the globally agreed goal of 2°C above pre-industrial levels, it is not possible for a  
       fifth of global emissions to keep emitting at the current rate. 
 
 
         http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/articles/publications/australias-emissions-what-do-the-numbers-really-mean.html    
         Go to Fact Sheet 
 
 

      For a comparison of Australia with the UK, South Korea and Mexico, go to: 
         http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/verve/_resources/TCI_Australias_Emissions_Factsheet_Final-LR.pdf  
 
 

.   Australian Climate Roundtable: Business, union, environmental, investor and welfare groups  
    form unusual coalition on climate policy ABC News AM, 29 June 2015 
 
       The highly unusual coalition comes as developed nations gear up for the Paris Climate Conference in December, where          
        leaders will be under pressure to update their strategies for dealing with climate change. 
 

        While Australia's main political parties support the international goal of limiting climate change to less than 2 degrees  
        Celsius above pre-industrial levels, the alliance warns the objective will require "deep global reductions". 
 

        The high-profile members cover some influential employer and industry lobby groups, such as the Australian Industry  
        (Ai) Group, the Business Council of Australia (BCA), the Australian Aluminium Council, the Energy Supply Association  
        and the Investor Group on Climate Change. 
 
        They will be joined by groups at the opposite end of the political and economic spectrum — the Australian  
        Conservation Foundation (ACF), World Wildlife Fund Australia (WWF), the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), 
        the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) and the Climate Institute. 
 
        In a statement, the Roundtable warned emissions reductions on the necessary scale would require "substantial  
        change” and present "significant challenges" in Australia and other developed nations. 
 
        "We believe Australia should play its fair part in global efforts to avoid the serious economic, social and environmental     
        impacts that unconstrained climate change would have on Australia," the statement said.  
 

    In a warning to the Federal Government, the group said "delayed, unpredictable and piecemeal action will increase the  
    costs and challenges of achieving the goals and maximising the opportunities".  "We also know that policies won't work  
    if they don't last and stay on investors' radars," the statement said. "The foundations of climate policy need broad and  
    durable support, and we all have a role in building it." 

 
    Outlining its goals, the group said the "ideal" climate policy taken to the Paris conference should: 

 be capable of achieving deep reductions in Australia's net emissions; 

 provide confidence that targeted emissions reductions actually occur; 

http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/articles/publications/australias-emissions-what-do-the-numbers-really-mean.html
http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/verve/_resources/TCI_Australias_Emissions_Factsheet_Final-LR.pdf
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 be based on the full range of climate risks; 

 be well designed, stable and internationally linked; 

 operate at least cost to the domestic economy; and 

 remain efficient as circumstances change and Australia's emissions reduction goals evolve. 
 
 

Highlighting the social risks of climate policy and climate change, the Roundtable said climate policy must also: 

 protect the most vulnerable individuals; 

 avoid disproportionate impacts on low-income households; and 

 assist communities that are vulnerable to economic shocks or physical risks as a result of climate change or 
climate policy. 

 
    The united agreement from often distant parties on climate policy goals is significant, according to Business Council of      

       Australia chief executive Jennifer Westacott. "There is now overwhelming common ground on the need for a more  
       certain and meaningful approach to emissions reduction," Ms Westacott said. 
 
       ACTU president Ged Kearney welcomed the action and said "taking action on climate change, and investing and  
       supporting the local clean energy industry, is vital if Australia is to create and capitalise on the high-skilled innovative   
       clean tech jobs of the future". 
 
       ACF chief executive Kelly O'Shanassy described it as "an unlikely alliance, but we've come together because the  
       challenge of tackling global warming is bigger than any of our differences". "Among the things we have in common is a  
       shared goal for Australia to cut its net greenhouse pollution to zero or below," she said. 
 
       But as preparations are made for the Paris conference, Prime Minister Tony Abbott is under pressure from within the  
       Liberal Party to prevent Australia from signing up to binding emissions targets.  Mr Abbott has been asked by some  
       members to "examine the evidence" on climate change before agreeing to further emissions cuts. Environment  
       Minister Greg Hunt recently said the Government would soon announce its post-2020 target for emissions and that  
       Australia would play "a constructive role" at the Paris conference. 
            http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-29/australian-climate-roundtable-business-unions-policy-alliance/6579106  

 
       The call for more evidence must be addressed in peer reviewed scientific journals that have published the results of    
       thousands of scientists.  The work of climate scientists continues and strengthens the case for human induced  
       climate change and what we can do about it.   

 
. Two Australian Views 
 
      Mr. Maurice Newman, Australian PM's Chief Business Adviser: Climate Change Is A UN Led Hoax To Create A New  
      World Order. Go to:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wn5zSSJMn_Y  
 
      Professor Ian Chubb, Australia’s Chief Scientist responds to Maurice Newman's comment that climate change is a myth.  
      Go to:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sl2Qa88rLfk  
 

 
PART IIII 

 
WHAT DOES RELIGION SAY ABOUT WHAT COUNTS AS A GOOD LIFE FOR THE PLANET? 

 
 
. Religious traditions responding to climate change have much in common. 
      
    .  Jewish response to climate change. 
       http://www.yaleclimateconnections.org/2012/02/judaism-and-climate-change/  
 
    .  World Council of Churches  
        http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/jpc/ecearth-climatechange.html  
        http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/climate-change  
 
    .  A Muslim comment on climate change  

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-29/australian-climate-roundtable-business-unions-policy-alliance/6579106
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wn5zSSJMn_Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sl2Qa88rLfk
http://www.yaleclimateconnections.org/2012/02/judaism-and-climate-change/
http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/jpc/ecearth-climatechange.html
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/climate-change
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       http://www.arcworld.org/faiths.asp?pageID=75  
 
    .  Buddhist responses to Climate Change 
       http://www.huffingtonpost.com/james-baraz/earth-care-week_b_4027510.html  
       http://gtu.edu/news/climate-karma-buddhist-responses-climate-change  
 
.  Religious, Scientific, Business Leaders meeting at the Vatican 28 April 2015 

                                                                                                                                      

World leaders meeting at the Vatican 
for a conference on climate change 
have issued a final statement, 
declaring that “human-induced 
climate change is a scientific reality” 
and “its decisive mitigation is a moral 
and religious imperative for 
humanity.” 

The statement says that humans have 
the technological and financial means, 
and the know-how, to combat human-
induced climate change, while at the 
same time eliminating global poverty. 

                                     http://www.news.va/en/news/final-declaration-on-workshop-on-climate-change  

 
.  Pope Francis’ Encyclical Laudato Si’ http://www.pp.catholic.org.au/__files/f/5736/Laudato%20Si%20-%20EN.pdf  

    Summary:   http://www.focus.org/blog/posts/summary-of-laudato-si-pope-francis-encyclical-environment-quotes.html  

 
The Encyclical is addressed to all men and women because the earth ‘our common home’ concerns everyone.  The Pope is 
calling for a dialogue that includes everyone, acknowledging the variety of views. [14]   “If we are truly concerned to 
develop an ecology capable of remedying the damage we have done, no branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can 
be left out, and that includes religion and the language particular to it.”[63]  (Paragraphs from the Encyclical are in [ ].)  
 The encyclical has six chapters here very briefly summarised. 

 
Chapter One describes ‘What is Happening to our Common Home’ under these headings: 
 
             . Pollution and climate change [20]-[26] 
             . The issue of water   [27]-[31]       
             .  Loss of biodiversity [32]-[42] 
             . Decline of quality of human life and the breakdown of society [43]-[47] 
             . Global inequality [48]-[52] 
 
These set out the ‘symptoms’ of the damage we do to our ‘common home’.   

On global warming 

“A very solid scientific consensus indicates that we are presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the climatic system. In 
recent decades this warming has been accompanied by a constant rise in the sea level and, it would appear, by an increase 
of extreme weather events, even if a scientifically determinable cause cannot be assigned to each particular phenomenon. 
Humanity is called to recognize the need for changes of lifestyle, production and consumption, in order to combat this 
warming or at least the human causes which produce or aggravate it.” [23]. (For more on global warming and climate 
change see, [24-26], [52], [169-170], [172], [175], [181],[188].) 
 
 
On the environment and the poor 
 
“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 deterioration of the 

http://www.arcworld.org/faiths.asp?pageID=75
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/james-baraz/earth-care-week_b_4027510.html
http://gtu.edu/news/climate-karma-buddhist-responses-climate-change
http://www.news.va/en/news/final-declaration-on-workshop-on-climate-change
http://www.pp.catholic.org.au/__files/f/5736/Laudato%20Si%20-%20EN.pdf
http://www.focus.org/blog/posts/summary-of-laudato-si-pope-francis-encyclical-environment-quotes.html
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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’” [48]. 
 
The damage done to the environment and to the poor are connected by the Pope and attributed to …. 
 
“This sister now cries out to us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse of the 
goods with which God has endowed her. We have come to see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her 
at will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is also reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, 
in the water, in the air and in all forms of life. This is why the earth herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the most 
abandoned and maltreated of our poor; she “groans in travail” (Rom 8:22). We have forgotten that we ourselves are dust 
of the earth (cf. Gen 2:7); our very bodies are made up of her elements, we breathe her air and we receive life and 
refreshment from her waters.” 

 
 
The Pope’s sources 
 
These include earlier papal teaching as well as research in different fields to give this description of ‘our situation’.  One of 
the scientists who have advised him on the climate is Hans Joachim Schellnhuber the founder and head of the  Potsdam 
Institute for Climate Impact Research http://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-hange/pope-francis-climate-scientist-the-
german-adviser-who-primed-the-pontiff-20150618-ghps7q.html#ixzz3fuXf2e5p 

 
 
Chapter Two sets out his theological standpoint, what he calls the ‘Gospel of Creation’.  

The Pope asks, “Why should this document, addressed to all people of good will, include a chapter dealing with the 
convictions of believers? I am well aware that in the areas of politics and philosophy there are those who firmly reject the 
idea of a Creator, or consider it irrelevant… Nonetheless, science and religion, with their distinctive approaches to 
understanding reality, can enter into an intense dialogue fruitful for both” [62].   If the Encyclical didn’t include his 
standpoint it would oddly bring nothing distinctive of Christianity to the dialogue. 
 
The dialogue is also between science and religion – distinguished but not like ‘ships in the night’ nor as if at war with each 
other.   This reminds us of Einstein’s point, “science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.”  The 
encyclical is neither blind nor lame.    
 
“The biblical texts are to be read in their context, with an appropriate hermeneutic, recognizing that [among other things] 
they tell us to ‘till and keep’ the garden of the world (cf. Gen 2:15). ’Tilling’ refers to cultivating, ploughing or working, 
while ‘keeping’ means caring, protecting, overseeing and preserving. This implies a relationship of mutual responsibility 
between human beings and nature. Each community can take from the bounty of the earth whatever it needs for 
subsistence, but it also has the duty to protect the earth and to ensure its fruitfulness for coming generations” [67] 

 
Chapter Three sets out ‘The Human Roots of the Ecological Crisis’. 
 
This is discussed on several levels.  Firstly, Pope Francis offers the example of his namesake St Francis for his positive 
proposal of ‘integral ecology’ -  living in simplicity and  harmony with God, with others, with nature and with himself.  The 
roots of the ecological crisis are the damaging of these relationships. 

 
“It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms without acknowledging the human origins of the ecological crisis. A 
certain way of understanding human life and activity has gone awry, to the serious detriment of the world around us. 
Should we not pause and consider this? At this stage, I propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm and 
the place of human beings and of human action in the world” [101]. 
 
“Humanity has entered a new era in which our technical prowess has brought us to a crossroads. We are the beneficiaries 
of two centuries of enormous waves of change: steam engines, railways, the telegraph, electricity, automobiles, 
aeroplanes, chemical industries, modern medicine, information technology and, more recently, the digital revolution, 
robotics, biotechnologies and nanotechnologies.” [102], [103].  
 
This is a full affirmation of human creativity and the good that flows from it.  It is followed by recognising “that nuclear 
energy, biotechnology, information technology, knowledge of our DNA, and many other abilities which we have acquired, 
have given us tremendous power. … In whose hands does all this power lie, or will it eventually end up? It is extremely risky 
for a small part of humanity to have it.” [104]    

 

http://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-hange/pope-francis-climate-scientist-the-german-adviser-who-primed-the-pontiff-20150618-ghps7q.html#ixzz3fuXf2e5p
http://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-hange/pope-francis-climate-scientist-the-german-adviser-who-primed-the-pontiff-20150618-ghps7q.html#ixzz3fuXf2e5p
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“There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means ‘an increase of “progress” itself’, an advance in 
‘security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; …an assimilation of new values into the stream of culture’, as if reality, goodness 
and truth automatically flow from technological and economic power as such.” [105] 
 
(See the discussion of the impact of Digital Technology in the Q/A on the ABC in the Notes for Teachers on What Counts as 
a Good Life for Individuals.) 
 
“For human beings… to destroy the biological diversity of God’s creation; for human beings to degrade the integrity of the 
earth by causing changes in its climate, by stripping the earth of its natural forests or destroying its wetlands; for human 
beings to contaminate the earth’s waters, its land, its air, and its life – these are sins. For to commit a crime against the 
natural world is a sin against ourselves and a sin against God.” 
 
“It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from the tendency, at times unconscious, to make the method 
and aims of science and technology an epistemological paradigm which shapes the lives of individuals and the workings of 
society. The effects of imposing this model on reality as a whole, human and social, are seen in the deterioration of the 
environment, but this is just one sign of a reductionism which affects every aspect of human and social life. We have to 
accept that technological products are not neutral, for they create a framework which ends up conditioning lifestyles and 
shaping social possibilities along the lines dictated by the interests of certain powerful groups. Decisions which may seem 
purely instrumental are in reality decisions about the kind of society we want to build.” [107] 
 

Chapter Four sets out the Encyclical’s alternative – An Integral Ecology  
 
“Since everything is closely interrelated, and today’s problems call for a vision capable of taking into account every aspect 
of the global crisis, I suggest that we now consider some elements of an integral ecology, one which clearly respects its 
human and social dimensions” [137]. 
 
“We urgently need a humanism capable of bringing together the different fields of knowledge, including economics, in the 
service of a more integral and integrating vision. Today, the analysis of environmental problems cannot be separated from 
the analysis of human, family, work related and urban contexts, nor from how individuals relate to themselves, which leads 
in turn to how they relate to others and to the environment” [141]. 

Chapter 5  Lines of Approach and Action 

“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” [163]. 
 
“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.” [164] 

Chapter 6 Ecological Education and Spirituality 

“Many things have to change course, but it is we human beings above all who need to change. We lack an awareness of 

our common origin, of our mutual belonging, and of a future to be shared with everyone. This basic awareness would 
enable the development of new convictions, attitudes and forms of life. A great cultural, spiritual and educational 
challenge stands before us, and it will demand that we set out on the long path of renewal”  [202]. 
 
Pope Francis offers the example of his namesake St Francis for his ‘integral ecology’ living in simplicity and  harmony with 
God, with others, with nature and with himself. 
 
“I believe that Saint Francis is the example par excellence of care for the vulnerable and of an integral ecology lived out 
joyfully and authentically. He is the patron saint of all who study and work in the area of ecology, and he is also much loved 
by non-Christians. He was particularly concerned for God’s creation and for the poor and outcast. He loved, and was deeply 
loved for his joy, his generous self-giving, his openheartedness. He was a mystic and a pilgrim who lived in simplicity and in 
wonderful harmony with God, with others, with nature and with himself. He shows us just how inseparable the bond is 
between concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, and interior peace.” [10] 
 
“Francis helps us to see that an integral ecology calls for openness to categories which transcend 
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the language of mathematics and biology, and take us to the heart of what it is to be human. Just as happens when we fall 
in love with someone, whenever he would gaze at the sun, the moon or the smallest of animals, he burst into song, 
drawing all other creatures into his praise. He communed with all creation, even preaching to the flowers, inviting them “to 
praise the Lord, just as if they were endowed with reason”  His response to the world around him was so much more than 
intellectual appreciation or economic calculus, for to him each and every creature was a sister united to him by bonds of 
affection.” [11] 
 
“Such a conviction cannot be written off as naive romanticism, for it affects the choices which determine our behaviour. If 
we approach nature and the environment without this openness to awe and wonder, if we  no longer speak the language 
of fraternity and beauty in our relationship with the world, our attitude will be that of masters, consumers, ruthless 
exploiters, unable to set limits on their immediate needs. By contrast, if we feel intimately united with all that exists, then 
sobriety and care will well up spontaneously. The poverty and austerity of Saint Francis were no mere veneer of asceticism, 
but something much more radical: a refusal to turn reality into an object simply to be used and controlled.” [11] 
 

 
Questions 
 
.  Do we really need such a large vision? 
.  What are other examples of such a large vision?   
.  Would a political party survive if it promoted some such large vision? 
.  Is the constructive relationship between science and religion promoted in the Encyclical in fact  
   contradicted by his criticism of the uses of science and technology? 
.  If you don’t believe in God does the Pope’s idea of an ‘integral ecology’ offer you anything? 
.  People sometimes say to me ‘get real’ which I take to mean that their construal of reality is very  
   different from mine.  Would you say to the Pope ‘get real’ ?  
     .  If so, where does your construal of reality most strongly differ from the Encyclical? 
     .  If not where does your construal of reality most strongly agree with the Encyclical? 
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