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OUR LITURGICAL CALENDAR FOR 2021
A WONDERFUL GIFT FOR YOUR FAMILY AND FRIENDS!

THE POWER OF FAITH is the theme of the 2021 Worldwide Calendar. The images recall 
some of the main liturgical feasts of the year explained by Pope Francis’ quotes. Besides 
the biblical readings for each day of the year, the calendar highlights all the liturgical 
solemnities, feasts, memorials and optional memorials—with their appropriate liturgical 
colour. It also indicates the major Church international days, the week of the psalter, and 
South Africa’s public holidays. It is characterized by the usual quality and beauty. We ask 
that payments may be done in advance—preferably through EFT, to keep bank charges 
as low as possible. Thanks for your preference and support for our missionary work!

PLEASE CONTACT:
Comboni Media Centre

P.O. Box 266 • Silverton 0127, Pretoria 
South Africa

Tel: 012 804 6193 • Fax: 012 804 6685
Cellphone: 072 928 4214

Email: wwide@mweb.co.za

PLACE YOUR ORDER  
AS SOON AS POSSIBLE!

Please, do not forget to send us proof of payment.

01–49 copies:
50–99 copies:

100–249 copies:
250–499 copies:

500–1999 copies:
2 000 or more copies:

R20.00 each
R19.00 each
R18.00 each
R17.00 each
R16.00 each
R15.00 each

(POSTAGE INCLUDED FOR SOUTH AFRICA ONLY)

PROMOTIONAL PRICES

(Outside South Africa postage costs will be added)
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…AND THE WORD BECAME FRATERNITY

“ We need to move from a mentality of domination 
and exploitation of nature and our fellow human 
beings to another of love, respect, solidarity 
and service.”

FR RAFAEL ARMADA, EDITOR

THE TIME of Christmas is coming closer. 
This year might be a different one in most 
of the world, less noisy feasting and less 
tumultuous gatherings due to the Corona 
virus. Maybe more like the first Christ-
mas with more silence and possibility of 
contemplating the mystery of this humble 
little Child, King of peace, offered to the 
whole of humanity. Jesus comes as the 
Light of the world. He fulfils our ultimate 
desires of fraternity for a wounded world 
where dark holes of despair might seem to 
prevail. Christ, however, with the strength 
of His weakness brings the Light of hope to 
the world. It is our choice to welcome Him 
or not and to accept His invitation to live 
as children of the same Father.

On the 24th May 2020, Pope Francis pro-
claimed a Special Laudato Si’ Anniversary 
Year to invite us to deepen our awareness 
of the phenomenal environmental crisis in 
which we are immersed and to react in or-
der to save the planet and humanity. COV-
ID 19 is only an aspect of the broader chal-
lenge the world is facing. Our responses 
to the crises may show different outlooks 
of our being in the world: an approach 
that tries to maintain selfish interests, re-
gardless of the needs of others, or a more 
communal understanding of life that looks 
at establishing fraternal relationships and 
mutual concern for one another.

Our common home is crying and her 
global damage affects the lives of the peo-
ple in the world, particularly the poor and 
the most vulnerable. This crisis is calling 
for a common and urgent response from 
all. We need to move from a mentality of 
domination and exploitation of nature 
and our fellow human beings to another 
of love, respect, solidarity and service.  

This is why the publication of Fratelli 
Tutti, the new encyclical of Pope Francis, 

comes at the right moment. It comple-
ments his vision already exposed in the 
two other main documents of his pontifi-
cate, Evangelium Gaudium and Laudato Si’. 
Fratelli Tutti claims for a communal action 
to create a better world. It calls for a dis-
cerning commitment towards fraternity 
and social friendship in the world, and the 
need for dialogue and consensus that puts 
us all in motion. Fratelli Tutti is a breath of 
hope in the midst of despair and discour-
agement. In it, Pope Francis insists on the 
need for interreligious dialogue. 

Inspired by the encounter of St Francis of 
Assisi with the Sultan of Egypt, Pope Fran-
cis met the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar Ah-
mad Al-Tayyeb last year and together they 
advocated for reconciliation and fraternity 
among all believers and people of good 
will.  Our world needs dialogue, consensus, 
peace, and particularly, a communal com-
mitment to reverse climate change and 
its consequences. We hope that the new 
administration in the USA will unite forces 
together with the rest of the countries of 
the world for a shared vision towards the 
common good for humanity. 

As the Servite brother, Ermes Ronchi 
OSM, affirms in his article, Falling in love 
with reality, in the pages of this magazine, 
“beauty and good come first, and are 
deeper than evil”. These are words that 
give us courage to face any challenge. 
Together with these words, we Christians 
also share the conviction that the Love of 
God has been poured out into our hearts 
(Rom 5: 5) through the Holy Spirit. We 
have the power of loving our imperfect 
beings and a flawed world and to trans-
form them into luminous realities ac-
cording to our shared dream of hope for 
humanity. Merry Christmas and a blessed 
New Year 2021 to all! 

EDITORIAL
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APPRECIATION MESSAGES
Today the magazine came home to us, and I have read much of it. I 
liked the articles; the diversity of the various religious communities that 
are included—in keeping with the article about including the Salesians 
contribution to Comboni education in Sudan; the input from so many 
persons around the world, and more. Wicks and I wish you a fruitful 
time as editor.
WICKS AND JILL GRANVILLE, received by email

FR ALDO CHISTÈ, A LONG LIFE FOR THE MISSION (28.07.1930- 22.10.2020)
Fr Aldo Chistè, a Comboni missionary, was born in Dro, a town of 4 000 inhabitants in the north-
ern part of Italy. His parents were Giuseppe Chistè and Marcillia Poli and they had 10 children, 
seven of them are still alive. Fr Aldo was born on 28 July 1930 and he was ordained on 31 May 
1958. After his ordination he spent five years in Sudan from where he was expelled in 1964. On 
27 April 1967, he arrived in Durban, South Africa, on the ship Africa, together with Brother Amario 
Adani. Soon they were joined by Fr De Maldè and they stayed in Bongani Mission, Mpumalanga.

At the beginning of May 1967, Bishop Anton Reiterer went with the three missionaries to 
Waterval, a recently bought farm situated about 12 km from Bushbuckridge, with the idea of 
establishing a new mission. They chose its name, Holy Family, and the site of the new house. By 
Christmas, this was built and the three missionaries could move into Waterval.

In the meantime, Fr De Maldè and Fr Chistè had applied for permission to go to the loca-
tions. In January 1968 they received it for six months, but when they asked for its renewal, the 
magistrate of Bushbuckridge denied the permit. He asked Fr Chistè if they were replacing old 
people or if it was for new personnel. When he answered that they were opening a new mis-
sion, he refused to grant it. In January 1969, they re-applied and they got it. Someone must have 
recommended them.

Meanwhile, Fr Chistè went to Acornhoek to study Tsonga and then he returned to Waterval. 
In his first years at Holy Family Mission, Fr Aldo translated prayers and parts of the Missal into 
Tsonga with the help of Tsonga catechists and teachers. In 1972 he was appointed director of the 
Catechetical School in Glen Cowie. In 1979 he moved to Acornhoek till 1983. After six years in 
Italy, he came back to Acornhoek for another six years. In 1995 he moved to Mamelodi (Pretoria) 
until 1999. Then he returned to Acornhoek till 2003. After his years in Mpumalanga he moved 
to Soshanguve (Pretoria) where he stayed until 2009. On 8 October 2009, Fr Aldo went to Zola to 
join the new commitment given to the Comboni missionaries in Soweto.  In 2012 he moved to the 
Comboni Centre in Lynnwood (Pretoria) till 2018 when he returned to his first home, Waterval. 
He died there, at the age of 90, on the 22 October 2020. In his life ministry, Fr Aldo helped in-
numerable people, particularly in their educational needs.

A CALL FOR YOUR COLLABORATION
Dear subscribers and friends,
We hope you are well and safe! Be assured of our prayers for you and gratitude for your support! 

We would like to ask you for a favour. We notice that a good number of subscribers still renew 
or pay their subscription by making cash deposits at the counter. The hard fact is that for a cash 
deposit of R150.00 at the tellers, we are charged R60.00 (thus, only R90.00 comes to us). This 
amount does not even cover the costs for printing and postage.

If you really need to make a cash deposit, we kindly request you to consider adding R60.00 for 
bank charges. Alternatively, you may use the ATM machines to make cash deposits with or 
without a card, and the charges range between R7.00 and R12.00. The staff at any bank 
are readily available to help those who may not know how to deposit at the ATM.

Otherwise, we highly recommend that you remit your subscription or renewal fees through 
Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT), the cheapest bank service for us.

Thank you for your continued collaboration and support!
• THE ADMINISTRATION

Write to: The Editor of Worldwide
Comboni Media Centre  
P.O. Box 266,  Silverton 0127, Pretoria
Email: wwide.magazine@gmail.com

DATES TO REMEMBER

POPE'S PRAYER INTENTIONS

DECEMBER
1 – World AIDS Day; 2 – International Day for 
the Abolition of Slavery; 3 – International Day 
of Persons with Disabilities; 5 – World Soil 
Day; 9 – International Day of Commemoration 
and Dignity of the Victims of the Crime 
of Genocide and of the Prevention of this 
Crime; 10 – Human Rights Day; 12 – Interna-
tional Universal Health Coverage Day; 18 – 
International Migrants Day; 20 – International 
Human Solidarity Day; 25 – Christmas Day; 
26 – Day of Goodwill

JANUARY
1 – World Day of Prayer for Peace; 3 – 
Epiphany of the Lord; 10 – Baptism of the 
Lord; 24 – International Day of Education; 26 
– World Leprosy Day; 27 – International Day 
of Commemoration in Memory of the Victims 
of the Holocaust

DECEMBER
FOR A LIFE OF PRAYER. We pray that our 
personal relationship with Jesus Christ 
may be nourished by the Word of God and 
a life of prayer.

JANUARY
FOR EVANGELIZATION—HUMAN FRATER-
NITY. May the Lord give us the grace to 
live in full fellowship with our brothers and 
sisters of other religions, praying for one 
another, open to all.

RENEWING YOUR SUBSCRIPTION 
TO WORLDWIDE

Dear subscribers and friends,
We would like to recommend that you remit 
your subscription or renewal fees by BANK 
DEPOSIT OR TRANSFER (Payments done 
by cheque are rather expensive for us). In 
order to identify you, always quote your 
SUBSCRIPTION NUMBER as a reference 
(The first 4 numbers in the first line of your 
address label) and/or your name or cell phone. 
•	Bank details: ABSA SILVERTON
•	Account number: 711574417
•	Branch Code: Universal code for EFT (or 334445)
•	Account name (cheque account): 
CATHOLIC CHURCH WORLDWIDE 
CASH PAYMENTS—at our offices: 
518 President Street, Silverton, Pretoria 
(Monday to Friday 09:30 to 15.30) 

We would like to encourage you, our valued 
subscribers, to ensure that your information is up 
to date—address, telephone, mobile number and 
email address—and to let us know if the magazine 
has not been arriving regularly as it should.
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WORLDWIDE has the exclusive services of the following magazines for South Africa: WORLD MISSION (Philippines); NEW PEOPLE (Kenya); AFRIQUESPOIR 
(DR of Congo); ALÉM-MAR (Portugal); NIGRIZIA (Italy); MUNDO NEGRO (Spain); ESQUILA MISIONAL (Mexico); MISION SIN FRONTERAS (Peru); and IGLESIA 
SINFRONTERAS (Colombia).

CONTENTS

LOVE FOR THE EARTH, LOVE FOR HUMANITY
The bright light of the rising sun represents the luminosity, the beauty inherent in each human being and our 
capacity to transform evil into good and to establish authentic human relationships. The closeness of the 
celebration of Christmas envisions the coming of the Light and Peace for the world, the One that fulfils the 
greatest aspirations of any person and leads us all to God. 
 The fisher represents the laborious presence of the human being in the world, administrator and steward 
of a wounded earth as we celebrate during this Laudato Si’ Jubilee Year proclaimed by Pope Francis. His new 
encyclical, Fratelli Tutti, calls for an urgent common effort of solidarity, social friendship and fraternity to 
avoid our planet’s destruction and the downfall of humanity. The several hands in the picture symbolise the 
need for pulling together, diverse as we are, to achieve that dream. 

PROFILE • ST FRANCIS AND ST CLARE 
OF ASSISI
The cry of the earth, the cry of the poor
By Marian Pallister 
Author and chair of pax Christi, Scotland

FRONTIERS • GREEN REGENERATION
A wall for a greener Africa 
By Marta Gatti
Italian researcher and journalist

SPIRITUALITY • ECOSOPHIES
Ecological spirituality from 
the wisdom of the ecosophies 
By Rafael Güitrón Torres 
Comboni Missionary 

THE LAST WORD
Life-giving dreams
By Fr Silvano Fausti SJ
Biblist and writer 

MISSION IS FUN 
Christmas in lpolosat
By Fr Giuseppe Caramazza
Comboni Missionary
Illustration by Karabo Pare

RADAR

INSIGHTS • FAITH & POLITICS
Hiding our light
By Mike Pothier, Programme Manager
SACBC Parliamentary Liaison Office

FOCUS • CARE FOR THE EARTH, 
CARE FOR HUMANITY
The whole of Creation groans with pain 
(Rom 8:22)
By Archbishop Thomas Menamparampil SDB
Archbishop Emeritus of Guwahati, India   

WORLD REPORT • FUTURE CHALLENGES 
Boredom gets a grip on society 
By Pieter Bliek
Bachelor of Arts and Master of Arts 
in Religious studies, Holland

SPECIAL REPORT • COMMON HOME
Poverty, justice, ecology, theology: 
a fruitful dialogue 
By Jaime Tatay Nieto SJ
Professor of Ecology, Ethics 
and Social Doctrine of the Church 
Pontifical University of Comillas, Madrid

SPECIAL REPORT • LOVE FOR 
A WOUNDED WORLD
Falling in love with reality 
By Ermes Ronchi OSM
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COUNTRIES AT RISK OF ECOSYSTEM 
COLLAPSE One-fifth of the world’s countries 
are at risk of their ecosystems collapsing because 
of the destruction of wildlife and their habitats, 
according to an analysis by the insurance firm 
Swiss Re.

Natural life-support systems such as food, 
clean water and air, and flood protection have 
already been damaged by human activity. More 
than half of global GDP—$42 trillion (£32 tril-
lion)—depends on high-functioning biodiversity, 
according to the report, but the risk of tipping 
points is growing.

Countries including Australia, Israel and South 
Africa rank near the top of Swiss Re’s index of risk 
to biodiversity and ecosystem services, with India, 
Spain and Belgium also highlighted. Countries with 
fragile ecosystems and large farming sectors, such 
as Pakistan and Nigeria, are also flagged up.

Countries including Brazil and Indonesia had 
large areas of intact ecosystems but had a strong 
economic dependence on natural resources, 
which showed the importance of protecting their 
wild places, Swiss Re said.

“A staggering fifth of countries globally are at 
risk of their ecosystems collapsing due to a decline 
in biodiversity and related beneficial services,” said 
Swiss Re, one of the world’s biggest re-insurers 
and a linchpin of the global insurance industry.

“If the ecosystem service decline goes on [in 
countries at risk], you would see then scarcities 
unfolding even more strongly, up to tipping points,” 
said Oliver Schelske, lead author of the research.

Jeffrey Bohn, Swiss Re’s chief research officer, 
said: “This is the first index to our knowledge 
that pulls together indicators of biodiversity and 
ecosystems to cross-compare around the world, 
and then specifically link back to the economies 
of those locations.”

The index was designed to help insurers as-
sess ecosystem risks when setting premiums for 
businesses but Bohn said it could have a wider 
use as it “allows businesses and governments 
to factor biodiversity and ecosystems into their 
economic decision-making”.

The UN revealed in September that the world’s 
governments failed to meet a single target to 
stem biodiversity losses in the last decade, while 
leading scientists warned in 2019 that humans 
were in jeopardy from the accelerating decline 
of the Earth’s natural life-support systems. More 
than 60 national leaders recently pledged to end 
the destruction.

The Swiss Re index is built on 10 key eco-
system services identified by the world’s scien-
tists and uses scientific data to map the state 
of these services at a resolution of one square 
kilometer across the world’s land. The services 
include provision of clean water and air, food, 
timber, pollination, fertile soil, erosion control, 
and coastal protection, as well as a measure of 
habitat intactness.

Those countries with more than 30% of their 
area found to have fragile ecosystems were 
deemed to be at risk of those ecosystems col-
lapsing. Just one in seven countries had intact 
ecosystems covering more than 30% of their 
country area.

Among the G20 leading economies, South 
Africa and Australia were seen as being most at 
risk, with China 7th, the US 9th and the UK 16th.

Alexander Pfaff, a professor of public policy, 
economics and environment at Duke Univer-

sity in the US, said: “Societies, from local to 
global, can do much better when we not only 
acknowledge the importance of contributions 
from nature—as this index is doing—but also 
take that into account in our actions, private 
and public.”

Pfaff said it was important to note that the 
economic impacts of the degradation of nature 
began well before ecosystem collapse, add-
ing: “Naming a problem may well be half the 
solution, [but] the other half is taking action.”

Swiss Re said developing and developed coun-
tries were at risk from biodiversity loss. Water 
scarcity, for example, could damage manufactur-
ing sectors, properties and supply chains. 

Bohn said about 75% of global assets were not 
insured, partly because of insufficient data. He 
said the index could help quantify risks such as 
crop losses and flooding. (Damian Carrington, 
www.theguardian.com)

RADAR

Village in Batangas, The Philippines.
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It is impossible to predict the changes that 
will come from this tragedy, because “there 
are too many variables and uncontrollable in-
teractions,” says Brazilian economist Ladislau 
Dowbor, a graduate professor at the Pontifical 
Catholic University of São Paulo, who sees 
the corona virus as a crisis aggravated by a 
series of other factors.

Neoliberal economic policies have tried to 
reduce the role of the State and adhere to a 
fiscal austerity that has limited investments 
in public health systems. Now all of this has 
a heavy weight and the responsiveness to 
the pandemic has declined. Inequality—re-
flected in income, housing, poor sanitation, 
overcrowding and long trips in public trans-
port—has favoured the spread of the virus and 
its lethal consequences. The poor distribution 
of the world’s wealth erodes the defences of 
society: liberal economists acknowledge this 
as it has been proved in previous epidemics 
and environmental disasters.

The world’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
is a total of $850 billion, which distributed per 
person would ensure $3 700 per month for 
each family of four, Dowbar noted. Addition-
ally, in the tax havens there are $200 billion. 

In his book, An age of unproductive capi-
tal, the economist Ladislau Dowbor (2019) 
devotes part of his study on the draining of 
resources for the financial system, a system 
that absurdly enriches a few, impoverishes the 
majority and nothing gets produced.

Reducing the concept of economy to finance 
alone and not for the benefit of people ends up 
being a barrier to development and generates 
the frustrations that result in protests, uprisings, 
occupations, marches and rebellions.

Many economists are seeking answers to 
the systemic challenge of the four converging 
crises: environmental disaster, explosive inequal-
ity, financial chaos, and the corona virus. The 
key is to adapt the decision-making process to 
define how to use resources and replenish the 

economy at the service of the common good, 
Dowbor concludes. Covid-19 has changed 
all of the norms by forcing the disruption of 
nonessential activities, isolating people in their 
homes, and paralysing the economy.

Some changes were imposed. Many gov-
ernments temporarily abandoned their fiscal 
austerity policy and approved a ‘war budget’ 
that allowed them to allocate a considerable 
percentage of GDP in emergency aid to families, 
workers and businesses. 

The most impressive sums are those of the 
United States: the government announced a 
package of two trillion dollars, 10% of GDP, 
to offset losses and protect companies and 
workers against the sudden loss of income. 
Those measures are reminiscent of the Brit-
ish economist John Maynard Keynes (1883–
1946), who proposed state intervention to 
stimulate aggregated demand and sustain 
the economy and employment. 

These are pragmatic measures, to avoid an 
explosive increase in hunger, social seizures 
and the destruction of the economic system 
that would make its post-pandemic recovery 
very costly. Expecting a permanent change in 
economic policy, a return to Keynes’ proposal 
can be an illusion. The exceptional expenses 
will represent a brutal increase in public debt 
that will serve as an argument for the intensi-
fied return of austerity, already claimed by 
many economists.

In any case, reinforcing the State and public 
health for the future appears as a logical con-
sequence of this crisis. Pandemics will remain 
a permanent threat for a long future. The hope 
of many is that the tragedy of the pandemic, 
the dimensions of which are still incalculable, 

will move humanity to the point of reducing 
consumerism, promoting solutions for the cli-
mate crisis and for the inequality that is now 
considered unacceptable.

No political or social forces appear to en-
sure favourable decisions to such changes 
in the future; the trend is clearly contrary. 
The corona virus forced the closure of bor-
ders, deepening nationalism that was already 
gaining strength and has affected national 
co-ordination, which would have been useful 
in combating the pandemic.

With regards to employment, there is a huge 
destruction in progress and “nothing guaran-
tees future restoration,” says José Dari Krein, a 
researcher at the Centre for Trade Union Stud-
ies and Labour Economics at the University of 
Campinas, in southern Brazil. Evidence of this 
are the definitive bankruptcy of many small 
companies in a ‘chain effect’, the foreseeable 
adoption of technologies and the re-organization 
of businesses to reduce the labour force and 
policies of the current government.

The president of the Unified Workers’ Cen-
tral (UWC, the largest union in Brazil), Vagner 
Freitas, in return, identifies “a moment of oppor-
tunity, of solidarity.” The crisis values   collective 
solutions, “strengthens the union by rescuing 
its role of negotiating agreements”, after some 
years of deterioration of labour and union rights. 
The pandemic calls into question many negative 
policies and affirms “the need to build strong na-
tions—not just strong corporations—investments 
in science, an efficient state to provide services 
to society and not only to capital,” concludes 
the unionist. 
(Mario Osava, Rio De Janeiro, available at 
https://www.jpic-jp.org) 

COULD THE PANDEMIC CREATE 
A LESS EXCLUSIVE ECONOMY?

The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted 

the global crises that were already there, 

the recognition of a dysfunctional economy 

and the driving force behind highly unequal 

societies—which favour new paths, fears 

and hopes, but the future remains unknown.

The poor are more vulnerable to the corona virus.
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“Looking toward the future, then, we should take care 
that religions do not close in upon themselves. While 

we remain firmly rooted in our own identities as 
believers, we should resolve, together with all persons 

of good will and despite our differences, to move 
forward on the path of human fraternity.”

CARDINAL MIGUEL ÁNGEL AYUSO, Comboni Missionary, 
President of the Pontifical Counsel for Interreligious Dialogue 

at the conference on the encyclical, Fratelli Tutti of Pope Francis 
on fraternity and social friendship, held on 4 October 2020 

(www.press.vatican.va)

“The ideals of the United Nations—peace, justice, 
equality and dignity—are beacons to a better 

world.  Never in modern history have we gone 
so many years without a military confrontation 

between the major powers.”
ANTONIO GUTERRES, Secretary-General’s remarks at the 

General Assembly Ceremony marking the 75th Anniversary 
of the United Nations (www.un.org)

“The Pope’s comments in a brief passage 
in the documentary film, Francesco, are similar 

to the position he took while archbishop of Buenos 
Aires and echo remarks he has made in several 

interviews during his pontificate: Marriage is only 
between a man and a woman, but civil union 
laws could provide legal protection for couples 

in long-term, committed relationships.”
CINDY WOODEN, Rome Bureau Chief, Catholic News Service 

in a text entitled, Pope has history of defending marriage, 
but being open to some civil unions (www.scross.co.za)

“The signs of the times clearly show that human 
fraternity and care of creation form the only path to 

integral development and peace as already indicated by 
the Popes St John XXIII, St Paul VI and St John Paul II.” 

POPE FRANCIS, during the Angelus in the presentation 
of the new encyclical, Fratelli Tutti on 5 October 2020 

(www.satodayscatholic.org)

“The encyclical, Frattelli Tutti (FT), is about love, 
attention and tenderness that brings the broken 
and bleeding world back to health. It is a social 

meditation on the Good Samaritan who recognises 
love as the pre-eminent law and models for us, 
created social friendship. Pope Francis asks us 

to gaze at the world similarly such that we come 
to see the basic indispensible relation of all things 

and all people near and far. In its simplicity of core, 
FT is a devastating challenge to our ecological, 
political, economic and social life—but above all 

it is a proclamation of an ineradicable joyful truth 
presented here as a well-spring for a fatigued world.”
ANNA ROWLANDS, Theologian, University of Durham in a reflection 

entitled, Peace in the human family (www.catholicnews.com)

PRINCE HASSAN BIN TALAL: 
THE ENCYCLICAL, FRATELLI TUTTI, 
ALSO APPLIES TO THE MIDDLE EAST’
“Today, especially in the Middle East, the cradle 
of the three Abrahamic religions, one feels the 
need for a new ‘Social Charter’ that supports 
the vulnerable and shows everyone the path to 
universal solidarity. The Encyclical ‘Fratelli tutti’, 
signed by Pope Francis on 3 October in Assisi 
in front of the tomb of St. Francis, responds to 
this urgency for the peoples of the Middle East 
and for all humanity and recognizes the brother-
hood that binds all human beings. “This recogni-
tion is the basis for new social relationships”, 
expressed Jordanian Prince Hassan Bin Talal in 
al-Arab, a newspaper published in London. The 
authoritative member of the Hashemite royal 
family of Jordan, has always been committed to 
Islamic-Christian dialogue, as President of the 
Royal Institute for Interfaith Studies in Amman. 
Hassan Bin Talal reminds that Fratelli Tutti is in line 
with the document, On human fraternity signed 
in Abu Dhabi in 2018 by Pope Francis himself 
and by Sheikh Ahmed al-Tayyeb, Grand Imam 
of al- Azhar. In the new document, notes the 
Jordanian Prince, the Pope calls on everyone to 
recognize that “God created all human beings and 
made them equal in terms of rights, duties and 

human dignity”. The bond of brotherhood that 
unites all people is the real antidote to all forms 
of aggression and any desire to oppress those 
belonging to other social or religious groups. 

The Jordanian Prince emphasizes that the 
appeal to fraternity contained in the papal 
encyclical indicates ways in which the poor, 
the sick and the disabled can be effectively 
supported. “The world was created for every-
one”, writes the Prince, “and we humans were 
all born with the same dignity on this earth”. 
This aspiration—according to the Jordanian 
Prince—embraces all differences and does not 

want to reduce everything to an indistinct unity: 
“We were all created starting from Adam, and we 
were called to accept one another as brothers 
and sisters. These heavenly messages demand 
respect for the individual and establish this re-
spect as the basis for social relationships. A fact 
that was made even clearer by the Covid-19 
pandemic, which hit strong and fragile nations 
and showed beyond a doubt that only human 
fraternity and social friendship can provide a 
solid basis to face the threats that affect all hu-
manity”, concluded the Prince.
(Amman, Agenzia Fides)

Prince Hassan Bin Talal on his recent visit to Pope Francis at the Vatican.
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ALTHOUGH THE Covid-19 pandemic 
does not stop, causing suffering and death 
on all continents, the Church continues 
its work of assistance and charity, 
especially in those areas of the world 
where the situation of the population, 
already precarious, has received new 
blows from the health emergency. In 
assisting as much as possible those who 
suddenly found themselves in a state of 
need, the local Churches, which largely 
lived on the offerings of the faithful, have 
now finished their limited economic 
resources, as well as priests, religious 
and catechists who find themselves 
without means of subsistence not only 
to continue their work of charity and 
evangelization, but also for daily needs. 
To respond to the emergencies caused 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, Pope Francis 
has set up an Emergency Fund at the 
Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS) which, 
thanks to the generosity of many, has been 
responding to requests from dioceses 
throughout the missionary world for 
months. Aid was recently sent to various 
ecclesiastical circumscriptions in Africa.

In Nigeria, aid from the PMS Fund 
went to four dioceses: to the diocese 
of Auchi, to help the religious Sisters 
of Mother of Perpetual Help of the 
Archangels (Mophass), who due to the 
lockdown have had to close their schools 
and therefore have no livelihood for 
their community which includes several 
novices. In the diocese of Bomadi, aid 
was also sent to a religious congregation 
engaged in pastoral activity, the Little 
Friends of Mary Missionary Sisters. 
Pastoral operators in the diocese of Idah 
have been hit hard by the pandemic.  
The usual financial support for the 
activities of the Church by the laity 
has ceased, as families have found it 
impossible to meet their daily needs. 
The assistance of the PMS Fund will 
help 90 priests, 757 catechists of 
the diocese and Augustinian nuns.  
A contribution was also sent to the diocese 
of Uromi to meet the needs of the diocese 
following the effects of Covid.

The Missionary Sisters of the Consolata 
of Liberia received help to be able to 
continue their evangelization activities in 
the two communities in the Archdiocese of 
Monrovia, where the religious are engaged 
in the human and Christian formation of 
children, young people and adults, in the 
promotion of women and in the formation 
of lay missionaries. In addition, St. Peter 
Claver Catholic High School, entrusted to 
them, ensures quality education for over 
800 children. The 252 sisters of the diocese 
of Ngong, in Kenya, who ensure a precious 
service to the Church in various fields, have 
also received help from the PMS Fund. 
In Namibia, the state of emergency and 
the lockdown have resulted in further 
suffering for the population, due to 
hunger and extreme poverty caused 
by unemployment and the cessation of 
all forms of small trade. The diocese of 
Windhoek, which so far has not spared 
itself to help the poor and destitute, 
has now asked for support to be able to 
continue its evangelization activities. The 
diocese of Kokstad, in South Africa, is also 
in serious economic difficulty to cope with 
current expenses and the management of 
charitable and pastoral activities.

During the lockdown, extensive use 
was made of the media to somehow 
compensate for the closure of pastoral 
activities and churches, with meetings, 
moments of prayer, homilies and 
reflections, to help communities nourish 
hope and continue with evangelization. 
The functioning of these instruments 
involves considerable expense, which has 
aggravated the financial situation of the 
dioceses, already precarious due to the 
lack of offers from the faithful. For this 
purpose, aid from the PMS Emergency 
Fund was allocated to National Catholic 
Television—Luntha TV and National 
Radio Maria of Malawi, together with a 
contribution to the Bishops’ Conference 
in order to provide for the most urgent 
payments. Also in Angola, aid was 
sent to the diocese of Cabinda, for the 
strengthening of the diocesan radio, and 
to that of Dundo, for the completion of 
the Radio Ecclesia equipment, which 
will allow the diocesan broadcaster to 
reach even the population of the more 
peripheral areas. The same in Cameroon, 
where the diocese of Douala has asked for 
help for Radio Veritas.  
(Agenzia Fides, Vatican City)

RADAR

PONTIFICAL MISSION SOCIETIES (PMS) AID 
PASTORAL OPERATORS AND DIOCESAN MASS MEDIA 

IN AFRICA DURING THE COVID PANDEMIC

At least 229 dioceses have received support from the PMS COVID fund for parishes, 
religious communities, catechists, seminarians in Africa, South America and Asia.
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RADAR

WHEN YOU place bacteria in a test 
tube with food, their population grows 
exponentially until, eventually, they run 
out of resources and kill themselves 
off. The comparison with humanity’s 
predicament on the climate crisis has 
looked glaringly obvious even a couple 
of decades ago; but we have not really 
strayed since from the inevitable path to 
extinction. The Corona Pandemic, the 
biggest global crisis for decades that we 
are living through, should be the shock 
we need to change course—yet it already 
seems unlikely that much will change. 
It’s easy enough to throw around the old 
adage ‘never waste a good crisis’—but 
when it comes to existential questions 
about the future of humanity, it has 
proved fairly useless.

Corona virus or not, we remain locked 
into a treadmill that measures progress 
by growing GDP rather than by wellbeing 
and environmental sustainability. This is 
an economic paradigm that has served 
most of us—particularly the most 
affluent—pretty well for decades, though 
the richer we’ve got, the more the benefits 
have tailed off. There have been a number 
of studies showing that, beyond a certain 
point, more wealth does not necessarily 
equal more happiness—true at a societal 
level as well as an individual one.

There is a lot that could account for 
this flatlining. It was once assumed 
that increased productivity, driven by 
technological progress, would result in 
us having more leisure time: see John 
Maynard Keynes’s prediction in the 1930s 
that we’d be working just 15 hours a week 
by now. Instead, luxury beat leisure and 
an explosion in consumerism has driven 
us towards ever more consumption. The 
‘happiness’ economist, Richard Layard 
has also pointed towards “disorders of 
development” such as obesity and tech 
addiction (although often in a wealthy 
society, obesity is associated with poverty).

The costs of this consumption have 
increased. Much of it is subsidised by 
labour exploitation, both at home and 
abroad. Then there is the small issue of 
catastrophic climate change, as we race 

towards tipping points beyond which 
global heating becomes self-reinforcing 
and harder to halt without unprecedented 
levels of co-ordinated international action.

The idea of moving towards a ‘zero 
growth’ economic model starts to look 
increasingly unattainable. Nevertheless, 
if we want to preserve the planet and 
achieve a better work-life balance we 
would have to sacrifice gains in material 
living standards. If we could protect 
the least affluent from any negative 
impacts—which would require more 
redistribution—why not?

The big problem is, of course, no one 
knows how to get there. We can’t afford 
to waste this opportunity to rethink 
economic recovery over broader measures 
of wellbeing, even as the government has 
prioritised pubs over schools in relaxing 
the lockdown.

Our political and economic systems are 
utterly indisposed to the radical shifts we 
need to promote wellbeing over wealth 
and protect the planet. Short-termism is 
everywhere, from politicians who face 
elections every few years to company 
directors who must account for quarterly 
results. On the right, there are powerful 
vested interests who want to maintain 
business as usual—who go quiet in the 
wake of a crisis (just look at Davos agendas 
in recent years), but who do all in their 
power to obstruct change. The left often 
makes peace with continuous growth, 
despite its costs, because a rising tide 
makes redistribution easier. It is crazy 

to think that a shock to GDP caused by 
a financial crisis or a pandemic could 
be used as a bridge to a different world 
because the brunt of the pain is always, 
always borne by the least affluent and 
the young.

So, we need to think far more about the 
mechanisms and institutions that could 
get us on to a different path. The Long Time 
Project is exploring how humans could 
shift their time horizons so, simply put, we 
feel more emotionally connected to our 
future descendants. It points to the fact 
that we tend to view our future selves, let 
alone future generations, as strangers. We 
need to rewire the way we think about the 
future, and our own ageing and deaths; 
art and culture can play an important 
role in it. We could learn from those times 
in history when humans have proved 
their ability to think beyond their own 
lifespan: ‘cathedral thinking’ is based on 
those architects who planned spectacular 
buildings that would never be finished in 
their own lifetimes.

It’s no exaggeration to say that, unless 
we find a way to think differently about 
consumption, wellbeing and sustainability, 
we will be responsible for our own 
extinction. It should be clear by now that 
crises such as extreme weather, pandemics, 
financial crises are never going to be the 
wake-up call that forces us to confront our 
own fragility. A good crisis inevitably goes 
to waste, and it is lazy and irresponsible to 
think otherwise. 
{Sonia Sodha, www.theguardian.com}

WE’VE GOT TO START THINKING BEYOND OUR OWN 
LIFESPANS IF WE’RE GOING TO AVOID EXTINCTION

Amiens Cathedral, France, built across several lifetimes during the 13th century.
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WHEN ANDREW Mlangeni, the last 
surviving Rivonia trialist who spent 27 
years in jail with Nelson Mandela, passed 
away recently, there was some initial 
uncertainty about whether or not he was 
a Catholic. Soon enough, tributes and 
obituaries confirmed that he was, as did 
the fact that he was buried by Archbishop 
Buti Tlhagale of Johannesburg.

It seems, though, that Mr Mlangeni’s 
Catholicism was not particularly widely 
known or celebrated by fellow Catholics. 
No mention of it was made, for example, 
in the statement of condolence published 
on the Bishops’ Conference website. In 
fact, we generally don’t seem to be very 
interested in knowing which prominent 
figures in our public life are Catholics.

In 1997, when we started the Catholic 
Parliamentary Liaison Office, Fr Smangaliso 
Mkhatshwa (a former Secretary-General of 
the Bishops’ Conference) was an ANC MP. 
He undertook to try to compile a list of 
Catholics in Parliament so that we could 
introduce ourselves and the work of the 
CPLO to them, and maybe set up some 
kind of cross-party group of Catholic MPs 
of the kind that exists in some European 
and African countries.

After a while he gave up—apart from 
personal knowledge, there was simply 
no way of finding out the religious 
denominations, if any, of parliamentarians. 
Over the years since then we have 
occasionally been told that such-and-such 
an MP or Minister is a Catholic, only for it 
to turn out that he or she is or was married 
to a Catholic; or was once or twice seen at 
Mass somewhere. 

Sometimes we are taken completely 
by surprise. The late Bishop Zithulele 
Mvemve once asked us if we had had any 
dealings with a Catholic MP who was very 
active in his diocese. It turned out that 
we knew the MP, but would never have 
guessed that he was Catholic—his name 
was Ismail Mohamed. 

It also happens every now and then 
that an MP before whose committee we 
are making a submission rather grumpily 
remarks, “Well, I am a Catholic and I don’t 
agree with what you’re saying”—and, it has 

to be said, once or twice we have discovered 
that a particular MP or Minister is Catholic, 
and found ourselves rather wishing that we 
had been left in ignorance on that point.    

Does this kind of religious anonymity 
matter? Certainly, it is a healthier situation 
than that which prevails in some parts of 
the world, and in some parliaments, where 
people are pre-judged and pigeon-holed on 
the basis of their faith or denomination—
or where Catholics are assumed to be 
supporters of one party and Evangelicals 
or Protestants, another. We would not want 
religious adherence to become politicised, 
or sectarianism to invade our politics.

At the same time, it would be good 
to see more politicians bringing their 
religious values into the work they do as 
public representatives and lawmakers. 
For example, the principles of Catholic 
Social Teaching have a huge amount 
to contribute to policy debates around 
equality, the elimination of poverty, 
human rights issues, and the same applies 
to the social teachings of other faiths. 

Unfortunately though, as we saw 
during the American presidential election 
campaign, it is all too easy for a politician’s 
religion to become an ecclesiastical 
football as well as a political one. Joe Biden’s 
Catholicism was seen by some as a reason 
to support him; historically, despite making 
up around 25% of the US population, only 
one Catholic, John F Kennedy, had made 
it to highest office—but his support for 

legal abortion led others to accuse him 
of betraying his Catholicism. One bishop 
went so far as to say that, for the first time 
in many years, “there is no Catholic on the 
Democratic Party ticket!”

Something similar happened with the 
controversial appointment of Amy Coney 
Barrett as a Justice of the US Supreme 
Court. More media attention seemed 
to be focused on her religion and her 
sometime membership of a conservative 
Catholic fellowship than on her experience 
and standing as a judge. Similarly, many 
analysts have drawn attention to the fact 
that six of the nine Supreme Court Justices 
are Catholic, as if this necessarily means 
something when it comes to how they might 
decide a case. Here in South Africa very few 
of us have any idea at all about the religious 
beliefs, if any, of our judges and, with a 
possible exception in the case of Chief 
Justice Mogoeng Mogoeng, who has made 
no secret of his evangelical Christianity, 
there has never been a feeling that those 
beliefs would influence a judge’s findings.

We certainly don’t want to head in the 
direction of the US and have our political 
and judicial leaders’ religious affiliation 
dragged through the mud; but at the same 
it would be good to see more politicians 
and people in public life being open 
about how their religious or spiritual 
convictions have sustained them in the 
often difficult and pressurised worlds of 
politics and public service. 

BY MIKE POTHIER | PROGRAMME MANAGER, SACBC PARLIAMENTARY LIAISON OFFICE

HIDING OUR LIGHT

Catholic Social Teaching has great values to offer to politics, 
inasmuch as it seks the common good, House of Parliament, Cape Town
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FOCUS • CARE FOR THE EARTH, CARE FOR HUMANITY

WE HEAR of global warming, acid rain, 
ozone depletion, climate change, loss of 
biodiversity, topsoil erosion, tropical de-
forestation, desertification, underground 
water depletion and pollution (Welford 
& Starkey 1996: xi). We pollute the earth 
with unimaginable indifference. Garbage 
accumulates in cities worldwide. Mil-
lions of tons of rubbish, toxic chemicals, 
medical waste, fertilizers, and crude oil are 
dumped, accidentally or deliberately into 
the ocean. The rubbish that we empty into 
oceans and rivers and seas moves around 
the world in currents, depositing the waste 
as far as the Antarctic and Artic, and on 
coral reefs (McKenna 2007: 126). 

“Unruly growth of cities” is leading to 
visual pollution and noise, chaotic neigh-
bourhoods, spaces inundated by cement, 
asphalt, glass and metal (Laudato Si 43). 
“Urban air grows more and more polluted 
due to automobile and industrial emissions 
and threatens the health of millions. Even 
space is getting polluted; thousands of 
tons of debris have cluttered the skies for 
hundreds of kilometres from the earth” 
(Cummings 1991: 102). In fact, “many cities 
are huge, inefficient structures, excessively 
wasteful of energy and water” (Laudato 
Si 43). Life-sustaining energies are being 
depleted and degraded (Rassmussen 2005).

A DEHUMANIZING ECONOMY
The economic progress we see is im-
mense, but it has developed an inhuman 
face. Its focus is not on “human beings 
and peoples…but merchandise and the 
market…” (McKenna 2007: 84). We are 
growing merciless to Mother Earth, tear-
ing apart its ecological garment and Na-
ture’s intricate patterns, imperilling even 
our very survival (Lachance 1994: xviii). 

Edward Echlin calls it the ‘ecological sin’ 
(Lachance 1994: 106). When we speak of 
‘economic miracles’ and boast of economic 
leadership, we forget that there is a human 
price to be paid for every step forward, a 

burden which reduces weaker persons 
and communities to the status of victims 
of the so-called ‘national development’. 
The consequences have been disastrous. 

The “vision of ‘might is right’ has engen-
dered immense inequality, injustice and 
acts of violence against the majority of 
humanity, since resources end up in the 
hands of the first comer or the most pow-
erful: the winner takes all” (Laudato Si 82).

SUSTAINABILITY OF 
DEVELOPMENT SHOULD BE 
EVALUATED IN HOLISTIC TERMS
We speak today more of the ‘needs of de-
velopment’ than the needs of peoples and 
of communities, even less of their par-
ticipation in this endeavour (Hallman 1994: 
228). Sustainability of development projects 
cannot be calculated merely in economic 
terms. It calls also for spiritual motivation 
and religious-cultural energy that build 

up consistency and commitment. Thus, 
the effort towards sustainability has to be 
holistic: involving social, spiritual, moral 
and environmental consciousness and 
resources (Rasmussen 2005: xiii).  

The time has come even for big businesses 
to judge their goals and become self-critical 
of the corporate culture that they have ac-
cepted as absolute (Welford & Starkey 1996: 
10). Many of them do not manifest any grief 
when they leave behind in developing coun-
tries “great human and environmental li-
abilities such as unemployment, abandoned 
towns, the depletion of natural reserves, 
deforestation, the impoverishment of agri-
culture and local stock breeding, open pits, 
riven hills, polluted rivers…” (Laudato Si 51).

STRUGGLE FOR SCARCE RESOURCES 
LEADING TO VIOLENCE, WAR
It is becoming evident that “once certain 
resources have been depleted, the scene 
will be set for new wars…War always 
does great harm to the environment and 
to the cultural riches of peoples” (Laud-
ato Si 57). After the experiences of world 
wars and ethnocides, holocausts and 

, cold wars and ethnic cleans-
ings, no one can deny that the physical 

Voices are growing louder every day, crying hoarsely, that the planet is facing an environmental crisis

BY ARCHBISHOP THOMAS MENAMPARAMPIL SDB | ARCHBISHOP EMERITUS OF GUWAHATI, INDIA

THE WHOLE OF CREATION GROANS 
WITH PAIN (ROM 8:22)

The economic progress we 
see is immense, but it has 

developed an inhuman face.

Fertilizers and pesticides damage soil and kill fish in fresh waters (Welford & Starkey 1996: 61).
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power of science alone cannot save us; 
in fact, it can turn absolutely destructive 
if it is not controlled by the wisdom of 
the spirit (Hallman 1994: 37). “Here we 
see how environmental deterioration 
and human and ethical degradation are 
closely linked” (Laudato Si 56). 

Oil spills, poisoned rivers and seas, and 
damaged beaches—we have gone to the 
point when we need to fear that toxins 
in food, air and water will irrevocably 
affect the immune systems of new-born 
children (Welford & Starkey 1996: 7). 

OVER-FISHING, OVER-MINING, 
DEFORESTATION
As wise persons of every culture have 
done in the past, we need to care for many 
species on earth that stand in danger of 
extinction. Knowledgeable persons warn 
us against the danger of overdoing things: 
over-fishing, over-grazing, over-mining, 
over-straining the soil. They insist on 
the need to defend soil and its fertility, 
protecting trees and undergrowth, con-
structing trenches and contour ridges 
to prevent erosion, and nurturing life-
sustaining elements (Hallman 1994: 253). 

Deforestation on a massive scale is the 
new Hiroshima in our days. It is highest 
in certain parts of Africa and Asia (Dolz-
er et al. 2000: 70). Cutting down trees and 
bushes leads to flooding, continuous soil 
erosion, ruin of marine environment, 
and desertification (McDonagh 1990: 21). 

THE EARTH, HUMANITY 
LOSING IMMUNITY
Referring to the environment, respon-
sible people have come to the point of 

describing the present damage being 
caused as if the earth is catching AIDS, 
fast losing its immunity and defence 
system and life-sustaining ability (MC-
Donagh 1990: 23). Human beings are 
affected too. 

Today cities are fast falling lower, de-
grading individuals, communities, en-
tire societies, the environment and all 
life-forms. When we are hurting our 
‘sister earth’ we are hurting our com-
mon home, something that we have been 
doing for the last two hundred years in 
a big way (Laudato Si 53). We are betray-
ing humanity.

LOGGING AND PROFIT-ORIENTED 
MONOCULTURE CROPS DAMAGE 
LONG-TERM INTERESTS
The greater tragedy today is that fertile 
land is sold out to cash crops for export, or 
handed over to mighty economic estab-
lishments that exploit the local economy 
and the indigenous people (Dolzer et al. 
2000: 67). Governments tend to favour 
monoculture crops to boost their export 
and profit-makers rush in to take imme-
diate advantage of the situation. (Whelan 
et al. 1996: 34).

It is painful to see local leaders, middle-
men, poachers, loggers and government 
and company representatives betray-
ing the trust of the people and selling 
off priceless patrimonies in the form 
of cheap timber (McDonagh 1990: 79). 
The appetite for consumer goods seems 
to have no limit even in poor countries. 
People are ready to cut down on health, 

The worldwide spread 
of Covid-19 should teach 

us a lesson.

The system, known as the slash-and-burn method of agriculture, 
traditional among many indigenous communities, makes lands 

barren, hills bare, and soil exhausted.
Entire civilizations have died out due 

to the over-exploitation of Nature Valley, India.

As industries advance in a nation, cities become coated with grime, 
covered with clouds of smoke and disease.
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education and other services in order to 
spare money for more consumer goods 
(McDonagh 1990: 4). 

LOSS OF HUMAN SENSITIVITY, 
THE NEED TO REGAIN A SENSE 
OF CO-BELONGING
People are so excited about acquiring the 
most modern gadgets and other consumer 
goods that they have oriented all human 
life to the processes of earning and owning. 
There is no room left for becoming more 
human: cultivating human sentiments, 
compassion of heart, an understanding 
mind, or gentleness in dealings. 

The very tools of wealth-building, the 
instruments of production, are hunting 
down those who have brought them into 
existence. “Modernity devours its own 
children,” says Rasmussen (2005). The 
export-oriented ‘economy of exaggera-
tion’ reduces hundreds of thousands of 
people into the slavery of cheap labour 
(McDonagh 1990: 33).

Animals will teach you, said Job 12: 7–10. 

“Everything is related, and we human be-
ings are united as brothers and sisters on a 
wonderful pilgrimage, woven together by 
the love God has for each of his creatures 
and which also unites us in fond affection 

with brother sun, sister moon, brother 
river and mother earth” (Laudato Si 92).

VIOLENCE TO NATURE LEADS 
TO VIOLENCE TO HUMAN BEINGS
Unfortunately today we allow advertisers 
and market-promoters to draw up for us 
an inflated list of needs. Our eagerness for 
the goods we see advertised hit the skies. 
When our expectations are not met, we 
hastily assign responsibility for it to com-
peting individuals, ethnic groups, or neigh-
bouring countries. People take to violence 
at the individual, community or at interna-
tional levels. Likewise, armed resistance is 
provoked when transnational companies 
tread on the interests of indigenous people, 
displacing communities, damaging local 
markets, destroying inherited values and 
traditional cultures (Rasmussen 2005: 2). 

Many tragedies of our times are related 
to exaggerated forms of self-interest result-
ing in accumulation of wealth in the hands 
of a few and the development of weapons 
of mass destruction leading to ethnic con-

flicts, genocide and ecocide (Rasmussen 
2005: 85). Pope Francis ends his encyclical 
Fratelli Tutti invoking human fraternity and 
calling for a culture of dialogue (Fratelli 
Tutti 285). 

BLESSINGS THAT MODERN 
SCIENCE HAS BROUGHT AND 
DANGER OF EXAGGERATIONS
We do not deny that modern science has 
raised living standards, produced more 
reliable medicines, and brought us the 
many benefits of advanced technology 
(Cummings 1991: 16). However, it does not 
provide meaning and purpose to human life 
and destiny. It does not explain the inner 
nature of things (Green 1994: 19). In the 
same way, specialisation, with all its ad-
vantages, has led to the fragmentation of 
knowledge and “loss of appreciation for 
the whole, for the relationship between 
things, and for the broader horizon” 
(Laudato Si 110). The problem is that “We 
have certain superficial mechanisms, but 
we cannot claim to have a sound ethics, a 
culture and spirituality genuinely capable 
of setting limits and teaching clear-mind-
ed self-restraint (Laudato Si 105). 

We must begin to listen to persons with 
a prophetic vision, poets, spirit-driven peo-
ple who invite us to a new sort of thinking, 
a new form of logic, ethic and celebration. 
Let us stir the creative powers implanted 
into us by the very forces of Nature (Green 
1994: 124). There is an ethic written in 
the subconscious of the human mind 
that, while using the benefits of Nature, 
only ‘minimum harm’ should be caused. 
It is interesting to note that for Albert 
Schweitzer of Gabon, the cutting of a 
flower or lopping of a tree were matters 
for responsible consideration (Cummings 
1991: 84). 

What is required is that the sense of mutual belonging 
that we have lost, should be revived, that we remember 

that everything is connected to everything else

In the long term, single-crop economies prove to be extremely fragile.
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THERE IS NO WASTAGE IN 
NATURE, THERE IS REGENERATION, 
BALANCE, RELATIONSHIP, HARMONY
There is no wastage in Nature, everything 
is re-cycled; and new things are generated. 
Life is regenerated.  Animals and vegeta-
tion adapt to their surroundings (Green 
1994: 80). The best way of showing our 
gratitude to Nature is to build up a delicate 
balance in imitation: economic growth, 
technical and industrial expansion, health 
improvement, better housing,  tender care 
for the environment, moderate use of nat-
ural resources, and a sense of the sacred.

Here is how creativity is best manifested: 
balancing various sorts of interests and 
reconciling various interest-groups as 
Nature does. Can diverse expectations be 
reconciled? Can we work out some sort of 

integration between economy and ecology, 
protection of creation and demands of jus-
tice?  If Nature remains our model, we have 
some hope of success (Hallman 1994: 102). 

ALL MUST COLLABORATE: 
GOVERNMENTS, CORPORATIONS, 
CITIZENS, SCIENTISTS, 
ECONOMISTS, BELIEVERS
“Honest debate must be encouraged 
among experts while respecting divergent 
views” (Laudato Si 61). “No form of wisdom 
can be left out; it should not ignore religion 
that can provide motivation for the care 
of the environment” (Laudato Si 63, 64). In 
fact, there is a growing consensus among 
men and women of religion, science, medi-
cine, literature, and arts about the need for 
the preservation of living systems.

Can intellectuals be a ‘moral voice’ in 
this confusion of voices? Can they give 
attention to economic ecology (have a ho-
listic view of the economic activity), hu-
man ecology (be concerned with human 
life, family ), social ecology (concerned 
with social relationships, structures), 
cultural ecology (respecting culture in 
inherited and lived forms), ecology of 
daily life (bringing quality to living, en-
vironment, building styles, showing 
solidarity), ecology of man (respect-
ing his/her identity) as well? (Laudato Si 
141–155). Interdisciplinary, intercultural, 
interreligious, science-religious dialogues 
will pave the way for a genuine ‘ecologi-
cal conversion’ and for effective action 
(Laudato Si 177–227). 

I would like to conclude with the words 
of the great Indian poet Tagore: 
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FOCUS • CARE FOR THE EARTH, CARE FOR HUMANITY

“I asked the tree, speak to me 
about God—and it blossomed”

(Rasmussen 2005: 201)

We discover that we are no more than mere robots at the service of an economy without heart and mind.

Now is the time for action. Everyone must do something: individuals, educational institutions, business
 concerns, environmental groups, religious groups, pressure groups, government (McDonagh 1990: 93–97).
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ACCORDING TO Hogeboom, the French 
priest and palaeontologist, Pierre Teil-
hard de Chardin (1881–1955) predicted in 
his book, The phenomenon of Man (1976) 
that boredom will be the greatest threat 
to modern society. He also adds: “That is 
why it is important that everyone can get 
to work”. 

However, what if, as a result of tech-
nological and digital advances, which is 
implementing a different mode of life, 
forty percent of jobs disappear without 
being replaced by new ones? This is what 
the Irish priest, eco-theologian and advi-
sor to the Vatican, Sean McDonagh (in 
prep.), warns against in his book, Robots, 
religion and the future of jobs, which he 
is currently preparing for publication. 
McDonagh claims that the corona crisis 
is speeding up the process of robotization 

and digitization and that the recent riots 
and uprisings are only the beginning. The 
longer the crisis lasts the more unem-
ployed there will be who are dissatisfied 
and feed the riots. According to him, the 
current social upheavals are a foretaste of 
what society will face when the tsunami of 
mass unemployment pours over us. 

The death of the black American George 
Floyd as a result of racist police violence at 
the end of May has provoked a worldwide 
wave of protests and riots. Consequently, 
the Black Lives Matter appeared as a move-
ment against police violence, institutional 
racism and other forms of aggression and 
oppression against black people. 

However, it is not only a black persons’ 
revolt, also other underprivileged popula-
tion groups have made their voice heard 
through protests and riots since then, 

e.g. demonstrations in deprived neigh-
bourhoods in the big cities, all over the 
world. The uprisings are jokingly called 
corona riots. Furthermore, there has been 
a worldwide wave of protests against the 
strict corona measures and the uprising in 
Belarus, among others; no one can ignore 
the fact that there is a general discontent.

“Those riots all over the world are not 
separate”, says Hogeboom. “It all has to 
do with the burgeoning awareness that 
things have to be done differently in so-
ciety”. He argues that the Black Lives Mat-
ter Movement can be compared to the 
uprising against the Belarusian dictator 
Lukashenko.  “In Belarus, after 26 years of 
repression, people suddenly dare to take 
to the streets despite the presence of nu-
merous police. In America, many people, 
mostly the black population, continues 

The current worldwide wave of riots and uprisings are the result of an underground discontent that has long 
been breeding and triggered now by the corona crisis said the chairman of the Dutch Teilhard de Chardin 

Foundation, Henk Hogeboom van Buggenum in a recent interview with the author

BY PIETER BLIEK | BACHELOR OF ARTS AND MASTER OF ARTS IN RELIGIOUS STUDIES,  HOLLAND

BOREDOM GETS A GRIP ON SOCIETY

Demonstration after the killing of George Floyd at Sheffield, England.
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to demonstrate against police violence”. 
Hogeboom explains that all these up-
risings are eased by the fact that most 
people now have a computer, a TV and a 
cell phone: “People see what is happening 
in other countries and become dissatis-
fied with their current situation. This is 
exacerbated by the corona crisis and the 
ongoing technological and digital ad-
vances, as a result of which many people 
suddenly lose their jobs, no longer have 
an income and get disheartened. That all 
works together and finds its way out by 
means of protests and uprisings̈ .

In his, as yet unpublished book, Robots, 
religion and the future of jobs, the Irish 
priest already warns us of more waves of 
social unrest as a result of the expected 
mass unemployment. But McDonagh 
doubts whether governments will take 
up this warning: “In recent decades, we 
have been hit by several pandemics. That 
must be a warning. Yet the corona virus 
has invaded the world. Governments 
were totally unprepared. I fear that this 
will also be the case with the tsunami of 
mass unemployment through technologi-
cal and digital advances and the resulting 
social disruption”. But the eco-theologian 
does not see the dreaded social disruption 
caused by a lack of jobs and boredom as 
the greatest danger to the world—it is 
still the ongoing climate change and the 
extinction of plant and animal species. 
“If the world population continues grow-
ing as it is, we will soon be ten billion 
people on earth. If we do not live sus-
tainably, we will not be bored anymore, 
because we will render ourselves extinct”, 
says McDonagh.

Teilhard de Chardin was highly con-
troversial. He tried to reconcile Christian 
faith with the evolution theory. Neither 
the Catholic Church nor science thanked 
him for this. Teilhard claimed that matter 
has an interior consciousness. As Hoge-
boom explains: “In a certain way, the 
COVID-19 virus has a kind of conscious-
ness, capable of breaking the balance in 
the world, when this is disturbed by envi-
ronmental pollution and climate change. 
When, in the early 1970s, the environ-
mental movement pointed out to us that 
we were on the incorrect path, nobody 
was interested in taking action or heed-
ing the warning. Gradually, the aware-

ness is growing that we are all heading 
in the wrong direction. Then comes the 
environmental and climate crisis with the 
corona crisis and social unrest as a result. 
Essentially, we all created this virus, but 
strangely enough, it can also become our 
salvation. That little piece of matter helps 
us to become aware that we still have to 
do a lot of things differently”.

According to him, “the social unrest in 
the United States also has to do with the fact 
that there is still a very large group of people 
who feel comfortable with the old situation 
and are resisting change; among others, 
he refers to Trump supporters.  However, 
the underprivileged population has de-
veloped and will no longer take the op-
pression. Everything that is oppressed, 
be it people or nature, eventually rebels”. 

McDonagh fully agrees with Hogeboom’s 
view: “Particularly in American society, 
institutional racism is deeply rooted. It 
dates back to the slave era. That is why 
racism is an intrinsic part of American 
society. Here only the lives of white people 
matter”. The Irish priest denounces the 
corona approach of the richest country 
in the world when he says: “See how they 
deal with health care and social problems. 
Where is the American dream? No won-
der the population is rebelling.”

According to the chairman of the Teil-
hard de Chardin Foundation, Hogeboom, 
a possible solution for the social unrest 
is the provision of a worldwide basic in-
come. “I was already enthusiastic about 
this idea when I set up the foundation in 
the mid-1990’s and thus came into con-

The ongoing technological and digital advances will imply a change 
in the employment patterns experienced till now.

The supply of jobs for an ever-growing world population will be one 
of the greatest challenges in the years to come—Ruyigi, Burundi.
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tact with the Dutch artist Pieter Kooistra. 
He is the founder of the Dutch Art Li-
brary”. Kooistra had written the ground-
breaking Marshall Plan for all people, The 
ideal self-Interest, (Kooistra 1993). In it the 
artist argues for a basic income for every-
one, but also adds a comprehensive plan 
to develop the talents that every human 
being has, so as to use them for the ben-
efit of society. Hogeboom admits that the 
plan is rather idealistic, but in view of the 
current increasing social unrest, it is still 
worth considering. McDonagh affirms:

Kooistra is therefore not necessarily 
agreeable to the unconditional provision 
of a basic income. Hogeboom coincides 
with his view, “a precondition is that 
people first learn to discover who they 
are and how they can make a contribu-
tion. To this end, the unemployed should 

gather in groups and, under the guid-
ance of a discussion leader, take stock of 
what kind of needs exist in society and 
how they can fulfil them. In this way, 
people can feel valuable again and make 
themselves helpful, and they do not have 
to feel useless and get bored. Insurrec-
tions and riots can possibly be prevented 
by this”, says Hogeboom. He attaches 
great value to Kooistra’s plan, because 
it is completely in line with the ideas of 
Teilhard de Chardin. Together, Hoge-
boom and Kooistra attended a meeting 

of the United Nations to present The ideal 
self-interest. Hogeboom states: “Due to 
the fact that the son of the Irish Prime 
Minister, Erskine Hamilton Childers, who 
led the meeting, became unwell at the 
podium and was taken unconscious to 
the hospital, the session was adjourned 

and unfortunately, Kooistra’s presenta-
tion was not completed”.

McDonagh is very much in favour 
of the re-evaluation of Teilhard’s ideas. 
Thanks to his advice, Pope Francis re-
ferred several times to the French priest 
in the ecological encyclical, Laudato Si’ 
of 2015. “In addition to caring for hu-
man wellbeing, it is also crucial to build a 
sustainable future if we are to survive as 
a species on this fragile planet. Teilhard’s 
ideas could serve us well in this respect”, 
says McDonagh.  Hogeboom acknowledg-
es that “Kooistra said just before his death 
in 1997, that with his plan he planted a 
very small seed that will eventually ger-
minate”. Perhaps the corona crisis and the 
ecological crisis are fertile soils in which 
The ideal self-Interest can still germinate. 
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“Providing a basic income is a good idea when combined 
with a plan. In any case, the plan of neo-liberalism, 
which is only concerned with the interests of large 

companies and profits for shareholders, has not worked.”

Climate change reversal is an absolute emergency—
demonstration in Washington DC, USA.

The eradication of racism is a continuous challenge for the world.
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WITH THE passage of time, other reasons 
and motives have been added to this initial 
interest in the ecological question, such as 
the importance of thinking about future 
generations or the value of creation itself, 
as a gift from God and a place of encoun-
ter with Him. However, there is no doubt 
that the social question was the gateway 
to the ecological question for Catholics. 
There is a phrase in Pope Francis’ encycli-
cal (2015), Laudato Si (LS), that explains it 
clearly and directly: “Many of the poor live 
in areas particularly affected by phenom-
ena related to warming, and their means 

of subsistence are largely dependent on 
natural reserves and ecosystemic services 
such as agriculture, fishing and forestry. 
They have no other financial activities or 
resources which can enable them to adapt 
to climate change or to face natural disas-
ters, and their access to social services and 
protection is very limited. For example, 
changes in climate, to which animals and 
plants cannot adapt, lead them to migrate; 
this in turn affects the livelihood of the 
poor, who are then forced to leave their 
homes, with great uncertainty for their 
future and that of their families” (LS 25). 

Indigenous populations and poor farm-
ers in developing countries are the most 
exposed to the impact of environmental 
degradation, although they are not the 
only ones. The evidence accumulated over 
the last few decades shows that certain 
groups in all countries—rich and poor, 
South and North—suffer disproportion-
ately from the impacts of biodiversity 
loss, natural resource depletion, pollution, 
scarcity of water and its poor quality, ris-
ing sea levels, deforestation, overfishing, 
extreme weather events or uncontrolled 
mining. All these groups have been given 

There are those who wonder why religions have taken an interest in the ecological question 
in recent years and, above all, what they can contribute to a seemingly technical debate. 

In the case of the Catholic Church, the answer is simple: her interest lies on the close connection 
between environmental degradation and vulnerability of the most disadvantaged or fragile: 

the poor, children, the sick, the elderly, women, indigenous peoples and racial minorities
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special attention by the so-called envi-
ronmental justice movement. They have 
incorporated into their analysis, the find-
ings of ecological economics, feminist 
thinking, environmental ethics and racial 
and post-colonial studies. We will refer to 
them below in order to establish a dia-
logue and thus being able to perceive more 
clearly the similarities and differences 
between environmental justice and the 
Catholic thought on ecology. There are 
new practical initiatives that have been 
launched in various Christian communi-
ties trying to offer a response to the three-
fold challenge of our time: to build a world 
in which social peace, economic justice 
and environmental sustainability reign. 

ECOLOGICAL SENTINELS AND 
SOCIO-ENVIRONMENTAL 
DEGRADATION 
In the opinion of the French thinker Éloi 
Laurent (Laurent & Prochet 2015), there 
are certain groups of people who are priv-
ileged witnesses when it comes to seeing 
and understanding what is happening to 
our planet. 

They not only see, hear and analyse, but 
also smell, touch and feel in their own 
bodies the effects of deforestation, dis-
appearance of fauna, pollution, erosion, 
drought or migration. They know well 
that ecological and human degradation 
go hand in hand. In the contemporary 
environmental debate, a number of ex-
pressions have become popular that come 
from environmental activism and the 
experience of the ecological sentinels: cli-
mate justice, food sovereignty, bio-piracy, 
land grabbing, ecological debt, environ-
mental racism or environmentalism of the 
poor are some of the best known. 

For Joan Martínez-Alier (2005), an 
economist at the University of Barcelona, 
Spain, as well as for Laurent, these recent 
expressions, often used by political ecol-
ogy and ecological economics, have been 
developed and deepened by the thought-
ful reflection of academics, but it is the 
experience, denunciation and creativity 
of indigenous peoples and marginalised 
groups that have generated them. In this 
sense, the much quoted 1855 letter from 
Chief Seattle of the Suwamish tribe to 

President Jefferson of the United States 
can be considered one of the first testi-
monies of socio-environmental activism 
available to us. One of its most significant 
paragraphs is worth reproducing: “The 
earth does not belong to man; it is man 
who belongs to the earth. All things are 
related like the blood that unites us all. 
There is a union in everything. What 
happens to the earth will fall on the 
children of the earth. Man did not weave 
the fabric of life; he is merely one of its 
threads. Whatever he does to the fabric, 
he will do it to himself”.

Seen from the Christian tradition, 
the denunciation of Chief Seattle of the 
Suwamish tribe and of the ‘sentinels’ 
referred to by the scholars, resonates 
in some way with the biblical tradition, 
and especially with the prophets as seers, 
men and women capable of anticipat-
ing the future and warning of the risks 
to which present decisions lead. The 
prophetic dimension of the Christian 
faith can be perceived in the words of 
Pope Francis himself when he affirmed, 
in a phrase often quoted, that “today we 
cannot fail to recognize that a true eco-
logical approach always becomes a social 
approach, which must integrate ques-
tions of justice into discussions about 
the environment, in order to hear both 
the cry of the earth and the cry of the 
poor” (LS 49). With the passing of time, 
the intuitions and denunciations of the 
first ecological sentinels have expanded 
to include new and unsuspected aspects. 
An example of this expansion was the 
experience that led to the coining in the 
1980s of a new term to denounce envi-
ronmental racism.

Laurent calls them ‘ecological sentinels’ because they— 
poor people, children, women, the elderly, indigenous people—

are the ones who experience the impact of environmental 
degradation in a more direct or dramatic way

Indigenous woman with her child in Caquetá, Colombia.

Another world is not only possible, 
but needed, World Social Forum, Brasil.
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MARGINALIZED MINORITIES 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM 
For the population as a whole, racial mi-
norities and impoverished social groups 
have traditionally lived closer to polluted 
areas or where the quality of public ser-
vices, air, water and food is poorer. This is 
a sociological reality about which there is 
already ample evidence in many parts of 
the world. As a result, these communities 
are exposed to a greater number of pollut-
ants or pathogens, or live in areas where 
the environmental risk of floods, droughts 
or extreme weather events is greater. In 
recent years, we have witnessed these dif-
ferential risks first-hand both in developed 
countries such as the US and Australia and 
in developing countries such as Mozam-
bique and the Philippines.

Since these social groups have neither 
the political influence nor the economic 
power to move, to lobby their parliaments 
or to influence national policies, they are 
often chosen to locate activities or projects 
of higher environmental risk in their vicin-
ity, whether they are mining, industrial, 
agricultural or livestock operations. 

Benjamin Chavis of the United Church 
of Christ Commission for Racial Justice 
(1987) defined environmental racism as 
“racial discrimination in the deliberate 
targeting of ethnic and minority commu-
nities for exposure to toxic and hazardous 
waste sites and facilities, along with the 
systematic exclusion of people of colour 
from environmental policy making, law 
enforcement and reparation”.

The definition emerges from the con-
cept of environmental justice, understood 
as “the fair treatment and meaningful 
participation of all people without regard 
to race, colour, national origin, or income 
with respect to the development, imple-
mentation and enforcement of environ-
mental laws, regulations and policies”. The 
well-founded criticism of the racism that is 
latent in many contemporary socio-envi-
ronmental problems also coincides with 
the analysis of post-colonial studies, which 
have highlighted the impact that colonisa-
tion has had and continues to have on the 
way natural resources are extracted, how 
the wealth they generate is distributed and 
the environmental impact of their extrac-
tion, processing and commercialisation. 
The Church has echoed this reflection.

A direct reference to it appears in Laud-
ato Si, when it is stated that “there is a true 
‘ecological debt’, particularly between 
the global North and the South, related 
to commercial imbalances with conse-
quences in the ecological sphere, as well 
as to the disproportionate use of natural 
resources historically carried out by some 
countries” (LS 51). Another veiled refer-
ence to this issue appears in the criticism 
of certain ‘green’ proposals from devel-

oped countries: “The imposition of these 
measures penalizes those countries most 
in need of development. Thus, a further 
injustice is perpetrated under the guise 
of protecting the environment. The poor 
end up paying the price” (LS 170). As al-
ways, the thread is cut by the weakest. 
Together with the contribution of the 
environmental justice movement, which 
has incorporated criticism of racism and 
the neo-colonial dimension of the dy-

Ecological sentinels, Bangladesh.

Farming, Myanmar.



22 WORLDWIDE   DEC-JAN  2021 23 WORLDWIDE   DEC-JAN  2021

namics of environmental degradation, 
feminist thought has also contributed 
significantly to revealing another of the 
cultural dynamics that has led us to the 
current situation.

WOMEN’S VISION AND 
UNHEALTHY DUALISMS 
One of the currents of contemporary 
thought that has converged in the complex 
ecological movement is that of feminist 
thought. A number of women academ-
ics—including several theologians—have 
made significant contributions to this 
field over the past 50 years. Following the 
publication of Le féminisme ou la morte 
(d’Eaubonne, 1974), the first to address the 
environmental question from a gender 
perspective, thinkers such as Rosemary 
R. Ruether, Sally McFague, Vandana Shiva, 
Ivone Guebara, Anne Primavesi or Yayo 
Herrero have stated that one of the reasons 
for the current ecological crisis is cultural: 
the dualistic approach that has established 
a set of false dichotomies or oppositions 
between culture or nature, mind or body, 
reason or emotion, scientific or traditional 
knowledge, independence or dependence, 
man or woman. Along with this split, Marta 
Pascual and Yayo Herrero point out that 
“all eco-feminisms share the vision that 
the subordination of women to men and 

the exploitation of nature are two sides of 
the same coin and respond to a common 
logic: the logic of patriarchal domination 
and the subordination of life to the priority 
of obtaining benefits”. Moreover, our (capi-
talist) culture “has developed all sorts of 
strategies to subdue both and relegate them 
to the realm of the invisible. That is why the 
different eco-feminist currents seek a pro-
found transformation in the ways in which 
people relate to each other and to nature, 
removing formulas of oppression, imposi-
tion and appropriation, and overcoming 
anthropocentric and androcentric visions”. 

Although Catholic social thought 
does not share all the approaches of 
eco-feminism, it is legitimate to say that 
there are elements of the critique to 
dualistic thinking and the revaluation 
of the feminine in our contemporary 
culture that are being incorporated into 
the ecclesial reflection and praxis. So 
much so that, right at the beginning of 
his encyclical.

Later, he will make a critical examina-
tion of the history of Christianity to rec-
ognize that Jesus “was far removed from 
philosophies which despised the body, 
matter and the things of the world. Such 
unhealthy dualisms, nonetheless, left 
a mark on certain Christian thinkers 
in the course of history and disfigured 
the Gospel” (LS 98). Pope Francis rec-
ognizes, in a way similar to many con-
temporary thinkers, that the dualistic 
thinking has distorted the Christian 
message. He also turns his attention to 
the future generations.  

THE DISTANT NEIGHBOUR AND 
THE FUTURE NEIGHBOUR 
The contemporary icon of environmental 
activism is a Swedish youngster named 
Greta Thunberg. Although her person 
raises passions for and against, it is true 
that she has helped to raise awareness 
and mobilise a multitude of children, 
adolescents and young people with regard 
to ecological problems. Some of the argu-

Pope Francis affirms that “our common home 
is also like a sister, with whom we share our life and a 

beautiful mother who opens her arms to embrace us” (LS 1)

Demonstration against the oppression of women at the World Social Forum, Brasil.
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ments she has articulated in her speeches 
refer to social injustice and the damage 
done to other forms of life, but above all to 
the impact that environmental degrada-
tion will have on the future generations 
she represents. This is an old argument 
in the field of ethics, already developed 
by Hans Jonas in his well-known 1979 
essay, The imperative of responsibility (the 
so-called intergenerational responsibil-
ity) although it is already present in most 
religious and philosophical traditions. It 
is also a type of argumentation that has 
articulated the environmental discourse 
of most religious and ecumenical state-
ments, including the Catholic one. Pope 
Benedict XVI insisted in his encyclical 
(2009), Caritas in Veritate, that “economic 
and social costs of using up shared envi-
ronmental resources are recognized with 
transparency and fully borne by those 
who incur them, not by other peoples or 
future generations” (CV 50). 

Pope Francis, years later, will recall 
these words to link intergenerational re-
sponsibility to the social question: “Our 
inability to think seriously about future 
generations is linked to our inability to 
broaden the scope of our present interests 
and to give consideration to those who re-
main excluded from development. Let us 
not only keep the poor of the future in 
mind, but also today’s poor, whose life 
on this earth is brief and who cannot 
keep on waiting” (LS 162). In the case of 
Christianity, monastic life is particularly 
enlightening since it is a way of life based 
on stability. It always seeks a presence, in 
a territory, that is oriented towards the 
future, lasting in time—sustainable, we 
would say, today—to which the innumer-
able well-preserved natural spaces that we 
find around religious communities bear 
witness. Nevertheless, the extension of the 
temporal radius of moral consideration 
that the new ecological consciousness 
proposes, extends not only to the distant 
neighbour (those of our contemporaries 
who suffer the injustice of environmental 
degradation), and the future neighbour 
(those who will come in the future), but 
it also points to the rest of the species and 
ecosystems. Again, in this respect, we find 
convergences and divergences between 
the proposal of ecological consciousness 
and that of Christian social thought.  

THE VALUE OF SPECIES 
AND ECOSYSTEMS
One of the crucial debates in philosophi-
cal anthropology revolves around the 
status of the human being in nature as 
a whole. What is it that distinguishes us 
from other forms of life? What makes us 
special? What legitimizes our lordship 
over other living beings? Thinkers who 
have asked themselves about the differ-
ential and distinctive aspects that give hu-
man beings a unique place in the history 
of the planet and, therefore, justify their 
privilege and authority to decide on other 
forms of life, conclude that it is conscious-
ness, language and superior intelligence 
that have allowed the incredible tech-
nological development of Homo sapiens. 
This view of the human being is shared 
by most religious and philosophical tra-
ditions, as well as by many agnostic or 
atheistic thinkers. However, some philos-
ophers and environmental activists have 

labelled it as anthropocentric. Moreover, 
this excessive claim, say the detractors of 
the dominant anthropological vision, is 
what has led us to the current situation 
of ecological bankruptcy, the disregard 
for other forms of life and the accelerated 
process of biological extinction in which 
we are immersed. 

Expressed in another way, the question 
raised by ecological awareness is whether 
we should lower the human or raise the 
non-human, that is, in any case dilute 
the narrow distinction that our culture 
makes between those who are an end in 
themselves and possess intrinsic value 
(humanity) and those who are a means 
and possess instrumental value (the rest 
of nature). For much of the ecological 
thinking, this false dichotomy is the justi-
fication for our despotic actions towards 
other forms of life and the reason for the 
injustice we commit against them every 
day. The debate has been served up and 

Greta Thunberg, young international activist against climate change.
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the issue remains an academic battle-
ground through which rivers of ink flow. 
In the case of Christian humanism, which 
has always defended the universal and 
inalienable character of human dignity, 
the question has been reformulated by 
drawing on tradition, the Bible and the 
theology of creation. 

Pope Francis avoided falling into an-
thropocentrism by speaking of a ‘sublime 
communion’ in which the human being, 
without losing their inalienable dignity, is 
part of a web of life that also has an intrinsic 
value: “We take these systems (ecosystems) 
into account not only to determine how 
best to use them, but also because they 
have an intrinsic value independent of their 
usefulness. Each organism, as a creature 
of God, is good and admirable in itself; the 
same is true of the harmonious ensemble 
of organisms existing in a defined space 
and functioning as a system. Although we 

are often not aware of it, we depend on 
these larger systems for our own existence” 
(LS 140). Taking the Bible, the Catechism, 
Christian thinkers and the Magisterium as 
references, Pope Francis insists: “we warn 
that the Bible has no place for a tyran-
nical anthropocentrism unconcerned 
for other creatures” (LS 68); likewise, “the 
Catechism questions, in a very direct and 
insistent way, what would be a distorted 
anthropocentrism” (LS 69). 

However, and here is where it is vital to 
go slowly so as not to go from one extreme 
to the other and fall into the temptation 
of a subtle misanthropy, “a misguided 
anthropocentrism need not necessarily 
yield to ‘biocentrism’, for that would entail 
adding yet another imbalance, failing to 
solve present problems and adding new 
ones” (LS 118). In short, as usual in Catholic 
thought, the dilemma that the environ-
mental crisis has highlighted is addressed 

by keeping the extremes in tension, just 
as sacramental theology does it by rec-
ognizing the created world as a sign or 
‘sacramental’ of God, without confusing 
or merging it with the Creator. Quoting 
Pope Benedict XVI, Pope Francis recalls 
in this regard: “Christians, moreover, are 
called to accept the world as a sacrament 
of communion, as a way of sharing with 
God and our neighbours on a global scale. 
It is our humble conviction that the divine 
and the human meet in the slightest detail 
in the seamless garment of God’s creation, 
in the last speck of dust of our planet” (LS 
9). Species and ecosystems have a value 
that goes beyond their instrumental use, 
a value that we need always to recognise 
and preserve.  
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CHRISTOS YANNARAS, a Greco-Ortho-
dox theologian, wrote these words about 
falling in love: “If you fell in love once, 
you now know how to distinguish be-
tween real living and survival. You know 
that survival means life without meaning 
and sensitivity, a crawling death: you eat 
bread and can’t stand up; you drink water 
and don’t quench your thirst; you touch 
things and don’t feel them by touch; you 
smell the flower and its scent doesn’t reach 
your soul. But, if the beloved is beside you, 
everything suddenly rises again and life 
floods you with such strength that you feel 
the clay pot of your existence is unable to 
sustain it. That fullness of life is Love. Such 
love is not the privilege of the virtuous or 
the wise: it is offered to all with equal pos-
sibilities and it is the only foretaste of the 
Kingdom” (Yannaras, Christos. 2005.Vari-
ations on The Song of Songs. Holy Cross 
Orthodox Press, Massachusetts).

Reality is not only what you see, but all 
that can be put under this name, as long as 
it is not fictitious, but made up of people, 
eyes, stars, blades of grass, olive trees, birds, 
flowers, feelings, music, colours. How can 
you fall in love with reality? Two things are 
necessary: pure eyes and a spacious heart1. 
For impure eyes can never see reality, and 
the hardened heart can never embrace it. 

THE KEY OF BEAUTY
God, the Creator, sees and interprets real-
ity with the key of beauty. Six times God 
cries to reality: “How beautiful!” The sev-
enth time, seeing man and woman, He 
shouts: “What unattainable splendour!” 

The Creator of the universe is filled 
with wonder. He is not all-mighty God or 
all-knowing God, but all-loving God and 
all-embracing God. 

The first to fall in love with reality, with trust and defenceless love, is God the Father. 
From his incurable enthusiasm for life, a project of love takes shape, declined with the alphabet

 of beauty. Sharing the same enthusiasm we, children of such a Father, can see the world with His 
eyes and fall in love with humanity, with nature, with everything that exists, as Jesus His Son did. 

We not only dream of the birth of “a new earth and a new heaven”, we also share it and make it happen

BY ERMES RONCHI OSM

SPARKS OF LIGHT FOR A WOUNDED BEAUTIFUL WORLD
FALLING IN LOVE WITH REALITY

SPECIAL REPORT • LOVE FOR A WOUNDED WORLD

How nice to know that, in the world and in people, good is more original than the original sin. 
It is older, more radical, intimate, and more original to us than our own evil.

1The author is referring to the Hebrew expression 
‘rōhab lēb’, that is a listening heart, able to 
comprehend the fullness of the world phenomena, 
thus becoming a ‘spacious heart’. [editor’s note]
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We can all draw from this spring of 
divine wonder, at every dawn, which at 
times is so full of darkness. Made in God’s 
image and likeness, we too can embrace 
all reality, leading us to God himself, for 
all creatures are characters of a revelation.

When we talk about falling in love with 
reality, we think of the light and beauty 
that we see in it, and that must be enjoyed 
and transformed into sources of prayer 
and loving action. ‘The most beautiful 
thing is he whom you love’—the object 
of your love. “Beautiful is my beloved”, 
repeats The Song of Songs because the 
rule, the norm of beauty is love. Beauty 
and good come first, and are deeper 

than evil. This makes me fall in love with 
God’s plan, scattered in syllables on every 
face, in every womb, in every blade of 
grass, in every musical note. But… As the 
Irish poet Anne Brontë expressed: “There 
is always a ‘but’ in this imperfect world”.

DARK HOLES
Reality is complex, made up also of dark 
holes: millions of jobless people, waves of 
refugees, burnt forests, spreading deserts, 
violence, famine, migrants drowned at 
sea, violated children. Dark holes are 
in the fabric of the world: Auschwitz, 
Mauthausen, Hiroshima and Nagasaki; 
the Rwandan genocide; the Apartheid re-
gime; the all too many forgotten modern 
wars; the separating walls erected be-
tween one state and another, or between 
a social class and another, or between 
a rich city and its miserable suburbs. 
The dark holes are also the monstrous 
atrocities that occur at present: the raped 

woman, the suffering child and the old 
grandparent considered uneconomic, 
and hence, discarded.

Pope Francis’ ecological encyclical 
Laudato Si’ (LS) does not use the expres-
sion dark holes, but describes the situa-
tion in which our planet is moaning and 
succumbing to. Its first chapter draws 
a picture of the problems of the world, 
namely what is happening to “our com-
mon home”. After a period of “irrational 
confidence in progress and human abili-
ties” [LS 19], we have to ask ourselves 
whether this is the right way to go. The 
“throwaway culture” [22] is shown as op-
posite to how nature works in sustainable 
cycles; this label does not refer only to 
material goods, but to human beings as 
well, discarded as waste, when they are 
no longer useful to support the needs of 
the rest.

Pope Francis’ encyclical offers the 
reader a depiction of climate change, 

The reality is not always 
understandable, but is always 

embraceable and loveable.

Dark holes are in the fabric of today’s world. This label does not refer only to material goods, but to human beings as well, who are discarded as waste.



26 WORLDWIDE   DEC-JAN  2021 27 WORLDWIDE   DEC-JAN  2021

recognising that it “represents one of the 
principal challenges facing humanity in 
our day” [25], mainly affecting developing 
countries, the poor and more vulnerable 
populations, more dependent on natural 
ecosystems, and with less capacity to 
adapt. The text also presents  other ele-
ments of the environmental crisis, such 
as the pressure on water resources or the 
loss of biodiversity.

Considering that the human and natu-
ral environment deteriorate together, 
Pope Francis turns the discussion to the 
poor, the excluded, those who suffer first 
and foremost from the effects of envi-
ronmental degradation. “A true ecological 
approach always becomes a social ap-
proach” he says, and therefore, issues of 
justice have to be integrated into environ-
mental debates, “so as to hear both the cry 
of the earth and the cry of the poor” [49].

The ecological crisis presents huge eco-
nomic and ecological challenges, but Pope 
Francis sees it also as an opportunity for 
humankind to show its best while giv-
ing enthusiasm and encouragement to 
people. “Let us do it”, he says, “with the 
joy of knowing that it will be a beautiful 
collective effort that, beyond saving our 

common home, will make all of us be-
come better human beings”.

The key to Pope Francis’ encyclical 
rests in his plea to “acknowledge the ap-
peal, the beauty, the immensity and the 
urgency of the challenge we face” [15].  
He sees an alluring beauty in our com-
mitment to fight for the salvation of “the 
earth, our home, which is beginning to 
look more and more like an immense pile 
of filth” [15].

TO LOVE IS TO GIVE
What can I do when confronted with 
these dark holes in history? How can I 
love them? 

Scripture suggests one verb, concrete, 
proactive, and accomplished by hands: 
give! In the four Gospels, ‘to love’ is trans-
lated with ‘to give’. Jesus says: “There is no 
greater love than to give one’s life for one’s 

friends” (Jn 15: 13); and also: “I was hungry 
and you gave me something to eat, I was 
thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink” (Mt 25: 35). Listening also with a 
spacious heart we discover the surprising 
truth in the following verse:

“Whoever gives even a cup of cold water 
to one of these little ones… will certainly 

not lose their reward” (Mk 9: 41). What re-
ward? God does not reward with things. 
God cannot give anything less than Him-
self—He is the reward. A glass of water—
something close to nothing, which even 
the poorest person can offer; but there 
is a genial wing-beat, characteristic of 
Jesus: water must be fresh, good for the 
great heat; it must be the best water you 
have, with the echo of your heart inside it. 
Faced with this reality, disfigured by dark 
holes, we must fall in love with the cry of 
the poor and the cry of Mother Earth .́ 

“Your brother’s blood cries out to me 
from the ground” (Genesis 4: 10). Abel’s 
blood cries out to God. If we listen well, we 
will feel the pain for the cosmos, where 
crowds are killed, chased, driven into the 
pit, left alone, sick, frightened. Are they 
far away? No, if the heart is everywhere. 
How can I love them? I can give my sin-
cere readiness to listen to their cry and 
let it enter my spacious heart. Then, a little 
big change happens: in an instant, I am 
made aware that I am not one who does 
something for them, but ‘I am they’, ‘I am 
theirs’. I am these people, threatened, 
frightened, hunted. I am here in their 
stead. I am Abel and Cain. I am the name-
less man or woman who, at this moment,  
cries out in the forests of Africa, or in the 
war of Azerbaijan; is thrown back into 
the Mediterranean Sea from the satiated 
coast of the opulent West, or is blown up 
in Kabul. I am that man. That woman is 
my mother.

“A true ecological approach always becomes a social approach, 
so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor”

Our task is to feel pain for the pain of the cosmos.
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COMBATIVE TENDERNESS
Then, it is not a matter of giving alms, top-
down, with the attitude of the conceited 
superiority of a rich man who deigns to 
part with an ounce of his smug selfish-
ness to help someone who is sick and suf-
fering, but of beginning to say: “I, in place 
of all the wretched of the earth” cry out 
in protest: “No! You don’t throw him over-
board. Because that child is my son”; and 
in doing this with combative tenderness—
a wonderful oxymoron created by Pope 
Francis (The Joy of the Gospel 85).

Honestly, what does this tenderness 
solve? What solution does it bring in the 

terrorism of Isis or Al-Qaida, in the stone-
hard hearts of politicians, in the havoc of 
hurricanes, in the ravenous exploitation 
of natural resources, in the mad pollu-
tion of the atmosphere, in the despera-
tion of migrants?

Tenderness can be tough. It never gives 
up. It always resists, and makes the world 
start again and again. Tenderness is in-
telligence and alertness. It is the U-turn 
of the vessel at the first signs of the ap-
proaching hurricane—for, if the ark of 
our history  continues its journey in its 
present direction and with ever-increas-
ing speed, it will crash on the rocks.

Tenderness cries out: “Love each other... 
or you will destroy yourselves” (Gal 5: 14, 
15). This is what the Gospel is all about, 
and it is the revolution. The response of 
Christians to persecution has never been 
a like-minded retaliation, but disorienting 
gestures, like turning the other cheek, 
offering a glass of fresh water, breaking 
their bread to the hungry, clothing the 
naked, and opening the doors of their 
houses to the unsheltered poor. Tender-
ness is the relentless patching up of the 
continually torn fabric of the world.

LUMINOUS HOLES
In opposition to the dark holes, we too 
offer the luminous holes, the possibil-
ity to escape from the present mortify-
ing and moribund system of ours, and 
the chance to imagine putting the first 
bricks of an alternative scenario in place. 
If the dark hole is the space at the end 
of everything, the luminous hole is at 
the beginning of everything—a space of 
freedom on a human scale. It could be 
the bottom of the folder where the child 
hides its figurines, or the wall of the cell 
where the deportee writes messages of 
love and resistance, or a hermitage where 
a new road to God is traced, or a person 
who has stolen himself from the system 
of uniformity, a poet, a writer, an artist, a 
film director, a pianist, whoever they are, 
free and creative for themselves and for 
those who approach them.

Our task is to find our luminous holes, 
our spaces of resistance, which very of-
ten are small (a corner of the garden, a 
book, a line of a poem, a church, a small 
Christian community, a friend), but all 
able to speak to us with ancient and new 
words, pregnant with light and truth. The 
strength of this luminous place is that of 
a little crack that works slowly and, in the 
end, makes the building collapse, without 
letting anyone die in it; a crack almost 
invisible, so small, but powerful enough 
to surprise you. 

In this world of consumerism, you enter 
a supermarket, and, if you are free, you 
are no longer at the mercy of those who 
have prepared the shelves. You can decide 
what to buy, with a power that neither de-
stroys the shelves nor shoots the supervi-
sor, rather it sets out alternatives. You may 
buy a Cadbury chocolate or another bar 

No! You don’t throw him overboard. Because that child is my son.
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produced with less human exploitation, 
and where the money that you pay goes 
to the co-operative of peasants and only a 
small part to distribution. With that little 
gesture, almost insignificant in most peo-
ple’s eyes, you are pronouncing a strong 
alternative word and above all, thinking 
that there are alternatives. By choosing 
to buy that product, you act against the 
murderous economy that prevails in 

today’s world. You vote every time you 
open your wallet, not only during elec-
tions, and choose the type of world you 
want to live in.

A luminous hole, then, is the idea that 
the world is also made of spaces for diver-
sity, where not everything is standardized 

and the unexpected is possible. It implies 
not accepting the idea that everything is 
just the same, nothing will ever change. 
It means refusing to believe that it is no 
use trying: all are accomplices, aligned, 
cheaters, scared; this is falling in love with 
reality; having passion for the possible—
the possible smile, the possible peace, a 
possible different world—is to believe 
in goodness.

We must have pure eyes to spot it and 
spacious hearts to embrace it, to mul-
tiply it in myriads of luminous holes 
where the unexpected will open up for 
another economy, another community 
or way of praying, another humanism, 
other smiles.

THE WITCH OF ENDOR
We find luminous holes in Sacred History. 
The Spirit acts against the giant Goliath 
with a shepherd’s slingshot; contravenes 
Pharaoh’s decree, teaming up with two 
midwives, Shiphrah and Puah; puts his 
words in the mouth of a prophet that 
does not know how to speak, since he is 
too young. How beautiful our God, who 
works wonders with little things! 

After the death of Samuel (1 Kings 28: 
3–25), King Saul has banned from the 
land of Israel all mediums and those who 
consult the spirits of the dead. Soon after, 
he sees his kingdom falling apart. The 
Philistine army attacks his reign and he 
becomes frantic with fear. So, he goes to 
an old witch, able to consult the spirits 
of the dead. He meets her in a cave in 
Endor and asks her to summon the spirit 
of the prophet Samuel, who made him 
king so that he may ask for his advice. 
At first, the old witch is suspicious and 
thinks that the king has set a trap to un-
mask her and put her to death. The king 
swears: “As surely as the Lord lives, you 
will not be punished for this”. Evoked by 
the woman, the prophet appears and, 
with extreme harshness, announces to 
Saul his end and that of all his children. 
King Saul falls, full length on the ground, 
paralysed with fright because of Samuel’s 
words. He is also faint with hunger, for he 
has eaten nothing all day and all night. 
The old witch, knowing she is risking her 
life because her trade is forbidden, leans 
over the king and takes care of him. She 
takes her fattened calf and butchers it at 
once for him. She takes also some flour, 
kneads it, bakes bread without yeast, and 
breaks it for Saul. This old woman over-
comes her bad trade, is transformed, and 
her loving hands and comforting words 
raise Saul up. She shows us that we are 
all potentially capable of doing better 
things and saying better words than 
those life makes us say every day. 

It is a gloomy scene, taking place in 
a dark cave, but there is a ray of light— 
‘an ounce of light’—that illuminates the 
cave, and we are witnesses of an intense 
moment of pity, created by an excommu-
nicated witch, which beautifies the entire 
scene. What is it that makes her capable of 
light and piety, if not the Spirit of God and 
the deep humanness that is primordial in 

A luminous hole, no matter how small and pale, teaches 
us that the world is still capable of amazing us

‘Luminous’ is full of potential. It suggests nonviolence, a counter-history written 
in a mild, silent, subdued and free fashion.
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her and in us all (‘the beauty that is more 
original than original sin’) and is able to 
illuminate any anathematised woman or 
man and make them believe in goodness?

INFINITE PASSION
Infinite humanity of the Bible! It was ‘the 
last supper’ of King Saul. The words of 
the woman were the last living words the 
great king heard—words that life (Samuel 
and God) had denied him. The Bible is 
infinite also because of the gestures it 
narrates of ordinary men and women, 
often considered sinners and, therefore, 

discarded. These gestures allow the bib-
lical word, at times, to be more human 
than the words spoken by the prophets, 
and the very words of God spoken by his 
official emissaries. 

Dark holes are there, but there are also 
unexpected luminous holes. When you 
approach a person with pure eyes, you 
discover cracks that open up to infinity. 
The person you thought was lost is, instead, 
a wayfarer. There is sickness and death 
around us, wars, fake news, lies, violence, 
and rejections, a haemorrhage of humanity 
in the world, which is groaning everywhere, 

with open veins. However, there are also 
witches who become merciful mothers. 
If I look at anything that exists with pure 
eyes and a spacious heart, I then become 
passionate about what exists in all its forms.

Passion means both being fond and 
suffering. Faith opens the heart to suf-
fering and makes one passionate for eve-
rything that lives. An infinite passion is a 
never-finished relationship that leads you 
to love heaven and earth with the same 
intensity. You cannot sing hymns in a 
church and, outside, be indifferent to the 
rubble and the beauty of history.

She was transformed into a merciful mother, and her loving hands and comforting words raised King Saul up.
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TIRELESS SEDUCTION
The surrounding reality often comes to us 
as suffering, a scratch, a claw mark on the 
heart, but it also reaches us with a tireless 
seduction. Take the mouth of a new-born 
baby. It is only a few minutes old, and yet it 
already knows the fundamental philoso-
phy of life: reality is not made of thought, 
but of body and soul. Even before reach-
ing the mother’s breast, the mouth sucks 
the emptiness, confident that the breast 
will appear, because it exists. The baby’s 
reality is made of emptiness and fullness, 

of desire and contentment (St Augustine 
would add: “… and of a restless heart and 
God”). Life comes as a gift and as a grace, 
from a reality that is external. 

There is a second lesson we learn from 
the baby’s lips. The mother’s breast is not 
only the hill of milk and a means of sub-
sistence. It is an object of enjoyment. By 
sucking the breast, the child enjoys the 
blessing. The same holds true for reality, 
which is not only what keeps us alive and 
without which we could not live, but it is 
also a principle of delight. 

We find this aspect of reality—as a joy-
ous mystery—looking at some attitudes 
of Jesus in the Gospel, what we could call 
‘the pedagogy of Jesus’.

Let us take the parable of the sower. The 
man may seem unwise to us as he threw 
the seed on brambles, thorns and stones 
but in doing so, he showed one truth: God 
embraces the imperfections of the field. 
Nothing is discriminated against and 
excluded. No one is just a trodden path, a 
rocky place, or thorns.

We are all like the field of the parable, 
wounded, dull, hard, stony, thorny, un-
finished. Yet, the loving hand of God 
continues his creative work tirelessly, 
certain that this imperfect humanity of 
mine is fit to give life to the seed of His 
word. Imitating this divine generosity, the 
sower widens the gesture of his arm and 
breathes better, because he believes, not 
in a nicer, almost perfect reality, but in 
one more true and authentic.

It invites us to fall in love with a field 
where good wheat grows with weeds, 
and with a bush though it is sprinkled 
with brambles; not a cornfield where the 
rows of the stalks are perfectly aligned 
and the ears have the same number of 
grains, where pesticides have killed every 
type of grass. Instead, we fall in love with 
the imperfect field, the defective tree, the 
flawed vineyard where vine diseases are 

I can fall in love with reality because I feel that it is not only 
a problem to solve, but also a joyous mystery, a mystery I can 

enjoy to the point of falling in love with it.

The infinite passion of a mother is a never-finished love relationship, 
an indomitable making of love with life.
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shown on the leaves. In perfect vineyards, 
you will never find powdery mildew: just 
empty jars of poison, labelled with a dead 
man’s skull, not a single luminous hole 
enfleshed by a goldfinch with its note of 
freedom and joy in the air, not a squir-
rel, not a flower, not a broken branch, 
not a grape embellished with the visit of 
a butterfly. 

The Gospel is full of seeds, shoots and 
buds swollen with life, whose territo-
ries are unfinished, unstable and in-the-
making. We, too, are not in the world to 
be immaculate, but to be on the move; not 
to be perfect, but to be fruitful—at least of 
a gram of light. Called to be children of 
light, we must not fear night too much, 
but love it a little, because the most im-
portant things happen at night. Do we not 
celebrate the night before Christmas and 
the night that turns into the Easter dawn? 
Does not the night transform men and 
women into lovers? At night—in every 
night of the world—there is a role for us.

SUBVERTING LAMP-BEARERS
Lamp-bearers are always there; little 
prophets who explore new trails. It is 
fascinating to see the world with the 
gaze of Jesus, not from the top of a castle 
or from the pinnacle of the temple, but 
from our house garden; read the Gospel 
from below, or rather, from the ground, 
to annul, thanks to a mustard seed, the 
distance between God and the earth, and 
to realise that the divine transpires from 
the depths of every being.

The Gospel of Jesus—the Good News 
of Jesus who loves the earth—subverts 
all norms: it encloses the great in the 
small, the high in the low, the contents 
of faith in the secular language, the sky 

inside the earth; it leads us to the school 
of the vine, of the blade of grass, of the 
fig tree, because the laws of the spirit and 
nature coincide. The norms that govern 
the coming of the Kingdom of God and 
those that nourish the life of creatures 
are the same; and you perceive that it is 
proper of nature, of plants, of God and of 
man to offer fruits, shelter, coolness, rest.

From Jesus’ parable of the sower, read 
from a new perspective, emerges a beau-
tiful vision of the world. What is this his-

tory of ours if not a sowing, a germinat-
ing, a sprouting, a growing, a grain filling, 
a ripening, a harvesting?

Everything, with its mysterious 
rhythm, is an ever-growing trust and a 

It is fascinating to see the world with the gaze of Jesus; 
read the Gospel from below, and to realise that the divine 

transpires from the depths of every being

“Listening to Jesus’ parables was like listening to the murmur of a spring—the initial, fresh, rising moment of the Gospel”. 
(“He taught them in parables”, watercolour by Maria Cavazzini Fortini)
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joyful surrender to life on the way to-
wards fruitfulness, the unknown divine 
power of the smallest seed. If, at every 
spring time, one is able to marvel at the 
‘wisdom of the earth’, then it will be clear 
that there are good forces at work in the 
world. Someone cares to keep them alive 
and multiply them, despite stones and 
thorns. 

SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL
Jesus is in love with smallness as it runs 
through the whole Bible. It represents its 
deepest soul: the master seed, Abel, the 
first human seed hidden in the earth, 
sterile mothers with tears of humilia-
tion, Joseph sold by his brothers, Amos, 
a herdsman and a dresser of sycamore 
trees, Jeremiah, young, shy and senti-
mental and moreover stammering, Mary, 
the little servant of the Lord, Bethlehem, 
“the smallest among the clans of Judah” 
(Micah 5: 2), Golgotha, little rock of the 
crucified God, YHWH a “thin voice of 
silence” (1 Kings 19: 12).

Taking the economy of smallness seri-
ously leads us to wade the world in another 
way, to look differently at our wounds, and 
to seek out the kings of tomorrow among 
the discarded and the poor of today. It 
will enable us to take the young people 
and children very seriously, to find merits 
where the economy of greatness—the 
economy of scale—sees only demerits.

When Samuel goes looking for a king in 
the house of Jesse, all his sons are there. 
Only David is absent, the youngest, graz-
ing the flock. The prophet sends for him. 
God wants him. Work is not the obsta-
cle to discover our vocations. The most 
important theophanies and the greatest 
vocations simply happen while we are 
inside reality—grazing the flock, or fish-
ing in the lake. To understand our place in 
the world, we can do nothing better than 
continue to be inside reality through our 
little work. God’s love encloses the great 
in the small, the universe in the atom, the 
tree in the seed, man in the embryo, the 
butterfly in the caterpillar, and eternity 
in the moment. 

OPPOSING DEATH HOLES
During the Special Laudato Si’ Jubilee 
Year, we are invited to open our eyes and 
dilate our hearts, to see, feel, and under-

stand reality, by increasing the capac-
ity for attention, curiosity, openness and 
creativity. Our present problem is that of 
having shrunken hearts, scaled down to 
the measure of one’s self, of one’s hunger, 
of one’s needs. Pope Francis urges us to 
reverse this course of death.

Faced with the darkness of history and 
of many hardened hearts, the combative 
tenderness cries out “No! You cannot do 
this; it is not lawful for you to do that; that 
is against the common good; that forest, 
that river and that lake belong to all hu-
manity; that man is my brother and that 
woman is my sister and mother”.

So, with infinite tenderness and tire-
less combativeness we can continue our 
battle against all the dark holes of his-
tory, in favour of all possible luminous 
holes, many already present but kept 
hidden or impeded from shining.

This battle against evil will make us 
fall in love with good more and more. 
And, as lovers of good, we will free the 
best and most constructive energies, 
embrace the imperfection of the world, 
and live a deep communion with the 
whole. These are the necessary condi-
tions to give existence to a positive new 
world narrative. 

Faced with the darkness of history and of many hardened 
hearts, the combative tenderness cries out “No! You cannot do 

this; that forest, that river and that lake belong to all humanity; 
that man is my brother and that woman is my sister and mother. 

At every step, lamp bearers push the night further away, like little luminous holes 
that proliferate inside the dark holes of history, ready to risk, with inventiveness and freedom.
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THE CRY OF THE EARTH, 
THE CRY OF THE POOR
The article reflects on the legacy of St Francis and St Clare, 
which has been so influential in shaping Catholic thinking today

BY MARIAN PALLISTER | AUTHOR AND CHAIR OF PAX CHRISTI, SCOTLAND
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WHEN JORGE Mario Bergoglio of Ar-
gentina was elected leader of the Catho-
lic Church in March 2013, he chose the 
name Francis. No Pope had ever used 
this name before, but the new Bishop of 
Rome told the waiting media that during 
the election, he had been thinking of the 
poor and so, when his appointment was 
confirmed by that puff of white smoke, 
he felt that Francis had to be the name by 
which he would be known.

He explained it was because St Francis 
“is the man of poverty, the man of peace, 
the man who loves and protects creation.” 

In the years since, Pope Francis has 
pulled the principles of St Francis for-
ward eight centuries to place the envi-
ronment and the poor at the heart of 
his papacy. The encyclicals Laudato Si and 
Fratelli Tutti ask us to hear the cry of the 
poor and the cry of the earth, and each 
takes words and ideas straight from the 
heart of the Italian saint.

Those of us who were raised with images 
of a gentle St Francis, birds perched on 
his outstretched arms, squirrels attentive 
at his feet, have perhaps been jolted by 
Pope Francis into a better understanding 
of the reality of the man who initiated a 
doctrine of nonviolence 800 years before 
the word became a social media hashtag, 
who promoted care of our common home, 
supported the poor, and who practised 
interreligious dialogue when the Church 
itself seemed hell bent on slaughtering 
those of other faiths.

Some saints from the past are wreathed 
in myth and legend, but St Francis of Assisi 
is well documented. That may be because 
the city of Assisi in central Italy was al-
ready in the 12th and early 13th centuries 
a sophisticated—if fractious—commu-
nity that kept records of its citizens. It is 
also because in 1228, just two years after 
Francis’ death, Pope Gregory IX asked 
the monk Thomas of Celano to write a 
biography of St Francis. Using material 
gathered from Francis’ friends and follow-
ers and his own personal knowledge, the 
record was finished within a year. A later 
version was written in 1246. Thomas also 
compiled a book of the collected miracles 
of St Francis, and he wrote a biography of 
St Clare of Assisi. This abundance of infor-
mation shows how quickly St Francis was 
recognised as an important figure in the 

Church, and makes the man’s philosophy 
and teaching unusually available, given the 
eight centuries gap.   

Francis Bernardone did not start life 
with the name ‘Francis’. His father, a 
wealthy cloth merchant, was away from 
home on business when his son was born 
in 1181. His mother had the child baptised 
Giovanni—John in English—in honour 
of St John the Baptist. Returning home 
in 1182, Pietro Bernardone was evidently 
greatly displeased. The name suggested 
to him that his son would grow up to be a 
man of the Church, while he was hoping 
for a successor in the lucrative cloth trade. 
Much of that trade was with France, and 
so he renamed his son Francesco (Francis). 

Growing up with all the benefits that 
the cloth trade brought to the Bernardone 
family, it is no surprise that Francis did 

become the merchant Pietro hoped for. 
But as wealthy youngsters sometimes do, 
he had his ‘tearaway’ phase, instigating the 
wildest of wild parties. Thomas of Celano 
pulled no punches in his biography, writ-
ing “In other respects an exquisite youth, 
he attracted to himself a whole retinue of 
young people addicted to evil and accus-
tomed to vice.”

He perhaps spent more than he brought 
into the business, and he was vainly am-
bitious for a place in the ranks of the 
aristocracy. When war broke out be-
tween Assisi and neighbouring Perugia, 
he headed for the battlefield. Rank and 
file soldiers from Assisi were massacred, 
while those who might fetch a ransom 
were imprisoned. The Bernardone wealth 
was legendary and Francis spent a year 
chained in a dank dungeon. 

Saints are often comfortingly sinners before turning 
to good works, and this spell in a dungeon would seem 

to have been a good time for a Damascene moment 
to change Francis’ lifestyle and thinking.

Look at the birds of heaven and the lilies of the fields.
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However, after he was released on pay-
ment of a ransom, he continued to enjoy 
the high life. He even grasped another 
opportunity to get the much-desired 
knighthood at the start of the Fourth Cru-
sade, an armed expedition called by Pope 
Innocent III to recapture the Muslim-
controlled city of Jerusalem. 

To the modern mind, the Crusades may 
suggest noble (if misguided) faith-driven 
campaigns. Francis Bernardone set out on 
the Fourth Crusade more anxious to show 
off his expensive, gold-plated armour 
than to lend his strength to the cause.

It was then that the vision came. Just 
a day from home, Francis had a dream 
in which God told him to return home 
and change his ways. He responded to 
the dream, but this was not an overnight 
conversion. Francis was a complete nov-
ice in religious terms. He had to extricate 
himself from the family business, from 
his life of extravagance, from the secular 
world he’d loved for the first 25 years of 
his life. 

There were hard lessons. He took 
cloth from his father’s business to fund 
the repairs of a church, leading to a rift 
with his family. This wasn’t just theft 
from the family business: Francis still 

lacked understanding that the mes-
sage from God was not literally to reno-
vate a ruined building but to rebuild the 
Church itself, which at the time was 
experiencing corruption.

The local bishop helped him under-
stand what his mission really was. It was 
then he could renounce everything and 
start a new life, preaching a return to God 
and obedience to the Church. Joined by 
others who wanted to share this simple 
life in which he relied on God to provide 
all, he turned to the Gospel for guidance 
and took as the Rule for this ‘brother-
hood’, three commandments found when 
he randomly opened his Bible—the com-
mand to the rich young man to sell all 
his goods and give to the poor, the order 
to the apostles to take nothing on their 
journey, and the demand to take up the 
Cross daily.

These would be the guiding rules of 
the Franciscans—a brotherhood rather 
than a religious order. A brotherhood 
that was inclusive of people from every 
walk of life and all creatures sharing our 
common home.

He preached to the birds; he rebuked 
the wolf; he kissed the leper. The broth-
ers followed biblical teaching and went 

out in pairs. They gave to the poor, those 
even more poor than themselves. The 
cry of the poor, the cry of the earth, the 
response of nonviolence to those who 
attacked them as madmen: this was 
revolutionary. It is still revolutionary—as 
Pope Francis is finding eight centuries 
later, while trying to convince 21st cen-
tury society of the need to respond to our 
world in a similar way.

Perhaps St Francis’ most revolution-
ary act was to make direct contact with 
the Muslim leader during the Fifth Cru-
sade in an effort to make peace. Today, 
Pope Francis calls the kind of meeting his 
namesake sought with al-Malik al-Kamil, 
the Muslim Sultan of Palestine, Syria, and 
Egypt, “the culture of encounter”.  In 1219, 
no such phrase had been coined. No such 
meeting had ever taken place before. 

During the devastatingly bloody siege 
of the Egyptian city of Damietta, Francis 
and one of his brothers, Illuminatus, set 
off to meet the Sultan. Illuminatus spoke 
some Arabic, but had al-Kamil’s guards 
not mistaken the pair for Muslim holy 
men, this could have been nothing less 
than a suicide mission. Ushered into the 
presence of al-Kamil, Francis talked to 
him through interpreters about his faith, 
and made a plea in the name of God for 
peace between the warring factions. Al-
though his advisers wanted to kill Francis 
and Illuminatus, al-Kamil was evidently a 

Pope Onorio III approves the rule of St Francis. Illustration by Gioto, Church of Assisi.

St Francis with wolf.
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man who preferred prayer to the violence 
of war. He recognised holiness in Francis 
and invited the two Christians to be his 
guests. Whatever conversations took 
place during that seven-day stay, neither 
converted to the other’s faith, but Francis 
was subsequently more open to the other, 
to the different.

Today, Catholic social teaching en-
courages interreligious dialogue. 

There are echoes of St Francis’ mis-
sion to see the Sultan in the huge strides 
towards co-operation between faiths 
and peoples engendered by the docu-
ment entitled, Human fraternity for World 
peace and living together, signed in Febru-
ary 2019 by Pope Francis and the Grand 
Imam of Al-Azhar Ahmad Al-Tayyeb in 
the United Arab Emirates.

Perhaps Pope Francis has also looked 
to the 13th century Francis for a re-
sponse to the role of women in the 
Church. Thirteen years younger than 

Francis Bernardone, Chiara (Clare) Of-
freduccio was one of his first followers 
when he took to the religious life. Like 
Francis, she was from a wealthy fam-
ily. In his wilder days, he may well have 
envied that aristocratic dynasty with 
its large palace in Assisi and a castle on 
Mount Subasio. 

Clare’s mother, Ortolana, was very de-
vout and had undertaken pilgrimages to 

Rome, Santiago de Compostella, and the 
Holy Land—major journeys in the late 
12th and early 13th centuries, especially 
for a woman. She must have had a strong 
influence on all three of her daughters, 
and Clare in particular was a prayerful 
child. She was in her teens when she 
heard Francis preach during a Lenten 
service at the Church of San Giorgio in 
Assisi. She asked his advice on how to 
live the Gospel, and on Palm Sunday, 20 
March 1212, she left her father’s house 
with an aunt and another companion 

and went to the chapel of Porziuncula 
to meet Francis. Just as he had done, she 
laid aside her expensive clothes, put on a 
simple robe and her hair was cut. 

Of course, her father tried to force her 
to come home, but she clung to the altar, 
saying she would have no other hus-
band but Jesus Christ. Her sister Catarina 
(who took the name Agnes) joined her, 
and soon other women moved into the 
small building created for them beside 
the church of San Damiano. They be-
came known as the Poor Ladies of San 
Damiano, living a life of poverty, auster-
ity and seclusion.

What makes Clare remarkable for 
the age in which she lived is that she 
wrote the Rule for Life for her Order, the 
first set of monastic guidelines known 
to have been written by a woman. We 
might reflect that eight centuries later, 
women’s role in the Church is still de-
bated. In 1994, Pope John Paul II erected 
strong barriers against a more inclu-
sive attitude, and even Pope Francis has 
been accused of not listening to the cry 
of women.

This is not to suggest that the follow-
ers of Clare led a feminist-centred ex-
istence centuries ahead of their time. 
Unable to share the same ministry of 
Francis’ followers in preaching around 
the countryside, the Poor Ladies of San 
Damiano lived an enclosed life, carried 
out manual labour, prayed, slept on the 
ground, walked barefoot, and adhered 
rigidly to their vow of strict poverty. 
However, having at first been directed by 
Francis, in 1216 Clare accepted the role 
of abbess. This gave her greater authority, 
and the order was not obliged to obey a 
male hierarchy.

Of course, she revered Francis, whom 
she saw as her spiritual father. After his 
death on 3 October 1226, she contin-
ued to expand her order throughout 
Europe, and after her own death on 11 
August 1253, that order became known 
as the Poor Clares. Successive Popes had 
wanted the Order’s vows of extreme 
poverty to be diluted. She disagreed, and 
she won. Both St Clare and St Francis 
embraced a theology of joyous poverty 
in imitation of Christ. The man who took 
the name Francis for his papacy perpetu-
ates their legacy. 

Pope Francis’ latest encyclical, Fratelli Tutti, seeks to inspire 
an acceptance of that ‘other’, recognising that people of all faiths 

and none, are nevertheless all brothers and sisters together.

St Francis and St Clare, Church of San Damiano, Assisi. Fresco painting by Klara_Franz.



38 WORLDWIDE   DEC-JAN  2021 39 WORLDWIDE   DEC-JAN  2021

A WALL FOR A GREENER AFRICA
The first idea of creating a green barrier against the growing desertification of Africa was conceived 

in 2005 during a regional Conference of African Heads of States in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. 
Two institutions, the African Union (AU) and the Pan-African Agency for the Great Green Wall (PAGGW) 

for the Sahara and the Sahel Initiative, are currently leading this programme, aimed at reforestation

BY MARTA GATTI | ITALIAN RESEARCHER AND JOURNALIST

THE GREEN great barrier would consist 
of a 15 km wide strip, from Senegal to Dji-
bouti, from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red 
Sea, for a total length of about 8 000 km, 
across 13 countries in the Sahelian area. 
It aims to regenerate 100 million ha of de-
graded land by 2030, capture 250 million 
tons of carbon from the atmosphere and 
create 10 million jobs in rural areas, di-
rectly contributing to the UN’s sustainable 
development goals. The Wall has promised 
to be a compelling solution to the many 
urgent threats—notably climate change, 
drought, famine, conflict and migration—

facing not only the African Continent, but 
the global community as a whole. 

The way to achieve that ambitious mis-
sion has been planting trees to stop the 
advance of the desert, reverse land deg-
radation and to help curb the impover-
ishment of the population. It aims also at 
boosting food security, and through an 
eco-sustainable economy, support local 
communities so as to adapt themselves 
to climate change. 

Various actors are also involved in the 
project, the UN Organization for Food 
and Agriculture (FAO), the World Bank 

with The Sahel and West Africa Pro-
gram (SAWAP), the UN Convention to 
Combat Desertification (UNCCD), the 
European Union as well as other Afri-
can regional organizations.

The initiative has now been expanded to 
a vaster territory, surrounding the Sahara 
Desert:  north of the Sahelian belt, and in 
the south, up to Benin, Togo and Ghana, 
countries initially excluded. It involves, at 
different levels, a total of 22 countries and 
232 million people who live in the area 
surrounding the Sahara and would benefit 
from the project.

FRONTIERS • GREEN REGENERATION
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RESULTS
It is difficult to understand what the 
achieved results actually are. Accord-
ing to www.greatgreenwall.org, a web-
site managed by the UNCCD, a decade 
in, and roughly 15% of the total final 
objectives would have been reached. 
The site states that the initiative is al-
ready bringing life back to Africa’s de-
graded landscapes at an unprecedented 
scale, providing food security, jobs and 
a reason to stay for the millions who 
live along its path. Once complete, the 
Great Green Wall will be the largest 
living structure on the planet, three 
times the size of the Great Barrier Reef.  

There is, however, no mention of the 
number of jobs created. (https://www.
greatgreenwall.org/)

The figures vary a lot if we use the PAGGW 
as the official source: three million hectares 
regenerated in 11 countries and 11 000 per-
manent jobs created. The records are still 
different if we take into account the numer-
ous programmes created in support of GGW.

A COMMON STRATEGY AND 
THREE CRITERIA
In 2012, the Harmonized Regional Strategy, 
still in force today, was adopted by the 
leading institutions of the project, aim-
ing to standardize and provide guidelines 
to the acceding countries. According to 
this document, the project intentions to 
conserve, develop and manage natural 
resources and ecosystems, strengthen the 
infrastructure and potential of rural areas, 
diversify economic activities and improve 
the living conditions of the communities. 
These are, therefore, multi-sectorial ac-
tions which must be integrated. 

In the opinion of the scientific and 
technical director of the PAGGW, Abakar 

Zougoulou, there is still a problem of 
a misunderstanding among the many 
institutions that follow the inspiration 
of the project, but whose actions are 
not part of it. “In order to be considered 
part of this initiative, three criteria indi-
cated in the Harmonized Regional Strategy 
must be respected. The first is about the 
geographical space, the circum-Sahara, 
from the Maghreb to sub-Saharan Af-
rica. The second refers to the portion 
of territory in each state: i.e. areas with 
the lowest rainfall, from 100 to 400 mm. 
This has been identified by the African 
scientific community as a priority area 
for intervention.

The third criterion applies to the species 
of plants used. “About 200 species have 
been identified, based on their adapt-
ability. Not having enough funds available 
to cover the entire part of the countries, 
priority areas had to be chosen. All insti-
tutions that want to be part of the project 
must take this into account, but often they 
have not done so”, says Zougoulou.

According to him, only recently have 
the partners understood the need to act 
first in the low rainfall areas and then 
expand their action outside. Considering 
the three criteria mentioned above, many 
World Bank projects would not fall under 
the GGW initiative because their actions 
have touched areas of the countries out-
side the indicated rainfall zone. 

Up to now, 28 million ha of land have been regenerated 
and 12 million trees have been planted in five 

of the twenty-two countries that have joined the project

Africa’s Sahara Desert is expanding, encroaching on the savanna ecosystem.
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THE KEY IS AGROFORESTRY 
PASTORALISTS
The ecological rehabilitation of this area 
must take into account several factors, 
not the least, the access to land. Farmers 
and shepherds are the main protagonists 
of the Green Wall. Hence, the project 
must involve the community farms in the 
natural reforestation process.

In Ethiopia, for instance, to combat 
depopulation, the World Bank has envi-
sioned making some rural areas more 
attractive so as to retain their inhabitants. 
In Niger, agroforestry systems, combining 
tall trees and annual crop production, 
have been adopted. FAO has focused its 
projects on introducing various agri-
cultural techniques and technologies as 
well as developing local skills and com-
petencies. Native plants that are useful to 
communities, as a source of timber, food, 
fodder and as a sale product, have been 
incorporated. In particular, initiatives 
with gum arabic, forage, seeds and oils of 

local species have been developed. FAO 
ventures have focused on agroforestry 
systems that guarantee food, income and 
market. “The main beneficiaries are wom-
en involved in the processing and sale 
of plant products”, points out Nora Ber-
rahmouni, regional head of FAO for Action 
Against Desertification projects in Africa.

FOR THE PEOPLE AND BY 
THE PEOPLE
The motto of the PAGGW has been ‘for 
the people and by the people’, a multi-
sectorial, inclusive and ecologically based 
approach that involves people in an ac-
tive, conscious and voluntary way. These 
are community farms originated from a 

village or a group of villages. Up to now, 
there are six active projects that have to 
be replicated. In farms of about 3 000 ha, 
horticulture, beekeeping and small ani-
mal breeding are developed. The venues 
are identified on the basis of the three 
mentioned criteria: geographical, social 
and cultural homogeneity of the popula-
tions, the amount of rainfall in the area 
and the adaptability of the species to be 
included. The reforestation programmes 
involve areas between one village and an-
other and include the cultivation of plants 
considered strategic, such as gum arabic, 
moringa and spirulina (commonly called 

spirulina algae, a cyan bacterium rich in 
proteins). Water management takes place 
through the conservation of rainwater 
and the construction of large wells.

In some cases, specific technologies 
have also been introduced, such as the 
Vallerani System, a mechanical tool made 
up of a plough and a tractor that allows the 
tilling of arid and semi-arid soils in order 
to rehabilitate degraded soils. This tech-
nology also optimises the conservation 
and the rational use of rainwater. Tech-
nologies are not always welcomed at the 
level of individual countries; sometimes 
fear of losing jobs replaced by mechanical 
tools, emerges.

In other cases, GGW has appropriated 
local techniques used by farmers and 
shepherds. This is the case in Burkina Faso 
where the zaï system has been adopted 
and even exported. It consists of small 
holes made in the ground, enriched with 
manure, in which water is collected, mak-
ing the soil more fertile. This is a tradi-
tional technique made famous by the 
Burkinabe farmer, Yacouba Sawadogo. 
Among the methodologies adopted by 
the projects, assisted natural reforestation 
is also used. It provides for the protec-
tion of indigenous tree species which are 
normally cut or burnt to fertilize the land 
used for agricultural production.

SOCIAL REHABILITATION
Among the difficulties encountered, the 
main actors involved in the GGW mention 
the insecurity in some areas of Sahel, the 
conflicts in spaces where water resources 
are very scarce and the abandonment of 
the countryside. To avoid the emergence 

SPECTATOR CIVIL SOCIETY 
INITIALLY, civil society was cut off from the 
discussions on the project of the Great Green 
Wall. The first involvement of associations and 
non-governmental organizations took place 
in 2018 in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. The 
African Union and the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) organized the 
forum. On that occasion, the role of the civil 
society organizations in the implementation 
of the project was recognized. From 
there, the need for assuring an adequate 
communication among stakeholders has 
emerged, since its deficiency has hampered 
a better participation in the project by 
associations and social organizations. Civil 
society should have been fully included 
among the actors of the GGW, but the lack 
of a clear co-ordination slowed down this 
process and even today there is no platform 
to collect all the contributions to the project. 

The Green Wall area includes community gardens, 
pasture areas, spaces for fruit and income trees, beekeeping 

initiatives, among others, multisectoral activities that 
guarantee an additional income to the local populations.

The main beneficiaries of the FAO projects in the GGW have been the women.
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of conflicts within the communities af-
fected by the projects, the PAGGW has 
adopted the above-mentioned criteria of 
homogeneity; a system that may also risk 
exclusion instead of inclusion.

The right of access to land was one of 
the issues raised, particularly taking into 
account the logic of transhumance and 
the involvement of nomadic users of the 
land. “Often the aim is to close the spaces 
of use, without attempting to reconcile the 
different activities. In cases where the land 
aspect has not been taken into account, 
the project has failed”, stresses Mélanie 
Requier-Desjardins, a researcher at the 
Mediterranean Agronomic Institute of 
Montpellier. She took part in the drafting 
of the document, The African Great Green 
Wall Project: what advice can scientists give? 
edited by the French Scientific Commit-
tee on Desertification. According to the 
researcher, moreover, it must be clear that 
the ecological rehabilitation of a territory 
must also be matched by a social rehabili-
tation: “If free access land is transformed 
into areas forbidden for some, inequali-
ties are generated. For example, when the 
rehabilitated areas are assigned to farmers 
who have many animals, we lose the small 
shepherds”. The initial project focused 
mainly on agricultural communities ac-
cording to Mélanie.

Abakar Zougoulou has a simple solution 
for involving nomadic populations too: 
“Shepherds can use the undergrowth pas-
ture and collect forest products. They can 
produce straw and fodder to store and use 
them in the dry season”. FAO has focused 
on plants that are useful to shepherds, inte-
grating the interests of each productive ac-

tivity, to avoid conflicts. In some cases, the 
solution found, mentioned by the PAGGW, 
was that of fences. The debate is still open.

In Senegal, the only country to have 
started reforestation on the whole 15 km 
wide strip of land, a change of strategy 
has been made. Youssef Brahimi, a former 
member of the UNCCD Global Mechanism, 
an institution created to assist countries 
to mobilize financial resources to address 
desertification, land degradation and 
drought, states: “They started with refor-
estation, but afterwards they realized that 
the itinerary included villages and com-
munities. Therefore, they also included 
vegetable gardens, with a particular 
contribution by women”.

In the Harmonized Regional Strategy, 
explicit reference is made to ensuring 
fair access to land resources for all the 
populations living in the arid areas. Bra-
himi participated in the drafting of the 
document: “The securing of land has been 

promoted not only on an individual level, 
but as a common good, through commu-
nity management. We felt pressure from 
institutions to develop national land legis-
lation that would allow individuals to have 
a right to land—but we know that where 
there is an individual property right, it 
serves to put the land up for sale.

That is why most projects have set up 
community management committees. 
Action Against Desertification projects, 
for example, are carried out on commu-
nity land, in agreement with municipali-
ties and mayors. The land is identified by 
involving the population and the local 
administration. “The existence of a man-
agement committee is important because 
it allows to locate the land and to record 
its use in an official way”, points out Nora 
Berrhamouni, FAO regional co-ordinator. 

PRIVATE PARTNERS
In regard to the entry of private capital, 
not all the partners of the GGW share the 
same attitude. According to the PAGGW, 
private capital is not needed because “they 
would take most of the hectares”. The 
FAO is not of the same opinion, as it has 
produced a document aimed precisely at 
private individuals who want to invest in 
land redevelopment activities. The call for 
private capital has also been launched by 
the African Union and the World Bank. 

In any case, in most countries, land 
belongs to the state and it is the state that 
decides its use. Abakar Zougoulou explains 
well what this means: “If oil is found in an 
area where reforestation has been carried 
out, it is unlikely that trees will remain”. 

The involvement of the populations became essential to ensure the durability of the project.

The Project of the Great Green Wall, is not only African anymore: 
it has been adopted as a global symbol for all actions oriented to combat climate change 

and soil degradation through the valorization of trees and green natural areas.
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ECOLOGICAL SPIRITUALITY FROM 
THE WISDOM OF THE ECOSOPHIES

The ecological problem, the unprecedented environmental global degradation in which we currently 
find ourselves, is certainly the greatest crisis facing humanity today. The response to it will define 

the future of our planet and its biodiversity while a passive reaction will bring forth the risk of self-destruction

BY RAFAEL GÜITRÓN TORRES | COMBONI MISSIONARY

WHAT IS the root cause of this ecological 
crisis? Surely, we can affirm that it lies on 
the devaluation of life and its meaning. 
Confusion and disappointment are flut-
tering in the hearts of many people, even 
though for others, this situation may pro-
voke, in turn, an awakening and openness 
to new horizons of humanity.  

Some people, thirsty for meaning and 
roots, turn their gaze towards spiritual-
ity as one of the sources to quench their 
thirst. Spirituality refers to the quality of 

being concerned with the human spirit 
or soul, as opposed to material or physi-
cal things. It seeks the integration of the 
human being’s thirst for unity and har-
mony; a willingness to care for creation; 
an openness to transcendence; a tension 
between the earthly life and the craving 
for salvation. Pope Francis (2015), in his 
encyclical, Laudato Si’ (LS), invites us to 
turn to our interior life if we want to heal 
the world. He repeatedly promotes a cul-
ture of life or a way of being in the planet 

that protects all forms of life and cares for 
spirituality (LS 63, 64), and states that this 
is medicine for the ecological crisis.

This search for spirituality moves our 
hearts to look for God and His presence 
among us. God imprints the seal of His 
creation through two calligraphies: the 
canvas of nature from where we can 
extract His mark, and the Word of God, a 
Word incarnated in the history of salva-
tion, as we find it in the Bible. Both are 
papyri engraved with environmental 

SPIRITUALITY • ECOSOPHIES
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characters (those sprung from creation 
in its beauty, as well as elements of nature 
present in the sacred texts), in need of be-
ing examined to generate a creative action 
(LS 85). In the light of creation and in front 
of the text of the burning bush (Ex 3: 1f), 
we take off our shoes with a humble heart 
and open our intelligence to contemplate 
nature and, with it, the One who is Beauty 
and Life.

God invites the human being to a spirit-
uality of a new genesis through His loving 
epiphany: creation becomes an environ-
mental covenant that, through its care, 
transforms humanity (LS 240). Finally, 
the trace of God’s Spirit is found in the 
cosmos which is, at the same time, His gift 
and vestige; wisdom that emanates from 
nature, or ecosophy. However, it demands 
that its message be interpreted, in order to 
nourish and motivate the fluttering of the 
spirit of the peoples.  

Ecosophy is the wisdom that comes 
from the relationship of interdependence 
between the elements of the cosmos, God 
and the human being, forming a cosmo-
theanthropic bond. As Raimon Panikkar 
(1994) affirms, it is about the relationship 
of the One with the Whole. Indeed eco-
sophy, as wisdom-spirituality, defines a 
mode of an integral relationship between 
nature and society; it engenders a healthy 
communion that cares for the common 
home (LS 78). If the human being forgets 
the essential elements that generate life, 
its immediate consequence is similar to 
the contraction of Alzheimer’s disease, 
the annihilation of history and the de-
struction of nature—an ecocide. There-
fore, it is fundamental to recognise the 
ecosophy transmitted to us by peoples 
scattered throughout the length and 
breadth of the planet, who represent 
traces of the Good and the Truth and 
knowledge of an integral ecology.

THE WORLD-VIEW OF ECOSOPHY
The purpose of this reflection continues 
exposing some of the cultural knowl-
edge present in the different peoples of 
the world, which should be the points of 
reference for the human search for sense 
and global solidarity (LS 201). 

The ecosophies of the peoples of the 
American lands propose the following  
key elements: life in harmony with na-

ture, as their fundamental principle; a 
diversity of narratives within a religious 
and spiritual sense of existence; the im-
portance of education in knowledge and 
skills for life; a sense of the meaning of life 
and death; a hierarchy of values; justice, 
presented always as the way to restore 
order; forms of self-government based on 
uses and customs; a cosmo-vision of good 
and evil that articulates morality; and 
finally, the principle of identity, meaning 
that one is a person because one belongs 
to the community. All these values of 
life are reasons for a radical demand 
to care for and nurture a good living in 
the territories between the Pacific and 
Atlantic Oceans. 

Moving on, let’s briefly explore the 
sub-Saharan ecosophy of Africa, espe-
cially in the Bantu tradition which com-
prises more than 400 ethnic groups. The 
heart of their perspective is found in the 
Sotho proverb, Motho ke motho ka batho 
babang (a person becomes a person be-
cause of other people), referring to those 
who contribute in making one a human 
being. So, the identity and relational 
values of the Bantu spirit are defined in 
the light of the Ubuntu/botho (humanity) 
ecosophy. Indeed, some central elements 
of this African cultural knowledge are as 

follows: the interconnection and com-
munion as founding the fundamental 
values of the tribe; the community as 
the origin and destiny of the individual 
and the inalienable duty to become fully 
its member; the value of the family, in a 
broad sense; fraternity as a principle of 
co-existence and a guarantee of survival; 
communion between generations: the 
past, the present and the future, and 
the ancestors; group solidarity in the 
daily struggles; ecological harmony as 
essential to life i.e. the prayers and rites 
propitiatory for example, a good storm. It 
is the cosmo-vision of Ubuntu-humanity 
that creates the community of people 
and, therefore, forms the individual 
(Nontobeko 2006). Finally, Africa is the 
land where life dances to the rhythm of 
the drum.

In the same way, the European conti-
nent is home to movements that signify 
old-new values that prevent forces, in 
a particular way, against an environ-
mental destruction. So, the fruit of this 
encounter-divergence, as far as ecosophy 
is concerned, interweaves the following 
paths: the search for a balance between 
matter and spirit; the education for the 
care of the biosphere; the common good 
as an ecological principle; the value of 
an eternal instant that combines yester-
day’s and tomorrow’s time; the constant 
change of cultural paradigms; the pro-
motion of solidarity-based economies; 
proximity as an integrating element; the 
demand to link truth and politics; and 
the phenomenon of the relationship 
between the environment and religious 
belief (Maffesoli 2017). In conclusion, 
the European paradigm incorporates 
action that tends to heal the relation-
ship between society and nature, going 
beyond a simple respect for the ecologi-
cal, towards an integral care for creation.

The Asian continent, sanctuary of im-
portant spiritual movements (Tianchen 
2003), proposes the following founding 
elements: nature is endowed with a ca-
pacity to harmonize itself and its balance 
is the moral criterion for human relations; 
there are vital rhythms that need to be 
respected; a principle of benevolence 
that demands a healthy relationship be-
tween humanity, earth and heaven, for 
the flourishing of the Pure Earth; frugal-

The ecosophies of the peoples of the 
American lands propose life, in harmony 

with nature, as their fundamental principle—
indigenous man from Amazonia, Brasil.
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ity, as a demand that limits human excess; 
the person is not the master of nature; 
the need of harmonious co-existence 
with other living beings and the fact that 
truth is reflected in human actions. In 
short, it promotes the safeguarding of 
the social and natural environments, thus 
guaranteeing the salvation of the spirit 
of humanity.

After reviewing the values of the main 
ecosophies throughout the planet, we 
may consider the need for integrating 
them towards an ecological spirituality.

ECOLOGICAL SPIRITUALITY (LS 202)
Humanity is facing the problem of an 
environmental uprooting, i.e. the lack of 
ground, identity, history and spiritual-
ity. Uprooting is the process in which 
people lose contact with their own vital 
roots, those that define them in a socio-
cultural and geographical environment. It 
produces evident effects such as political 
indifference; ethical relativism; objec-
tivism; domination of the quantifiable; 

migrations caused by ecological reasons 
or habitat destruction; degradation of 
justice; adoration of power-money; lack 
of creativity; absence of religious inspira-
tion and depersonalization. The person 
loses one’s vital references and habitat, 
one’s place of cultural and historical co-
existence, producing a suffocation of the 
fluttering of the Spirit. However, it is in 
the common home or territory where the 
human being takes root, grows and dies 
as an incarnated spirit that loves life by 
rising to transcendence.

Spirituality becomes a well that con-
tributes to satiate the human aspira-
tion for a better environmental world, 
from the ontological demand of unity in 
diversity. This implies some prerequisites: 
human greatness that creates commun-
ion; care for creation; seeking quality life 
styles; enjoying sobriety as an authentic 
mode of existence; incarnating a mysti-
cal prophecy; fighting for the common 
good; promoting peace and learning to 
rest (LS 222–227). 

Spirituality is thus the oasis where the 
ecosophies brought by the pilgrims of 
life converge. It is the oasis as a propitious 
space-time that breaks down all barriers 
and creates the persona of the common 
home. Spirituality is the place where the 
traveller dwells and is nourished; where 
the person lives together with others and 
prepare themselves to resume again the 
adventure of life, in the communion of 
the One with the All. 
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Fraternity is one of the fundamental principles of co-existence and guarantee 
of survival in traditional Africa—home visit by a nurse to a client.

The ecosophies of the Asian continent 
promote the safeguarding of the social and 

natural environments, thus guaranteeing the 
salvation of the spirit of humanity.
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THESE ARE the words that the angel says 
to Joseph. From Mary, in fact, he will re-
ceive Jesus, the Son begotten of the Spirit, 
the God-with-us.

This account clearly answers the two 
questions that open the previous passage, 
the genealogy of Jesus: who is the Father 
of Jesus, and how does Joseph enter into 
his kinship?

Christ is the Son of God Himself, begot-
ten by the Spirit and born of the Virgin 
Mary; Joseph, the prototype of the believ-
er, becomes his consanguinity by mar-
rying Mary. In him we see man’s doubts 
and resistance of the person to open up 
to something much bigger that what one 
is, even if it is what one is made for.

Faith in the Word establishes the kin-
ship between us and God. Through it, 
like Joseph, we welcome the One who has 
the power to make us children (Jn 1: 12). 
Everything is left to our responsibility, our 
capacity to respond to the Word of God: 
this is the ‘angel’ who offers us the pos-
sibility to welcome him, to listen to him 
and to answer him.

The genealogy of Jesus tells us how 
God enters into our history; in this pas-
sage, instead, how we enter into His. He 
takes our flesh as it is, we receive Him as 
He offers Himself to us, in Mary.

Joseph is the descendant of David, to 
whom God promised the Messiah. But 
He who promises, always commits Him-
self, and what He promises at the end is 
Himself, committed in every one of His 
promises. The son of David will be, not 
only the promised Messiah but, the same 
Lord who makes the promise.

The Son is not born of us; He comes 
from the Spirit, because God is Spirit. 
Joseph thinks he must step back out of 
discretion and unworthiness (vv. 18, 19). 
But he is encouraged by the angel to take 
the mother and the Son. He must give the 
name to the One who is not his.

He is someone else, he is the Other 
himself, who awaits his “yes” to be his 

son, the God-with-him, the One who 
saves him and every generation from the 
loneliness of non-being (vv. 21–23). Joseph 
is from now on presented as the one who 
listens and executes the Word (vv. 24, 25).

Jesus is the Son of God, begotten in 
eternity by the Father in the Spirit, and 
born in time from the flesh of Mary, by 
the work of the same Spirit.

The Church, like Joseph ‘the dreamer’, 
realizes God’s dream: in silence ador-
ing, through faith welcomes the gift 
of the Son. 

THE LAST WORD

BY FR SILVANO FAUSTI SJ | BIBLIST AND WRITER

PRAYING THE TEXT

I imagine Joseph’s perplexity; what he 
thinks and why
I imagine his thoughts and feelings, his 
fiancé is pregnant
I listen to the words of the angel to him as 
he sleeps, how he reacts to his mission of 
giving name to Emmanuel, God-with-us
I ask what I need for my life: not to be 
afraid to take God’s gift in Mary.

LIFE-GIVING DREAMS

“Don’t be afraid to take Mary with you” 
(Mt 1: 18–25)

Stained glass window in Lille Cathedral.
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MISSION IS FUN

CHRISTMAS IN IPOLOSAT
BY FR GIUSEPPE CARAMAZZA | COMBONI MISSIONARY

I WAS Parish Priest in Ongata Rongai, 
in the south of Kenya. Christmas was 
approaching and Fr Vincent, my curate 
and I, started wondering about how to 
celebrate Mass in the 26 chapels of the 
parish. We decided to schedule at least 
one in the main centres at or around 
the feast. 

lpolosat was one of them. They asked 
me to go, since they had not had Mass in 
the past two months. I agreed for the 22nd 
of December. On that day, I drove along 
the tarmac road until I reached the junc-
tion for Ipolosat. The road was impass-
able, a sea of mud, as I expected. I parked 
the pick-up and started walking.

The sun was unforgiving. The black 
cotton-growing soil stuck to my boots, 
slowing me down. I started suffering 
from the sun, and dreaming to reach the 
outstation and rest in the shadow of the 

small church. When I went over the top of 
the hill of Ipolosat, I was surprised to see a 
large gathering. I made for the chapel and 
met with the elders, who were waiting for 
me. “Father Joseph”, said one, “when we 
heard that you were coming to celebrate 
Christmas we sent word around. The 
Christians of other denominations asked 
to join us in prayer. We hope you do not 
mind.” Of course, I did not mind, but I 
wondered where we could accommodate 
such a crowd. The answer was just under 
my eyes, everything was prepared to cel-
ebrate Mass in the open; in the savannah, 
with not a tree in sight, I could only hope 
for Mass to be short.

It was not. People had prepared dances, 
the choir seemed to have chosen the long-
est hymns ever written, and I could cer-
tainly not cut corners in the celebration. 
Christmas is at the heart of the faithful 

and they had not celebrated the Eucharist 
for so many Sundays. After Mass there 
was a communal lunch, and I was able 
to leave Ipolosat only towards 16:00, just 
in time to reach the car before dark. I 
had developed a strong headache, and I 
had to go to the doctor the following day 
because my scalp had turned into a large 
painful blister.

I still remember that Christmas. We 
celebrated Jesus’ birth a few days in ad-
vance, some purist might not be happy, 
but people in Ipolosat were, and proud 
also that the Eucharist had brought so 
many believers around the altar, showing 
that we should strive for what unites us, 
more than what divides us. The feast after 
Mass was simple, yet joyful: the sharing of 
food and drink, the laughter, the pristine 
joy of staying together, what could one 
ask for more. 

Illustration by Karabo Pare
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“The first love of my youth was for unhappy Africa and, leaving behind 
all that was dearest to me in the world, I came sixteen years ago to these lands 

to offer my work for the relief of their age-old sufferings.”

{Daniel Comboni said on his first address given in Khartoum on the occasion 
of his installation as Pro-vicar Apostolic of Central Africa, in 1872. He died in 1881}

Fr Aldo Chistè and Fr Arturo Velázquez González, two Comboni Missionaries of the 
Heart of Jesus who worked in South Africa and dedicated their lives to the mission.

SHARE IN GOD’S MISSION
BE A COMBONI PRIEST OR BROTHER

For information, contact the Vocations Promoter:

FR PROSPER TEHOU
Cell & WhatsApp: +27 611 202 686 
Email: vocations@comboni.org.za

Facebook: Comboni Vocations (MCCJ – RSA)

COMBONI MISSIONARIES
AN INTERNATIONAL 

COMMUNITY FOR 
MISSIONARY SERVICE

The Comboni priests, brothers and lay people dedicate 
their lives to the proclamation of the Good News 
and to various activities of human promotion among 
those peoples who do not know Jesus yet. Today, the 
Comboni Missionaries work in 42 countries in Africa, 
America, Europe and Asia. The Comboni Missionary 
Sisters and the Secular Comboni Missionaries are two 
other institutes belonging to the Comboni Family.

 Fr Arturo Velázquez González (28.07.1958–22.10.2020) 
worked in Mount Frère, Eastern Cape, from 1992 until 1998.

Fr Aldo spent 48 years of his missionary life in South Africa 
ministering in seven parishes and three different dioceses. 



“May Christ bring his light to soften our often stony and self-centred hearts, and make 
them channels of his love. May he bring his smile, through our poor faces, to all the 
children of the world: to those who are abandoned and those who suffer violence. 

Through our frail hands, may he clothe those who have nothing to wear, give bread to 
the hungry and heal the sick. Through our friendship, such as it is, may he draw close 

to the elderly and the lonely, to migrants and the marginalised. On this joyful Christmas 
Day, may he bring his tenderness to all and brighten the darkness of this world.” 

(Pope Francis in his Christmas Day Message 2019)

WE WISH YOU A JOYFUL 
CHRISTMAS AND A BLESSED 

NEW YEAR 2021!


