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226.  We are speaking of  an attitude of  the 
heart, one which approaches life with serene 
attentiveness, which is capable of  being fully 
present to someone without thinking of  what 
comes next, which accepts each moment as a gift 
from God to be lived to the full. Jesus taught us 
this attitude when he invited us to contemplate 
the lilies of  the field and the birds of  the air, or 
when seeing the rich young man and knowing 
his restlessness, “he looked at him with love”  
(Mk 10:21). He was completely present to every-
one and to everything, and in this way he showed 
us the way to overcome that unhealthy anxiety 
which makes us superficial, aggressive and com-
pulsive consumers. 

227.  One expression of  this attitude is when 
we stop and give thanks to God before and after 
meals. I ask all believers to return to this beautiful 
and meaningful custom. That moment of  bless-
ing, however brief, reminds us of  our depend-
ence on God for life; it strengthens our feeling 
of  gratitude for the gifts of  creation; it acknowl-
edges those who by their labours provide us with 
these goods; and it reaffirms our solidarity with 
those in greatest need.

V.  Civic and political love

228.  Care for nature is part of  a lifestyle which 
includes the capacity for living together and 
communion. Jesus reminded us that we have 
God as our common Father and that this makes 
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us brothers and sisters. Fraternal love can only be 
gratuitous; it can never be a means of  repaying 
others for what they have done or will do for us. 
That is why it is possible to love our enemies. 
This same gratuitousness inspires us to love and 
accept the wind, the sun and the clouds, even 
though we cannot control them. In this sense, 
we can speak of  a “universal fraternity”.

229.  We must regain the conviction that we 
need one another, that we have a shared re-
sponsibility for others and the world, and that 
being good and decent are worth it. We have 
had enough of  immorality and the mockery of  
ethics, goodness, faith and honesty. It is time 
to acknowledge that light-hearted superficiality 
has done us no good. When the foundations of  
social life are corroded, what ensues are battles 
over conflicting interests, new forms of  violence 
and brutality, and obstacles to the growth of  a 
genuine culture of  care for the environment. 

230.  Saint Therese of  Lisieux invites us to 
practise the little way of  love, not to miss out on 
a kind word, a smile or any small gesture which 
sows peace and friendship. An integral ecology 
is also made up of  simple daily gestures which 
break with the logic of  violence, exploitation and 
selfishness. In the end, a world of  exacerbated 
consumption is at the same time a world which 
mistreats life in all its forms. 

231.  Love, overflowing with small gestures 
of  mutual care, is also civic and political, and 
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it makes itself  felt in every action that seeks to 
build a better world. Love for society and com-
mitment to the common good are outstanding 
expressions of  a charity which affects not only 
relationships between individuals but also “mac-
ro-relationships, social, economic and political 
ones”.156 That is why the Church set before the 
world the ideal of  a “civilization of  love”.157 So-
cial love is the key to authentic development: “In 
order to make society more human, more worthy 
of  the human person, love in social life – polit-
ical, economic and cultural – must be given re-
newed value, becoming the constant and highest 
norm for all activity”.158 In this framework, along 
with the importance of  little everyday gestures, 
social love moves us to devise larger strategies 
to halt environmental degradation and to en-
courage a “culture of  care” which permeates all 
of  society. When we feel that God is calling us 
to intervene with others in these social dynam-
ics, we should realize that this too is part of  our 
spirituality, which is an exercise of  charity and, as 
such, matures and sanctifies us.

232.  Not everyone is called to engage direct-
ly in political life. Society is also enriched by a 
countless array of  organizations which work to 

156  Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate (29 
June 2009) 2: AAS 101 (2009), 642.

157  Paul VI, Message for the 1977 World Day of  Peace: AAS 
68 (1976), 709.

158  Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendi-
um of  the Social Doctrine of  the Church, 582.
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promote the common good and to defend the 
environment, whether natural or urban. Some, 
for example, show concern for a public place (a 
building, a fountain, an abandoned monument, a 
landscape, a square), and strive to protect, restore, 
improve or beautify it as something belonging to 
everyone. Around these community actions, rela-
tionships develop or are recovered and a new so-
cial fabric emerges. Thus, a community can break 
out of  the indifference induced by consumerism. 
These actions cultivate a shared identity, with a 
story which can be remembered and handed on. 
In this way, the world, and the quality of  life of  
the poorest, are cared for, with a sense of  sol-
idarity which is at the same time aware that we 
live in a common home which God has entrust-
ed to us. These community actions, when they 
express self-giving love, can also become intense 
spiritual experiences. 

VI. S acramental signs  
and the celebration of rest

233.  The universe unfolds in God, who fills it 
completely. Hence, there is a mystical meaning 
to be found in a leaf, in a mountain trail, in a 
dewdrop, in a poor person’s face.159 The ideal is 

159  The spiritual writer Ali al-Khawas stresses from his 
own experience the need not to put too much distance between 
the creatures of  the world and the interior experience of  God.  
As he puts it: “Prejudice should not have us criticize those who 
seek ecstasy in music or poetry.  There is a subtle mystery in 
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not only to pass from the exterior to the interior 
to discover the action of  God in the soul, but 
also to discover God in all things. Saint Bonaven-
ture teaches us that “contemplation deepens the 
more we feel the working of  God’s grace within 
our hearts, and the better we learn to encounter 
God in creatures outside ourselves”.160

234.  Saint John of  the Cross taught that all the 
goodness present in the realities and experienc-
es of  this world “is present in God eminently 
and infinitely, or more properly, in each of  these 
sublime realities is God”.161 This is not because 
the finite things of  this world are really divine, 
but because the mystic experiences the intimate 
connection between God and all beings, and thus 
feels that “all things are God”.162 Standing awe-
struck before a mountain, he or she cannot sepa-
rate this experience from God, and perceives that 
the interior awe being lived has to be entrusted 
to the Lord: “Mountains have heights and they 
are plentiful, vast, beautiful, graceful, bright and 
fragrant. These mountains are what my Beloved 
is to me. Lonely valleys are quiet, pleasant, cool, 

each of  the movements and sounds of  this world.  The initiate 
will capture what is being said when the wind blows, the trees 
sway, water flows, flies buzz, doors creak, birds sing, or in the 
sound of  strings or flutes, the sighs of  the sick, the groans of  
the afflicted...” (Eva De Vitray-Meyerovitch [ed.], Anthologie 
du soufisme, Paris 1978, 200).

160  In II Sent., 23, 2, 3.
161  Cántico Espiritual, XIV, 5.
162  Ibid.
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shady and flowing with fresh water; in the va-
riety of  their groves and in the sweet song of  
the birds, they afford abundant recreation and 
delight to the senses, and in their solitude and si-
lence, they refresh us and give rest. These valleys 
are what my Beloved is to me”.163

235.  The Sacraments are a privileged way in 
which nature is taken up by God to become a 
means of  mediating supernatural life. Through 
our worship of  God, we are invited to embrace 
the world on a different plane. Water, oil, fire and 
colours are taken up in all their symbolic power 
and incorporated in our act of  praise. The hand 
that blesses is an instrument of  God’s love and a 
reflection of  the closeness of  Jesus Christ, who 
came to accompany us on the journey of  life. 
Water poured over the body of  a child in Baptism 
is a sign of  new life. Encountering God does not 
mean fleeing from this world or turning our back 
on nature. This is especially clear in the spirit-
uality of  the Christian East. “Beauty, which in 
the East is one of  the best loved names express-
ing the divine harmony and the model of  hu-
manity transfigured, appears everywhere: in the 
shape of  a church, in the sounds, in the colours, 
in the lights, in the scents”.164 For Christians, all 
the creatures of  the material universe find their 

163  Ibid., XIV, 6-7.
164  John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Orientale Lumen (2 May 

1995), 11: AAS 87 (1995), 757.
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true meaning in the incarnate Word, for the Son 
of  God has incorporated in his person part of  
the material world, planting in it a seed of  defini-
tive transformation. “Christianity does not reject 
matter. Rather, bodiliness is considered in all its 
value in the liturgical act, whereby the human 
body is disclosed in its inner nature as a temple 
of  the Holy Spirit and is united with the Lord 
Jesus, who himself  took a body for the world’s 
salvation”.165

236.  It is in the Eucharist that all that has been 
created finds its greatest exaltation. Grace, which 
tends to manifest itself  tangibly, found unsur-
passable expression when God himself  became 
man and gave himself  as food for his creatures. 
The Lord, in the culmination of  the mystery 
of  the Incarnation, chose to reach our intimate 
depths through a fragment of  matter. He comes 
not from above, but from within, he comes that 
we might find him in this world of  ours. In the 
Eucharist, fullness is already achieved; it is the 
living centre of  the universe, the overflowing 
core of  love and of  inexhaustible life. Joined to 
the incarnate Son, present in the Eucharist, the 
whole cosmos gives thanks to God. Indeed the 
Eucharist is itself  an act of  cosmic love: “Yes, 
cosmic! Because even when it is celebrated on 
the humble altar of  a country church, the Eucha-
rist is always in some way celebrated on the al-

165  Ibid.



172

tar of  the world”.166 The Eucharist joins heaven 
and earth; it embraces and penetrates all creation. 
The world which came forth from God’s hands 
returns to him in blessed and undivided adora-
tion: in the bread of  the Eucharist, “creation is 
projected towards divinization, towards the holy 
wedding feast, towards unification with the Cre-
ator himself ”.167 Thus, the Eucharist is also a 
source of  light and motivation for our concerns 
for the environment, directing us to be stewards 
of  all creation.

237.  On Sunday, our participation in the 
Eucharist has special importance. Sunday, like 
the Jewish Sabbath, is meant to be a day which 
heals our relationships with God, with ourselves, 
with others and with the world. Sunday is the day 
of  the Resurrection, the “first day” of  the new 
creation, whose first fruits are the Lord’s risen 
humanity, the pledge of  the final transfiguration 
of  all created reality. It also proclaims “man’s 
eternal rest in God”.168 In this way, Christian 
spirituality incorporates the value of  relaxation 
and festivity. We tend to demean contemplative 
rest as something unproductive and unnecessary, 
but this is to do away with the very thing which 
is most important about work: its meaning. We 

166  Id., Encyclical Letter Ecclesia de Eucharistia (17 April 
2003), 8: AAS 95 (2003), 438.

167  Benedict XVI, Homily for the Mass of  Corpus Domini 
(15 June 2006): AAS 98 (2006), 513.

168  Catechism of  the Catholic Church, 2175.
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are called to include in our work a dimension of  
receptivity and gratuity, which is quite different 
from mere inactivity. Rather, it is another way of  
working, which forms part of  our very essence. 
It protects human action from becoming empty 
activism; it also prevents that unfettered greed 
and sense of  isolation which make us seek per-
sonal gain to the detriment of  all else. The law of  
weekly rest forbade work on the seventh day, “so 
that your ox and your donkey may have rest, and 
the son of  your maidservant, and the stranger, 
may be refreshed” (Ex 23:12). Rest opens our 
eyes to the larger picture and gives us renewed 
sensitivity to the rights of  others. And so the day 
of  rest, centred on the Eucharist, sheds it light 
on the whole week, and motivates us to greater 
concern for nature and the poor.

VII. T he Trinity and the relationship  
between creatures

238.  The Father is the ultimate source of  
everything, the loving and self-communicating 
foundation of  all that exists. The Son, his reflec-
tion, through whom all things were created, unit-
ed himself  to this earth when he was formed in 
the womb of  Mary. The Spirit, infinite bond of  
love, is intimately present at the very heart of  the 
universe, inspiring and bringing new pathways. 
The world was created by the three Persons act-
ing as a single divine principle, but each one of  
them performed this common work in accord-


