
Opinion
EarthBeat

Pope Francis stood as a beacon in this critical moment, embodying the urgent need
to transform our relationship with the planet we call home. (CNS/Paul Haring)
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We find ourselves at a profound juncture in human history, where spiritual
leadership intersects with the most pressing ecological challenge of our time. Pope
Francis stood as a beacon in this critical moment, embodying the urgent need to
transform our relationship with the planet we call home.

The significance of Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio's choice of "Francis" as his papal
name cannot be overstated. It was a deliberate evocation of St. Francis of Assisi,
who saw all of creation as a sacred manifestation of God's love. This choice was no
mere symbolic gesture — it was a declaration of intent, signaling the pope's
recognition that our relationship with nature is intrinsically connected to our spiritual
well-being. In choosing this name, he aligned himself with a tradition that views
nature not as a resource to be exploited, but as God's inalienable creation to be
cherished and protected.

This understanding crystallized magnificently in his 2015 encyclical "Laudato Si', on
Care for Our Common Home," a testament to his deep awareness of the intersection
between the sacred, nature and ethical behavior. The document was revolutionary
— not only because it came from the leader of 1.3 billion Catholics worldwide, but
because it articulated with moral clarity what science has been telling us for
decades: we live in the God-given Kingdom of Heaven on Earth, and we are not
taking care of it.

We know our current path is unsustainable. We are engaged in unchecked extractive
behavior that is leading us to consume Mother Earth at a pace increasingly beyond
her capacity to regenerate. The greed that has taken root in our minds has led to a
polluted environment that is toxic for our lungs, destructive for our economy and
society, and — let us not mince words — suicidal for our future.



The cover of "Our Common Home: A Guide to Caring for Our Living Planet" is seen in
this screen grab. The booklet was published by the Stockholm Environment Institute
(SEI) and the Vatican Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development.
(SEI/CNS)

When Francis spoke of "ecological sin," he was not introducing some new theological
concept disconnected from reality. He was naming the moral dimension of our
collective failure to honor the covenant between humanity and the divine gift of
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creation. This is not peripheral to either faith or human well-being — it is central to
both.

Our wounded Earth needs us to provide restorative capacity for it to heal, and in so
doing, ensure a future of human well-being. This is not mere environmentalism; it is
recognition of our profound responsibility as stewards of creation. We are all
ancestors of future life on this planet. Ours is the responsibility to safeguard the
rights of the unborn children of the future who want to thrive on a thriving planet.

Francis embodied the kind of leadership we desperately need in this decisive
decade. He combined profound spiritual insight with practical urgency, reminding us
that climate action is not separate from our moral and ethical obligations — it is a
direct expression of them. His voice has been clear and unwavering: the ecological
crisis is a cry of the Earth and a cry of the poor, inextricably linked and demanding
our immediate attention.

When he addressed world leaders, Francis acknowledged the dire reality we face
without surrendering to despair. Instead, he called us to what he termed an
"ecological conversion" — a fundamental shift in how we perceive our place in the
world and how we act upon that understanding.

Related: At Catholic climate conference, Paris Agreement architect challenges US
church to commit to net-zero emissions

The world needs more spiritual, political and financial leaders who understand our
relationship with the Earth and are courageous enough to speak out about it, and
even more importantly, act according to it. Leaders who, like Francis did, recognize
that economic systems must serve human dignity and ecological harmony, not the
other way around. Leaders who understand that true progress cannot be measured
solely by material growth, but must include the flourishing of the entire web of life.

As westerners, we may have to realize the limits of our cosmologies and re-discover
the wisdom that has been handed down through generations in other societies.
Indigenous communities have maintained sacred relationships with the Earth for
millennia, understanding what many of us are only now beginning to grasp: that we
are not separate from nature but rather intimately connected to it. Our future may
depend on going back to the wise elders of yore, combining their ancient wisdom
with our technological capabilities to forge a new path forward.
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This is not about romanticism or naive idealism. It is about surviving and thriving. It
is about transforming our economies, our societies and our individual lives in service
of a greater vision — one that Francis has articulated with remarkable clarity.

Pope Francis addresses the General Assembly of the United Nations in New York
Sept. 25. (CNS photo/Paul Haring)

When Francis addressed the United Nations, he reminded world leaders that the
ecological crisis is also a profound spiritual and ethical crisis. "Any harm done to the
environment," he said, "is harm done to humanity." This interconnection is at the
heart of what we must now understand if we are to navigate the challenges ahead.

We need the moral courage that Francis exemplified — a willingness to speak truth
to power and to call for radical transformation when it is needed. We need his
recognition that the cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor are one voice,
demanding justice and compassion.
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In the face of climate despair and ecological grief, Francis offered not blind optimism
but grounded hope — hope rooted in the conviction that we can choose a different
path. That we can, through collective action and spiritual renewal, heal our
relationship with the planet and with each other.

This hope is not passive — it is a call to action. It demands that we examine our
consumption patterns, our economic systems and our spiritual values. It requires
that we recognize our interconnectedness and act accordingly.

As we stand at this crossroads, Francis' papacy reminds us that we have a choice.
We can continue down the path of extraction, pollution and destruction, or we can
choose regeneration, harmony and care.

And there are already hundreds of thousands of communities around the globe
choosing this path. Whether this takes the form of community kitchens, gardens,
schools or other local social support systems, we only need to look beyond the
headlines to find them. Farmers, teachers, investors, artists and so many others
have already begun reshaping their ways of working to better express their deep
love for planet Earth and all that lives upon it. These people are some of the most
energized and inspired among us. They are alive with courage and the fervent
promise of new possibilities. 

Like them, let us choose wisely. Let us heed the call of this remarkable spiritual
leader who understood that the fate of our planet and the fate of humanity are
inseparable. Let us become the ancestors that future generations will thank, not
deplore. The future is not predetermined — it will be shaped by the choices we make
today. Let us, in the words of Francis himself, "hear both the cry of the earth and the
cry of the poor" and respond with courage, compassion and commitment.
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