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1. THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS AND THE CHALLENGE 
OF SUSTAINABILITY

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) established in 2015 as 
part of the 2030 Agenda were the result of a long process of delibera-
tion, and they reflect a broad international consensus with regard to the 
great economic, social, and environmental challenges that humanity 
will face in the 21st century. In order to reach the 17 SDGs that were 
identified, the 2030 Agenda defines specific indicators, diverse imple-
mentation tools, and several financing mechanisms.

It is evident that scientists, economists, 
engineers, politicians, sociologists, and 
even military officials have good rea-
sons to be interested in the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Contamination of 
air and water, disruption of climatic 
patterns, destruction of the ozone lay-
er, degradation of soils, erosion, acid-
ification of the oceans, loss of biodi-
versity, exhaustion of non-renewable 
resources, and imbalance in the nitro-
gen and phosphorus cycles –these are 
only some of the major problems and 
“planetary limits” pointed out by the 
scientific community, but they provide 
more than sufficient reasons for mobi-
lizing the principal actors that make up 
society.1

Many questions that are vital for the 
future of our civilization may appear to 
be disparate: availability of water, pro-
tection from ultraviolet radiation, food 
security, spread of diseases, agricultur-
al productivity, public health, financial 
risk, political stability, national securi-
ty, and migratory flows. But they are 
all directly or indirectly related to one 
another, and they have been the object 
of the many specialized interdiscipli-
nary analyses that led to the formula-
tion of the SDGs. 

It is interesting to observe, howev-
er, that of all the many interlocutors 
convoked for the 2030 Agenda, none 
of them appears to be as influential in 
the global arena as the great religious 



traditions. Some people consider the 
absence of the religions logical: they 
think that religions have no role to play 
in a technical debate that is unrelated 
to questions of faith. Others, however, 
consider that excluding religions from 
the debate about development and 
sustainability is unjustified, not only 
because these matters have serious 
moral implications but also because 
confessional actors cannot remain on 
the sidelines in a world where the great 
majority of people still depend on a 
spiritual tradition for their vision of 
reality, their source of meaning, and 
their ethical guidance. Of course, if 
we want to justify the introduction of 
the religions into the interdisciplinary 
forum on sustainability, we must first 
ask: why are the religions interested in 
that question? what justifies their inter-
vention? and most especially, what is 
their potential contribution?

In this reflection we propose ten 
motives that justify the involvement of 
religion in the debate on sustainability. 
These motives not only offer important 
keys for reading the religious decla-
rations of recent years, but they also 
provide vital strategies for personal, 
social, and institutional transforma-
tion. The motives coincide with struc-
tural dimensions of all true spiritual 
experience, or as Larry Rasmussen put 
it, with the “deep traditions” that are 
shared by the different religious con-
fessions.2 We are talking about the ten 
key dimensions –prophetic, ascetic, 
penitential, apocalyptic, sacramental, 
soteriological, mystical, sapiential, 
communitarian, and eschatological–
that run through the spiritual experi-
ence of all humankind. The articulation 
of these ten elements will allow us to 
sketch out the contours of an environ-
mental ethos with a religious stamp.3
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2. THE RELEVANCE OF RELIGIOUS ACTORS 
IN THE DEBATE ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY

Before presenting the specifically religious contributions to the debate, 
we should take a step back and recall the arguments that have been 
put forward to justify confessional involvement in the debate. In 1967 
historian Lynn White Jr. made the claim that the biblical religions had 
theologically legitimized human domination of the planet and so had 
accelerated its degradation.4 However, many other authors have ar-
gued convincingly that humanity’s spiritual traditions have a great po-
tential for reestablishing a respectful relationship between humankind 
and the natural world. 

Séverin Deneulin and Carole Rakodi 
have recently shown that development 
studies –a traditionally secular academ-
ic field especially resistant to dialogue 
with confessional actors– have in re-
cent decades demonstrated a growing 
interest in the role played by religions 
and faith-based organizations. The re-
sulting attempt to revise the presuppo-
sitions on which development studies 
are based reflects two important reali-
ties: 1) politics and religions are linked 
together in complex ways and 2) re-
ligions are global actors with strong 
local roots. Religious organizations 

are in fact among the most important 
social organizations in the many soci-
eties where they have maintained and 
even increased their influence.5

Edward O. Wilson, the well-known 
Harvard biologist, has also recognized 
the importance of dialogue between 
religion and “techno-science,” which 
he considers the two most powerful 
global forces. He has advocated an al-
liance between them in order to “save 
life” and to put a brake on the acceler-
ated extinction of species now taking 
place.6 Other voices go further, argu-
ing that the discourse of scientific and 
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technical progress is outmoded and 
incapable of changing the direction of 
our civilization; they claim that now 
it is the great religious traditions that 
offer an alternative to the rationalist, 
utilitarian approach that has severely 
distorted the relations between human 
beings and nature.7

The truth is that the religions share 
a narrative of responsibility toward 
the earth that our own age desperately 
needs to rediscover.8 Perhaps the most 
valuable contribution of the religions 
is in the methodologies and tools they 
have developed for resolving environ-
mental conflicts before which con-
ventional politics and science seem to 
be helpless.9 Even the proselytizing, 
“missionary” character of some reli-
gions can be instructive in the devel-
opment of strategies for implement-
ing the SDGs that involve the largest 
possible number of social actors. Erik 
Assadourian puts it well: “In order 
for an environmental movement to be 
successful, it will have to take lessons 
from something that it often ignores 
or even keeps at a distance, namely 
religion and especially the missionary 
religions, which for millennia have 
shown themselves, in radically differ-
ent epochs and regions, incredibly suc-
cessful in helping people to understand 
the world.”10

As Gary Gardner, the veteran re-
searcher at the Worldwatch Institute, 
maintains, there are five reasons why 
the religions represent an indispensa-
ble resource for achieving sustainabil-
ity: they offer meaning and guidance; 
they possess the moral authority to 
inspire projects; they have many fol-
lowers; they own large properties and 
have significant financial resources; 
and they build up and consolidate “so-
cial capital.”11

A recent example of the cultural 
and political influence of religious in-
stitutions, and of the social and moral 
capital they possess, was the converg-
ing narrative among the various confes-
sional declarations on climate change 
and the (inter)religious lobbying work 
that took place in the months before the 
signing of the Paris Accord and before 
the approval of The Agenda 2030.12

However, the religious contribution 
goes beyond the sociological, econom-
ic, and political arguments put forward 
by these authors, whose main interest 
is doing serious research on the ethi-
cal, theological, and spiritual roots that 
ground that contribution. The religions 
can also help to clarify the meaning of 
sustainable development by making a 
lucid operative contribution, and they 
can do something even more important: 
they can “sustain sustainability.”13
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3. THE INTERRELIGIOUS KEYS FOR CARING FOR OUR 
COMMON HOME

“A true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must 
integrate questions of justice into debates on the environment, so as to 
hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor” (Laudato Si´ 49).

The prophetic dimension

Denunciation of the social injustice 
produced by the many processes that 
damage the natural world has allowed 
the great religious traditions to enter 
into the contemporary ecological de-
bate, and it is there that they have made 
one of their most significant contribu-
tions.14 As Santiago Álvarez Canta-
lapiedra has pointed out:

A profoundly secularized society 
such as ours … cannot afford to was-
te the potential that religions possess 
for constructing counter-hegemonic 
visions of human dignity that reinsert 
the human back into nature, promote 
fraternity in a divided humanity, de-

fend the resources that belong to all, 
and demythologize the idols of op-
pression and death.15

In the prophetic tradition of the 
biblical religions, the condemnation 
of social injustices is closely linked to 
environmental degradation.16 Where-
as the prophets of ancient Israel made 
manifest the deceit and iniquity of the 
dynamics underlying the social, eco-
nomic, political, and religious relations 
of their time, today the denunciation 
must be extended also to 1) our rela-
tions with nature; 2) our relations with 
future generations and (indirectly and 
deferred in time), and 3) our relations 
with our distant neighbors who are 
already suffering (or will soon suffer) 
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the consequences of our indiscriminate 
use of natural resources.

Given the accelerated economic 
and cultural globalization and the 
technological revolution of the last 
few decades, we can no longer restrict 
our moral considerations to the pres-
ent time or to the community we live 
in. The limited spatial and temporal 
framework of traditional ethics has 
been overwhelmed. During the second 
half of the 20th century, the prolifera-
tion of arms of mass destruction and 
the danger of a nuclear holocaust made 
brutally plain to everybody –as Hans 
Jonas brilliantly pointed out– the rad-
ical novelty that the technological era 
was introducing into conventional eth-
ics and politics.

Besides revising the concepts of 
justice, duty, and responsibility –which 
today must include the accumulated 
(or expected) effects of any activity 
producing global problems such as 
contamination, climate change, and 
the loss of biodiversity– we need a 
critical vision of the technocratic par-
adigm and the deviant anthropocen-
trism which has brought us into the 
Anthropocene era, the new geological 
epoch in which human beings have be-
come the principal force of planetary 
transformation.17

Prophetic denunciation is crucial in 
this new era because it highlights “the 
intimate relationship between the poor 
and the planet’s fragility,” as stated in 
the programmatic prologue of Laud-
ato  Si´ (LS 16). Jewish leaders have 
arrived at this same conclusion: “We 
urge those who work for social justice 
to tackle the climatic crisis, and we 
urge those who are tackling the climat-
ic crisis to work for social justice.”18

Unlike skeptics who avoid ques-
tions about the “ecological debt” 
(LS 51) of the industrialized countries 
or who deny the importance of the rich 
world’s overconsumption as a major 
vector of environmental degradation, 
the religious declarations state that it is 
impossible to talk about ecology with-
out talking about social justice (and 
vice versa). This conviction is critical 
for the politics of ecology, for it aris-
es not from mere academic interest 
but from the pastoral accompaniment 
of marginalized communities that are 
suffering the worst consequences of 
environmental degradation.19

In an effort to supplement the pure-
ly technical analyses, the religious tra-
ditions propose an exercise of “dual 
listening”: listening to the earth and to 
the poor, to the present moment and to 
past history, to the local context and to 
the global dynamic, to external signs 
and to internal impulses. Technical 
analyses are incapable of explain-
ing the full complexity of a problem 
whose understanding requires an in-
terdisciplinary approach. Pope Francis 
explains it this way: “It is essential to 
seek comprehensive solutions which 
consider the interactions within natu-
ral systems themselves and with social 
systems. We are faced not with two 
separate crises, one environmental and 
the other social, but rather with one 
complex crisis which is both social and 
environmental” (LS 139). 

The prophetic tradition has always 
been an indispensable instrument for 
believers and an irritating goad for the 
established powers, and it is more nec-
essary than ever in our current cultural 
context of economic inequality, social 
injustice, and accelerated degradation 
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of the biosphere’s support systems. 
The relevance of prophetic condem-
nation and its ability to stir conscienc-
es and put its finger on the wound is 
demonstrated by the surprise, the ex-
pectation, and in some cases the dis-
quiet produced by the promulgation of 
Laudato Si´ and similar religious dec-
larations.20 

The ascetical dimension

We need to take up an ancient lesson 
that is found in different religious 
traditions and also in the Bible. It is 
the conviction that “less is more.” 
A constant flood of new consumer 
goods can baffle the heart and prevent 
us from cherishing each thing and 
each moment. (LS 222)

Along with the prophetic approach, 
the spiritual experience of humankind 
offers us some extremely valuable re-
sources, resources that other actors 
are incapable of appreciating or de-
veloping. We are thinking especially 
of the ascetical practices that are part 
of the historical praxis of the great re-
ligious and philosophical traditions.21 
Such practices, which include fasting, 
abstinence, giving alms, and making 
pilgrimages, have the aim of purifying 
our relations with God and with neigh-
bor. In many religious traditions, aus-
terity, detachment, and simplicity of 
life are signs of an integrated spiritual-
ity. Given the over-exploitation of our 
planet with its finite resources and the 
growing socio-economic inequality, 
these practices take on great relevance.

In the struggle against compulsive 
consumerism and the “throwaway cul-

ture,” the main engines of environmen-
tal degradation in our industrialized so-
cieties, the religious traditions can and 
should make a valuable contribution 
by recommending sobriety and self-re-
straint, topics that are totally neglected 
by the scientific community, the busi-
ness world, and the political class.

Francis, along with many other 
religious leaders, has emphasized the 
problem of over-consumption. Cit-
ing Benedict XVI, he states that “we 
have a sort of ‘super-development’ of 
a wasteful and consumerist kind which 
forms an unacceptable contrast with 
the ongoing situations of dehumaniz-
ing deprivation” (LS 109). The excess 
accumulation of the rich societies is 
not only scandalous, given the persis-
tent poverty of a large segment of hu-
manity; it is also the principal cause of 
environmental degradation.

The religious traditions have thus 
developed an alternative discourse, 
one that resonates with age-old tradi-
tions according to which simplicity of 
life, solidarity, and renunciation of ex-
cess are essential elements of spiritual 
experience.22 The ascetical tradition, 
which has monastic roots but is also 
evident in “lay” practices such as Lent 
and Ramadan, has a great potential for 
catalyzing communitarian transfor-
mations. The proposal of the Hindu 
community is perhaps the most radical 
one: it recommends renouncing the 
consumption of meat as a way of pre-
venting climatic change:

At the personal level we can reduce 
this suffering by beginning to trans-
form our habits, by simplifying our li-
ves and material desires, and by taking 
no more than our reasonable share of 



10

the planet’s natural resources. Adop-
ting a vegetarian diet is one of the most 
powerful acts that can be undertaken 
for reducing environmental impact.23

In the search for sustainability, 
sociopolitical transformation must 
be accompanied by a freely chosen 
and communally sustained simplicity 
of life. However, care must be tak-
en to avoid the “instrumentalization” 
of ecological practices that are really 
aimed at freeing believers from their 
own disorders and improving their 
relationship with God and neighbor. 
Thus, in proposing Saint Francis of 
Assisi, the patron saint of ecology, as 
an anthropological model, Pope Fran-
cis explains the most basic meaning 
of religious asceticism: “The poverty 
and austerity of Saint Francis were no 
mere veneer of asceticism, but some-
thing much more radical: a refusal to 
turn reality into an object simply to be 
used and controlled” (LS 11). 

This is one of the most original and 
valuable contributions of spirituality to 
the contemporary debate on sustaina-
bility: in the face of the social injus-
tice and the environmental degradation 
that underlie our habits of consumption 
and our modes of production, religious 
communities do not propose just vol-
untary renunciation; they invite people 
to discover the sacramental character 
of reality and to remain open to the 
possibility of a mystical experience in 
their encounter with nature.

For believers, the spiritual search 
provides the principal motivation for 
the ascetical discipline required by en-
vironmental challenges. The refusal to 
“convert reality into a mere object for 
use and domination” means opposing 

the mercantilization of all spheres of 
life and resisting the instrumentaliza-
tion of our relations with persons and 
with nature.24 The exercise of spiritual 
resistance means, on the one hand, 
opening ourselves up to the sacramen-
tal dimension of resistance and, on the 
other, becoming acutely conscious of 
our personal and collective contribu-
tion to the numerous ruptures that are 
tearing our world apart.

The penitential dimension 

Our goal is not to amass information 
or to satisfy curiosity, but rather to 
become painfully aware, to dare to 
turn what is happening to the world 
into our own personal suffering and 
thus to discover what each of us can 
do about it. (LS 19)  

The biblical prophets preached repent-
ance and called people to conversion 
of heart and reform of habits. And this 
call is not the exclusive patrimony of 
the monotheistic religions. Over the 
millennia many other spiritual tradi-
tions have also promoted penitential 
practices for the sake of “redeeming 
the sins” committed against others, 
against oneself, and against God. What 
we need to ask now is whether nature 
must be included among the many vic-
tims of human sin. 

The wisdom of expiation process-
es, which are often spelt out through 
complex rites of purification in the 
diverse religious traditions, may be of 
great help in this historical moment 
when human beings are becoming ever 
more conscious of the socio-environ-
mental consequences of their everyday 
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decisions. In light of the ecological 
crisis, the despised theological catego-
ry of “sin” (mysterium iniquitatis) has 
taken on an unexpected timeliness that 
demands a widening of its horizon. 
Laudato Si´ reinterprets the experience 
of sin in a way that reflects the type of 
understanding our epoch demands:

Human life is grounded in three fun-
damental and closely intertwined 
relationships: with God, with our 
neighbor and with the earth itself. 
According to the Bible, these three 
vital relationships have been broken, 
both outwardly and within us. This 
rupture is sin. The harmony between 
the Creator, humanity, and creation 
as a whole was disrupted by our pre-
suming to take the place of God and 
refusing to acknowledge our creatu-
rely limitations. (LS 66)

The rupture of relations involved in 
the reality of sin is no longer restrict-
ed to the narrow confines of immedi-
ate, interpersonal relations; it extends 
now toward the future, incorporating 
all future generations, and it extends 
as well toward our “distant neighbors” 
and even toward the whole complex 
of living species and ecosystems. In 
this way theological ethics undergoes 
a triple expansion: spatial, temporal, 
and cosmic.25 We do well to remem-
ber that the first spiritual leader to use 
harsh theological language in referring 
to environmental degradation was the 
Orthodox patriarch Bartholomew I:

That human beings destroy the biolo-
gical diversity of the divine creation; 
that human beings degrade the inte-
grity of the earth, contribute to climate 

change, strip the planet of its natural 
forests, and destroy its wetlands; that 
human beings contaminate the water, 
the soil, and the air: all these are sins.26

But it is not only the Christian 
confessions that have sounded the 
alarm with regard to the environmen-
tal question. Islamic leaders have also 
spoken out: “We acknowledge the 
corruption (fasād) that human beings 
have wrought on the Earth because of 
our implacable striving for econom-
ic growth and consumption.”27 The 
Hindu community has reached a sim-
ilar conclusion using comparable lan-
guage: “Unless we change the way we 
use energy, the way we use the earth, 
the way we cultivate, the way we treat 
other animals, and the way we use nat-
ural resources, we will only increase 
pain, suffering, and violence.”28

By broadening the concept of sin, 
the religions can give new meaning and 
substance to penitential practices. In 
the process, spirituality and theological 
ethics can engage in a new and unex-
pected dialogue.29 Theologian Douglas 
E. Christie has written an interesting 
reflection on the importance of expe-
riencing personally the degradation 
of nature and of being “grieved” by 
the disappearance of species and eco-
systems as a prerequisite for personal 
transformation. He believes that it is 
necessary to modify or adapt traditional 
devotions and spiritual practices:

Naming and describing this loss and 
becoming aware of its full impact on 
us is perhaps one of the most impor-
tant spiritual practices in which we 
can engage at this time. … These 
practices of penthos [gift of tears] and 
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memento mori [remembering death] 
need to be reinvented … so that they 
include not only consciousness of 
one’s own fragility but also that of all 
living beings.30

Taking as inspiration the sacra-
ment of reconciliation, we would do 
well to ask whether its four structural 
elements –examination of conscience, 
contrition, confession, and satisfac-
tion– can in our own day and age en-
courage lifestyles that not only make 
us more conscious of the social and 
environmental consequences of our 
actions but also produce the kind of 
personal and collective conversion we 
need.31 We should also ask whether in 
our own time the ancient Jubilee tra-
dition –understood as the practice of 
collective penance– might best be un-
derstood in an ecological sense.32

The penitential dimension leads us 
to another aspect of religious experi-
ence that is also relevant and salutary 
in our present cultural context: the 
apocalyptic. 

The apocalyptic dimension

The earth, our home, is beginning to 
look more and more like an immense 
pile of filth. (LS 21)

A catastrophic tone is often perceptible 
when contemporary ecological prob-
lems are treated in the media, in litera-
ture, or in film. In recent decades many 
novels and films that portray post-apoc-
alyptic scenarios have presented the 
possibility of a global collapse of the 
earth’s ecosystems and the economic, 
social, and political degradation that 

would follow thereon.33 Much con-
troversy has been aroused by the use 
(and abuse) of the apocalyptic genre 
by ecological groups –a genre that has 
religious origins but is almost always 
expressed in technical language. 

On the one hand, there are those 
who warn of the dangers of using a 
strategy that often creates unjustified 
alarm and makes rational discourse 
difficult. They argue that the pessi-
mism regarding human progress and 
the redemptive possibilities of tech-
nology, which often permeate eco-
logical discourse, have contributed to 
the “death of environmentalism,” as is 
eviden t from its inability to effect pro-
found cultural changes.34

On the other hand, there are those 
who –in continuity with the “heuris-
tic of fear” suggested by Hans Jonas 
in his influential book, The Principle 
of Responsibility– encourage this type 
of discourse as a means for changing 
people’s perception, transforming their 
vision, and moving them into action.35 
That is the option proposed by the 
Rabbinic Letter on the Climate Crisis:

In Leviticus 26, the Torah warns us 
that, if we refuse to let the Earth rest, 
it “will rest” in any case, despite us 
and against us –in drought, famine, 
and exile that make whole peoples 
into refugees. This ancient warning 
heard by an indigenous people living 
on a narrow strip of land has become 
in our day a caveat for the crisis of 
our entire planet and the whole hu-
man species.36

The apocalyptic visions have the 
potential to serve as “dramas that urge 
us to consider once again who we are, 
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where we are, and what we value.”37 
At the same time, the deliberately 
enigmatic and symbolic character of 
these narrations “engenders a neces-
sary humility in readers and listen-
ers.”38 Such humility is indispensable 
for demythologizing our pretensions 
of omniscience and absolute control.

Warnings are also forthcoming from 
the fields of psychology and philosophy 
about the opportunities and dangers of 
the emotional impact caused by greater 
consciousness of environmental deteri-
oration. Shierry Weber Nicholsen has 
analyzed people’s responses to the deg-
radation of the natural world, showing 
that they range from intense concern to 
compassion, passing through sorrow, 
rage, and diffused depression. The sen-
sations of loss, guilt, or grief that result 
from witnessing environmental degra-
dation are ambivalent. They may lead 
either to personal transformation and 
commitment or to discouragement and 
hopelessness.39

In any case, we should not forget 
that the hope proffered by most Jew-
ish and Christian apocalypses does 
not promote escapism or disinhibition; 
to the contrary, it inspires a transfor-
mation of life by endowing existence 
with new value and meaning. It is in 
this sense –especially stressed in the 
Christian tradition– that the apoca-
lyptic dimension brings forward, into 
the present, a sacramental vision of 
the cosmos; it recognizes the intrinsic 
value of reality and motivates people 
to behave as if they truly believe in a 
world created, permeated, and sus-
tained by God. In a different sense, 
Buddhist and Hindu theologies also 
warn of the “karmic” consequences of 
our actions; they help believers “antic-

ipate the future,” gain awareness of the 
implications of their present decisions, 
and act accordingly.

The potential of religious creativi-
ty to envision future scenarios by an-
ticipating the consequences of human 
decisions is a characteristic of many 
spiritual traditions. Properly under-
stood, this characteristic can be an 
indispensable resource for expanding 
people’s moral imagination, making 
them more aware of their actions, and 
motivating them to care for creation by 
rediscovering its sacramental value.

The sacramental dimension

It is our humble conviction that the 
divine and the human meet in the 
slightest detail in the seamless gar-
ment of God’s creation, in the last 
speck of dust of our planet. (LS 9)

Every spiritual tradition has its own 
way of expressing a sacramental vision 
of the world. For example, the Hindu 
sage Śrīmad Bhāgavatam (11.2.41) 
states: “Ether, air, fire, water, earth, 
planets, all creatures, the directions, 
the trees and plants, the rivers and seas 
–all are organs of the body of God.” By 
recognizing this, Hindu leaders affirm, 
“the devout respect all species.”40

Christianity defines a sacrament as 
“a visible sign of invisible Grace,” but 
its sacramental vision goes beyond the 
narrow framework of the seven tradi-
tional sacraments. It recognizes in the 
whole of creation a proto-sacrament, a 
visible sign of the divine presence that 
permeates the material world. It was 
therefore no accident that the signa-
tories of the interreligious declaration 
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that preceded the Paris Climate Accord 
in 2015 stated the following:

We must reflect on the true nature of 
our relationship with the Earth. It is 
not a resource that we can exploit as 
we like. It is a sacred heritage and a 
precious home that we must protect.41

The sacramental vision of the 
world that characterizes most religious 
worldviews is opposed to the unidi-
mensional, utilitarian, and materialist 
vision that is often evident in the tech-
nical discourse of the international or-
ganizations. The sacramental vision is 
a distinctive element of the religious 
ethos and is also one of religion’s most 
important contributions to the contem-
porary environmental debate.

In keeping with Christianity’s 
pan-sacramental vision, Pope Francis 
has stated that “other living beings 
have a value of their own” (LS 69) and 
that “we take these ecosystems into 
account not only to determine how 
best to use them, but also because they 
have an intrinsic value independent 
of their usefulness” (LS 140).42 The 
proper response to those who criticize 
religion because of its exclusive em-
phasis on the dignity of human beings 
is a theocentric correction that coun-
ters the “wayward anthropocentrism” 
of modernity. Any vision of human 
and worldly reality that fragments 
knowledge of nature, ignores its sa-
credness, and recognizes it only for its 
instrumental usefulness is a vision that 
“weakens the value that the world has 
in itself” (LS 115).

The Christian understanding of cre-
ation cannot be reconciled with either 
modern anthropocentrism or a materi-

alist vision of reality. Human beings 
possess a non-negotiable dignity, it 
is true, but humans are not the exclu-
sive source of value in the world: “The 
world, rather than a problem to be 
solved, is a joyful mystery to be con-
templated with gladness and praise” 
(LS 12). Creation is not simply nature; 
it is a work of God endowed with dig-
nity, and that dignity radiates a sacra-
mental dimension:

This is the basis of our conviction 
that all of us, as part of the universe 
called into being by one Father, are 
linked together by unseen bonds and 
form a kind of universal family, a su-
blime communion that fills us with a 
sacred, affectionate and humble res-
pect. (LS 89)

Destroying nature, therefore, means 
destroying privileged mediations of 
supernatural life.43 In this sense, the 
practice of contemplative prayer can 
be understood as an exercise in resto-
ration and reconciliation; it helps us 
discover the mediations that sustain 
life, and it highlights the sacramental-
ity of nature:

Contemplation is useless; it arises 
from a dimension of life to which no 
precise utilitarian value can be given. 
In fact, at its deepest level it resists 
being forced into such categories. At 
the same time, it is necessary and im-
portant (that is, useful) for the task of 
renewing human culture and healing 
a natural world that is fragmented and 
degraded.44

In synthesis, a sacramental vision 
rejects the pantheism that divinizes 
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nature, the materialism that reduces 
the value of the natural world to its 
instrumental use, and the rationalism 
that makes an idol of scientific and 
technological reason. It recognizes in-
stead a sacred dimension in creation, 
but without divinizing it; some authors 
call such a stance “pan-en-theism.” 
Without going into the complex theo-
logical debate on this concept, we can 
conclude that a sacramental vision of 
the world –along with the prophetic, 
ascetical, penitential dimensions to 
which it is closely connected– pro-
vides us a privileged entryway into the 
ecological question.

Added to this fifth religious contri-
bution –and closely related to its abili-
ty to inspire, motivate, and sustain our 
commitment to caring for creation– is 
the experience of healing that comes 
through contact with nature: its soteri-
ological dimension. 

The soteriological dimension 

If the present ecological crisis is one 
small sign of the ethical, cultural, 
and spiritual crisis of modernity, we 
cannot presume to heal our relation-
ship with nature and the environment 
without healing all fundamental hu-
man relationships. (LS 119)

In one of its many acceptations, the 
term “religion” means “rebinding,” 
“restoring,” or “reestablishing” bro-
ken relationships. The soteriological 
dimension –from the Greek σωτηρία 
(sōtēria, “salvation”) and λογος (logos, 
“study of”)– of spiritual experience is 
a central concern for most religious 
traditions since it deals with the heal-

ing of disorders in our personal and 
communal relations with God, other 
persons, nature, and self. Laudato Si´ 
and most confessional declarations 
on ecology refer to this soteriological 
dimension –with its radical healing of 
our relationships– and to the centrality 
that direct contact with nature has in 
this process.

The environmental movement, 
from its origins to our own day, has 
also stressed the importance of direct 
contact with nature. Landscapes that 
are “wild” or relatively unspoiled are 
increasingly perceived as restorative, 
healing spaces; they have become new 
places of pilgrimage where a stressed-
out urban population can find rest and 
reestablish its physical health and psy-
chological balance. The creation of 
various juridical figures for protecting 
spaces separated from transformed, 
humanized territories –such as the 
establishment of national parks at the 
beginning of the 20th century– gives 
evidence of the therapeutic function 
that the new ecological sensibility at-
tributes to nature.45

During this long historical process, 
the relations of humans with the natu-
ral world were increasingly expressed 
in aesthetic and therapeutic terms.46 
People made little use of religious lan-
guage and disregarded the ambivalent 
character attributed to nature since an-
cient times, when it was seen as not 
only a space for spiritual purification 
and encounter with transcendence but 
also a menacing and diabolical place.47

However, despite this “therapeutic” 
drift and the more frequent use of sec-
ular language, belief in the redemptive 
power of nature has permeated ecolog-
ical discourse and praxis since the start. 
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As Evan Berry notes, the influence of 
biblical traditions can be perceived in 
people’s defense of the “positive moral 
status of the natural world” or in their 
“ability to develop soteriological ritu-
als rooted in mundane physical prac-
tices” such as tourism and recreation.48 
Along with the monotheistic faiths, 
other religions traditions such as Bud-
dhism insist on the importance of over-
coming a purely therapeutic approach; 
they stress that the health of nature and 
the health of human beings are inti-
mately connected:

We need to wake up and realize that 
the Earth is our mother, as well as our 
home; the umbilical cord that unites 
us to her cannot be severed. When the 
Earth gets sick, we also get sick be-
cause we are part of her.49

This Buddhist declaration points 
out in a veiled way that an exclusive 
emphasis on human well-being con-
ceals presuppositions that are elitist, 
dualist, and Manichean. There are pre-
suppositions that religious criticism is 
called upon to expose. Indeed, the most 
important correction that religions can 
make to certain currents of contempo-
rary ecological thought involves the 
denunciation of a vision of nature that 
is immanent, individualist, and elitist.

Several spiritual leaders have in 
fact stressed that the healing of our 
relations with nature must include a 
transcendent dimension –with God, 
in the case of the theistic religions. At 
the same time they have denounced 
the way in which certain distinctions–  
between nature and culture, between 
natural spaces and humanized spaces, 
between sacred and profane –intro-

duce false dichotomies and conceal 
historical social injustices. Regarding 
the social injustices, Michael North-
cott, in analyzing the emergence of the 
modern environmental consciousness, 
observes that “even the Romantics 
protested mainly against the ecolog-
ically destructive effects of industri-
al development in rural zones, rather 
than against the short, toxic lives to 
which the poor in the cities were con-
demned.”50

There is still another aspect of the 
soteriological dimension that is espe-
cially important for the traditional re-
ligions: its communitarian character. 
This is a significant element in the 
current environmental debate. Francis 
refers to it in his reflection on “urban 
ecology” when he states that “this ex-
perience of a communitarian salvation 
often generates creative ideas for the 
improvement of a building or a neigh-
borhood” (LS 149). In contrast to in-
dividualist conceptions, the religions 
point out that salvation is a collective 
task that contributes to a relational vi-
sion of a society in which believers live 
together as members of a “sublime fra-
ternity of all that is created” (LS 221). 
In other words, we will be saved only 
if we are saved together, and will save 
creation from destruction only if we 
save it together. 

The mystical dimension

The universe unfolds in God, who fills 
it completely. Hence, there is a mysti-
cal meaning to be found in a leaf, in a 
mountain trail, in a dewdrop, in a poor 
person’s face. The ideal is not only to 
pass from the exterior to the interior to 
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discover the action of God in the soul, 
but also to discover God in all things. 
(LS 233)

It is by no means easy to define the 
term “mystical.” It is easier to examine 
the writings and the lives of the mystics 
in an effort to discern the key features of 
this type of spiritual experience, which 
should not be the exclusive patrimony 
of a few privileged people but a real 
possibility for everyone. That seems to 
be the strategy of Francis in drawing up 
a list of “ecological saints” that allows 
us to see the elements of an “ecologi-
cal mysticism” of Christian inspiration. 
Conceding preeminence to the Francis-
can and Benedictine traditions, Francis 
proposes several persons as models for 
a life that is reconciled with God, with 
humankind, and with creation. They are 
Saint Francis of Assisi, Saint Bonaven-
ture, Saint Benedict, Saint Thérèse de 
Lisieux, Saint John of the Cross, and 
Blessed Charles de Foucauld. 

The one who holds a central place 
among all of them as a model of eco-
logical mysticism is the poverello: 
“[Francis of Assisi] was a mystic and 
a pilgrim who lived in simplicity and 
in wonderful harmony with God, with 
others, with nature, and with himself” 
(LS 10). The pope says something sim-
ilar when referring to Saint John of the 
Cross, insisting that “the mystic experi-
ences the intimate connection between 
God and all beings, and thus feels that 
‘all things are God’” (LS 234). 

Looking at other traditions, we dis-
cover in the biographies of the great re-
ligious founders accounts of mystical 
experiences centered on encountering 
the sacred or the divine in the midst 
of nature. Moses was given the tables 
of the Law on Mount Sinai, beside a 

burning bush; the enlightenment of the 
Buddha happened in an isolated place, 
under a fig tree; the archangel Gabriel 
recited the Quran to Muhammed in the 
solitude of a cave.

In most cases, the mystical expe-
rience led to a perception of the har-
monious relations between Creator 
and creation –the fascinating aspect– 
and also to an awareness of the over-
whelming, threatening dimension –the 
fearful aspect. Such experience makes 
manifest the limited nature of our ex-
istence and the need to accept an ethi-
cal code (the Torah, the commandment 
of love, or the Quran) or to submit to a 
process of personal transformation (the 
eightfold path of Buddhism).

Intuitions such as these –awareness 
of interdependence and finitude, dis-
covery of a heteronomous morality, 
or the invitation to undertake a path of 
spiritual transformation– are desper-
ately needed to counter a globalized 
Promethean culture that despises 
everything fragile while exalting arro-
gant self-sufficiency, compulsive con-
sumption, and ecological degradation. 
In a word, mystical experience is an 
entryway to ethical transformation. 

A common feature of all mystical 
experience is the awareness of interre-
lation and interdependence. From its 
beginning, ecological science formu-
lated the principle of interconnection 
as one of its fundamental pillars. The 
Meadows Report (1972) argued for 
the existence of biophysical limits that 
should determine the scope of glob-
al economic activity. In more recent 
years the scientific community has de-
scribed and quantified the “planetary 
boundaries” that must not be exceed-
ed, as well as their interrelations. 
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Assimilating the scientific commu-
nity’s conclusions and responding to 
its calls to action will require not only 
ecological literacy, but also a profound 
spirituality, one that is able to integrate 
and sustain the required sociopolitical 
commitment. The dualisms introduced 
into our culture in modern times –be-
tween spirituality and work, study and 
action, science and religion, secular 
and religious, res extensa and res cogi-
tans– have made it difficult for holistic, 
relational visions to emerge and have 
hindered the dialogue between science 
and religion. Given our many cultural 
divisions, the monastic tradition turns 
out to be very relevant since it proposes 
to harmonize active life and contem-
plation, study and prayer, immanence 
and transcen dence. Someone like Saint 
Benedict of Nursia can teach us that 
“personal growth and sanctification 
should be sought in the interplay of 
recollection and work. This way of ex-
periencing work makes us more protec-
tive and respectful of the environment; 
it imbues our relationship to the world 
with a healthy sobriety” (LS 126).

The Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat 
Hanh has spoken about the need to live 
in a more conscious, more compassion-
ate, and more committed way. In ad-
dressing contemporary socio-environ-
mental questions, Buddhist spirituality 
proposes a series of “practices for a life 
of consciousness” that can help us to 
live in a way that is more balanced and 
more respectful of nature.51

Religious leaders today are urging 
us to use simple spiritual exercises that 
will help us become more aware of the 
consequences of our decisions and of 
the profound interrelation between our 
daily habits and their deferred effects 

in time and space. Constant exercising 
can lead to a certain type of illumina-
tion or lucidity that will help us accept 
the fact that we live in a world with 
limited resources, a world where our 
narcissistic desires for consumption, 
prestige, and accumulation collide with 
a finite world and with the basic needs 
of our poorest sisters and brothers.

The mystical tradition is by no 
means an historical relic fit only for 
specialized research, nor is it a source 
of inspiration only for the most devout. 
It is also a repository of cultural intui-
tions that can help us meet some of the 
challenges presented by the contempo-
rary crisis of sustainability. As Francis 
tells us, we must draw on every possi-
ble source of human wisdom: “A com-
mitment this lofty cannot be sustained 
by doctrine alone, without a spiritual-
ity capable of inspiring us, without an 
‘interior impulse which encourages, 
motivates, nourishes and gives mean-
ing to our individual and communal 
activity’” (LS 216). 

Although mystical experience may 
appear to be a very personal matter, it 
is inspired, supported, and nourished 
in community. Religious community 
is the womb that configures the faith 
of believers; it is the setting in which 
they discover transformative respons-
es. We therefore turn now to this com-
munitarian dimension of spiritual ex-
perience. 

The communitarian dimension 

Social problems must be addressed 
by community networks and not sim-
ply by the sum of individual good 
deeds. (LS 219)



19

The centrality given to the commu-
nitarian dimension is another contri-
bution of the religions to ecological 
discussion and action. In the midst of 
proposals that seek to empower the 
consumer, educate the citizen, and 
transform the political order by means 
of the individual vote, the religious 
traditions insist that communitarian 
action is essential if we wish to find 
operational responses to the challenges 
we face. There are various reasons for 
emphasizing, and even prioritizing, the 
community as a unit of social analysis 
and transformation.

The first reason is of a practical na-
ture: modern-day individuals are over-
whelmed with the complexity and the 
multitude of the decisions they must 
make. As well-informed and well-in-
tentioned as they may be, their person-
al commitment needs to be supported 
and sustained through larger networks: 
“Self-improvement on the part of in-
dividuals will not by itself remedy the 
extremely complex situation facing 
our world today” (LS 219). 

The second reason is spiritual; it is 
the realization that we, along with all 
other forms of life, constitute a commu-
nity: “As part of the universe called into 
being by one Father, all of us are linked 
together by unseen bonds and form 
a kind of universal family, a sublime 
communion” (LS 89).52 For Islamic 
leaders, “God, whom we know as Al-
lah, has created the universe in all its di-
versity, richness, and vitality: the stars, 
the sun, and the moon; the earth and 
all its communities of living beings.”53 
That experience of communion and in-
terdependence, “that sublime fraternity 
with all creation,” (LS 221) shapes the 
believer’s way of viewing the world.

Third, knowing and feeling oneself 
to be part of a web of relations that 
stretches beyond the visible world, the 
present time, and the human species 
requires a pedagogical effort that will 
anchor an ethos of responsibility in this 
foundational experience. Ecological 
science and evolutionary biology have 
clearly shown us that we are “interde-
pendent and eco-dependent,”54 but that 
knowledge does not always translate 
into a change of either consciousness 
or ethics. We need to interiorize what it 
means to be part of a complex network 
of interdependencies. This is where re-
ligious experience can help us, because 
feeling oneself to be part of a “univer-
sal fraternity” (LS 228) is a spiritual 
attitude that can be cultivated:

An integral ecology includes taking 
time to recover a serene harmony 
with creation, reflecting on our li-
festyle and our ideals, and contem-
plating the Creator who lives among 
us and surrounds us, whose presence 
“must not be contrived but found, un-
covered.” (LS 225)

Finally, the centrality of the com-
munitarian dimension of sustainability 
resonates also with traditional teaching 
about the common good, a key concept 
not only in Christian social thought 
but also in other religions and philoso-
phies. The economic and sociopolitical 
vision of the common good has been 
receiving increased attention recently 
because of the mismanagement and 
accelerated degradation of our “global 
common goods” (LS 174).55 

When Pope Francis states that “the 
climate is a common good belonging 
to all and meant for all” (LS 23), he 
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is pointing out that we cannot limit 
ourselves to a merely physical or eco-
nomic analysis of the reality we call 
“climate.” Our traditional understand-
ing of the common good –defined as 
“the sum of those conditions of social 
life which allow social groups and 
their individual members relative-
ly thorough and ready access to their 
own fulfilment” (LS 156)– needs to be 
broadened so that it includes all of na-
ture, the primordial “cosmic common 
good”56 that is the condition of possi-
bility of any other good.

Without entering into the details 
of the debate about the common good, 
which began with Greek philosophy, 
we conclude that the communitarian 
aspect of the faith experience is not 
only a structural element of religious 
experience; it is also extremely rele-
vant to the pursuit of the common good 
and sustainability. 

The sapiential dimension

If we are truly concerned about deve-
loping an ecology capable of reme-
dying the damage we have done, no 
branch of the sciences and no form of 
wisdom can be left out, and that in-
cludes religion and the language par-
ticular to it. (LS 63)

Scientists, engineers, and economists 
have in recent decades offered us ever 
more precise knowledge and an ever 
more sophisticated technology for 
addressing environmental questions. 
Their analyses are indispensable for 
understanding what is happening to our 
planet and for considering the alterna-
tives available to us. At the same time, 

the religions urge us not to forget the 
wisdom emanating from the millenari-
an spiritual traditions, for such wisdom 
can be a valuable complement to the 
technological know-how. It can sage-
ly guide our personal decisions toward 
the common good, the care of nature, 
and the welfare of future generations.

Greek philosophy distinguished 
different types of knowledge: technê 
(technological knowledge), phronê-
sis (practical wisdom, prudence), 
epistêmê (science), sophia (wisdom), 
etc. Coordinating these various dimen-
sions of human knowledge –especially 
technological expertise, prudence, and 
wisdom– has become an especially 
important task in our own time given 
information overload, academic frag-
mentation and specialization, the diffi-
culty in reaching political agreements, 
and the cultural inertia that impedes 
the development of new habits.

We need to ask: is it possible for 
the religions to become agents of cul-
tural transformation, channels of dia-
logue, and creators of interdisciplinary 
spaces for resolving conflicts, achiev-
ing consensus, and catalyzing collec-
tive action? There is no clear answer to 
such a question; before anything, there 
needs to be an exercise of mutual rec-
ognition. On the one hand, if the reli-
gions are to engage in fruitful dialogue 
with the different types of knowledge, 
they need to renounce their pretension 
of possessing absolute truth; they must 
humbly acknowledge their epistemo-
logical limitations, accept the conclu-
sions of the best science available, and 
carefully delimit the extent of their 
authority. On the other hand, if the 
academic world, the ecological move-
ment, and the political class truly want 
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to educate and mobilize society in the 
pursuit of sustainability, they must also 
admit the limitations of their analysis, 
recognize the relevance of religious 
actors, and give due consideration to 
the religious wisdom of humankind:

The fragmentation of knowledge 
proves helpful for concrete appli-
cations, and yet it often leads to the 
loss of an appreciation for the whole; 
the relations between things and the 
broader horizon then become irre-
levant. This very fact makes it hard 
to find adequate ways of solving the 
most complex problems of today’s 
world, particularly those regarding 
the environment and the poor; these 
problems cannot be dealt with from a 
single perspective or from a single set 
of interests. Any science that seeks 
to offer solutions to the great issues 
of the day must take into account 
the data generated by other fields of 
knowledge, including philosophy and 
social ethics. (LS 110)

The urgent educational task im-
posed on us by socio-environmental 
questions can find a strategic collabo-
rator in the spiritual wisdom of human-
kind. As Jewish leaders have already 
proposed to their own community: “We 
are moving from inherited wisdom to 
action, in our present and our future.”57

Traditionally it has been the re-
ligious traditions that have offered a 
worldview capable of uniting society, 
establishing political organization, and 
creating traditions, customs, and ethi-
cal codes. In our own day these func-
tions are fulfilled by other actors, with 
the support of the positive sciences and 
technology. These actors project (par-

tial) visions of reality –the cosmos, 
nature, humanity– but they do not of-
fer a synthesis that is capable of har-
monizing the social order and guiding 
collective action. Some authors have 
attempted to elaborate a new cosmol-
ogy, one that is not only founded on 
contemporary science but also open to 
religious interpretation (see, for exam-
ple, Journey of the Universe).58

In recent decades one of the most 
promising developments is the readi-
ness of most religious traditions to ac-
cept the conclusions offered by mod-
ern science as a starting point for their 
reflection on the environment.  General 
dialogue has been shown to be possi-
ble between two spheres of knowledge 
–the scientific and the theological– that 
have very different methodologies and 
objects of study. While considering 
the various ways of conceiving the re-
lations between science and religion 
–conflict, interdependence, dialogue, 
integration, cooperation– Francis has 
expressed his conviction that “science 
and religion, with their distinctive ap-
proaches to understanding reality, can 
enter into an intense dialogue fruitful 
for both” (LS 62).

As they seek to address the mount-
ing socio-environmental conflicts of 
the 21st century, religious communi-
ties are called upon to reread their sa-
cred texts and consult their theological 
sources in order to find inspiration 
and consolation, so that their follow-
ers take seriously their ecological re-
sponsibility and promote transforma-
tive practices. They should not forget, 
however, that there can also be hybrid 
forums that make space for in-depth 
listening and sincere dialogue; circles 
of wisdom can be created in which an 
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environmental, interreligious, and in-
tercultural ethos will flourish.59

Two good examples of the impor-
tance of the interdisciplinary and sa-
piential dimension to which we refer 
are 1) the successive “Study Weeks” 
sponsored in the Vatican by the Pon-
tifical Academy of Sciences and the 
Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences 
and 2) the intense labor of the interre-
ligious lobby before, during, and after 
the 2015 Paris Climate Accord and the 
New York Summit on Sustainable De-
velopment Goals. 

Finally, besides the sapiential di-
mension, there is still another impor-
tant element of humankind’s spiritual 
experience: its eschatological vision, 
which can be especially valuable for 
helping us deal with the sacrifices and 
difficulties presented by the challenge 
of sustainability.

The eschatological dimension

Hope would have us recognize that 
there is always a way out, that we 
can always redirect our steps, that we 
can always do something to solve our 
problems. (LS 61)

A major criticism of the biblical reli-
gions made by the ecological move-
ment is their confidence preaching of a 
future, celestial salvation in the “great 
beyond.” Such a conception works to 
the detriment of a commitment to the 
present, to the earth, to the “right here 
and now.” In the case of Christianity, 
the vision of a reconciled future world 
and the hope for the definitive irruption 
into history of the eschaton do much to 
shape the thinking of believers, nour-

ish their faith, and sustain their strug-
gles in the midst of difficulties.

The problem is that placing one’s 
faith in the future may lessen one’s 
interest in what is happening here and 
now, and it may dull one’s concern 
for temporal affairs. It is no accident 
that some evangelical churches and ul-
tra-orthodox groups of other religions 
express skepticism about environmen-
tal problems or even deny they exist.60

The danger of religious escapism 
is real; it is perhaps for that reason 
that Francis reminds us that we must 
“come together to take charge of this 
home which has been entrusted to us, 
knowing that all the good which exists 
here will be taken up into the heavenly 
feast” (LS 244). Christians are called 
to live “in the meantime” and to expe-
rience the tension between future hope 
and present task; they are expected to 
“take charge” of their common home, 
knowing that the future of the world 
is ultimately not in their hands. As the 
old Jesuit adage goes, we must live and 
work as if everything depended on us 
even though we know that ultimately 
everything depends on God.

Reflecting on the tensions inherent 
in faith, Douglas Christie has suggest-
ed that eschatology be reconceived as 
a way of “practicing paradise” in the 
present.

The idea of paradise expresses the 
conviction that one can learn, though 
assiduous spiritual practice and open-
ness to grace, to overcome the anxie-
ties and fears (our condition outside 
paradise) which prevent us from ope-
ning ourselves to a simple and honest 
loving relationship with God and 
other beings (humans and others).61
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This spiritual practice –purged, to 
be sure, of the naiveté and the danger 
of millenarian escapism that is always 
a temptation– can help to project and 
sustain the “work of spiritual ecolog-
ical renewal” that our epoch requires 
to overcome the paralyzing fear pro-
duced by talk of catastrophe.62

For most religions, hope is a con-
stitutive element of their faith and a 
buttress against the inevitable difficul-
ties of life; it is a profound motivat-
ing force and the foundation of their 
ethical commitment. In a declaration 
made before the 2015 United Nations 
Climate Change Conference, Hindu 
leaders called for the exercise of re-
sponsibility toward the future and for 
coherence with their received tradition:

By means of this combination of sig-
nificant action, personal transforma-
tion, and disinterested service, under-
taken as an act of adoration, we will 
be able to bring about the internal and 
external transitions required by cli-
mate change. In doing this we are ac-
ting in a profoundly dharmic manner, 
in fidelity to our ethos, our philoso-
phy, and our Hindu tradition.63

Reshaping religious liturgies in or-
der to “dramatize” love for the poor and 
reverence for creation can be a valua-
ble experience. For theologian Willis 

Jenkins, the “future of ethics” involves 
taking responsibility for future gener-
ations and for the future of the planet 
as a whole. In a way that may surprise 
the secular world, liturgy can become 
into a practice that not only “antici-
pates the future” symbolically but also 
“unmasks the phony logic of sustain-
ability: the sacrifice that would assure 
the future through the consumerist fire 
of the present. Any action that silences 
the poor and makes other creatures dis-
appear –all in the name of guaranteed 
future growth– is a false sacrifice.”64

Once we become conscious of the 
accelerated degradation of the biosphere 
and the risks we have created, we cannot 
ignore the gravity of the situation or min-
imize our responsibility. To the contrary, 
the hope generated by faith leads us to 
seek out new paths of salvation. One of 
the most moving phrases in Laudato Si´ 
underlines a basic conviction of believ-
ers: “May our struggles and our concern 
for this planet never take away the joy of 
our hope” (LS 244).

This is the final contribution that 
spirituality can make to the contem-
porary ecological debate: nourishing 
people’s sense of responsibility with 
a bright, hope-filled joy committed to 
the future. And this is –or should be–
also the distinctive mark of “an inte-
gral ecology lived out joyfully and au-
thentically” (LS 10). 
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4. CONCLUSION

In the mid-1990s U.S. theologian Mary Evelyn Tucker identified four 
tasks that the ecological challenge presents to interreligious dialogue.65

The four tasks are the following:

•	 The need for each tradition to carry 
out a critical review of its attitudes 
toward creation.

•	 Openness to the visions of other 
religions regarding the interaction 
between human beings and nature.

•	 Readiness to engage in a “vulnera-
ble dialogue” capable of transform-
ing self-perception.

•	 Constructive reappropriation of 
one’s own tradition in response to 
the contemporary challenges of 
sustainability.

Several years later Tucker identi-
fied retrieval, reevaluation, and recon-
struction as the three theological tasks 
required by the ecological crisis, and 
she singled out five priority areas:66

•	 Reinterpretation of sacred texts.
•	 Systematic reconstruction of theol-

ogy.
•	 Renewal of liturgies and symbols.
•	 Reconsideration of the ethical par-

adigm.
•	 Restoration of the sense of celebra-

tion and surprise at the wonder of 
life.
After more than a half-century of 

ecological thought, we can state that 
the religions have worked hard at the 
three theological tasks indicated by 
Tucker, but the results have been un-
even. While the quantity and quality 
of theological reflection and articulate 
declarations has steadily increased dur-
ing this period, most confessions still 
have much work to do in transforming 
their communities and influencing the 
habits of their members.
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We began this reflection by asking 
about the role of the religions in the ur-
gent socio-environmental debate. That 
question led us to rethink the tasks 
proposed by Tucker in the light of ten 
structural dimensions of religious ex-
perience that are relevant to the con-
temporary discussion of sustainability: 
prophetic, ascetical, penitential, apoc-
alyptic, sacramental, soteriological, 
mystical, sapiential, communitarian, 
and eschatological. As we come to the 
end of this essay, we hope that the key 
aspects we analyzed will shed some 
light on the socio-environmental de-
bate and make a meaningful contribu-
tion in non-religious circles. While it 
is true that the religions by themselves 
will not resolve the complex challenge 
of sustainability, it is also true that 
without their assistance no resolution 
will be possible.

During the last 50 years the reli-
gious traditions have entered into this 
relatively new area of sustainability 
and have engaged in a fruitful dialogue 
with the civil society, the scientific 
community, and the business world. 
Their statements are being heard with 

increased interest and are welcomed in 
this dialogue, which has been remarka-
bly ecumenical and interreligious.

The ecological debate has unex-
pectedly made possible one of the 
greatest exercises of public theology in 
recent history: the religions have effec-
tively appealed to the political class, 
they have dialogued with the academ-
ics, and they have restored credibility 
to the religious institutions themselves. 
We therefore conclude this reflection 
by pointing out that, not only will the 
great religious traditions play a deci-
sive role in addressing the complexity 
of the socio-environmental challenges, 
but these challenges will also have a 
tremendous influence on the spiritual 
evolution of humankind. 

The response of religion to the en-
vironmental crisis –and to the social 
forces of industrialization, globaliza-
tion, militarization, and consumerism 
that are causing this crisis– is the 
most important factor determining 
whether religion will be a vital part of 
the future of humanity or will instead 
sink into increasing irrelevance.67
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